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Chapter 561 The Great Depression (1)

Volume 6 — Chapter 1

❧ ❧ ❧


After the general election voting concluded in November 1928, the elected electors in various states of the United States had completed their oaths, guaranteeing that they would cast their votes for the candidate who won in their state during the electoral vote. Due to the electoral college system, the results from each state were aggregated via telegram on the very day the votes were cast.

In fact, by noon, Hoover's campaign team learned that the electoral votes had already exceeded half. Although it wasn't yet time to raise glasses in celebration, the committee members inside the campaign headquarters had already relaxed. Not only was this the case for Hoover's campaign headquarters, but the same was true for his opponent's. This was a campaign without suspense; everyone had long understood that Hoover would surely win.

Prescott Bush had also arrived at the Republican Party's headquarters in Washington at this time, preparing to attend the upcoming evening banquet. Politicians chatted relaxedly. Hoover's campaign office had already announced the victory, and everyone was waiting for New York Democratic Governor Alfred E. Smith, Hoover's opponent in this election, to announce his concession.

Sure enough, at two o'clock in the afternoon, although the vote counting hadn't finished, the Democratic Party announced their defeat, acknowledging that Hoover had won the general election. As the news came in, a wave of relaxed and joyous applause erupted within the Republican headquarters.

Prescott Bush was clapping along with the others when the secretary of the Republican Senate Chairman arrived at his side. "Mr. Bush, please come with me."

At this moment, the Republican Senate Chairman was surrounded by quite a few people. Seeing Prescott Bush approach, he left the crowd and walked into a nearby room. Bush entered the room and closed the door behind him. The Senate Chairman stepped forward, patted Bush on the shoulder, and praised, "Good work. Mr. Hoover is already preparing to send a representative to China."

Bush didn't ask at all if he was included in this, because he certainly wasn't. In President Hoover's campaign platform, expanding trade with Asia was a very important item in his foreign policy. Such matters would naturally be handled by people President Hoover trusted; it couldn't possibly fall on the head of Bush, who had only just squeezed into the edge of America's core political circle.

"Mr. Bush, would you be willing to join the Republican Fundraising Committee?" the Senate Chairman asked.

Bush couldn't help but reveal a smile; this was the return he had been expecting. If he could organize campaign fundraising well, especially for the re-election campaigns of Senators and Representatives, in the next term or the one after that, Prescott Bush might become a member of the presidential campaign team, or even make it onto the candidate list for Republican Representative or Senator. If Prescott Bush established political merit during this process, the timeline might even be shortened.

"Thank you for your trust," Bush replied.

"Help Mr. Bush get in touch with Mr. Stephen," the Senate Chairman instructed his secretary. Then he patted Bush on the shoulder again. "Young man, you will certainly have a great future." With that, he left.

In the afternoon, after attending Hoover's victory press conference, Bush hurriedly boarded a train and headed straight for New York. The night scene of New York was filled with feasting and revelry, especially in Manhattan. The height of several buildings under construction had not yet exceeded the completed skyscrapers, but the tall scaffolding already revealed the builders' ambitions.

Streets full of neon signs and the endless stream of cars made this world financial center appear incredibly magnificent. Bush's car stopped in front of a seven-story building; above the entrance stood the sign of 'Dukin Bank.' Walking into the building, he saw many offices on both sides of the corridor still brightly lit. Young men and women pouring coffee came and went, delivering not only coffee to the American financial workers working through the night but also meals and late-night snacks like sandwiches.

Taking the elevator to the top floor, Bush didn't enter the office but walked directly to the stairs leading to the rooftop. Pushing open the rooftop door, he saw two sofas near the edge. Someone was already sitting on one, the flickering light of a cigar slightly illuminating the man's very young face. Just looking at the hazy silhouette in the night lights, Bush confirmed it was his friend from the Class of 1917 at Yale and fellow Skull and Bones member, Percy Rockefeller.

When Bush sat down on the other sofa, Percy asked, "How did my old man treat you?"

"I feel he didn't care about me. Your old man seems to have spent all his time studying China and the Chinese Chairman."

Percy Rockefeller didn't ask more about this. "Scott, are you considering investing in China?" As an old friend, Percy liked to call Bush this.

"I'm considering how to provide China with an interest-free loan," Bush sighed.

"Non-black market interest rates already exceed 20%. Where do you plan to get an interest-free loan?" Percy thought Bush was daydreaming.

"In China now, there are also quite a few newspapers that believe the US stock market cannot sustain itself," Bush said, seemingly jumping topics.

Percy chuckled lightly. If China only recently thought the US stock market would fall, that was way too belated. Inside the US, since the end of 1926, a large number of media, scholars, and short-selling institutions had predicted a stock market crash; it had been two years now. Wall Street and the major US consortiums also believed the US stock market wouldn't continue like this, but the money flowing right before their eyes was incredibly real, and everyone wanted to keep scooping it up.

"Scott, my old man has already ordered people to investigate China's oil industry and heavy industry. They discovered something very strange: China also has heavy oil cracking technology. And the company's assessment believes China might even have hydrogenation technology."

Bush hadn't expected Rockefeller to be so fierce. After returning to the US, Bush had read recent newspapers and found that after a string of titles like 'Leader of Private Armies, Butcher of Workers, Evil Capitalist, Representative of Monopoly Capital,' Rockefeller had added a new title: 'Pink Partner of the Communist Party.'

This title looked very bizarre, yet Bush felt it had a flavor that wasn't incongruous.

However, since his old friend Percy had shared such news, Bush also said, "Recently, Hoover's personal representative has already gone to China. Also, I might become a member of the Republican Fundraising Committee."

"Oh? If that's the case, do you want to donate something to Franklin Roosevelt?"

"Your old man donated to him?" Bush was very surprised. President (Theodore) Roosevelt was Franklin Roosevelt's uncle, and everyone knew the conflict between the Roosevelt family and the Rockefeller family. Expressing support for the Roosevelt family through donations was truly somewhat abrupt.

"My old man seems to really like the Chinese Chairman. I heard that when the Chinese Chairman contacted the White House, he asked Franklin Roosevelt to pull the strings."

"God. Your old man really fears nothing." Bush had to sigh.

The two young men in their early thirties thus exchanged inside information that even ordinary wealthy Americans couldn't possibly know. And they weren't deliberately prying; these were simply contents they encountered in their daily lives and work.

After chatting, Bush stood up to leave. "I'm going home."

"Don't be in a hurry. When do Hoover's people leave?" Percy Rockefeller asked.

Hoover had extremely high prestige in the US, and President Coolidge had absolutely no intention of continuing to run. So Hoover sending his representative didn't trigger criticism from others. When Hoover's private diplomatic team arrived in China by plane, although they didn't receive an official welcome from China, the level of officials sent by the Chinese government for exchanges was equivalent to that for receiving a US presidential envoy.

When reporting to He Rui, Qin Tingyu, Director of the North American Department, specifically emphasized: "Chairman, Hoover's representatives seem very satisfied with our plan. Judging by the timeline, negotiations for the 'China-US Investment, Trade, and Tariff Package Agreement' and the 'China-US Industrial Cooperation and Tariff Adjustment Supplementary Agreement' can probably be completed around August 1929. As for the 'China-Japan-US Pacific Security and Reinsurance Agreement,' I think the general model will be negotiated around 1930."

He Rui didn't care at all. Recently, the Ministry of Finance submitted a report analyzing US economic data and speculation levels. This report was not a lyrical essay describing how grandmothers buying groceries on the street were all buying stocks, but simple and clear numbers. For example, US financial leverage was around 400% to 1000%. The nominal 12% interest rate couldn't borrow money at all; 20% was the normal lending rate. And the debt scale of ordinary US residents was about 120% or more of their income. That is to say, even if ordinary Americans stopped eating and drinking for a year, it would take 1.2 years to pay off their debts.

He Rui had seen the scene where US national debt exceeded 45 trillion dollars. These US national debts were 180% of the US nominal GDP including inflation. Although the US national situation was tottering, the US was quick to pay debts and didn't default.

However, if a country's people's debt reached 120% of their income, the borrowing population was definitely doomed. The rich wouldn't borrow money for their livelihood; those borrowing to make a living were basically low- and middle-income groups. Low- and middle-income earners are always the majority of a country's population. If these people go completely bankrupt, it means the country falls into comprehensive turmoil. In the eyes of He Rui, a person from the 21st century, the outbreak of the Great Depression was completely logical; it would be strange if it didn't break out.

Since the Great Depression was inevitable, He Rui was very relaxed. "No rush. After the outbreak of the Great Economic Crisis in the US, the US government won't have the capacity to focus on diplomatic issues for a short time. The Security and Reinsurance Agreement is a gesture, intended to release an attitude to the US that we have no intention of posing a security threat to them."

"The comrades in the Ministry of Finance have discussed the possibility of the US raising tariffs, as well as the possibility of the British Imperial Preference system mentioned by the Chairman. Their conclusion is that if it really develops to that extent, world trade is finished." The expression on Qin Tingyu's elegant face was serious.

He Rui shook his head. "World trade won't be finished, because the volume of world trade isn't large."

Hearing He Rui's analytical line of thought, Qin Tingyu quickly replied, "Looking at it that way, it is indeed so."

Seeing Qin Tingyu still somewhat too tense, He Rui smiled. "Comrade Tingyu, in a few more years, you will see what level transnational trade volume can reach under economic integration. Discussing international trade then will be very relaxing for everyone. So you can relax and wait and see."

Although He Rui very much wanted Qin Tingyu to relax a bit and not be overly nervous under the pressure of the full normalization of Sino-US relations, seeing Qin Tingyu's forced smile, He Rui felt his efforts seemed useless.

But this couldn't be blamed on Qin Tingyu. He Rui had seen the materials; the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), the foundation of the international trade system led by the US, was signed in Geneva on October 30, 1947, and began to be applied provisionally on January 1, 1948.

If world trade in 1913 is taken as 100, from 1913 to 1948, the volume of international trade didn't change much. It only began to grow rapidly after 1948. So, international trade in this colonial imperialist era really didn't need to be taken too seriously.

Since Qin Tingyu couldn't relax, He Rui simply stopped persuading. "Comrade Qin Tingyu, how likely do the comrades in the Ministry of Finance think it is that the US will adopt a high tariff policy?"

When talking about work, Qin Tingyu threw his thoughts to the back of his mind and was liberated from the pressure instead. "From an economic perspective, high tariffs make absolutely no sense. So the comrades in the Ministry of Finance think the probability is less than 50%."

He Rui could understand the comrades' thoughts, so he asked, "Then have you discussed with the comrades in the Ministry of Finance the tradition of high tariffs in the US since its founding? Have you considered the US path dependence on high tariffs?"

Qin Tingyu's eyes lit up. "I'm very interested in this line of thought. But to explain this to the Ministry of Finance, we still need the Chairman to do it."

"No need. If I go and talk, everyone will immediately take it as gospel. Path dependence is itself a direction for exploration."

"Then please tell me about your view on the US path dependence on high tariffs, Chairman." Qin Tingyu was genuinely interested.

Over ten minutes later, Qin Tingyu understood He Rui's thinking and felt he understood why He Rui was unwilling to personally talk to the Ministry of Finance about this. High tariffs were indeed an American tradition, but whether high tariffs could solve the economic problems triggered by the outbreak of the Great Economic Crisis in the US showed absolutely no inevitability.

High tariffs could block foreign goods and squeeze out a market for American companies. Moreover, American goods were very competitive in the current world, so the US had a relatively strong capacity to withstand possible economic retaliation from other countries. Therefore, high tariffs were not a means to solve US economic problems, but to maintain political stability.

As to whether the US Hoover administration would adopt such a policy, there was no inevitable certainty. However, judging from a political perspective, the possibility of the US adopting high tariffs was indeed higher than considering the issue purely from an economic perspective.

After discussing these things, Qin Tingyu indeed felt much more relaxed. On the way to the Ministry of Finance, Qin Tingyu suddenly thought of a question: *Does China also have path dependence?* If it were China in the agricultural era, politics indeed had strong path dependence. But what about China in the industrialization era?

After thinking for a while, Qin Tingyu suddenly discovered that China's current path dependence was probably dependence on He Rui's decisions. If someone else told Qin Tingyu about 'path dependence,' Qin Tingyu would probably listen very seriously, but he definitely wouldn't immediately communicate with the comrades in the Ministry of Finance according to such a line of thought. Conversely, with He Rui, Qin Tingyu would naturally execute according to a line of thought he hadn't heard of ten minutes ago. This was standard path dependence.

He Rui was a strategist; the strategic concepts he proposed and the various policies he formulated had all achieved success. Before the authority brought by this sense of trust was thoroughly weakened, the comrades had no other path to choose.

In April 1929, President Coolidge attended Hoover's inauguration ceremony. And Hoover, full of spirit at the inauguration ceremony, loudly announced his view to the Americans attending: "With the help of God, we shall soon, with the help of God, be in sight of the day when poverty will be banished from this nation."

Hearing this, the American people erupted in cheers like mountains calling and seas roaring, expressing their expectation of permanently staying away from poverty and their trust in President Hoover.

In June 1929, the *China-US Investment, Trade, and Tariff Package Agreement* was signed. In August, the *China-US Industrial Cooperation and Tariff Adjustment Supplementary Agreement* was signed.

*The Wall Street Journal* published an enthusiastic article: '...We once tried to open the Chinese market from the outside by various means, but ultimately failed. Now, a modern Chinese government led by an outstanding Chinese leader has opened the embrace of the Chinese market to the United States. This proves to us that only a modern government can understand the modern economy. Helping China become a more modern, more enlightened country will inevitably promote friendship between China and the US and further expand trade between the two countries.'

Not only *The Wall Street Journal*, but most US media were praising the Chinese government. These articles amused He Rui. In the eyes of the American left wing, China was not an evil capitalist country; it had indeed done what a socialist country should do in eliminating poverty, popularizing education, promoting equality, and fostering national development.

The American right-wing media also didn't dislike China. Because things like land reform had been done by every industrial country. China's land reform plan didn't appear unusually brutal. Moreover, China hadn't eliminated private enterprise and adopted a market economy that Europe and America could fully accept.

As for the Civility Party winning the vast majority of parliamentary seats with an overwhelming advantage in China's 1929 general election, and He Rui being re-elected as Chairman of the Republic of China with over 90% of the votes, anyone who didn't view China with a malicious perspective could understand such a result. A leader who saved the nation's destiny and a political party that saved the people of the whole country from bankruptcy would inevitably receive such support.

Stimulated by the opening of the Chinese market, the US stock market surged again. Industrialists, academic economists, and government leaders all expressed confidence in the future. Secretary of the Treasury Andrew William Mellon also assured the public in September 1929: "There is no cause for worry. The high tide of prosperity will continue."

Ordinary American people had no feeling about these words; they simply believed President Hoover's campaign promise: 'A chicken in every pot and a car in every garage.'

On the very day US Treasury Secretary Andrew spoke, Prescott Bush invited his friends from the Skull and Bones society at university to his office. With the support of his father-in-law's Walker family, Prescott Bush had successfully started his own financial company, transforming into a financial tycoon.

The Skull and Bones friends had been like-minded since their university days. Bush didn't explain first but proposed his own suggestion: "Sell all the stocks of holding companies and do not buy stocks again in the short term."

Several friends looked at each other. Percy Rockefeller was the first to ask, "Is it finally going to drop?"

"Yes. That damned metal company! I didn't expect him to trigger it." Bush finished with disgust, stood up, walked to the window, and looked out at the still bustling Manhattan with his hands behind his back.

In the past three years in the US, people had cried wolf every day. Ordinary people might have long been tired of hearing it, but the truly wealthy hadn't been foolish. Their wealth wasn't actually in the stock market but in various industrial fields. So everyone knew that the shock triggered by the metal speculator Bush mentioned was just a fuse. A large number of short sellers were sniping at that metal speculation, and the sniping succeeded. It dragged down stock prices, causing fluctuations.

At this moment, Bush calmed down a bit. He turned around and said to his friends, "According to news I heard, the Federal Reserve has decided to control speculative behavior. To force funds back into the production sector, the Federal Reserve will raise the rediscount rate from 5% in August to 6% and will regulate public utility holding companies in October!"

If Bush's view on metal speculation only slightly surprised his friends, the Federal Reserve's action shocked everyone present. Percy Rockefeller immediately said, "I'd like to use your phone."

The others made the same request. Prescott Bush was prepared; he had his secretary lead them to the phone room while he walked to the window again with hands behind his back, looking down at the street below.

The ant-like crowd made Bush feel very unpleasant, and the Federal Reserve's decision made him feel it was absurd. The US economy had already reached a turning point; even if the Fed didn't act, the stock market would start to fall. If the Fed didn't act now, the US stock market might fall into a continuous slow decline for the next few years.

Now that the Fed was acting, the slow decline would turn into a crash. The whole market would be in chaos!

But finding out the Federal Reserve's decision was Bush's current limit. However, Prescott Bush soon recovered his calm. Everyone who needed to be notified had been notified. He could also judge the future financial trend; it was his turn to make money.

In October 1929, the Federal Reserve meeting made the decision just as Bush knew. The impact caused by the failure of metal speculation hadn't yet dissipated, and the news about regulating public utility holding companies became the last straw that broke the camel's back. The stock market began to crash, and investors who bought stocks on margin were forced to sell. Because this portion of stocks was leveraged, the debt was directly amplified. Starting from October 29, the systemic risk of the US financial system was thoroughly activated. The crisis was amplified by leverage and began to transmit at an astonishing speed.

It was night in China at this time. Although the news traveled halfway around the globe via radio waves to arrive in China, it was quickly analyzed and classified by the night shift staff and placed in the highest priority column. When dawn broke and the Chinese central government went to work, it would be delivered to the leaders of various relevant departments immediately.
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Chapter 562 The Great Depression (2)

Volume 6 — Chapter 2

❧ ❧ ❧


On his way to the meeting, He Rui quickly scanned the report in the car. Most central leaders did roughly the same, so when He Rui walked into the conference room and everyone saw him actually yawn slightly, they all thought He Rui might have been studying this matter all night and hadn't slept yet.

This was obviously a benign misunderstanding on everyone's part. He Rui just had a sudden burst of interest yesterday and had been tossing around with a girl until quite late. Additionally, seeing the US stock market crash, He Rui felt the pressure in his heart drop significantly, so his body naturally appeared less energetic. Seeing the eager expressions of many comrades, He Rui roused his spirits and said, "Our current priority is to forget the past and focus on the present. The strategic goal China is currently executing is to seek power and recognition on a global scale."

Because the gap between He Rui's statement and the comrades' expectations was too large, most comrades were confused for a moment. He Rui wrote a line of text and had his secretary write it on the blackboard. Only then did he look at the comrades, a smile appearing on his face. "Premier, is the intelligence gathering team arranged?"

Premier Wu Youping answered immediately, "The personnel we sent to the US are all in place. They will collect public data affecting the core US economy in a timely manner and transmit it back to the country."

He Rui then turned to the comrades. "Whether what is happening in the US now is a technical adjustment of stocks or a great economic crisis, specialized departments are already observing it. Personally, such huge economic fluctuations are rare in history, and I am very concerned. I believe comrades living in this era will also be very concerned. Comrades can all obtain abundant materials, and relevant departments will also produce special topics. Comrades will listen to reports regularly. This is very normal, comrades. When everyone gets old, and your grandchildren ask, 'Grandpa, Grandma, how did the events of 1929 in the US happen, and how did they develop?' Comrades should always have something to brag about to the children."

"Haha." Laughter rang out. He Rui's attitude and description made the atmosphere very relaxed, relieving most of the pressure in the hearts of the department leaders who were previously responsible for monitoring this matter.

He Rui put away his smile. "However, the anticipation regarding the US economy breaking out into a great economic crisis ends here. Individuals can pay attention to this matter, but national strategic resources must be invested in today's strategic arrangements."

At this time, the secretary had already copied what He Rui wrote onto the blackboard. He Rui stood up and pointed to the chalk writing on the blackboard. "The strategy of seeking power and recognition is composed of four independent but interconnected factors: strategic will, strategic deterrence capability, national credibility, and strategic frontiers.

"Whether we can have enough willpower to execute the strategy is the primary condition. If we internally cannot understand this strategy and reach a consensus, then once we encounter strategic pressure, setbacks, or other temptations appear, the execution of the strategy will go astray, ultimately resulting in the strategic arrangement being overturned.

"Let me describe this strategy again. China wants to establish a world economic order led by China. This order is not limited to East Asia, nor is it limited to the Soviet Union plus East Asia, which have currently built a relationship of security trust and economic cooperation with China. This is a new economic order covering the globe, a global economic system with the goal of developing productive forces. Although there are still strong and weak countries, first-mover and latecomer countries in this system, this order is not based on unfair plunder but has cooperation and common development as its core philosophy. That is to say, this will be a world economic community with a new height of human civilization as its core..."

Previously, He Rui had also discussed the current world order, the pros and cons of various civilizations, and the future of humanity at central meetings. But such discussions were more of a 'metaphysical talk,' that is, a brainstorming session. Now He Rui was presenting these as a strategy. It could be seen that the comrades of the Central Committee were following He Rui's line of thought; some looked grave, some very excited, and some frowned deeply.

If it were just a theoretical discussion, everyone could naturally speak freely. But these imaginations of the future were placed on the table as China's future strategy. Once passed, all central leaders would have to implement the strategy and resolutely complete their assigned tasks. If they couldn't do it, naturally there would be people who could do it to replace them in their positions.

Establishing a world order was already heavy enough to make the comrades of the Central Committee feel almost unable to breathe. Especially for a woman like Minister of Health Pang Congcong, the thought suddenly arose: *Are all men so unreliable?* But this thought only popped up for an instant before Pang Congcong realized she was actually questioning He Rui. A sense of trepidation arose spontaneously, making Pang Congcong almost unable to breathe. To question He Rui on national strategy, Pang Congcong felt she had gone mad.

Pang Congcong didn't dare to question He Rui, but there were quite a few comrades who dared to express their views. Wu Youping asked, "Chairman, if we push forward with our industrialization with all our might first, we can make China strong in just 20 years. Would it be too late to start then?"

"First, the economic crisis will trigger the next war. The intensity and severity of this economic crisis far exceed the past. If a true world order cannot be established, the crisis simply cannot be resolved. The war will continue. Moreover, the Western civilization that currently dominates the world is too low-level. The Age of Discovery has already proven the evil of this civilization; hundreds of millions of people worldwide have been killed because of it. The ensuing war will display the evil of this civilization even more nakedly. If it cannot be replaced, this low-level civilization will surely destroy the world."

Wu Youping had never seen He Rui describe Europe and America with such intense and acerbic vocabulary, so much so that Wu Youping was awed into speechlessness by the indescribable pressure radiating from He Rui. Wu Youping only felt that He Rui looked incredibly unfamiliar, almost like another person, or rather, the dark side that He Rui had never shown finally appeared on the surface.

Not only Wu Youping, but other comrades who had struggled alongside He Rui for a long time also had the same feeling. Everyone had more or less felt over these years that He Rui was always suppressing some thoughts in his heart. At this moment, amidst the shock, a feeling of 'so that's how it is' actually arose. Many comrades even felt a sense of relief. The previous He Rui always gave people a feeling of being so intelligent he was almost demonic. The current He Rui was what a real human being should look like. Even if full of venomous resentment, that was an emotion a human should have.

Wu Youping was the first to recover his composure. After taking two deep breaths, he continued to ask, "Chairman, our industrial capacity won't surpass the United States for another 10 years."

He Rui answered immediately, "Enough! Just surpassing the United States is enough!"

"But what about Britain?" Minister of Industry Zhuang Jiaxiong withstood the pressure and asked with difficulty. He had to ask because industry was under his charge.

"Britain? Britain is the best world hegemon right now. Because Britain is very weak, very weak. If we support Britain as the world hegemon, Britain will continue to compete with the United States, checking US power. Comrade Zhuang Jiaxiong, if one's virtue does not match their position, disaster will surely follow; if one does not deserve their wealth, they will surely lose it. The British don't understand Chinese culture at all, so Britain can't understand why we let it off during the last Sino-British war."

Pang Congcong only felt her heart beating violently. The heart rate was so fast that Pang Congcong had only experienced it during heavy physical training. But although the heart rate was fast then, the internal pressure was far less than it was now.

Previously, He Rui explained various strategic judgments from a positive perspective, so Pang Congcong felt the majestic Kingly Way, and the huge effort that had to be paid to support this Kingly Way thinking. At this moment, He Rui revealed the other side of the majestic Kingly Way. The shock of that cold-blooded open scheme made Pang Congcong feel fear.

This wasn't He Rui digging a pit for Britain. Giving up the position of world hegemon, Britain would immediately be finished. If they persisted, at least there was a chance of not being finished. Even if the British ruling class understood Chinese culture and understood the inevitability of 'if one's virtue does not match their position, disaster will surely follow,' they would still jump in without hesitation.

"10 years." He Rui said in a depressing atmosphere, "With the severity of the economic crisis, the Western world can last at most 10 years. In these 10 years, everyone will surely develop the judgment that a new world order must be established. The reason I propose it now is that strategy must be formulated in advance. If possible, I also don't want everyone to bear the pressure right now."

Hearing He Rui say this, the central leading cadres understood that there would be another chance in 10 years to decide whether to launch a war. If it was launched at that time, everyone felt much better.

And He Rui continued, "The world needs a new civilization and an order based on the new civilization. Only China can bear such a heavy responsibility. The moment the new civilization blooms on the material basis of the new world order, human civilization will welcome the dawn. Comrades, this is a heavy responsibility that only we can bear. Do we want to take this as China's strategy? Does anyone have any questions? If not, we will start voting."

Pang Congcong couldn't help but request to speak. After receiving permission, she stood up and asked, "Chairman, although the ruling classes of Western countries aren't good people, they are by no means stupid. If they really reach a dead end, will they not consider uniting to solve the crisis at all?"

Hearing this, Minister of Commerce Li Chenggang couldn't help but chuckle. He Rui's predictions popped into his mind: 'The US engaging in tariff barriers,' 'Britain engaging in the Imperial Preference system.' Up to now, these were just predictions and hadn't happened. But once these predictions appeared, it meant He Rui's judgment of the Western world wasn't wrong.

Although Pang Congcong looked at Li Chenggang, Li Chenggang had already fallen into thought and completely ignored Pang Congcong's gaze.

He Rui just said that in less than 10 years, China's central leadership would determine that a new world order must be established through war. Li Chenggang discovered that as long as He Rui's two predictions became reality, Li Chenggang himself would believe Europe and America were completely hopeless. Without waiting 10 years, within two or three years, Li Chenggang could determine his stance.

And He Rui replied, "Comrades, in your spare time after doing your own work well, you might as well pay attention to the follow-up of the economic crisis. Whether the Western world will unite, we don't need to predict; just looking at the result will do."

Pang Congcong sat down upon hearing this. She intuitively felt that there was a high probability that Europe and America would not unite to deal with the crisis. If so, China would have to take the responsibility upon itself.
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Chapter 563 The Great Depression (3)

Volume 6 — Chapter 3

❧ ❧ ❧


General Cheng Ruofan, the Minister of National Defense, walked through the hospital corridor. The young nurses all cast admiring glances at him. Seeing that this handsome young man was actually a general aroused the nurses' admiration even more. Whether it was his appearance, status, or the jade-like demeanor formed through accumulation, Cheng Ruofan indeed struck a chord in the young girls' hearts.

Cheng Ruofan paid no attention to this. Guided by Xu Chengfeng's guard, he entered a high-class ward and saw Xu Chengfeng lying on the bed chatting with Zhong Yifu. Cheng Ruofan smiled and said, "Chengfeng, it seems the appendectomy didn't affect you much."

Xu Chengfeng pointed to a nearby chair. Cheng Ruofan sat down and placed a bag of fruit on the table. Before he could speak, Xu Chengfeng ordered his guard to stand watch outside the door, then asked, "I've read the meeting minutes. In my opinion, we have the ability to win the next war. But why must we pay such a huge price?"

Zhong Yifu nodded slightly. "Ruofan, the price for the war the Chairman spoke of is too great. And we can't guarantee that under a world order led by us in the future, the world will truly go in the direction we set. From what I see of the Chairman's meaning, he doesn't want to build an order with coercive power."

Cheng Ruofan wanted to express opposition, but he didn't voice it. Instead, he asked sincerely, "Does everyone feel that the traditional methods in history have their merits?"

Xu Chengfeng's gaze lowered slightly, but after a moment, he met Cheng Ruofan's eyes. "I believe China's current strength is far from reaching the stage where it can provide services to the whole world. Even if we win the war, our losses will inevitably be great. prioritizing the restoration of China's strength will make the order led by China more stable."

Zhong Yifu felt Xu Chengfeng was being a bit too implicit. Before he could think of how to put it more clearly, Cheng Ruofan already asked, "Do the comrades privately feel that the Chairman is too committed to the Kingly Way?"

Zhong Yifu couldn't help but seize the conversation. "The comrades' views are about the same; we all feel there's no reason for us to do that. Korea, Burma, and Annam were originally China's vassal states. Bringing them back into the economic integration led by China so they are no longer subject to foreign invasion is a good thing. But we don't owe this world anything. Paying such a huge price, what are we after?"

The pain from the appendectomy incision made Xu Chengfeng adjust his semi-reclining posture slightly. If he hadn't missed the Military Commission meeting due to hospitalization for appendicitis, Xu Chengfeng would have directly raised his views at the meeting. Seeing that Cheng Ruofan seemed to completely support He Rui's views, Xu Chengfeng said, "Analyzing from a geopolitical perspective, any country surrounding a great power will treat that great power as a hypothetical enemy. From the perspective of human nature, a small favor is remembered as gratitude, but a large favor breeds resentment. We need to protect our interests."

Cheng Ruofan didn't like his old comrades' views, but he didn't get angry with them. He tried to communicate, "Do you think the Chairman has changed, or have you changed? Or has neither side changed?"

"What do you mean?" Zhong Yifu felt Cheng Ruofan's words were unpleasant.

Cheng Ruofan wasn't actually too sure either. Seeing Zhong Yifu was merely unhappy, he turned to the usually steady Xu Chengfeng. Xu Chengfeng frowned slightly, unsure if it was because the question was puzzling or because the anesthesia was wearing off and the wound was hurting more.

Xu Chengfeng couldn't find an answer immediately, so he could only ask, "Ruofan, do you think you have changed?"

Cheng Ruofan didn't hesitate at all. "I have definitely changed. When we were in the military academy, I identified with the German set of values: victory, conquest, honor, empire. Looking at it now, where is that German Empire? Yet, striving together in the direction the Chairman leads, everything we once expected has become reality. Everything we dared not expect has also become reality. The more I study communism, the more I believe there are no problems with this discipline. So, I abandoned my previous thoughts. What about you all?"

Surprise appeared on Xu Chengfeng's serious face. He hadn't expected Cheng Ruofan to have truly changed, but Xu Chengfeng didn't feel there was anything wrong with his own views. Xu Chengfeng believed there was no problem with communist ideals and also believed He Rui's strategic judgments were incomparably correct. However, Xu Chengfeng still believed China should be the core of the world, not the leader of a so-called new order.

But saying these things now was of little use. Xu Chengfeng said to Cheng Ruofan, "After I'm discharged, I will personally explain my views to the Chairman."

Cheng Ruofan didn't say much more. The tendency within the military was becoming increasingly obvious. Like Xu Chengfeng, these comrades were all loyal to the country. But the national interest these comrades perceived was 'China First,' maximizing China's interests. But their view largely belonged to the imperialist perspective. If imperialism were advanced, the two imperialist countries, Japan and Britain, wouldn't have been defeated by China. He Rui officially used the superiority of communism and the socialist system as tools to complete achievements that seemed like myths on the foundation of Chinese culture. Xu Chengfeng and those comrades completely failed to see this point.

Standing up, Cheng Ruofan said, "Chengfeng, rest well. I wish you a speedy recovery."

Seeing Cheng Ruofan leave, Zhong Yifu couldn't help but sigh, "The outbreak of the Great Economic Crisis in the US is truly lucky for us."

Xu Chengfeng endured the pain and replied, "It's not that we are lucky, but that we had already prepared our response before the economic crisis broke out in the US."

Zhong Yifu nodded. "Yes. The US economic crisis also gives us greater freedom of action."

Ten thousand miles away from Zhong Yifu, in Moscow, there was already a thin layer of snow on Red Square outside the Kremlin. Entering November, it began to snow in northern Russia. Pedestrians on the streets of Moscow wore thick woolen coats, wrapped in down or woolen scarves, and wore warm fur hats and gloves. Even with the cold wind blowing in their faces, the citizens had enough light industrial goods to withstand the severe cold.

Inside the Kremlin conference room, wood burned in the fireplace, making the room very warm. General Secretary Stalin was looking at the briefing on the Great Depression in the US. When Comrade Stalin looked up, the committee member responsible for heavy industry couldn't help complaining, "General Secretary Stalin, China has too much of a capitalist style."

General Secretary Stalin seemed not to have heard this statement full of realistic politics at all. From the perspective of Soviet pragmatism and utilitarianism, China's refusal to privately transfer French technology was getting close to France and distancing itself from the Soviet Union. From General Secretary Stalin's perspective, although he was a bit unhappy, he could completely understand He Rui's very realistic choice. So General Secretary Stalin asked Committee Member Kirov, "Has the work plan for the distribution of light industrial goods been completed?"

Politburo Member Kirov immediately replied, "It is roughly completed. There are still some details that require reports from various localities. It can be completed in about three weeks."

Seeing General Secretary Stalin fill his pipe and start smoking, Committee Member Kirov quickly added, "Comrade General Secretary, judging from the completion of the First Five-Year Plan to the present, the construction of socialism in one country has achieved tremendous progress. The superiority of the socialist system has been fully demonstrated, and the masses' enthusiasm for production and living standards has significantly improved."

Hearing Kirov introduce the results, the committee members closely following Stalin looked very proud. The Soviet Union's Five-Year Plan roughly included three parts: raising production capacity to a certain level, raising technology to a certain level, and producing various products specified in the plan.

Everyone felt that during the execution process, a very large number of cadres would be dismissed for incompetence, investigated by the KGB, or even arrested. However, things didn't turn out that way. Problems that many committee members thought would require exhausting efforts to solve were solved very easily.

Take light industrial goods like shoes, hats, and socks for example. The Soviet Union had manufacturing enterprises, but their efficiency was low and capacity small, unable to meet the needs of all Soviet masses. China provided the Soviet Union with machinery, equipment, and technology, and even helped the Soviet Union build the necessary factories. With the completion of these factories, the Soviet Union's production capacity increased. Even if there were still capacity shortages, they could simply buy directly from China.

At this moment, Kirov was recounting his understanding of Stalin's proposal of 'building socialism in one country.' "General Secretary, through trade, we have developed relations with China. And this trade is the best manifestation of a reasonable division of labor. Through trade, we can extract a large amount of labor from the light industry sector and use it in other fields."

That Kirov was so valued by Comrade Stalin made many Politburo members sigh in their hearts. Everyone was truly somewhat convinced, because the same topic, when spoken by Kirov, was just so appropriate. And Kirov's words were very accurate.

The underdeveloped state of the Soviet Union's light industry was largely because light industry required vast amounts of raw materials and labor. Liberating a large Soviet population from light industry to invest in other fields indeed greatly alleviated the Soviet Union's shortage of skilled workers.

Similarly, the mining of timber, coal, oil, and various non-ferrous metals required a large amount of labor. Even those prisoners in the ferocious Gulag camps could have employment opportunities for labor reform. It was already achieving multiple goals with one stone.
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Chapter 564 The Great Depression (4)

Volume 6 — Chapter 4

❧ ❧ ❧


In the Kiev Railway Workers' Hospital, Nikolai Korchagin, the Secretary of the Izyaslav Komsomol District Committee, sat on a chair in a ward. Having experienced life-and-death tests on the battlefield in the First Cavalry Division of the Red Army, although Comrade Nikolai Korchagin had mentally prepared himself for blindness, when the nurse began to remove the bandages from his head, Comrade Nikolai still couldn't help clenching his fists, feeling an inner tension comparable to the moment before charging on horseback towards the White Army.

The bandages were undone, and the gauze covering his eyes was removed. The doctor's voice came to his ears, "Comrade Nikolai, please open your eyes. Slowly."

Comrade Nikolai suppressed his emotions, summoned his courage, and slowly opened his eyes. Before him was a blur; he only felt the bright light sting his eyes slightly, causing him to involuntarily close them again.

The doctor's delighted voice came to his ears again, "Comrade Nikolai, your eyes are recovering very well."

"But I can't see anything clearly," Nikolai Korchagin asked.

"Your eyes haven't been exposed to light for too long; they aren't adapted yet. They will get better in a while," the doctor explained happily.

Sure enough, as the doctor said, a few minutes later, Nikolai found his vision gradually clearing. He could already clearly see the doctor, the nurse, and his comrades from the First Cavalry Division in the ward.

By afternoon, Nikolai was ready to be discharged, but the doctor required him to stay in the hospital for observation for another two days. Nikolai knew that without the hospital's discharge certificate, running out on his own would be useless. So Nikolai Korchagin resolutely demanded to be transferred from the intensive care ward to a general ward.

Seeing that Nikolai Korchagin, as a Komsomol District Committee Secretary, still insisted on moving his own things, his comrades, while having their orderlies help Nikolai move, couldn't help sighing, "Nikolai, you haven't changed at all."

Although Nikolai was full of affection for his old comrades, he didn't like their current style. He immediately retorted, "Are we unable to even move a bit of hospital luggage?"

Although most comrades of the First Cavalry Division respected Nikolai, they weren't willing to get too close to him. The old comrades who could come here could stand Nikolai Korchagin's temper, so they weren't surprised. Fortunately, he didn't have many personal belongings, and the move was finished in moments. Colonel Alyosha stopped everyone from going to the general ward. "There are too many people there; let's talk here. Nikolai, the old commissar said you have been put on the observation list. The superiors are preparing to select secretaries for various departments in Kiev from the list. At that time, you led the Komsomol shock brigade to complete the temporary railway leading to the lumber mill; everyone recognizes your contribution."

This was good news, and also the reason these few old comrades had come. Because of Nikolai Korchagin's fierce personality, his promotion was considered slow among the old comrades. Now that Korchagin could finally be promoted, while the old comrades were happy for him, they also felt the superiors were becoming more human.

Being reminded of the past event of building the temporary railway, Nikolai was also filled with emotion. That was truly incredibly arduous work; the heavy labor had numbed both Nikolai and the comrades of the Komsomol shock brigade. The supplies sent by the superiors during the hardest part of the project left a deep impression on him. Metal tools, medicine, leather boots, wool socks, scarves, gloves, canned meat, canned fruit, instant noodles, black tea. The main labels on that batch of supplies were all written in Chinese characters. Nikolai didn't know Chinese characters at the time and couldn't understand anything except the picture logos. Only the paper strips obviously pasted on later had simple Russian printed on them, indicating what these goods were.

With these supplies, the youth shock brigade led by Nikolai suffered no attrition from injury or illness afterward, and the construction speed increased greatly. The temporary railway, which the engineers in Kiev thought impossible to complete, was finished before the severe cold froze people to death, providing the citizens of Kiev with a sufficient supply of firewood.

Since then, the Soviet Union's logistical supplies became more and more punctual, sufficient in quantity, and increasingly rich in variety. The only thing that dissatisfied Nikolai Korchagin was that the proportion of Chinese goods in these supplies was getting larger and larger. Although the labels had been changed to Russian, from the style and feeling of use, one could completely distinguish the difference between Chinese goods and Soviet goods.

This made Nikolai Korchagin feel very bad. Although China was a friendly country to the Soviet Union, and these Chinese daily necessities indeed improved the living standards of the Soviet people, Nikolai Korchagin hoped that every Soviet worker and peasant could use goods produced in the Soviet Union. A Soviet Union that produced goods to meet the needs of the Soviet people was Nikolai's ideal Soviet Union. If he could really become a higher-level cadre, Nikolai Korchagin hoped to express his views to the Central Committee.

A week later, the discharged Nikolai became the Secretary of the Kiev Agricultural Committee. The first thing in the handover was to check the supplies and accounts. Secretary Nikolai Korchagin spent several days reading through the basic materials. Then he went to the Planning Committee and posed his question to the Secretary of the Planning Committee: "Comrade Secretary, regarding these production rewards, are they really in place?"

Nikolai Korchagin had asked this question at the Agricultural Committee meeting, and the comrades said they had only received the documents, but the supplies hadn't arrived. As the Secretary of the Agricultural Committee, Nikolai naturally had to come and ask clearly.

The Secretary of the Planning Committee was full of relaxed joy. After hearing the question, he answered readily, "Oh. Dear Comrade Nikolai, you've come just in time. The supplies have arrived. According to the plan, your portion will be sent over in the next few days. Since Comrade Nikolai is here, we can process the paperwork for you right now."

Nikolai Korchagin wanted to know if this was true. But the Secretary of the Planning Committee started asking about several renowned Red Army commanders of the Soviet Union, which made Nikolai feel very annoyed. When he joined the army, he joined the First Cavalry Division of the Red Army, which later expanded into the First Cavalry Army. Although the unit was now disbanded, as a unit raised by General Secretary Stalin, most of the officers and soldiers had become officers and cadres.

Those old superiors of Nikolai Korchagin were now illustrious senior commanders of the Red Army, and most cadres who had just met Nikolai Korchagin would often ask about these big shots.

If it were usual times, Nikolai would probably have given these social climbers a piece of his mind long ago, but this time was different. Nikolai interrupted the Planning Committee Secretary and asked, "When can we take these supplies away? Revolutionary work needs these supplies."

The Secretary of the Planning Committee was stunned for a moment, then suddenly realized, "Yes, Secretary Nikolai, you are right. Revolutionary work indeed needs these supplies! I will send someone to take you to receive the supplies right now."

Watching the retreating figure of Kiev Agricultural Committee Secretary Nikolai Korchagin leaving hurriedly, the Planning Committee Secretary sighed in his heart: *Worthy of a cadre from the First Cavalry Division, he indeed grasps the thoughts of the higher-ups very accurately.* General Secretary Stalin reused people from the First Cavalry Division. Other cadres had to find connections if they wanted promotion. Nikolai Korchagin from the First Cavalry Division only needed to complete the work immediately to get a very high evaluation.

Thinking of this treatment, the Planning Committee Secretary, who was originally from Trotsky's faction, couldn't help feeling a bit jealous.

Three days later, a truck convoy left the storage site in Kiev and headed straight for the rural areas of the Kiev region. Heavy snow had already fallen, and the mud roads softened by rain had frozen hard. On the vast wilderness, the wide wheels crushed deep tracks, completely obscuring the wheel marks left by horse-drawn carriages.

After driving for almost a whole day, the convoy rested at a cooperative. Although it was evening, all the members of the cooperative came out to surround and watch the convoy, which they rarely saw. The adults couldn't help sighing when they heard the convoy had actually driven all the way here from Kiev. The children first approached the trucks cautiously, soon found that the trucks were not dangerous, and then began to play around them. Some mischievous ones either tried to climb onto the trucks or crawled under the vehicles to see what the chassis looked like.

The adults, afraid of angering these cadres from the city, immediately pulled the naughty children down and gave them a few slaps as a lesson. Seeing the children crying after being beaten, Nikolai Korchagin couldn't help stepping forward to stop the parents' traditional educational methods. He also comforted the little guys, "Don't climb on the trucks; just watch from the side."

The parents rarely saw such a genial cadre and were very surprised. Someone asked carefully, "Cadre sir, are you really here to deliver rewards?"

Nikolai hadn't expected the masses of the cooperative to know the news already. He asked genially, "Fellow countryman, I am the new Secretary of the Agricultural Committee. Did the previous Secretary already notify everyone about the distribution of rewards?"

"Yes, Mr. Cadre, we were notified back in July. They said it would be distributed after the autumn harvest..."

"Vladimir, what are you saying!" A cooperative cadre scolded from behind the masses. Hearing the scolding, the man trembled involuntarily and shut up immediately.

Nikolai frowned and said unhappily to the cooperative cadre, "Comrade, don't be so savage to the masses! Now that the Agricultural Committee has undergone personnel adjustments and material transportation isn't punctual, this might have delayed things. Explain the specific situation to the masses, and they will surely understand!"

When he was the Komsomol District Secretary, Nikolai often had unpleasant disputes with comrades because of this attitude of being close to the masses. But at this moment, the cooperative cadre immediately said, "Secretary Nikolai Korchagin, your criticism is correct. I will pay attention in the future."

Since the other party said so, Nikolai didn't pursue it further but turned to the masses. "Fellow countrymen, the Soviet indeed has difficulties, but the Soviet has always been working hard to complete its work. So please give the Soviet some time. The rewards the Soviet promised to you will definitely be delivered. Look, aren't we here?"

The fellow countrymen looked awkward. Facing a big official from Kiev, they naturally dared not speak carelessly. Moreover, in the past two or three years, although the arrival time of various supplies was indeed not punctual, at least there were indeed more and more goods on the shelves of the supply and marketing cooperatives, and one could indeed buy things when going shopping. But this was only a matter of the last two or three years; if speaking of earlier times, it was indeed a long story.

Just then, the fellow countrymen heard the big official from Kiev, Nikolai Korchagin, say, "Fellow countrymen, I saw some drawings on the barn wall. Were they drawn by the cooperative?"

The fellow countrymen quickly said, "Yes, Mr. Cadre, they were drawn in June this year. Do you want to go and have a look?"

Nikolai smiled. "Let's go together." Whenever facing hardworking masses, Nikolai Korchagin was very willing to have a good relationship with them. Although he knew roughly what those drawings depicted, Nikolai still wanted to go see them with the fellow countrymen. Only in this way could the fellow countrymen believe that the Soviet would never renege on its promises.

At this time, the red sun had dropped to the edge of the horizon, painting the drawings on the barn wall with a golden-red hue. Although the drawings had weathered wind and rain from July to now, a small part was no longer clear, and some damage had appeared due to peeling wall skin. But these small flaws looked warm at this moment, giving a feeling of being close to life.

Painted on both sides of the pattern were farmers working hard in the wheat fields. In the center of the pattern was a large red arrow pointing upwards from the bottom of the barn. Every certain distance, a number was written: 1000, 1500, 2000, 3000, and at the very top of the arrow was 15000. Next to each number was a picture representing the reward that could be claimed after the grain delivery reached the corresponding figure.

This was the latest agricultural production reward scheme proposed by the Soviet Union. In the past, farmers received income after delivering and selling grain, and could use the money to buy goods at the supply and marketing cooperative. To stimulate the farmers' labor enthusiasm, the Soviet government proposed a reward scheme in addition to such grain sales. This reward was unrelated to the income farmers received from selling grain but was linked to the quantity of grain sold.

For example, those who sold more than 1000 could get a leather boot voucher, which could be exchanged for leather boots. Reaching 1500, one could get a sweater voucher. Exceeding 8000, one could get fuel. At this stage, the highest level was 15000. Once grain sales exceeded 15000, one could get an agricultural tricycle.

The masses had looked at this painting for several months. Initially, they just looked at it for fun, having no confidence in whether they could get the rewards. Now that a big cadre had finally come, they all stood carefully beside Nikolai Korchagin, waiting for this big cadre to speak.

It was actually the first time Nikolai Korchagin had seen this painting in the countryside. A few months ago, his vision declined rapidly. After hospital diagnosis, it was found that if he didn't receive good treatment, he would likely go blind. So Nikolai Korchagin was sent to the hospital in Kiev and had only recently recovered.

Looking at this propaganda poster, Nikolai felt a spontaneous reverence and love for the great leader, General Secretary Stalin. This young cadre, born in the countryside in 1904, a child laborer at 11, joining the First Cavalry Division of the Red Army at 15, and now 25 years old this year, had always hoped the people could be liberated and live a good life.

Seeing with his own eyes that his country could already provide such generous labor rewards to hardworking farmers, he felt the goal he struggled for was worth it. After a good while, when Comrade Nikolai came back to his senses, he saw the masses looking at him nervously, so he smiled and said, "Fellow countrymen, don't worry. The rewards have been brought. They are all loaded on the trucks."

That night, the soldiers escorting the trucks and the cooperative militia stood guard all night in the parking lot. Early in the morning, just as dawn dyed the sky red, the masses came out one after another. Seeing the convoy hadn't left, they returned to their homes.

At 9 a.m., Nikolai Korchagin began to preside over the reward distribution work. In the initial plan, these rewards were to be collected at the cooperative. However, after Nikolai became the Secretary of the Kiev Agricultural Committee, under new orders, the rewards were to be delivered directly to the grassroots. In internal notifications, regions that had started distribution earlier had some problems; some socialist parasites embezzled from within, trying to appropriate a part of the prizes for themselves. For example, Nikolai Korchagin's predecessor had tried to give a batch of motorized tricycles to his cronies. The problem was discovered through the diligent work of comrades from the Discipline Committee, and the former Secretary of the Agricultural Committee was brought to justice.

Nikolai had no sympathy for these parasites. For a dignified Secretary of the Kiev Agricultural Committee to do such a thing, death was not enough to expiate the crime. Nikolai Korchagin firmly believed that only by thoroughly cleaning out these parasites could the country become healthier. And the way to make the Soviet Union stronger was for Soviet industry and agriculture to produce more products to meet the needs of the masses. So seeing the surprised looks of the masses when they received rewards based on their output, Nikolai felt warm in his heart.

After distributing these rewards, the masses couldn't help surrounding Nikolai, thanking him sincerely: "Comrade Nikolai, you are truly a person sent by God."

Nikolai Korchagin couldn't help frowning; the backwardness of the masses' thinking stimulated him. Believing in God was a thought from the Tsarist era; how could the people of a communist country believe in these things! But Nikolai didn't get angry. He wasn't angry with these hardworking masses. So Nikolai Korchagin said loudly, "Fellow countrymen, I am not a person sent by God. I am a person sent by General Secretary Stalin of the Central Committee of the CPSU! It is the Central Committee of the CPSU that arranged for me to be responsible for this work."

Hearing this, the cooperative cadre quickly raised his arm and shouted, "Long live General Secretary Stalin!"

The masses had been led to shout "Long live the Tsar" during the Tsarist government era. Now that they had truly received rewards, they shouted along with the cooperative cadre, "Long live General Secretary Stalin!"

After shouting, seeing the smile on the face of the big official from Kiev who distributed the rewards, the masses shouted it several more times. In the team of this trip, several people stared at Nikolai Korchagin upon seeing such an event.

A few days later, when this reward-delivering convoy returned to Kiev, the talk that Secretary Nikolai Korchagin was favored by Stalin began to spread. Subsequently, the Kiev Soviet Committee immediately convened a meeting to discuss what to do after distributing rewards. Finally, a plan was produced: rewards would be distributed centrally in the future, and after the masses received the rewards, they would shout "Long live General Secretary Stalin" three times. And this plan was sent down to the Kiev region.

By September 1930, the Ukrainian Republic within the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics sent down a more perfect plan. Soon, the news reached Moscow. Comrade Stalin looked at the report, couldn't help sneering, but said nothing.

Committee Member Kirov next to him didn't know exactly what Comrade Stalin was thinking and didn't say much. But Committee Member Kirov knew very well that although Ukraine was indeed sucking up to Comrade Stalin, such rituals were not meaningless. for the current Soviet Union, forming a stronger central leadership core was very necessary.

So after the meeting, Committee Member Kirov went to see Grigory Konstantinovich Ordzhonikidze, Chairman of the Supreme Council of the National Economy of the Soviet Union and Chairman of the Heavy Industry Committee. This time Kirov brought a bottle of cherry schnapps, and the corners of Committee Member Grigory's mouth rose slightly.

When Kirov took out a large bag of dried beef, Committee Member Grigory smiled. "Committee Member Kirov, you are too polite." Saying this, he stood up and took a jar of pickled gherkins from the bottom drawer of his desk.

Kirov liked this high-alcohol fruit wine very much. After drinking two glasses, he said, "Committee Member Grigory, the planning of the Ministry of Heavy Industry is proceeding according to plan. Is there room to continue increasing production capacity?"

Grigory shook his head immediately. "The Economic Committee has done a lot of calculations. Completing the plan has already made the work extremely tense; there really is no ability to do more."

Kirov felt that Grigory probably didn't want to put more pressure on the various departments of heavy industry. Now the various departments of the Soviet Union were indeed busier, but the pressure they bore was actually much lower compared to a few years ago. If they really had to press a bit more, it wasn't impossible.

However, Kirov also understood that the current Soviet Union had undergone tremendous changes compared to before. With the significant increase in the supply of light industrial goods, people's life concerns began to shift from daily necessities to the entirety of food, clothing, shelter, and transportation. Currently, what workers cared about most was no longer how many clothes and daily necessities they received each year; many conflicts already revolved around housing allocated by state-owned enterprises.

As the two talked and drank, they brought up the 'Stalin Buildings' that were about to be promoted. The Central Committee of the CPSU noticed the change in the masses' needs. Through inspection of China, the Construction People's Commissariat produced a complete set of reinforced concrete frame residential design drawings. China used this construction method to build a large number of buildings, providing housing for the rapidly increasing urban population. The Soviet Construction People's Commissariat believed this model was also suitable for the Soviet Union, and there was talk that these houses were prepared to have an unofficial name called 'Stalin Buildings.' This name really had the same effect as the practice in Ukraine.

What Kirov hoped for was that heavy industry could increase production so that more products and resources could be used to develop light industry. After all, nearly half of the light industrial goods currently provided by the Soviet Union were imported from China. If they continued to increase light industrial goods for the people, this proportion would continue to increase.

And besides being a member of the Heavy Industry People's Commissariat, Grigory was also the Chairman of the Supreme Council of the National Economy of the Soviet Union. The Chairman of the Supreme Council of the National Economy was equivalent to China's 'SASAC' (State-owned Assets Supervision and Administration Commission). So Grigory stated frankly, "Committee Member Kirov, we have no way. We have tried our best, but we really can't do it."
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"Committee Member Grigory, the Central Committee is currently under great pressure. Some comrades believe the Soviet Union has the capability to provide sufficient Soviet products for all the people." Kirov finished speaking, raised his glass, and drank another one.

Committee Member Grigory wanted to raise his glass, but the unhappiness in his heart made him pick up a pickled gherkin and put it in his mouth to refuse. Stimulated by the salty and sour taste, his mood was temporarily relieved. He heard Kirov continue, "I think those people are indeed causing trouble, but this is also their chance to gain a voice."

Grigory certainly knew that those people were currently striving for a voice, and using nitpicking methods, starting from emotional angles. Because the space left for them was only this much. As for the consequences that inciting such emotions would lead to, these people actually didn't care. Grigory, like Kirov, was a committee member highly regarded by General Secretary Stalin. Grigory had to try to confirm Kirov's stance. "Committee Member Kirov, do you think our line needs adjustment?"

Kirov shook his head immediately. "Since Committee Member Grigory believes we can't do it, I will unconditionally support your view. A large reason for what I said just now is hoping to avoid some meaningless arguments. We need to ensure Party unity on non-principled issues."

Grigory shook his head. "Comrade Kirov, my view is different from yours. Those comrades are the ones who should consider maintaining Party unity."

Kirov nodded slightly, but the purpose of his trip was to persuade Comrade Stalin's faction, not to purge dissidents. Even understanding Grigory's displeasure, Kirov still tried to persuade him. "Comrade Grigory, we have already achieved success in the direction of the line. Facts have proven that socialism in one country can be built. Now, it is our turn to pull those comrades back to the correct path, rather than standing on the correct path and criticizing those comrades."

Grigory shook his head. "I don't think they have truly understood where their mistakes lie."

Kirov filled his glass with wine before answering, "If we shut them out, they will never understand their mistakes. Comrade Grigory, only by letting these comrades walk on the correct path together can we truly reverse their views."

"What do you mean? Let them become persons in charge again? Do you think they can do the job well? If they could do it well, no one would have touched them."

Kirov raised his glass. "I am not referring to those who have been proven incompetent. I am referring to those comrades who are competent but lost opportunities because they were considered opposed to the 'socialism in one country' line. Comrade Grigory, don't you know such comrades?"

Grigory hesitated for a good while before reluctantly raising his glass and clinking it with Kirov's. Although he thought Kirov's view indeed made sense, Committee Member Grigory didn't speak, because admitting such a view made sense seemed like a certain degree of wavering. A certain degree of wavering might be considered disloyalty to Comrade Stalin.

After finishing the drink, Kirov stood up to take his leave. Back in his office, Kirov continued to handle his work. Recently, the internal discipline organization had uncovered a batch of parasites. Many of these parasites had obtained their current positions by supporting Comrade Stalin's line. Therefore, Kirov believed it was necessary to use a broader selection field to fill the cadres in these positions.

Two days later, Kirov received a call; Comrade Stalin wanted to see him. Kirov walked into Stalin's simply furnished office and saw Stalin sitting behind an old desk, looking up briefly before lowering his gaze again, silently filling his pipe with tobacco. Kirov walked to the old desk. "General Secretary, I have come as ordered."

Stalin pointed to the old sofa. Only after Kirov sat down did he say, "Some people were recommended by you. I am very surprised by this."

Kirov answered frankly, "General Secretary, many competent comrades do not have such a clear understanding of the line. They believe they have been treated unfairly, and the reason comes from personnel struggles rather than line struggles."

Stalin put down his pipe and asked in a flat tone, "Comrade Kirov, do you believe the cadres you nominated are not opposing just to oppose me?"

Kirov noticed Stalin didn't mention 'line struggle,' which wasn't a good sign. But Kirov believed he needed to make his thoughts clear. "General Secretary, continuing to execute the current line is the most important work at present. Many people themselves are unqualified cadres. To keep their positions, they propagate their dismissal due to incompetence as a personnel struggle. Engaging in a propaganda struggle at such a time will only waste resources and destroy unity. General Secretary, the current economic policy is moving from one success to greater success."

Hearing Kirov mention the success of economic work, Stalin's gloomy expression softened. He picked up his pipe and started smoking again. The sufficient supply of light industrial goods in the past two or three years had indeed made some wavering Central Committee members choose to stand on Stalin's side. If economic work could be carried out more successfully, Stalin believed he could thoroughly drive the Trotskyist faction out of the Central Committee.

As for Kirov's intention, Stalin believed Kirov's goal was definitely not to let Trotsky's gang take power again, but rather to continue weakening the Trotskyist faction. Although Kirov's proposal indeed didn't fit Stalin's character, judging from experience, pulling the competent ones among the Trotskyist faction to his side was equivalent to completing the expulsion of the Trotskyist faction.

Finally, Stalin tapped out the ash and smiled. "Comrade Kirov, if there are problems with those people's work, you must take responsibility."

Kirov answered immediately, "If they are unqualified cadres, they should step down."

Stalin smiled. If Kirov could really do this, the blow to the Trotskyist faction would be very ruthless.

In the half-month following this meeting, Kirov continued his work, but fewer and fewer people came to see him. However, half a month later, as Kirov continued to maintain a good relationship with Comrade Stalin and continued to arrange personnel work, as if a signal had been turned on, the number of people hoping to see Kirov increased rapidly every day.

Many of them were from Comrade Stalin's faction, and those cadres recommended by Comrade Kirov also came to see him one after another. Just a month ago, these cadres still regarded Kirov as a political enemy.

Kirov met with these comrades cordially. He didn't promise them anything but expressed in a genial tone that these comrades were competent and hoped they could shine in their work. After receiving Kirov's clear attitude, although these cadres were still worried about whether Kirov had any conspiracy, they had confidence in their own work ability. As long as Kirov didn't engage in framing and planting evidence, they could indeed achieve results.

Time soon reached April 1930, the time for trade settlement between China and the Soviet Union. The cadres assigned to the foreign trade department showed considerable work enthusiasm. So much so that when Comrade Kirov met the head of the Chinese business delegation, he thought they could chat relaxedly. However, the Chinese business delegation head opposite him didn't look very friendly. He asked, "Comrade Kirov, if the Soviet side has any dissatisfaction with the import and export quotas, you can raise it directly. Are the methods adopted by some of your cadres too excessive?"

Kirov was stunned, not understanding what this meant. Without needing him to ask, the Chinese delegation head recounted various recent 'misdeeds' of the Soviet side, such as 'gambling on whether the price could be lowered' through forced drinking, and using various petty tricks to try to make things difficult for the Chinese side, despite obviously knowing the Chinese side wouldn't concede.

Hearing the impatient performance of those cadres, Kirov answered frankly, "We will inquire into this matter. Please rest assured, Chinese comrades, we will definitely deal with it seriously."

After the meeting ended, Kirov didn't really deal harshly with those cadres but ordered the business negotiation department to submit a work manual, letting them formulate the methods adopted in negotiations themselves. Sure enough, the person in charge came to Kirov's office in person the next day, sincerely requesting Comrade Kirov's guidance.

Seeing these guys so sensible, Kirov then told the person in charge about the Chinese side's dissatisfaction. After listening, the other party said, "Committee Member Kirov, we understand. We won't do this again in the future."

Kirov advised, "Comrades, we have comrades who went to the United States. Why don't they do this to people over there? How do you think this should be explained?"

There was nothing to explain; personnel visiting the US dared not offend Americans. So the person in charge of trade negotiations with China immediately made a self-criticism. "Comrade Kirov, we will definitely respect the Chinese comrades. Please rest assured, such things will never happen again."

Kirov nodded. "We have closer trade cooperation with China, and negotiations have already formed a convention. Breaking the convention will cause misunderstandings!"

After beating some sense into this group, Kirov started reading the report on the United States. The economic crisis in this capitalist country was expanding. The US stock market did rebound after the crash, but in the end, it was an even bigger drop. The US media initially thought 'speculation had been curbed,' but didn't expect the stock market to fall to such an extent. The financial crisis quickly expanded to the production sector, and the economy had been falling for nearly half a year. Now, everyone in the US began to panic.

But news sent back by personnel the Soviet Union wanted to send to purchase goods taking advantage of this opportunity showed that US companies didn't lower prices because of this. Instead, because the Soviet side expressed an intention to purchase in large quantities, they tried to use this opportunity to make a killing from the Soviet Union. On the contrary, the equipment the Soviet Union purchased through China was delivered to the Soviet Union on time.

The style of capitalist countries made Kirov very unhappy; even at such a time, capitalists were still so greedy. Since capitalists were like this, the Soviet Union had no reason to buy their products and equipment... After all, American merchants demanded the Soviet Union pay in US dollars, or if not, pay in gold. In contrast, China continued to conduct trade on credit with the Soviet Union. For the Soviet Union, which lacked hard currency, there was absolutely no reason to choose direct trade with the United States.
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After the second phase of the French Embassy project was completed in March 1930, it received mixed reviews due to its postmodernist style. At least, the Chinese people could not appreciate buildings with large amounts of asymmetrical configurations at this stage. He Rui was one of the very few Chinese who could truly appreciate this building.

So on May 1, 1930, China's Labor Day, a grand cocktail party was held in the French Embassy to celebrate the festival of the working people. To complete such a huge project in a little over a year, a large number of Chinese workers had put in hard work. The French Ambassador and the visiting French Foreign Minister Briand specially invited representatives of the construction workers to attend the party.

Even in France, it was impossible to truly give ordinary workers such high treatment. But the French, after all, belonged to a centralized European country and knew well how to curry favor with the central government. At the reception before the party started, French Foreign Minister Briand invited the representative of Chinese construction workers to the stage and personally handed a certificate of appreciation and a letter of thanks to him.

Then, French Foreign Minister Briand delivered a speech with the theme "Laborers are Great," highly praising the noble quality of enduring hardship and hard work of the laborers of both China and France, stating that the great buildings passed down to future generations were all built by millions of laborers. At the end of his speech, Minister Briand concluded emotionally, "Emperors, generals, and ministers will eventually turn into dry bones in the grave, but the working people and the achievements completed by the working people will last forever!"

There was applause from the audience, but while many foreign ambassadors clapped, they chuckled inwardly, thinking that just listening to this speech, one would think French Foreign Minister Briand had already joined the Communist Party.

Briand completely ignored those teasing smiles. Finishing his speech, he first arranged for the worker representatives to be seated, then greeted the ambassadors of various countries. Every once in a while, he would look toward the main entrance. However, the embassy secretary at the door never showed urgent movements, indicating that the distinguished guest, He Rui, had not yet arrived.

By 8:15 p.m., there was commotion outside the door. The embassy secretary in a suit first ran out quickly, then soon ran back quickly. Briand went straight to meet him, hearing the secretary, who had fine beads of sweat on his forehead, say, "The Chairman has arrived."

Just stepping out of the main entrance of the building, he saw He Rui already emerging from the car parked in the courtyard. It was the first time Briand had seen He Rui in military uniform with his own eyes. The service uniform without rank insignia was tailored very well, making He Rui appear tall and powerful. Although He Rui was smiling as he walked toward Briand, this military uniform made He Rui exude power in every gesture. Briand tried hard to adapt to this feeling, then recalled that He Rui had never retired. From entering the juvenile military school run by the Qing government at the age of fourteen or fifteen, He Rui had been a soldier. In his life of forty years now, He Rui had been an active-duty soldier for almost two-thirds of his life.

Overcoming this pressure, Briand went up to embrace He Rui. He Rui patted the French Foreign Minister, who could be considered an old friend, "Welcome to China again."

Briand also said, "I haven't seen you for a long time, Mr. Chairman, and I missed you very much."

When He Rui entered the party venue under Briand's guidance, a group of diplomats was already lining the entrance to welcome him. He Rui waved to everyone but headed straight for the Chinese worker representatives. He shook hands one by one with the pleasantly surprised Chinese worker representatives, saying at the same time, "Today is the festival of the working people. I wish everyone a happy holiday."

The guests invited by the French Embassy were all frontline workers. It was the first time these workers had seen He Rui with their own eyes, and they were all so excited they didn't know what to say. He Rui unhesitatingly extended his hand to the worker representatives, and only then did the workers recover and quickly raise their heads. After shaking hands with everyone one by one, He Rui smiled and said, "Thanks to the invitation from the French Embassy, comrades should eat and drink as you please. Relax and rest well."

Asking the workers to sit down again, He Rui walked back to Briand. More than a dozen men in suits were already standing behind Briand. When He Rui approached, Briand introduced, "Mr. Chairman, these gentlemen are all elites of our French banking industry. They have come to support the development of China's banking industry."

He Rui also shook hands with these experts one by one. "Welcome to work in China, gentlemen. Today is China's Labor Day. Both physical labor and mental labor are types of labor. Labor only differs in division of labor, not in nobility or baseness. I wish you experts a happy Labor Day."

The French experts hadn't expected He Rui to say such things, but France was a republic after all, so such political concepts were not rare. Moreover, financial experts were always regarded as members of the exploiting class and running dogs of capitalists in France. Being called "laborers" by He Rui really carried no political malice.

François, the chief economist of the Bank of France, smiled when shaking hands with He Rui. "Mr. Chairman, we came here to serve China's financial sector, and we hope our labor can gain your recognition."

Seeing He Rui chatting cordially with the French financial experts while shaking hands, Minister Briand was very happy. Looking at the guests attending the meeting, seeing British Ambassador Lampson's rather complex expression made Briand even happier. Before He Rui arrived, Briand had already introduced the French financial experts to the guests. Britain and France were close geographically, and this group of French experts were all renowned figures in the financial circle. It was evident that at least British Ambassador Lampson's secretary had heard of the names of several French financial experts and was clearly shaken.

Now the US economic recession had begun to impact Britain. As long as the British were uncomfortable, the French would naturally feel happy.

Turning his gaze away from British Ambassador Lampson, Briand saw US Ambassador Nelson Johnson. Ambassador Nelson looked indifferent, likely a deliberate facade. The US economic crisis was intensifying; it would be strange if Ambassador Nelson could smile.

After chatting with the French experts, He Rui conversed with the ambassadors of various countries one by one. When US Ambassador Nelson Johnson shook hands with He Rui, he leaned close to He Rui and whispered, "Mr. Chairman, if you have time, I hope to communicate with you regarding the loan."

"Alright," He Rui replied, still smiling, but he felt no joy in his heart. Just a day ago, 1,028 important American economists wrote a petition to President Hoover, asking the then Congress and President Hoover not to approve the Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act, which included imposing high import tariffs.

He Rui knew the efforts of this group of American economists were useless. Raising tariffs when encountering problems was America's path dependence, especially now; this policy bill, which could offer an explanation to the American people, would certainly pass. Once this bill passed, unless the US gave China interest-free loans with a repayment period of 20 years or more, China could obtain the dollars for repayment. Otherwise, facing high US tariffs, China would have no way to earn enough dollars to pay off the debt.

Perhaps seeing the interaction between the US Ambassador to China and He Rui, British Ambassador Lampson said when shaking hands with He Rui, "Your Excellency, I would like to discuss the recent situation in Asia with you."

Since the British were being so pretentiously diplomatic, He Rui felt he had no reason not to be equally so, and replied, "Our Ministry of Foreign Affairs has an Asian Department. Ambassador Lampson can exchange views on the Asian situation with the Asian Department."

Lampson was choked up, feeling a wave of grievance in his heart. The dignified British Empire was actually being teased like this; Lampson felt his spirit had been hurt. But Lampson knew very well that once Britain lost the strength to threaten China militarily, all that remained was inducement. Enduring the feeling of being hurt, Lampson forced a smile. "Hehe, Your Excellency, Britain is considering helping Asia maintain stability by providing cooperative loans to China."

He Rui couldn't possibly indulge the British Ambassador, so he replied readily, "Then you should definitely go to the Asian Department of our Ministry of Foreign Affairs to discuss this matter. Whether it's Japan, Korea, or Ryukyu, as well as the Assam and Upper Burma regions, they are all the responsibility of the Asian Department."

Lampson knew all his probing had failed. To prevent the situation from becoming more awkward, he answered decisively, "Your Excellency, I wish to request a meeting with you."

"Then please contact the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs," He Rui gave Lampson a direct answer.

"...I will," Lampson replied. When He Rui shook hands with the Dutch Minister to China, Lampson subconsciously smoothed his mustache, feeling a wave of retroactive fear. If he hadn't immediately expressed absolute respect for the Chairman of the Republic of China, he would have encountered an actual rebuff. He had actually almost made such a big mistake; Lampson was truly afraid in hindsight.

Ten minutes later, Briand walked up to He Rui and asked, "Your Excellency, are you preparing to leave?"

He Rui nodded readily. "Yes."

"Can I chat with you for a while?" French Foreign Minister Briand asked politely.

He Rui nodded. A few minutes later, He Rui and Briand had arrived on the second floor of the French Embassy. Looking at the scenery outside through the irregular window, He Rui smiled. "I appreciate Europe's pursuit of breakthroughs in art."

Briand was a layman regarding art, but since He Rui said so, Briand echoed, "France is at the forefront of the world in artistic exploration."

He Rui smiled slightly, suddenly thinking of the Little Mustache. Abstract aesthetics were not the foolish imitators of later generations who casually splashed some paint on canvas; at least the modernist and impressionist masters of this era had profound skills in realistic painting. This was also why the Little Mustache wasn't admitted to the Academy of Fine Arts Vienna back then. In the era when Hitler applied for the Academy of Fine Arts Vienna, European fine arts had reached the end of realism; Europe had tasted everything realism could achieve. So impressionist and modernist masters pushed for new developments on the basis of realism. Only after seeing Van Gogh's early realist style paintings did He Rui understand how Van Gogh painted "The Starry Night." For example, Van Gogh's early work, "The Altar Boy with Umbrella," showed the inherited changes. That understanding of painting in motion and stillness made He Rui admire him greatly.

But Briand couldn't understand He Rui's feelings. He just felt that the discussion on art was mere pleasantries, so he smiled and got straight to the point. "Mr. Chairman, recently French newspapers believe that the Anglo-Saxons' hypocritical attacks on the existence of immoral trade between China and France have now met with retribution."

"Haha." He Rui was amused; Briand's words were a bit too acerbic.

Seeing He Rui so happy, Briand continued, "Mr. Chairman, the French financial sector believes that China needs more loans and financial services at this stage. France is willing to provide the most sincere services to China."

He Rui felt that France was indeed a usury imperialist country, with a very precise sense of the situation. However, recently the Rockefeller consortium had submitted an investment proposal to the Chinese government, willing to provide an investment of over 1 billion US dollars, and this was only the first phase of investment.

For an American consortium, this judgment was quite rational. Historically, the Soviet Union purchased 3 billion US dollars of machinery and equipment in the first two Five-Year Plans. To pay back the money, the Soviet government implemented a cruel agricultural scissors difference, repaying debts by exporting grain cheaply. This led to the Holodomor in Ukraine, causing the deaths of millions of Soviet people.

Even with full cooperation between China and the Soviet Union in heavy industrial production at this stage, the Soviet demand plus China's demand would require at least 2 billion US dollars in equipment and technology transfer. If this figure were converted into 21st-century US dollars, its value would be roughly equivalent to over 100 billion US dollars.

The financial sector of France, this usury imperialist country, must have predicted this, which was why Briand came to convey France's stance of willingness to fully expand investment in China.

China could absolutely not be controlled by France, so He Rui smiled. "Hehe, Mr. Briand, in order to repay the loans, we believe it is necessary for France to expand imports from China."

Briand had discussed this with the French upper echelon before this trip, so he answered decisively, " regarding textiles and light industrial goods, France is willing to increase procurement from China."

He Rui was very satisfied with Briand's promise. It could be seen that French economic figures were quite serious. If France couldn't increase imports of goods from China, China wouldn't have enough francs to repay the debt.

Before He Rui could ask further, Briand already offered a plan. "Our country wants to give a portion of ship orders to China."

He Rui felt the French side was too sensible. China had recently achieved a huge breakthrough in sectional shipbuilding methods. Past shipbuilding was one dock for one ship, occupying the dock for too long. China was currently vigorously building new docks, and the sectional shipbuilding method was to first divide a whole ship into several sections to be built independently based on welding technology. This construction process didn't need to be built in the dock.

After each section was completed, large gantry cranes were needed to hoist each section into the dock for welding. This process took much less time than building the whole ship in the dock. For the same dock, efficiency increased several times.

And completing sectional shipbuilding technology required first-class welding. As early as the Northeast Government era, He Rui had the technical department develop this part of the technology. If France could give a part of the shipbuilding orders to China, even if China didn't make money, it would at least cover the initial investment costs.

He Rui smiled. "I think the French government has made a wise choice. China's shipbuilding industry will definitely satisfy French customers."

"Mr. Chairman, will China fully cooperate with the French financial industry?" Briand took the opportunity to ask.

He Rui shook his head. "Mr. Briand, cooperation between China and France should not be just in the financial industry, but cooperation across the entire industrial chain."

Briand was stunned. He didn't expect He Rui to reject full financial cooperation so decisively. One of the purposes of his trip was to hope to bind the French financial industry with the Chinese economy, excluding cooperation with Britain and the US. He Rui's decisiveness made Briand confirm once again that the Chairman of the Republic of China was a very firm person. As long as it was beneficial to China, He Rui would never be restricted by so-called 'traditional friendship.'
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Night fell, and all the lights in the French Embassy came on. Amidst the lights, banners written in both French and Chinese at the embassy entrance swayed gently in the night breeze. Cars carrying a few guests were already driving out of the gate under the banner that read "The French Embassy Wishes Chinese Laborers a Happy Holiday."

Standing by the window and seeing his own car approach, He Rui raised his wrist to check his watch. Briand was somewhat surprised. "Mr. Chairman, you aren't planning to have a dance before leaving?"

He Rui replied, "I'm not in the mood for dancing tonight." After speaking, he prepared to take his leave.

Briand had intended to bring it up later, but since He Rui was leaving, he could only say, "Please wait a minute. I want to inform you that France is preparing to strengthen the power of its Pacific Fleet."

This topic was very sensitive. After Briand finished speaking, his amber eyes inadvertently revealed a nervous look, and his mustache bobbed up and down as he swallowed. War had broken out between China and France before, and Briand knew that several high-ranking generals in the current Chinese Navy had deep ties to the Nanyang Fleet, which had been destroyed by France. When analyzing the impact of this matter on China, the French side had seriously considered that these people might offer suggestions disadvantageous to France to He Rui.

Briand saw He Rui's expression change slightly. Because He Rui was contemplating this matter, his expression involuntarily became a little more serious. After a moment, He Rui asked, "What is the ratio of the scale of the French Pacific Fleet compared to the British Pacific Fleet?"

Briand exhaled, most of his unease dissipating. He immediately replied, "Mr. Chairman, it's about two-thirds of the British fleet."

"Oh!" He Rui smiled. "Britain might not object, but they will certainly feel a lot of pressure."

Briand completely relaxed. The French Ministry of Foreign Affairs had seriously considered how to discuss with China the decision to increase warships in the French Pacific Fleet, especially the addition of two battleships, and how to explain it to He Rui. The most optimistic view was that He Rui could fully understand that France's strengthening of its fleet was by no means intended to threaten China but to ensure the safety of trade routes between France and China. Now it seemed that things might really turn out in the most optimistic way.

With Briand's rich diplomatic experience, he dared not be blindly optimistic at this moment. He Rui indeed had unmatched prestige in China, but He Rui's ministers did not show the same top-tier strategic judgment ability as He Rui. Even a first-rate strategist, faced with the sudden appearance of a French fleet with two battleships in the Indochina colony right next to China, would instinctively make negative considerations. At this time, if high-ranking naval officers who did not have a good impression of France offered some negative suggestions, the head of state would inevitably make considerations unfavorable to France strengthening its Pacific Fleet.

But since He Rui had already expressed a friendly attitude, Briand could only suppress the urge to explain fully and squeezed out a smile. "Mr. Chairman, I will explain this matter in detail when I meet the Chinese Foreign Minister tomorrow."

"Alright. I'll take my leave then." After speaking, He Rui extended his hand to Briand.

When shaking hands with He Rui, Briand felt that He Rui's palm was dry and warm. Looking at He Rui in military uniform, Briand felt the pressure seemed much greater. Seeing He Rui to the door and watching his convoy drive into the night, Briand suddenly had an image in his mind. This sharp and decisive top strategist, He Rui, holding a pen with that dry and warm hand, drawing an offensive line on the map—he could probably draw an extremely stable line.

When Briand met the Chinese Foreign Minister the next day, they chatted and laughed. Based on the current good relationship between China and France, the exchange of opinions on the international situation was very smooth. When Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang asked Briand, "Does France believe the US Congress and government will pass the Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act?"

Briand answered immediately, "An old dog can't perform new tricks. I believe not only will the US do this, but the British government will also follow suit in the near future. I assume the Chinese government has made corresponding preparations? At least the French government is ready to make a reciprocal response at any time."

Li Shiguang appreciated Briand's frankness very much. He answered frankly, "The Chinese government is of course prepared. Based on the US attitude, we believe the US is very likely to maintain this high tariff policy for a long time."

Briand nodded. "The judgment within the French government is similar to that of the Chinese government. Moreover, the French government believes there are smooth communication channels between China and France, so such things will not happen between our two countries."

Li Shiguang nodded, agreeing with Briand's view. Subsequently, Li Shiguang listened to Briand talk about France's preparations to strengthen the Pacific Fleet. Hearing just the beginning, Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang's gaze turned grim, and he couldn't help suspecting whether Briand's previous remark about "good communication between China and France" was entirely to prepare for this matter.

Briand anticipated that the level of the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs was probably not as high as He Rui's. Even if the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs were truly as formidable as He Rui, as a foreign ministry, they couldn't make judgments on such issues alone. He seriously explained France's position to Li Shiguang, especially clarifying that the purpose of the French Pacific Fleet was to guard against "Anglo-Saxons tampering with the common interests of China and France in the world." Briand paused temporarily, picked up his teacup to take two sips, and took the opportunity to observe Li Shiguang's expression.

He saw Li Shiguang looking serious, not softening because of Briand's sincere explanation. Although Li Shiguang seemed to want to ask more, he still waited for Briand to finish speaking. Briand felt Li Shiguang's self-restraint was quite outstanding.

Putting down the teacup, Briand continued, "The French side not only wants to strengthen the French Pacific Fleet but is also willing to provide naval technology to China to help China build a powerful fleet. Even Japan has the Six-Six Fleet, and it is said they proposed the idea of an Eight-Eight Fleet. France believes that China having two Eight-Eight Fleets would be commensurate with China's strength. Moreover, in the next stage of naval treaty negotiations, France hopes to obtain a quota of equal scale to the US together with China. I wonder what Minister Li thinks of this."

Li Shiguang's expression finally softened somewhat. Although he had some impression of Japan's Six-Six Fleet and Eight-Eight Fleet, he wasn't quite sure. He turned his head and whispered to the secretary sitting behind him. The secretary quickly explained that the so-called Six-Six Fleet referred to the Japanese naval capital ship establishment of 6 battleships and 6 armored cruisers completed after 1905.

The Eight-Eight Fleet was the naval capital ship establishment composed of 8 battleships and 8 battlecruisers proposed by Japan in 1920.

Li Shiguang didn't speak immediately but picked up his teacup and drank, calculating the current situation in East Asia and the impact on China after France strengthened its Pacific Fleet.

In the current East Asian situation, China, as the economic core, had grasped comprehensive dominance. As early as the end of 1922, the Northeast Government went to war with Japan, exhausting Japan until it had to cease fire. afterward, China quickly unified. With the Japanese economy in depression after losing the Chinese market, no one mentioned the Eight-Eight Fleet plan anymore. After the Japanese revolution, military expansion plans were abandoned, and the so-called Eight-Eight plan could be said to have ended without a start. The current Japan, let alone building new battleships or battlecruisers, even if building a new destroyer, had to discuss it with China first. If China didn't agree, Japan wouldn't dare to start construction.

Currently, even if China's naval equipment was still weak, the Japanese Navy was not only no longer arrogant but also privately shared a view with their Chinese naval counterparts during exchanges: "If the Chinese and Japanese navies do not have a common goal, it is detrimental to the healthy development of both navies."

From this perspective, if France increased the scale of its Pacific Fleet, it was possible it would become an external driving force "conducive to the healthy development of the Chinese and Japanese navies."

After specifically asking for France's views, Li Shiguang stated, "I will convey France's message to my government."

Briand thought this wasn't a bad reaction. The worst reaction predicted by the French government was that the Chinese Foreign Minister would immediately express strong protest to Briand after hearing the news, believing France's action undermined regional peace and stability. If France acted willfully, the Chinese government would respond.

Since Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang was willing to talk, this could enter the Chinese high-level meetings. Based on He Rui's reaction Briand saw yesterday, Briand believed the Chinese government would accept France's view. Because the French government really had no intention of using the Pacific Fleet to threaten China. France had already given China an interest-free loan of 20 billion francs; what would be the point of threatening China now?

After the meeting ended, Li Shiguang immediately went to see He Rui. He was soon informed he could go in. But He Rui was currently meeting with Japanese Ambassador to China Saionji Kinkazu. Walking into the conference room of the Chinese Head of State's official residence, he saw the young Saionji Kinkazu sitting cautiously opposite He Rui, carefully listening to He Rui express his views. "...After the return ceremony is over, we will arrange the itinerary for the visit to Japan."

Hearing He Rui agree to visit Japan, Saionji Kinkazu immediately said, "All sectors of my country welcome Your Excellency the Chairman's visit to Japan very much. Now the relationship between China and Japan has reached a moment where all tragedies can be resolved. Your visit to Japan will definitely open a new chapter."

Li Shiguang nodded to Saionji and sat on the sofa next to He Rui. Saionji Kinkazu continued to talk about ideas for strengthening non-governmental exchanges between China and Japan, especially academic and artistic exchanges. Li Shiguang didn't need to supervise this personally; the East Asian Department would be responsible. Looking at Saionji Kinkazu's sincere expression, Li Shiguang truly felt some emotion in his heart.

After He Rui completed his visit to Europe, Japan had proposed a request inviting He Rui to visit Japan. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs believed they could take advantage of He Rui's diplomatic success in Europe to visit Japan and define the relationship between the two countries. But He Rui believed "the time is not right; what needs to be pushed with full force now is re-determining the restoration of order in East Asia."

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs accepted the work arrangement and, after a series of arduous diplomatic efforts, restored the East Asian order to a satisfactory state. Afterward, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs discussed arrangements for visiting Japan again. But He Rui stated, "Wait a bit longer; the time is not right. Wait until the Great Economic Crisis breaks out in the US."

Last year, in October 1929, the US experienced Black Week, and the stock market crashed. After a large number of speculators died, although the US stock market index fell to an outrageous level, the US economy seemed to recover. But a few weeks ago, in April 1930, the stock market crashed again. And this crash didn't trigger a large number of speculator suicides; those real American speculators had already committed suicide. This stock market crash directly triggered the bankruptcy of a large number of American companies, or their entry into the stage of closing down. This wave of mass corporate bankruptcies was what a real economic crisis should look like.

Li Shiguang had to admire He Rui's control over the rhythm of the situation. The US had always been a quite important market for Japan. When the US fell into economic crisis and adopted the *Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act* to raise tariffs, effectively starting a trade war, the Japanese economy would truly have no other choice.

Only after the *Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act* was signed would Japan truly be compliant. At that time, He Rui's visit to Japan would make Japan truly accept China's leadership position.

Listening to Saionji Kinkazu sincerely discussing Sino-Japanese diplomatic relations with He Rui, a thought popped into Li Shiguang's mind: *Under what circumstances will He Rui visit the United States?*
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Central Work Conferences were generally held in the State Council Office Building. If the meeting was convened by He Rui, it would be held at the Central Office of the Civility Party. If it was a Standing Committee meeting, it might be held at He Rui's official residence.

Foreign Minister Li Shiguang sat down in his seat in the State Council conference room and began to calculate what objections his speech would trigger later. If France insisted on increasing the size of its Pacific Fleet, China had no way to forcefully stop it. Currently, France had raised this matter with the Chinese government in a friendly manner, and Li Shiguang certainly hoped that everyone could ultimately be persuaded. After thinking it over, Li Shiguang felt that the greatest resistance might come from the Military Commission. At the State Council meeting, only He Rui from the Military Commission was present. After talking with He Rui yesterday, Li Shiguang knew that He Rui did not oppose this matter.

Having carefully sorted out the possible positions of all parties, Foreign Minister Li Shiguang felt he had nothing to worry about. At this time, everyone had arrived. Li Shiguang took a sip of hot water and focused his attention.

Generally speaking, the meeting would start with He Rui or Premier Wu Youping assigning work. If there was important work, a report would be made. If there was no important work, the leaders of various departments would raise the problems they faced. He thought the Ministry of Foreign Affairs would have priority, but unexpectedly, the first to raise an issue was Minister of Commerce Li Chenggang.

Minister of Commerce Li Chenggang's square face already looked serious, and now his expression was even more grave. Just from this expression, one could tell the problem was really important. Li Chenggang's Adam's apple bobbed once, likely swallowing saliva to moisten his throat before speaking, and then he said as calmly as possible, "Yesterday, the Soviet Union made a request, hoping to obtain a surplus worth 300 million US dollars in the next fiscal year. In the document, the Soviet Union stated that this surplus would preferably be paid to them in francs. If there aren't enough francs, they also hope that francs and Chinese Yuan can each account for 50%."

The ministers in the conference room were all energized by this question. Li Shiguang, who had little say in this matter, suspected whether the Soviet government was being a bit impatient. According to the Chinese government's prediction, the Great Economic Crisis in the US was just unfolding, and machinery and equipment prices would drop further in the future. If they could wait a bit longer, it was possible to get the lowest price.

In 1930, 300 million US dollars was indeed a large sum of money. Li Shiguang thought there might be a discussion for a while, but unexpectedly, the Minister of Finance stated, "The Ministry of Finance has assessed that the incremental demand for raw materials and equipment in the next fiscal year will exceed 1 billion US dollars. We can accept a deficit of 300 million US dollars."

After speaking, the Minister of Finance looked at the Governor of the Central Bank. Li Shiguang happened to be sitting diagonally opposite the Central Bank Governor and saw the gray-templed Governor close his eyes in thought. Li Shiguang thought the Central Bank Governor would need a few minutes to sort things out, but unexpectedly, half a minute later, the Governor opened his eyes. "50% Francs and 50% Chinese Yuan is acceptable."

As soon as this was said, most ministers looked stunned, and two ministers couldn't help gasping. Then they heard He Rui say, "Minister of Finance, please introduce the situation to everyone."

Li Shiguang immediately took out his notebook. At the same time, most ministers also took out their small notebooks; the habits of the science and engineering men in the He Rui government were immediately displayed.

"Both the US dollar and the British pound are currently on the gold standard. Currently, 1 US dollar contains 1 gram of gold. In 1929, 1 British pound contained 7.3 grams of gold. In recent months, the gold content of the British pound has begun to fall. The Ministry of Finance predicts that if the US economic crisis continues to worsen, the gold content of the British pound will fall below 4 grams per pound.

"According to this calculation, when we pay the Soviet Union in francs or Chinese Yuan, the gold content of 1 British pound equals 3 US dollars. Both the Chinese Yuan and the Franc are purely fiat currencies, and the exchange rate with the British pound is currently around 1:100. Even if the gold content of the British pound plummets, the exchange rate change of the Franc and Chinese Yuan against the British pound won't appreciate by double. I think it will appreciate by about 40%, with 1 British pound exchanging for 60 Francs or Chinese Yuan. Our exchange rate against the US dollar will probably reach around 1:20. We provide 150 million US dollars worth of Chinese Yuan and Francs, which are 3 billion Chinese Yuan and 3 billion Francs respectively. We can afford this."

Li Shiguang felt a slight discomfort on his forehead. Reaching up to wipe it, he found his fingers wet. Unknowingly, a layer of sweat had appeared on his forehead. Taking out a handkerchief to wipe the sweat, Li Shiguang felt his heart rate increase significantly. China's GDP for the whole year of 1929 was 88.5 billion Chinese Yuan. Increasing the deficit by 6 billion in one fiscal year accounted for about 6.8% of the total GDP. Even though the Ministry of Foreign Affairs didn't manage the economy, this proportion still made Li Shiguang feel immense pressure.

Since the two responsible for economic policy and currency both thought there was no problem, the matter was quickly decided. Minister of Commerce Li Chenggang would conduct further negotiations with the Soviet side. Next, it was the turn of other ministers to raise issues their departments needed to pass through the central meeting. Li Shiguang was next.

Calming down from the shock just now, Li Shiguang prepared to face the comrades' questions. Thinking of the questions he would encounter, a wave of confidence arose spontaneously in his heart. This lifted Li Shiguang's spirits, and he said confidently, "France wants to increase their naval power in the Pacific. Regarding this, French Foreign Minister Briand explained that the French Pacific Fleet is to guard against petty actions the Anglo-Saxon countries might take and to protect the trade route between China and France. At the same time, French Foreign Minister Briand stated willingness to provide warship construction technology to China and to strive for a quota comparable to the US for China in the second phase of naval treaty negotiations."

After saying this, Li Shiguang looked at the other ministers. He didn't know if his own mindset had changed, but Li Shiguang felt the other ministers didn't show unease or displeasure, at most frowning slightly, pondering what the French's true intentions were. Li Shiguang looked at He Rui and Premier Wu Youping sitting next to him. He Rui was naturally calm, and Wu Youping seemed unconcerned about this matter at the moment, seemingly having no interest.

The questions he expected to appear didn't appear at all. The ministers looked at each other for a moment, then all looked at He Rui. He Rui answered at this time, "We in China welcome all forces that maintain regional peace."

Li Shiguang knew this was He Rui's answer to the French Foreign Minister. He nodded, noted down this sentence, and closed his notebook.

Many departments encountered problems they couldn't solve on their own at the meeting and raised them at the central meeting. Hearing problems that once left ministers helpless being solved one by one, Li Shiguang was in a very good mood. In the past, everyone had to rely on He Rui to propose solutions and coordinate with various departments to overcome difficulties. With the strengthening of China's own strength and economic and trade cooperation with countries around the world, ministers could finally solve most problems relying on their department's strength. Even for difficult work points that had to be discussed at the central meeting, they could be solved with the cooperation of just one or two departments. This feeling was really very good.

Minister of Commerce Li Chenggang felt the same. After the meeting, he returned to his office feeling relaxed all over. He had his secretary inform the Soviet side to come for a meeting tomorrow. Then, Li Chenggang sat comfortably on the soft sofa and asked his secretary to invite Rockefeller over.

Soon, the secretary dialed the number and conversed with the other side in fluent Northern American accent. Before long, the secretary covered the receiver and turned to ask, "Minister Li, Mr. Rockefeller asks if he can bring other American businessmen along."

Li Chenggang answered immediately, "Tell Mr. Rockefeller that what I want to discuss with him is investment. If he doesn't mind others listening, I don't mind either."

Less than an hour later, Rockefeller appeared in Li Chenggang's office with representatives of several American giants like Morgan and Ford. It was evident that the representative of the Morgan consortium was a bit curious about Li Chenggang. Especially upon hearing Li Chenggang's fluent British accent, the Morgan representative's eyebrows raised inadvertently.

Li Chenggang was in a good mood. After inviting everyone to sit and serving tea, he got straight to the point. "Mr. Rockefeller, we agree to your investment in China. I wonder if you have any concerns now? Within the scope of my authority, I will do my best to help you."

Rockefeller had become accustomed to the frankness of Chinese ministerial officials, so he asked, "Your country's financial management laws have very strict restrictions on the inflow and outflow of funds. I also heard that your country invited French financial experts to help improve these financial laws. The Rockefeller consortium hopes to open a bank in China, and we are also willing to provide financial experts to help your country formulate laws and regulations that can help the financial industry operate efficiently."

Hearing Rockefeller actually wanted to open a bank in China, the face of the Morgan representative immediately looked a bit uglier. In the US, the Morgan consortium was the boss of the banking and financial industry. Rockefeller wanting to open a bank in China and saying it in front of the Morgan representative was bold. The Morgan representative had done his homework before coming to China; those American 'China experts' believed China was a country that highly valued order and didn't welcome those who broke the rules. The Rockefeller family was considered arrogant in the US, but unexpectedly, Rockefeller didn't show any restraint even in China.

The Morgan representative wanted to see if this Chinese Minister of Commerce would give Rockefeller a hard rebuff or a soft one. Sure enough, after hearing Rockefeller's request, Li Chenggang answered without thinking, "At this stage, China's economy is still very weak. A large amount of funds flowing quickly in and out of China will cause problems for the Chinese economy. Therefore, China will not liberalize financial controls. This is a matter of national economic security, and I will not discuss this with Mr. Rockefeller."

*Serves you right!* The Morgan representative chuckled inwardly. Only a nouveau riche like Rockefeller would be so arrogant; the Morgan consortium would never make such a stupid request.

But Rockefeller seemed not to care at all about being rejected. He just nodded and said, "Then let's start discussing cooperation issues."

Li Chenggang signaled his secretary, who immediately presented several documents. There weren't many, only four copies: one each for Li Chenggang, Rockefeller, Morgan, and Ford. The other representatives of American consortiums could only lean in to look. The Morgan representative was used to being grand in the US; he handed the document to others and signaled his accompanying secretary to take quick notes.

This cooperation plan was drafted by the Ministry of Commerce. Li Chenggang didn't look at the document but narrated directly, "Establishing a joint venture, China holds 51%, Rockefeller Company holds 35%, and the remaining 14% will be given to other European companies invited by China... In the first phase, China will build an oil field with a daily output of 20,000 tons in the Daqing area and increase the daily output to 100,000 tons within 5 years... With the completion of the first phase of the Daqing Oilfield, China will also establish a chemical base for oil refining and cracking. At the same time, China will build several other large oil fields."

The other American consortiums had no intention of intervening in the petroleum and petrochemical field, at least not in China's petroleum and petrochemicals, so they could only listen and watch. Rockefeller became somewhat excited. "Mr. Minister, have you misunderstood something?"

"Please speak," Li Chenggang replied politely.

"Has China completed oil exploration?" Rockefeller asked straightforwardly.

"Yes. Regarding the location of the oil fields, we have narrowed it down to a very small range. But these oil fields are too deep; we need equipment that can drill to 1,400 meters."

The Morgan representative was listening carefully and heard the Ford representative next to him click his tongue slightly. The Morgan representative smiled slightly without turning his head. Although the Morgan consortium wasn't in the oil industry now, they at least knew some basic knowledge. In the US, oil field locations were very shallow. At this stage, there were few oil fields deeper than 700 meters, yet China opened its mouth asking to double the depth. This made the Morgan representative feel inexplicably ridiculous.

Since the Chinese minister swore so solemnly, it meant China had the ability to explore the location of oil fields. If they had the ability to explore the exact location, even without large-scale extraction technology, they should at least have small-scale extraction technology. However, looking at the Chinese minister's attitude, it seemed China didn't have such technology.

Combined, the Morgan representative felt the Chinese minister seemed to exude the scent of a top-tier swindler. The top-tier swindlers the Morgan representative had seen could tell even a monstrous lie with an inexplicable persuasive power, moving those around them to think "maybe this is true."

Although this conversation made the Morgan representative feel he should be more cautious—after all, the Chinese government had stated its attitude that it would absolutely not use common credit collaterals like land resources or tariffs as investment guarantees—the attitude of the Chinese officials was too interesting and had to be watched continuously.

At this time, Rockefeller had finished discussing exploration with Li Chenggang. It was evident Rockefeller was a bit excited. He said, "Please allow me to consider for a while."

Li Chenggang didn't force him and turned to the other American consortium representatives. Before Li Chenggang could speak, the Ford representative asked, "I wonder how much annual oil production China has now?"

"Our Yumen Oilfield produces 400,000 tons annually. Plus the oil we import from the Soviet Union and Southeast Asia, China's total annual oil volume is between 4 million and 5 million tons."

Hearing this figure, the Ford representative revealed a polite smile. Oil consumption was the Ford consortium's strong suit. "Mr. Minister, we know China has completed the technical development of internal combustion locomotives and is using them in large quantities. Apart from the necessary usage for trains and ships annually, to what fields can China's oil production provide refined oil?"

"We can also provide kerosene, diesel, and gasoline for aviation, buses, and agricultural equipment."

The Ford representative felt Li Chenggang was a qualified minister, and a very honest one, so he put away his polite smile and asked straightforwardly, "Mr. Minister, excluding these internal combustion locomotives that must be supplied, how many civilian cars can your country provide the required gasoline for?"

"If we ensure refueling at any time, less than 20,000 vehicles," Li Chenggang answered frankly.

The Ford representative hadn't expected Li Chenggang to be so sincere. The figure of less than 20,000 vehicles was also calculated by the Ford consortium based on economic data provided by the Chinese government before coming to China. In 1929, car ownership in the US was as high as 23 million vehicles, while the total US population was only 123 million; nearly every five people had a car. China could only provide gasoline for less than 20,000 civilian cars, which meant Ford starting to build factories now was betting on China's future. This risk was really too great.

Just as the Ford representative was thinking about how to express his refusal, Rockefeller suddenly spoke up. "Mr. Minister, I've changed my mind. I will send a telegram to the domestic office in a while, asking them to immediately start shipping the 1,300-meter drilling equipment."

Hearing this, the group of American consortium representatives was stunned. Changing his mind so quickly—what stimulation had Rockefeller received? Rockefeller said calmly, "As for the contract, who should we negotiate with now? Shipping from the West Coast to Northeast China takes about 2 months. I hope to sign the contract during this time."

After finishing the working meal hosted by the Ministry of Commerce, on the way back to the hotel, the Morgan representative, who had specifically gotten into Rockefeller's car, asked, "Why did you agree so quickly?"

Rockefeller liked Chinese Hangzhou cuisine very much. He was in a happy mood at this moment, and his tone was relaxed. "If the Chinese government isn't the biggest group of swindlers I've ever seen, they are a modern government that understands economics and priorities very well. Our Rockefeller consortium also wants to enter the automobile industry. The extracted oil, after refining, can provide fuel for at least a million cars. I don't want the Ford Group to monopolize the automobile industry in China."

*So you also think the Chinese government ministers are like top-tier swindlers,* the Morgan representative grumbled inwardly. But this emotion was quickly replaced by serious thought. If the Chinese government was truly a modern and efficient government... Of course, if it weren't a modern and efficient government, China wouldn't have won the Sino-British War. Then, the Morgan consortium should indeed consider the plan to open a bank in China.

Just a few months ago, the US stock market crashed. As the boss of the US financial industry, the Morgan consortium took out 200 million US dollars to save the market at this critical moment. Although this move also led other consortiums to follow suit, the total rescue fund of less than 1 billion US dollars facing a US stock market that had evaporated over 40 billion US dollars in market value didn't even make a splash. So much so that the Morgan consortium had to announce they would never conduct such market rescue actions again. This announcement also dealt another heavy blow to US economic confidence.

*Losses within the dike are made up outside the dike.* Seeing the shrewdness and competence of the Chinese government, and the amazing confidence and courage of minister-level officials, Morgan felt that at least the Chinese upper echelon possessed that vigorous vitality that had been weakened in the American upper echelon.

*Maybe we can give it a try.* The Morgan representative had to consider such a possibility.
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"Contact the Chairman's office; I want to report something to him," Li Shiguang said to his secretary. While the secretary went to make the call, the orderly had already cleared away the tea set from the table.

Looking at the seat where British Ambassador Lampson had just sat, Li Shiguang felt that the British were really trying hard now. Just a short while ago, Ambassador Lampson had frankly expressed Britain's view: "...The British Empire hopes that after the Sino-French cooperation agreement ends, China can sign a similar agreement with Britain. The space for Sino-British cooperation is much larger than that for Sino-French cooperation. What France can give, Britain can give. What France cannot give, Britain can also give to China."

Although the Central Committee had already decided that Sino-French friendship would be one of the foundations of China's future diplomacy, Li Shiguang could still clearly feel a slight wavering in his heart. It must be said that Britain's attitude was very sincere, and the conditions offered were very tempting.

Before long, the secretary turned to Li Shiguang and said, "Minister Li, the Chairman is on the line."

Li Shiguang quickly got up and walked to the phone. Sure enough, He Rui's familiar voice came from the receiver. Li Shiguang hurried to report the latest news. He Rui on the other end listened quietly the whole time. When Li Shiguang finished, He Rui laughed. "Whatever the British say, we can just listen; no need to take it seriously. All of Britain's current promises are things they cannot fulfill."

"Is the Chairman referring to the Imperial Preference system?" Li Shiguang asked.

"Yes. Britain probably came to communicate with considerable sincerity, but just listen to their promises," He Rui replied.

Li Shiguang felt a sense of incongruity for a moment, but he didn't want to argue with He Rui, so he replied, "I understand."

"If there's nothing else, I'll hang up first," He Rui's voice came from the phone. Li Shiguang immediately stated he had no other questions for now. After putting down the phone, Li Shiguang stood up, clasped his hands behind his back, and paced slowly in the office. When he stopped, Li Shiguang suddenly laughed out loud.

Initially, it was a sneer, but after a few laughs, Li Shiguang felt it was ridiculous and couldn't help laughing heartily. Hearing the commotion, Li Shiguang's secretary hurriedly pushed the door open and entered. He saw Li Shiguang laughing back and forth as if hysterical, his whole body somewhat limp. The secretary quickly went forward to help Li Shiguang sit on the sofa, then watched worriedly as the Foreign Minister of the Republic of China, though wanting to calm down, continued to laugh ceaselessly, his shoulders heaving as if in a spasm.

Finally, Li Shiguang stopped laughing. Seeing that Li Shiguang looked a bit teary-eyed, the secretary quickly washed a towel and handed it over. Li Shiguang wiped his face seriously, then asked the secretary, "Can you associate the word 'incompetence' with Britain?"

The secretary thought for a moment and felt a bit confused. The dignified British Empire was still the world hegemon; looking at it from any angle, it had nothing to do with incompetence. If Britain were incompetent, what would other countries be?

With the secretary as a reference, Li Shiguang confirmed there was nothing wrong with his feeling just now. But Li Shiguang still wanted to do a further test, so he recounted to the secretary what exactly British incompetence was about.

The Great Economic Crisis in the US predicted by the central economic department had basically taken shape. This economic crisis would continue to develop and wouldn't end in a short time. Based on such a prediction, the economic department further deduced the subsequent impact: the great powers would adopt trade protectionism to deal with such a situation.

According to the latest news, the US was preparing to launch the *Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act* to raise tariffs. Countries would inevitably adopt reciprocal retaliatory tariffs against the US. This trade war would by no means exist only between the US and other countries but would evolve into a global trade war. At that time, the British mainland would create a trade alliance with various colonies of the British Empire to jointly resist external trade protection; this was the "Imperial Preference system" proposed by the economic department.

Even if Britain really replaced France completely at this stage as he said and reached a close economic relationship with China, the relationship between China and Britain could not reach the height of Sino-French cooperation after all. Britain couldn't possibly invite China to join the "Imperial Preference system," so everything Lampson was trying to promote now would be overturned by Britain itself as the economic situation changed. From this perspective, Britain was an incompetent bunch.

Listening to Li Shiguang's narration, the secretary's brow almost knitted into a knot. It was evident that the secretary didn't believe all this would happen. This made Li Shiguang both happy and disappointed. The reason for happiness was naturally that he had finally crossed this internal hurdle, thus being able to view the world from an angle closer to reality. The reason for disappointment was that the secretaries were all highly praised young cadres who accumulated work experience by contacting higher-level cadres through secretarial work. Looking at it now, the young cadres weren't afraid of the great powers but lacked the mindset to view the great powers as normal countries.

At this moment, the secretary summoned up courage and said, "Minister Li, Britain can indeed maintain the normal operation of its economy through the Imperial Preference system. I think Britain has chosen the correct response."

Li Shiguang felt the secretary's view was already quite sophisticated, so he pressed further, "For the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, there is no problem doing this. But for a world hegemon, abandoning all obligations as a hegemon equates to the de facto bankruptcy of Britain's hegemonic status. Britain wants to endure through the worldwide economic crisis. If other countries are dragged down, Britain will still have an advantage relative to other countries. After the economy recovers, it can rely on this advantage to continue maintaining the position of world hegemon. But Britain won't wait for such an opportunity."

"Minister Li, I'm not opposing your view. I just feel that countries around the world now lack strategists like Chairman He; they can't see the trend of future development. So they appear incompetent. After all, people die from comparison, and goods are thrown away from comparison." The secretary expressed his view very carefully.

Li Shiguang shook his head. "A first-rate strategist can make this judgment. I don't think the world lacks first-rate strategists. Britain's current performance gives me a feeling that among Britain's decision-making layer, the true first-rate strategists lack decision-making power. Those privileged classes with vested interests hold the decision-making power."

Having analyzed to this extent, the secretary felt incapable of discussing with Li Shiguang, so he could only express agreement with Li Shiguang's view.

At this very moment, inside He Rui's conference room, the French economists sent by French Foreign Minister Briand were communicating with He Rui. As soon as the meeting started, Bank of France economist François got straight to the point. "Mr. Chairman, our French financial sector has carefully studied your economic policies over the past decade or so, as well as their execution methods. Now there is a consensus in the French financial sector that you are one of the most outstanding economists in the world today."

Professionals classify He Rui into the professional field first; this is a good way to show goodwill in communication. He Rui didn't dislike this, and he really wanted to hear the attitude of the French economists, so he smiled. "Economics must be a pragmatic discipline capable of providing realistic help. I believe the French economics circle has rich experience in this."

"Mr. Chairman, analyzing other countries based on your policy of enhancing national consumption capacity, we have reached a conclusion. At this stage, the world's economic increment will be concentrated in the East Asian region. This will be the market that all countries hope to intervene in in the future." François didn't deliberately flatter at all, but only elaborated on his view.

He Rui clearly felt that the French economists had ideas. First lighting a cigarette, He Rui asked, "What proportion of the increment does France hope to share in the development of the East Asian region?"

François answered somewhat regretfully, "We understand very well Mr. Chairman's decision to diversify risks; this is a choice only an outstanding economist can make. But Mr. Chairman, all risk control has its limits. We have studied China's financial management laws and feel the dilemma China faces from them. China lacks capital and technology and hopes to utilize foreign capital and technology most efficiently. This way of pursuing efficiency will lead to many uncontrollable results. The profit from speculative funds is too large; even if much capital aims to invest in industry initially, it will turn into speculative funds later in pursuit of higher profits. We believe China's financial management hasn't prepared for this risk originating from within."

He Rui wasn't that worried. "As long as land and mineral resources remain state-owned, the impact of such speculation on the overall economy won't be that great. Moreover, we are preparing to launch a progressive tax plan to regulate the income of high-income groups. When personal income tax is high to a certain extent, the time for these funds to fully shift into the speculative field will be delayed. If they really want to speculate, they will choose other countries as speculative venues."

This was only part of the reason. The reason He Rui didn't say was that a world war would break out in a dozen years. When the country adopted a wartime mobilization state, where would there be opportunities for speculative funds?

The French experts didn't mention these. They discussed based on the progressive tax policy proposed by He Rui and believed this was indeed a reasonable practice. The Constitution of the Republic of China determined that the Republic of China was a socialist country. As a socialist country, the distribution field was not a model of the weak being eaten by the strong, but investing in low-income classes through the fiscal transfer model of taxation. This was what He Rui had said about "the state constantly raising the social bottom line."

After discussing the focus of the French experts' visit to China for a while, François smoothed his beard and stared at He Rui with his blue eyes. "Mr. Chairman, the Sino-French economic cooperation agreement needs to be renewed next year. I wonder if China has considered establishing a more effective currency and tariff cooperation system?"

The secretary beside He Rui thought the French were considering joining the East Asia + Soviet Union economic cooperation organization currently guided by China and couldn't help perking up. Then he heard He Rui answer, "At this stage, Sino-French cooperation is not directed against any third party. Does France believe there is a third party whose intentions are detrimental to Sino-French cooperation?"

The secretary's body involuntarily stiffened. If France meant what He Rui said, that was another matter. China and France were currently in a quasi-ally relationship, and the prerequisite for a formal alliance was the existence of a common enemy. At least up to this stage, China didn't regard any country as an enemy.

Hearing He Rui be so frank, François subconsciously smoothed his long beard again before saying, "Mr. Chairman, the development of East Asia in the next few years is destined to make this place a hot spot in the eyes of countries around the world. In the past nearly two years, the unemployment rate in France has dropped below 5%... Thank God, these are rare good days for the French people. Moreover, this unemployment rate below 5% was achieved with a large number of women gaining employment opportunities. Many enterprises are not only recruiting engineers and skilled workers but also recruiting many clerks. Those women with only junior high or even primary school education don't even have to go to textile factories to compete with male workers for jobs; they work as cleaners, file clerks, or serve tea and water in enterprises. Since both husband and wife have jobs, many families have now sent infants and toddlers to paid nurseries. This has further driven employment in France. At this stage, the French government faces a very big dilemma."

Having finished talking about France's employment situation, light flashed in François's blue eyes, and he added in a serious tone, "I believe an excellent economist like you, Mr. Chairman, can definitely understand this dilemma."

He Rui nodded; he certainly could understand. So he smiled. "Can we call it a Jean Valjean-style crisis?"

Although this analogy was a bit too Chinese-style, Mr. François nodded vigorously. Jean Valjean was the protagonist of Hugo's masterpiece *Les Misérables*. He once relied on the technology of producing glass beads to open a factory in a small town, employing a large number of ordinary women and people with weak labor capacity, greatly solving local employment. So much so that Jean Valjean, a released prisoner who claimed at the time that his "identity documents were burned while saving people," was elected mayor of that city.

As an old industrial country, economic crises and social turmoil were common occurrences for France. The current full employment was an extremely rare good time. At least He Rui believed that Mr. François, the economist of the Bank of France, saw the risk that the current Great Economic Crisis in the US might trigger British and American capital hoping to replace France's leading position in investment in China.

For economic development, the most important thing is confidence. If the French economy remained bad as in the previous ten years, it would just mean changing governments more frequently. Now that the French economy was sailing smoothly, almost everyone benefited from it. If France lost the confidence of domestic and foreign investors in the continued development of the French economy, the French economy wouldn't just retreat to before; France would immediately experience a comprehensive economic crisis. Combined with the currently intensifying 'Anglo-Saxon countries' economic crisis,' the French economy would be even more miserable than Britain's and America's.

He Rui didn't chime in. If the French upper echelon truly understood future economic changes from this level, they would have to take resolute economic measures for France's benefit. This economic measure also required the cooperation of the East Asia + Soviet Union economic circle. At this time, it was best for He Rui not to mention anything actively and let the French speak for themselves.

Mr. François spoke up. "France is willing to continue providing financial and technical support to China. Almost all French enterprises want to invest in industry and conduct commercial trade in China. Moreover, French financial industry peers have a consensus that China faces export pressure to repay francs. France is willing to open its market to China."

At this point, Mr. François smiled. "Mr. Chairman, you may not know. The textile industry and light industrial enterprises in France are having a hard time now. Because a large number of skilled workers and young male and female workers are trying every means to go to large enterprises, to enterprises related to machinery manufacturing. So much so that textile factories are short of workers, and even for the remaining workers, production efficiency has dropped a lot. Moreover, this has also had a somewhat positive impact: more parents no longer force their children to go to textile factories but force them to complete at least junior high or even high school education."

"Oh? I really didn't know such changes had occurred in France." He Rui looked surprised. This surprise was genuine; He Rui couldn't be bothered to care about the details within France. But He Rui could completely understand what he just heard. Textile factories and similar enterprises had poor working environments, astonishing noise, and low income. If one could find a job serving tea and water in a large enterprise or machinery manufacturing industry, the working environment would improve a lot, work intensity would decrease a lot, and wages wouldn't decrease—who would run to a textile factory to suffer?

As for forcing children to go to school, it was naturally because large companies and machinery-related industries required a certain level of education. Now that such jobs were not scarce, French parents naturally hoped their children could have a more decent, higher-income job.

François also said earlier that employment in France was quite full now. This meant labor-intensive industries were under-operating, and production efficiency plummeted. From this perspective, He Rui praised, "French economists have an admirable standard."

François nodded. "Please believe in the strength of our country's economists. We France are a civilized country with a tradition of centralization. The government will never treat economists' suggestions as nothing like the US government."

He Rui didn't discuss deeply, just nodded. France had many ways to solve the labor shortage problem; the most direct was to send people from colonies to French factories. France's model of managing colonies was to try to promote French culture locally and also provide some education. French policy didn't exclude colonial people from engaging in low-income heavy physical labor in France. By the 21st century, the skin color of the French football team was similar to that of African football teams.

François just said that the French economic circle was persuading the French government to yield this part of the light industry sector and allow Chinese goods to enter France. If the French government opposed it, François probably wouldn't dare to express this view to He Rui in that way.

In the design of Sino-French cooperation, the Chinese economic department had specifically calculated. With France's current population of 40 million, jobs in agriculture, high-tech fields, serving social operations, and high-tech fields could roughly meet the employment needs of these 40 million people.

China and France could maintain an economic model similar to China and the US in the early 21st century for the next ten or twenty years: the US providing capital and technology to China, and China providing cheap consumer goods to the US. Although the French mainland only had a population of 40 million, the consumption power of these 40 million people should be higher than the total consumption power of the entire Soviet Union now. Even in the field of cheap consumer goods, it was enough to provide millions of jobs for China, playing a great role in promoting China's industrial development.

He Rui simply praised a few words and remained silent. Because France speaking this part out meant they were one step closer to revealing their true intentions. He Rui continued to wait for France to make an offer.

"Mr. Chairman, in the past nearly two years, we have seen the construction and production of a group of heavy industrial enterprises, including synthetic ammonia, truck factories, and tractor factories. China's organizational ability and the learning ability of the Chinese people have left a deep impression on us. As long as the Chinese people receive a good education, they can become excellent industrial workers. Products of Sino-French joint ventures have strong competitiveness in the French and European markets even after sea transportation. We France are willing to cooperate fully in these commercial fields."

He Rui nodded, still silent. This condition was close to He Rui's expectations, but He Rui believed France should continue to propose areas of cooperation. Everyone was a thousand-year-old fox; don't play *Strange Stories from a Chinese Studio*. If the sincerity of cooperation wasn't sufficient, it meant they still didn't want to cooperate truly.

"China and France have built a cooperative bank responsible for financial services in the field of Sino-French investment. France believes that these cooperative banks are fully capable of providing financial services for France's colonies in Asia, the Pacific, Africa, and the Indian Ocean. If France needs to take action in these regions, based on the principle of proximity, this bank will provide financial support for nearby procurement."

François finished stating the conditions offered by France in one breath, checked his small notebook again to make sure he hadn't missed anything, and then picked up his teacup to drink.

He Rui felt that what he could consider, France had also considered. Only then did he say, "Mr. François, we in China are cooperating with the best enterprises in the world. Just as we are negotiating with the Rockefeller consortium, preparing to set up joint ventures with them in the oil sector. Since this concerns China's important resources, the Chinese government holds 51% of the shares in the joint venture, and the Rockefeller consortium will hold 34-35%. The British AP Company (founded in 1909, renamed BP Oil Company after 1935, whose most famous event in the 21st century was a massive leak in its oil field in the Caribbean Sea, polluting tens of thousands of square kilometers of sea surface), Dutch Shell Oil, and companies from other countries will all be allowed to invest. Of course, French oil companies with drilling capabilities of over a thousand meters will form joint ventures with China."

The group of French economic experts looked a bit unhappy, but no one said anything. He Rui's choice was more political than economic. Expressing China's willingness to cooperate to the world, and through this 15% share, establishing a communication bridge with the European economic circle.

François said, "I agree with China's choice. Cooperating with the world's most advanced companies can indeed greatly promote China's economic development."

He Rui liked talking to such smart people. Mr. François separated enterprises and the country very clearly, proving he could understand He Rui's choice. He Rui continued, "China's economic development space is huge. Our economic department believes that China's development space can fully meet the needs of Sino-French cooperation."

François's eyes lit up. He had spent so much effort and finally waited for He Rui to make a guarantee to France. Coming here this time, France had only one request for China: China must prioritize satisfying Sino-French cooperation. As for whether China's economic development could fully satisfy it, the result of internal French analysis, calculated conservatively, was that it could satisfy about 86% of France's needs.

Since He Rui set the tone, François immediately followed up. "Mr. Chairman, can we discuss Sino-French cooperation with the heads of these economic departments? We came to serve China. Being able to communicate frankly with these gentlemen will make our service more efficient."

Looking at the eager mood on the French side, He Rui laughed. "Haha, gentlemen, our Minister of Economy and Governor of the Central Bank have long been looking forward to meeting with you gentlemen."

"Please rest assured, Mr. Chairman, Sino-French friendship will inevitably become a model of cooperation between countries in the 20th century." François was French after all; such words came easily to his mouth.

In such a cordial and friendly atmosphere, the meeting ended. After sending these people off, He Rui sank into the sofa in a very "Yu the Great" sitting posture. It is said that because Yu the Great often went into the water when taming the flood, he got rheumatism. There is also a saying that one of his legs was injured. So, for comfort when his leg hurt, he didn't adopt the traditional kneeling posture of the time when sitting but sat on a stone or other high place with one leg crossed over the other. The legendary Li Bing and the fictional Erlang Shen also had such a sitting posture.

When the secretary came in, seeing He Rui with his legs crossed, his neatly tied tie pulled off and thrown aside, he couldn't help laughing. "Chairman, Minister Li Chenggang of the Ministry of Commerce wants to report to you."

He Rui stretched, letting out a long sigh of relief. "Then invite him to have a meal."

Watching the secretary leave, He Rui didn't notice his expression turning cold. It wasn't that He Rui acted one way in front of people and another behind their backs. He Rui was now considering France's plan. Judging from the conditions proposed by François, He Rui had to suspect that the French were not prepared to build Sino-French cooperation completely passively to deal with the economic crisis, but were prepared to take the initiative.

France clearly recognized that the East Asian region would be an area of rapid world economic development in the coming years. Rapid development meant East Asia would have huge demand. Instead of passive defense, the best way was to attack actively. Since the US was prepared to provoke a trade war with the world, France could follow the trend. After the US raised tariffs, France would not only adopt retaliatory high tariffs against the US but also adopt high tariff policies against European countries to protect the French market.

He Rui couldn't be sure if France had made up its mind yet, but after the Minister of Finance and the Governor of the Central Bank finished talking with the French economic expert group, it could be confirmed.

Thinking that the world economic crisis was about to break out comprehensively so soon, He Rui felt his mood was unexpectedly full of anticipation. The world had moved in a completely different direction, and He Rui felt nothing but anticipation.
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May 4th, Youth Day in the Republic of China. This was not a national holiday; only high school and university students participated in relevant activities. In the afternoon, Zhao Tianlin, the General Convener of the International Human Rights Organization Presidium, picked up his daughter from the Junior High School affiliated with Fudan University in Shanghai and headed straight for the reserved restaurant.

His little daughter chatted while dragging Zhao Tianlin along. Although it was all childish talk, Zhao Tianlin still listened happily. He had been running around all these years and didn't have much time to accompany his family. At this moment, he was invited by his alma mater, Harvard University, to go to the United States to attend Harvard's 140th anniversary celebration. Once gone, it would be at least three or four months. Being with his daughter at this moment made him feel very happy.

The little girl chattered on and suddenly remembered that today was Youth Day, so she asked, "Dad, why is today Youth Day?"

"Because 11 years ago, in 1919, the May Fourth Movement broke out. That was the first time young students collectively threw themselves into the action of saving the country and the people." Zhao Tianlin explained to his daughter, but a feeling of a world away arose in his heart. 11 years ago wasn't too long ago; Zhao Tianlin could even remember going to Northeast University, asking students to demonstrate in an orderly manner and not to affect the normal life of citizens. 11 years later, everything has changed. It wasn't just things changing and people changing, but the world turning upside down.

His daughter didn't feel her father's mood and asked puzzledly, "Dad, don't we have a coming-of-age ceremony in Chinese tradition? Why not use that day as Youth Day?"

Zhao Tianlin couldn't help smiling. "Haha, then tell me, which day is the coming-of-age ceremony?"

The little girl only knew about the coming-of-age ceremony but didn't know the details. Stumped by her father, she simply grabbed her father's arm. "Dad, tell me about it."

This bit of knowledge didn't stump Zhao Tianlin at all, so he explained to his daughter. The pre-Qin coming-of-age ceremony was characterized by a change in clothing, the most special being the cap and hairpin on the head. Therefore, the male coming-of-age ceremony was called "Capping Ceremony" (Guan Li), and the female one was called "Hairpinning Ceremony" (Ji Li).

The age for holding the coming-of-age ceremony was fixed at twenty for men, while for women, it depended on whether they were betrothed. Those betrothed performed the Hairpinning Ceremony at fifteen; otherwise, they also performed it at twenty. The coming-of-age ceremony was held individually, the location chosen in the sacred place of the ancestral temple, and the date determined by divination. On the day of the ceremony, the host had to invite friends and relatives to observe for it to be formal.

Listening to her father's narration, the little girl understood. It turned out that China's coming-of-age ceremony had a fixed age but no fixed day. Afraid her father would criticize her, she quickly said, "Dad, you are so knowledgeable."

Zhao Tianlin knew his daughter's little thoughts and didn't want to say much. But as an educator, Zhao Tianlin couldn't help saying, "To know what you know and what you do not know, that is true knowledge."

Perhaps the little girl didn't want to say anything about this matter. Or maybe seeing her mother waiting at the restaurant entrance, she shouted, "Mom," and dragged Zhao Tianlin running quickly toward her mother. The family reunited in front of the restaurant and entered together happily.

The meal was sumptuous. When they were almost done eating, Zhao Tianlin told his wife and daughter about his upcoming departure for the United States. Mrs. Zhao frowned slightly. "I always feel that Harvard University shouldn't be only 140 years old."

"Madam, you are right." Zhao Tianlin nodded in agreement. Harvard University's predecessor was established in 1636, originally created by the Massachusetts Bay Colony legislature, initially named "New College." To commemorate Reverend John Harvard who gave generous support to the college in its early days, the school was renamed "Harvard College" in March 1639. In 1780, Harvard College was officially renamed "Harvard University."

Mrs. Zhao already felt that the US was deliberately promoting Sino-US friendship, and she was even more certain after hearing her husband's introduction. Mrs. Zhao sighed. "If it were to give lectures, that would be fine, but it's just an anniversary celebration. Do you really have to go?"

Zhao Tianlin's daughter looked unhappy at this moment, pulling Zhao Tianlin and pleading, "Dad, don't go. Stay home with me. I want you to pick me up from school every day."

Zhao Tianlin's heart softened, but he knew he couldn't agree to his daughter's request. He forced a smile. "Be good. Going to the US now doesn't require a month at sea. Flying from China to Europe takes at most four or five days. From Western Europe to the US, at most a week. I won't stay long in the US this time; I'll be back in a month."

Mrs. Zhao knew that although her husband had left the government, he couldn't stay idle. As a world-renowned scholar, Zhao Tianlin was an honorary professor at several famous universities in Europe and had to go to Europe for academic exchanges for a few months every year. Now that China's international status was soaring and the US was in an economic crisis, the US naturally hoped to establish closer economic and trade relations with China. This letter was personally delivered to Zhao Tianlin by the Consul of the US Consulate in Shanghai. It was evident that Harvard University held the same position as the US government on this matter.

Mrs. Zhao pulled her daughter to her side and advised, "Your father won't be gone for months this time. You just study hard at home. When your father comes back, show him your exam results."

With this said, Zhao Tianlin's daughter didn't dare to fuss anymore. Zhao Tianlin had always been serious about his children's studies. Although Mrs. Zhao had been taking care of the children at home these years, every time Zhao Tianlin inspected the children's learning progress, the little girl found it a bit overwhelming.

On May 6, Zhao Tianlin took his luggage, bid farewell to his family, and headed straight for the airport. Zhao Tianlin was actually a bit excited on this trip because the plane to Europe was China's latest model, flying on an international route for the first time.

Boarding the plane, Zhao Tianlin saw many foreigners on board. Hearing the rolling r's when they spoke, they should be Soviet personnel visiting China. Zhao Tianlin didn't converse with them either; he took out documents and started reading. As a non-governmental person, Zhao Tianlin was now famous worldwide as the General Convener of the International Human Rights Organization Presidium. European and American governments were very dissatisfied with Zhao Tianlin's work. The International Human Rights Organization had branches in various countries, and the branch in each country had to submit at least one human rights report every year. These reports naturally couldn't be praises, and various national governments disliked the content of reports on their own human rights situations quite a bit. Many pro-government media in various countries called members of the International Human Rights Organization "muckrakers," accusing the organization of only knowing how to describe the worst side of each country.

Zhao Tianlin believed such reports were very valuable. In this world already full of sin, if those crimes weren't exposed and noticed by the public, the world couldn't progress. Moreover, among all countries, only China and the Soviet Union would truly improve their own problems. Other countries basically wouldn't make any improvements. For example, the United States; two years ago there was the issue of American slave labor, and up to now, it was still "a nephew looking for his uncle with a lantern"—the same as before (a Chinese pun implying things remain unchanged).

According to the report of the US branch of the International Human Rights Organization, the number of child laborers in the US far exceeded slave laborers. Since US law supported the use of child labor in industrial and agricultural fields, there was not even a chance for legal prosecution. Child laborers in the US were not the kind of children who helped out at home after school, but dolls used as labor force. Since the US didn't adopt an 8-hour workday, child laborers not only received one-quarter of an adult's wages but also worked 8-12 hours a day.

Currently, the US was plunged into a Great Economic Crisis, and the environment for millions of child laborers in the US was even worse. Black-hearted American enterprises didn't even pay child laborers wages, just providing a meal.

Zhao Tianlin finished reading the report and looked at his watch; two hours had passed. Closing the document, Zhao Tianlin felt very bad. According to the US political system, solving the child labor problem would be impossible without decades. Zhao Tianlin at this time didn't expect that he was still too optimistic. In He Rui's timeline, after 2030, that is, 100 years from now, US law still allowed the use of child labor. US states hadn't made much progress in protecting child laborers; although child labor situations decreased, the exploitation they suffered hadn't lightened.

The noise in the cabin was quite loud, and Zhao Tianlin soon became drowsy. He simply put on earplugs and closed his eyes to rest. Until a burst of cheers woke Zhao Tianlin up, only then did he realize he had actually fallen asleep. Those cheering were the Soviets. Zhao Tianlin couldn't figure out why this group of Russians was so excited. His secretary said to him with an excited face, "Professor Zhao, we will enter Soviet territory in less than two hours."

Zhao Tianlin felt the time was wrong; if the plane stopped casually in the middle, it would be more than two hours. Before he could ask, the secretary immediately explained, "Professor Zhao, this new plane can fly continuously for 7-8 hours. If we don't encounter particularly bad weather, it can fly 4,000 kilometers continuously. At this speed, we'll arrive in Amsterdam tomorrow."

Pushing his glasses, Zhao Tianlin saw those Soviet personnel chatting happily, looking jubilant. Zhao Tianlin felt that if these people were happy about being able to go home sooner, it completely matched the convenience brought by the ultra-long range of China's new aircraft. They might not necessarily reach Amsterdam tomorrow, but they could reach Moscow tomorrow no matter what. Most Soviet personnel on business trips to China departed from Moscow.

Zhao Tianlin wanted to ask something else but stopped. Because a thought popped up: if the range of this new airliner exceeded 4,000 kilometers, it could take off from Amsterdam, fly over the Atlantic, and land directly in New York. After all, American pilots had already flown over the Atlantic two years ago, proving that airplanes could completely complete such a task. If so, it was entirely possible for Zhao Tianlin to travel round trip between Shanghai and the US East Coast within half a month.

Thinking of being able to go home early, Zhao Tianlin couldn't help getting excited. But after asking the flight attendant, Zhao Tianlin learned that there were no air routes opened between China and the US yet. Even if Chinese planes could really fly over the Atlantic, entering US airspace would be considered illegal entry. Learning this news, Zhao Tianlin sighed. Amidst the regret, another thought arose: *Could I push for something in this regard?* Personnel exchanges between China and the US would only increase in the future, and fast commercial flight routes would be good for both countries. If it could really be opened, Zhao Tianlin would never have to struggle mentally about whether to go to Europe for business trips again.
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"Distinguished passengers, the aircraft is about to arrive at its final destination, Amsterdam. Before the aircraft comes to a complete stop, please remain seated and do not move..." A round-faced stewardess skillfully introduced the landing procedures to the passengers in the aisle at the front of the cabin.

Zhao Tianlin looked at the round-faced stewardess, feeling she seemed a bit rounder than before departure. After the stewardess finished the instructions and began helping passengers fasten their seatbelts and collecting trash from the folding tables, a passenger shouted, "I can't put my shoes on!"

This shout received agreement from most people; passengers expressed the same feeling one after another. Zhao Tianlin didn't say anything. He had already tried to put on his leather shoes and found his feet had swollen to the point where he could barely squeeze them in without knowing when it happened.

The stewardess didn't respond initially. Seeing everyone was too agitated, she carefully explained, "Passengers, due to the long flight of the new model aircraft, everyone couldn't exercise, so a certain degree of swelling is a natural physical reaction. Please don't worry; after getting off the plane and moving around for a while, your bodies will recover."

Zhao Tianlin remained silent. Looking at the stewardess's obviously rounder face, he felt it wasn't easy for her either; she still had to go back and forth providing travel services for everyone. Since the passengers chose to fly voluntarily, if they couldn't stand it, wouldn't it be fine not to choose air travel next time?

Fortunately, the passengers only complained a few words and didn't lose their due rationality. Soon, the voice of the crew came over the broadcast, "Passengers, we have entered Dutch airspace. The aircraft is expected to land within 40 minutes."

The passengers had all heard that the Netherlands was a country of windmills. At this moment, they all leaned towards the windows, looking out at the green land of the Netherlands. Finally, someone shouted, "Is that a windmill? Is it turning?"

Many passengers excitedly expressed they saw it, but after a while, someone said puzzledly, "Why aren't there as many as I imagined? I thought there should be windmills everywhere."

This voiced the thoughts of many passengers. Since it dared to call itself the 'Country of Windmills,' the windmill density should be higher. Looking down at the Netherlands, windmills seemed more like an embellishment and didn't present the appearance of providing massive power for the Netherlands as imagined.

Zhao Tianlin wasn't so excited. The Netherlands bordered the sea, the wind duration was long, and the wind force wasn't small. The reason for using windmills extensively was largely because the Dutch terrain was low to begin with, and the groundwater salinity of the new land reclaimed from the sea was high. It easily formed patches of saline-alkali swamps. The Netherlands used the power provided by windmills to drain the swamp water. As precipitation continued, the salt content of the saline-alkali land continuously decreased. Then alfalfa and other plants were planted to turn those saline-alkali lands into pastures.

But Zhao Tianlin didn't show off; he just waited quietly for the plane to land. Just as the crew said, less than an hour later, the plane landed. After a 10,000-kilometer flight, the passengers finally returned to the ground. Regardless of whether their feet were swollen, everyone struggled to stuff their feet into their shoes, took their luggage, and disembarked.

Zhao Tianlin wasn't in a hurry. The aircraft had 60 passengers. He waited until everyone got off before leaving with his secretary, dragging their suitcases. As soon as he exited the cabin, he saw someone holding a banner outside the airport exit fence: "Welcome Professor Zhao Tianlin to Amsterdam."

Walking over, those who came to welcome him included Chinese Ambassador to the Netherlands Lu Zhengxiang, US Ambassador to the Netherlands Peterson, and Dean of the Law School of the University of Amsterdam Jansen. Behind these people was a large group of reporters. Seeing Zhao Tianlin shake hands with Dean Jansen of the University of Amsterdam Law School, a clicking sound immediately rang out.

"Welcome to Amsterdam. I welcome you on behalf of the University of Amsterdam." After Jansen finished speaking, his granddaughter, about ten years old, stepped forward and presented flowers to Zhao Tianlin. The little girl hadn't developed yet, and her face completely lacked the dense layer of fine hair on the skin of Dutch women. She was fair and clean, with pink skin and deep facial contours, looking adorable. Zhao Tianlin first bent down to take the flowers, then squatted down and asked, "My name is Zhao Tianlin. What is your name?"

The little girl was a bit shy, but meeting Zhao Tianlin's gaze at eye level, she soon calmed down. She answered politely, "My name is Beatrix. Welcome to the Netherlands, Dr. Zhao."

"Thank you for coming to welcome me personally, and thank you for your flowers." Zhao Tianlin extended his hand to Beatrix, and a large hand and a small hand shook together.

The reporters took another round of photos, and applause and good-natured laughter came from the crowd.

When the group prepared to leave, the reporters immediately began to ask questions: "Professor Zhao, are you here to advertise China Airlines' long-range aircraft?"

Zhao Tianlin smiled. "Reporter friends, the Chinese government does not interfere in corporate operations. Although China Airlines is a state-owned enterprise, it is also a normal commercial operation. I flew here simply because the plane is fast. If airplanes were still traditional short-haul flights, I might have chosen to take a ship. With the development of aviation, more and more people will choose to travel by plane. When government personnel from more countries choose planes, just because they took a plane, should we say they are advertising for the airline? Everyone is just a passenger."

Hearing this, both the Chinese and American ambassadors smiled. Especially US Ambassador to the Netherlands Peterson; the smile on his face was quite intriguing. Current China was a country appearing frequently in newspapers. Many serious political newspapers and magazines often compared China and the Soviet Union, two major powers claiming to be socialist countries.

In the Soviet Union, enterprises were managed by the government. Many Communist factions and socialist factions in Europe held this position, believing that economic problems could only be solved by state-led economies. Especially now, the economic crisis starting from the US erupted quickly and fiercely, greatly affecting the world economy. Discussions about economic systems became the focus of newspapers again.

US Ambassador to the Netherlands Peterson heard Zhao Tianlin claim at this time that the Chinese government did not interfere in corporate operations and felt this was Zhao Tianlin releasing a signal to the world on behalf of the Chinese government, aiming to eliminate the concerns of foreign enterprises investing in China.

The reporters came prepared, and someone immediately raised a new question. "Professor Zhao, China's economy has been very good so far. Do you think China can avoid this economic crisis?"

"We live on the same earth. Matters of any country on earth will be transmitted to every country; no one can avoid it. According to chaos theory, a butterfly flapping its wings in Brazil might cause a tornado in the United States. Therefore, it is impossible for us in China to avoid this financial crisis from the beginning."

"Then will the Chinese government's economy decline because of this?" The reporters immediately pressed.

"I believe China's economy will continue to maintain good development. Because China's economy is like a train that has just started, possessing sufficient energy to continue rushing forward. Mr. Reporter, the income of the Chinese people is very low now. To use an analogy, China is a bottle with only one-tenth of water inside, so to fill this bottle, nine-tenths more water is needed. This space is very large. As long as China's economy continues to grow, even if it encounters external storms, China can withstand them."

"Dr. Zhao, where do you think the problem with the US economy lies?"

Hearing this question, the US Ambassador to the Netherlands couldn't help but focus his attention. He heard Zhao Tianlin answer, "Gentlemen reporters, I am a law professor, not an economics professor. I am a layman in economics. The US economy indeed has problems. As for what exactly the problem is, I am incapable of answering. What I can be sure of is that the US government is doing its utmost to solve the economic problems, and we look forward to the US government emerging from this economic crisis as soon as possible."

Hearing Zhao Tianlin express his view on the US economy in such a cautious manner, US Ambassador to the Netherlands Peterson felt Zhao Tianlin's goodwill towards the US. Or rather, the Chinese government's goodwill towards the US. This economic crisis started in the US, and newspapers in various countries were cursing the US, believing the US dragged the world economy down to its current level.

China's economy was very good now. If a member of China's core layer like Zhao Tianlin attacked the US, it would immediately become the headline of major newspapers worldwide. Now, although Zhao Tianlin admitted the US economy had problems, he didn't belittle the US government, nor did he hit a man when he was down; this was great goodwill.

The interview went on for a good while before Zhao Tianlin hurriedly left on the grounds of needing rest after a long flight. Getting into the Chinese Embassy car, Zhao Tianlin let out a long sigh of relief. Such an interview wasn't easy. Although Zhao Tianlin held no public office now, foreign culture's view of power differed from China's. In China, the view on power was "when the person leaves, the tea cools." In Europe and America, people in the circle were the powerful ones. Even without public office, Zhao Tianlin was still considered to have a great influence on the policy formulation of the Chinese central government. When Zhao Tianlin was Vice Premier, he could get central documents at any time and know the central government's attitude and policies, making it easy to determine boundaries. Now Zhao Tianlin had to be more cautious than before.

At this time, Lu Zhengxiang said with emotion, "Brother Zhao, I wonder if the domestic side knows that Europe has already started discussing whether China can save the world economy."

Zhao Tianlin's eyebrows couldn't help raising; he hadn't expected Europe to be desperate to this extent. Just as he wanted to answer how China could possibly have the ability to save the world economy, he heard Lu Zhengxiang continue to sigh, "Eight years ago, in 1922, the ambassadors sent by Europe and America to China weren't taken seriously in their own countries. Now European and American diplomats in China are already elites in their diplomatic circles. Eight years ago, Europe and America thought China was a country with no future, even believing Africa had more prospects than China. I wouldn't dare dream of it, but in just eight years, China has actually become a country that might save the world economy. Brother Zhao, if I hadn't seen it with my own eyes, I would never believe it."

Seeing Lu Zhengxiang so excited, Zhao Tianlin wanted to advise him not to be so excited first; the central government had absolutely no intention of saving the world economy. Any slightly serious economist in the world knew what level China's economy was at. If China really wanted to save the world economy, let China's economy increase tenfold first.

Before Zhao Tianlin could speak, Lu Zhengxiang sighed again. "Brother Zhao, I just couldn't help myself saying these things. Please don't worry, Brother Zhao; as an ambassador, I will never let foreign countries misunderstand China's policies. One more thing, how long does Brother Zhao plan to stay in Europe?"

Zhao Tianlin finally had a chance to speak, so he replied, "I plan to take an ocean liner to the United States."

"Just now US Ambassador to the Netherlands Peterson chatted with me about this. He said I'm afraid it will be half a month before we can invite Brother Zhao to board a ship."

Zhao Tianlin knew that not only his alma mater Harvard University hoped he would go to the US this time, but the US government also hoped Zhao Tianlin would visit. So theoretically, the US government should have arranged the ship and shouldn't wait for half a month.

Seeing Zhao Tianlin looking puzzled, Lu Zhengxiang couldn't help laughing. "Haha, Brother Zhao, the US side arranged a luxury cruise ship for you, not a regular ocean liner. Tickets for this luxury cruise ship were originally hard to get. However, after the outbreak of the US economic crisis, many cruise companies found that half of the guests who originally booked tickets had either committed suicide or gone bankrupt, or were going bankrupt. Europe isn't much better; many people wish they could stay in their offices all the time to receive news at any moment. How could they take a cruise? European and American cruise companies have reduced ship arrangements. And the US side insisted on arranging the best cruise ship for Brother Zhao, so we can only ask Brother Zhao to wait a while longer."

Hearing this, Zhao Tianlin couldn't help smiling bitterly. As a scholar and educator, cultivating moral character and educating people, Zhao Tianlin had little interest in a luxurious life. Although China was still poor in these years, the country operated very smoothly, and everyone wasn't worried about the future. Compared with the performance of Europe and America under the impact of this economic crisis, China's situation was really very comfortable.

In the following days, a car with diplomatic plates appeared in the Dutch countryside. The car didn't drive fast, traveling back and forth in the scenic countryside. Even in the Netherlands, tall windmills weren't everywhere. But whenever the car stopped by the gravel road in the Netherlands and Zhao Tianlin got out to take photos, he could always see some windmills within sight.

Unable to go home often, plus the work needs of being the General Secretary of the International Human Rights Organization Presidium, Zhao Tianlin had gradually developed a habit of taking photos over these three or four years. No professional camera was needed; a convenient entry-level camera was enough to meet Zhao Tianlin's needs. In the Netherlands in May, on the flat and damp land, windmills, pastures, farmlands, and tulip fields all showed a very beautiful side of the Dutch countryside.

If necessary, Zhao Tianlin would of course also photograph the dark side. At this time, Zhao Tianlin went to the Dutch countryside not to investigate human rights issues, but purely because the number of ship voyages to the US had decreased recently, and tickets couldn't be bought, so he had to stay in the Netherlands for a few days first.

Learning that Professor Zhao Tianlin had arrived in the Netherlands, the University of Amsterdam immediately invited Zhao Tianlin to visit this famous European university. Zhao Tianlin politely refused, not because he looked down on the Netherlands, but because the flight of nearly ten thousand kilometers made Zhao Tianlin feel exhausted. His head was buzzing, and tinnitus was quite severe.

The University of Amsterdam expressed complete understanding and very thoughtfully found a place for Zhao Tianlin to stay in the scenic countryside, and also sent a lecturer from the Law School, Jansen, to act as a guide for Zhao Tianlin. The group went out to take photos and tour whenever they had time every day, and their bodies felt much better.

Looking at the map, there were quite a few small enclaves within the borders of the Netherlands and its southern neighbor Belgium, making the region look as arbitrary as an amoeba. This confusion could be traced back to the Middle Ages when pieces of land were divided by different local noble families. In 1831, 99 years ago, when Belgium declared independence from the Netherlands, the border demarcation between these two countries was chaotic and very complex.

Both the Netherlands and Belgium were small European countries. This minor issue didn't affect the security of the two countries, and dealing with it was too troublesome. So much so that after 99 years, successive governments of the two regimes hadn't been able to define the exact jurisdiction.

Traveling along this peculiar border was also a very novel experience for Harvard Law Doctor Zhao. His relaxed mood only changed after a Dutch border police officer stopped Zhao Tianlin's car. Seeing Zhao Tianlin's oriental face, the officer's serious expression became somewhat surprised. "Are you Chinese?"

"Yes," Zhao Tianlin replied.

The officer didn't say much, but the wary look on his face disappeared immediately. He checked the passport and also looked at Lecturer Jansen's university lecturer ID. The officer politely returned the documents to the two and explained to them, "Gentlemen, please wait a moment. Personnel repatriation is underway ahead. It will be over in a while."

"Repatriating whom?" Lecturer Jansen was very puzzled.

Anger flashed across the officer's face. He pursed his lips and exhaled heavily through his nose, venting his displeasure. After a few times, he said, "France is repatriating Dutch people working in France back to their country. France is too excessive!"

Zhao Tianlin was stunned and wanted to ask in detail, but the officer turned and left. Zhao Tianlin could only look at Lecturer Jansen next to him. Lecturer Jansen was equally surprised. But he immediately had an idea. "Professor Zhao, why don't we return to Amsterdam now and ask Dean Jansen about the situation? He must know what happened."
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On the streets of Amsterdam in 1930, one couldn't smell the stench of burning marijuana yet, but many windows with red interior decorations could be seen. As the vehicle carrying Zhao Tianlin drove through the streets, Lecturer Jansen inside the car was accustomed to such an industry. Zhao Tianlin looked calm, but thinking of the progress China had made in the women's liberation movement in recent years, he couldn't help but sigh with emotion. In China, brothels had been eliminated, and legal provisions imposed extremely severe punishments, up to the death penalty, for forcing women into prostitution or organizing the sale of bodies.

When the car stopped at the entrance of the University of Amsterdam, Lecturer Jansen thanked Zhao Tianlin, "Thank you for driving me to the school."

Anxious to get to the embassy, Zhao Tianlin smiled and said, "You're welcome. Thank you, Mr. Jansen, for your guidance over the past few days, allowing me to see the most beautiful side of the Netherlands."

Seeing that Jansen wanted to chatter more, the driver quickly interjected, "Mr. Zhao, let's hurry up. The appointment time with the embassy is approaching."

Soon, the car headed straight for the Chinese Embassy in the Netherlands. Zhao Tianlin had no plans to visit the University of Amsterdam. Moreover, although the surname Jansen was a common Dutch surname, just like Zhao in China, and many residents in Amsterdam were named Jansen, Zhao Tianlin felt no need to ask these 'Jansens' for information.

Sure enough, Chinese Ambassador to the Netherlands Lu Zhengxiang looked relieved immediately after hearing about the repatriation matter Zhao Tianlin recounted.

"Brother Zhao, the unemployment rate in the Netherlands has exceeded 15%, and it's even higher in Belgium to the south, reaching 20%. Recently, the unemployment rate in France has been below 5%, and some French newspapers report that France has achieved full employment. So many people from countries surrounding France go there to find jobs. The Dutch people you mentioned should be illegal workers expelled by France. Compared to the illegal workers expelled from Belgium and Spain, these expelled Dutch people are hardly worth mentioning."

Zhao Tianlin hadn't read the newspapers these past few days, so he smiled and asked, "How do Dutch newspapers report this?"

"The Dutch newspaper reports might surprise Brother Zhao very much." Lu Zhengxiang couldn't help keeping Zhao Tianlin in suspense.

"Hehe, how surprising can it be?" Zhao Tianlin felt the matter must be interesting.

"Initially, Dutch newspapers discussed that France was just lucky to be chosen by Chairman He as a partner. Once it loses cooperation with China, arrogant France will immediately reveal its weak economic true form. Soon, some reports appeared claiming that the French economy will be very good and will remain number one in Europe for a long time. The bad economy in the Netherlands isn't because the Netherlands lacks the opportunity to cooperate with China, but because the stingy trait in the Dutch national character prevents the Netherlands from gaining favor with world investors. Therefore, the Netherlands needs to reflect on its national character, thereby..."

"Hahaha!" Zhao Tianlin couldn't help laughing out loud. But after laughing for a moment, Zhao Tianlin's expression turned a bit bitter. Before meeting He Rui, although Zhao Tianlin didn't agree with the so-called national character, he wasn't that confident about the Chinese national character either. Only after meeting He Rui did Zhao Tianlin completely get rid of his confusion in this regard and become extremely confident in doing anything. Seeing European countries attacking each other using national character now made him feel uncomfortable. Just 10 years ago, the Chinese national character was also an object of ridicule in Europe.

Lu Zhengxiang sighed with emotion. "Brother Zhao, I have seen so much in Europe these years and conducted many investigations. Only then did I understand that we really overestimated European culture back then. Looking back at my past actions, I am truly ashamed."

As an educator, Zhao Tianlin always disliked binary thinking, so he advised, "It's normal. Even now, Europe indeed has fields leading China."

Lu Zhengxiang sighed but brought up another matter. "The French side heard that the ship taking Brother Zhao to the US will take some days to arrive. The École Normale Supérieure in Paris commissioned the French Ambassador to the Netherlands to invite Brother Zhao to visit the ENS."

If it were a country other than France inviting Zhao Tianlin, he wouldn't be very interested. But he had to accept the French invitation. At this stage, the friendship between China and France must not waver. Even if Europe had a huge misunderstanding about Zhao Tianlin's position in the Chinese central government, Zhao Tianlin had to give Europe a stance according to European thinking. Zhao Tianlin answered decisively, "Please tell the French Ambassador to the Netherlands that I am willing to accept the invitation from the École Normale Supérieure."

Learning that Zhao Tianlin accepted the invitation, the French Ambassador to the Netherlands came to invite him personally that very day and sent Zhao Tianlin onto the train from the Netherlands to France. The French Ministry of Foreign Affairs acted nervously, arranging how to receive Zhao Tianlin. Just as Zhao Tianlin thought, France's attention to Zhao Tianlin himself was limited, but the cooperation between China and France concerned the entire French economy. In France, whether left-wing, right-wing, Communist, or Fascist, solving French economic problems was a cross-party national consensus. Whether Zhao Tianlin visited France wasn't actually important, but since a figure with huge influence in the Chinese central government was near France, he naturally should visit France. If Zhao Tianlin didn't accept the invitation, it would be a dereliction of duty by the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

As soon as Zhao Tianlin got off the train, reporters swarmed him. A reporter with a London accent asked loudly, "Dr. Zhao, what do you think of the French government expelling foreign workers?"

As soon as this was said, the French government personnel present looked over with displeased eyes. Reporters from outside France showed no weakness. Although European countries had committed many evil deeds in such matters, the unemployment rate in European countries had reached over 15%, while the French economy stood out alone in Europe.

According to news newly released by the French government, the unemployment rate of French nationals had dropped to a sensational 2.83%. Workers' wages rose by 7% in the first five months of 1930, and each worker's working hours reached 54 hours. Such economic data was considered intolerable by European countries. Therefore, European reporters outside France shared a bit of hatred against a common enemy and had no intention of backing down.

If it were usual times, Zhao Tianlin wouldn't take this bait. At this moment, Zhao Tianlin understood he had to make a statement, so he said to the reporters, "The French central government ordered the expulsion of foreign workers? Is that what this reporter gentleman means?"

The British reporter stopped talking immediately. It was the councils of various French cities that enacted the latest laws to expel foreign workers. It really had nothing to do with the French government. Of course, the French government didn't object either.

Knowing this wasn't enough, Zhao Tianlin immediately followed up, "I have never heard of the French government issuing an executive order to expel foreign workers, nor has the French Parliament passed such a law."

The French government personnel looked at Zhao Tianlin with friendly emotions, especially the personnel of the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs and reporters from major French newspapers, who gave Zhao Tianlin extremely high evaluations in their hearts. At this moment, if Zhao Tianlin's attitude were unclear, following the traditional practice of European newspapers, they would immediately write news like 'Dr. Zhao Tianlin, President of Tianjin University of China and former Vice Premier of the Chinese government, expressed criticism of the French government's act of expelling European workers.'

This had nothing to do with the truth. At a time when European capital began to flood into France for safety, as long as they could create a big news story to blow Sino-French relations and make investors in France feel through public opinion that there was a problem with Sino-French relations, these investors would lose confidence in the French economy. A decline in the French economy meant funds would flow to other countries. Moreover, if the arrogant France suffered a heavy setback, the pressure on European countries would decrease.

Although one or two news articles couldn't achieve this goal in a short time, as long as they persisted in reporting and built pressure through public opinion over a long period, it could still play a big role.

Therefore, French reporters, especially the *Le Figaro* reporter, had already thought of how to describe Zhao Tianlin: "A Chinese scholar with profound international insight."

Just as the French reporters expected, European reporters began to ask various sharp questions. "Dr. Zhao, the share of French investment in and trade with China has completely exceeded the proportion of the French population in Europe. What do you think about this?"

Zhao Tianlin smiled. "The Chinese government welcomes countries around the world to invest in China and welcomes countries to trade with China. It's not that France invests too much now, but that other countries invest too little."

Seeing this question failed to stump Zhao Tianlin, a new question was raised. "Dr. Zhao, based on the economic cooperation agreement between China and France, France possesses a huge first-mover advantage. To help the European economy, should the French government consider sharing the fruits of the French economy with European countries?"

The French government personnel present cursed in their hearts. When France actually took out 20 billion francs in interest-free loans, European countries didn't give a cent. Now that the first repayment period for this 20 billion interest-free loan hadn't even arrived, European countries were considering asking France to share economic fruits with them. On what grounds?

French reporters expected Zhao Tianlin to give a good answer. Friendship between countries never falls from the sky like a pie, and historically France had no traditional friendly relationship with China. In the past few decades, famous events were mostly wars. speaking of emotions between the nationals of the two countries, during the Unification War launched by He Rui at the end of 1923, officials and employees of various foreign concessions were captured. After public trials, most of those who committed crimes in China were executed. The reaction of the Chinese people was nationwide jubilation and applause. A large part of those executed were French.

The reason for the current Sino-French friendship was not that France universally thought China did a good job killing French people, but based on realistic interests. To build realistic interests, relying solely on upper-level understanding and interaction was completely insufficient; friendship between the peoples of the two countries had to be completed now. To build such a friendly relationship in a short time required a large amount of non-governmental interaction. At the same time, the upper levels of both sides must deeply recognize this point and maintain it very carefully.

Sure enough, Zhao Tianlin replied, "The foundation of Sino-French friendship is mutual respect, and non-interference in internal affairs is undoubtedly part of mutual respect between countries. The Chinese government will never interfere in the internal affairs of the French government."

Both French government personnel and reporters appreciated Zhao Tianlin's attitude. Although they knew foreign reporters would definitely cause trouble, only by passing such a test and holding grand press conferences could they show the world that Sino-French friendship was unbreakable. And only through such press conferences could foreign investors' confidence in France be strengthened. So even if it was uncomfortable, this press conference had to be held. If Zhao Tianlin's level was insufficient, the Ministries of Foreign Affairs of China and France and the media of both countries would have to try every means to clean up Zhao Tianlin's gaffe.

Just then, another reporter asked loudly, "Dr. Zhao, I am a reporter for *The Washington Post*. French newspapers claim you were invited by the École Normale Supérieure to give a speech there. I wonder what the topic of your speech is?"

Zhao Tianlin smiled. He turned to his secretary, who quickly took out a book. Zhao Tianlin took it and held it high. "This is the latest work of our Chairman, Mr. He Rui, *Guideposts in the Economic Maze*. Previously, Chairman He gave a speech at the École Normale Supérieure, discussing his previous economic article, 'The Myth of State Management—Utopian Socialism and Utopian Capitalism.' That article is included in this book."

As soon as this was said, the reporters got excited. Since 1915, He Rui had been interviewed by the media many times every year. Besides his geopolitical books from his time in Japan, He Rui wrote many articles every year, publishing two books every three years on average. The books covered politics, thought, economics, and military affairs. Before the Sino-British War, only people in those professional fields bought and read these books. Since the Sino-British War practically ended in 1926, ordinary people in European countries also became interested in He Rui's books.

Regarding the current situation, reporters asked one after another, "Dr. Zhao, has this book been printed in China? When will the foreign language versions be available?"

" The translation of the French version of this book has been completed and is undergoing final proofreading. The French version will be available soon. As for the specific time, please ask the relevant French bookstores."

Reporters took notes one after another. The French side took the opportunity to end the press conference. The principal of the École Normale Supérieure personally led Zhao Tianlin onto a luxurious carriage. As the coachman shook the reins, two beautiful horses stepped forward together, heading for the hotel where Zhao Tianlin was staying.

Chinese and French flags were inserted outside the carriage doors. Some French people, seeing the Chinese flag they saw every day now, waved to the carriage. French reporters hurriedly took photos representing the friendship of the French people towards China, which was undoubtedly very useful for establishing friendly relations between the two countries.

Zhao Tianlin rolled down the window and waved back to the French people waving outside. The French people hadn't expected the Chinese big shot riding in the French dignitary's luxury carriage to be so amiable. Excited, some women among the French crowd couldn't help blowing kisses to Zhao Tianlin. Zhao Tianlin returned the gesture with blown kisses, eliciting cheers from the people who saw this.

When the carriage finally merged into the traffic, the principal of the École Normale Supérieure smiled and said, "President Zhao, many French universities expect you to come to France to lecture. Do you have any arrangements in this regard this year?"

"My schedule for this year is already full. However, upon returning to China, I will immediately invite French scholars to lecture in China. China welcomes French scholars very much. I believe French scholars will receive a warm welcome from the Chinese people when they come to China."

Hearing Zhao Tianlin speak with such political height, the principal of the École Normale Supérieure smiled. "My hometown is Marseille. If Dr. Zhao is willing to go to Marseille, you will definitely be welcomed by the people of Marseille."

Zhao Tianlin didn't really like lively scenes, but at this moment he had to face them, so he answered decisively, "Will Mr. Principal go together?"

"Of course! I haven't been back to my hometown for a long time." The principal of the École Normale Supérieure agreed immediately.
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More entertainment-oriented news strove to promote the friendly atmosphere between China and France: "Dr. Zhao Tianlin visited the École Normale Supérieure in Paris and received a warm welcome from the French people upon arriving in Paris. Both sides threw blown kisses at each other! A Chinese university president being so passionate and romantic makes us wonder if the description of Chinese people's emotions as introverted and reserved is a stereotype."

*Le Figaro* praised He Rui's new book highly: "The French version of *Guideposts in the Economic Maze*, the new book by Mr. He Rui, Chairman of the Republic of China, will soon be available in Paris. After reading the original Chinese version, the Dean of the Law School of the University of Paris stated that this book, with penetrating vision and profound thinking, points out various difficult problems that have always puzzled world economists. It revolutionarily opens up a new revolutionary direction for economics!"

Regardless of the type of newspaper, the same news was published: "The performance of the Paris Opera Ballet in China was a huge success. The China Peking Opera Troupe is heading to France for a tour, led by famous artists such as Mei Lanfang, Yang Xiaolou, and Yu Shuyan. Mr. Zhou Shuren, Minister of Culture of China, and Mr. Duan Qirui, Speaker of the Chinese Parliament, personally went to the pier to see them off, wishing the China Peking Opera Troupe success in their tour in France and bringing elegant Chinese stage performances to the French people.

"The two major art groups of the two countries set off together on the ocean liner *Ocean Princess*. To ensure the safety and smoothness of the journey for these world-class artists, the Chinese Navy dispatched the cruisers *Wuhu* and *Chenzhou* to escort the artists of both countries. France will also dispatch warships to the port of Beirut to prepare to welcome the artist teams of China and France."

In the lounge, the Chinese economic delegation, which arrived in France a day earlier than Zhao Tianlin, was browsing newspapers. Compared to Zhao Tianlin, although the Chinese economic delegation was high-profile, they did not accept interviews with foreign reporters. Zhao Tianlin represented the non-governmental exchanges between the academic and cultural circles of China and France, so naturally, he had to focus on being close to the people. Although the economic delegation made a big splash, there was absolutely no need to communicate with the French public. As long as the French people knew that China and France had conducted such high-level negotiations, and then saw some news about Sino-French commercial and economic cooperation later, they would imagine on their own that great progress had been made in economic cooperation between the two countries. This was another way to strengthen confidence in the French economy.

Reading the French newspapers, the mood of the Chinese economic delegation was quite relaxed. Ten minutes later, the meeting between the two sides began. The host of the negotiations on the French side was the French Minister of Finance. "Welcome, gentlemen, to France. The Chinese side raised the issue of the investment review quota for this year. We hope China can explain this quota. It is not that we have prejudice or misunderstanding against China, but once the news of restricted investment spreads, it will cause unease in the French business community."

The leader of the Chinese delegation, Guo Chaoyang, Director of the Statistics and Tariff Department of the Ministry of Finance, answered immediately: "The report submitted by our State Administration of Foreign Exchange to the Ministry of Economy shows that the foreign capital actually utilized by China in the fiscal year 1930, calculated in francs, has reached 30 billion francs. The exchange rate between the Chinese Yuan and the Franc is now roughly 1:1. China's GDP for the whole of last year was about 88.5 billion Chinese Yuan. With the compulsory foreign exchange settlement model for investment adopted by China, we have to issue 30 billion RMB in currency. If the quantity continues to increase, it will trigger inflation in China, leading to economic turmoil. The Chinese government has only increased the intensity of foreign investment review at this stage, objectively extending the review and approval time, and has not prevented foreign businessmen from applying to invest in China."

Both China and France were major powers, and the government members of both countries were adults. Even if China and France were currently engaging in very close economic cooperation, it did not mean France needed to consider for China. Therefore, the conversation between the two sides was very frank and sincere. The French delegation tried every means to persuade the Chinese delegation to increase some investment quota for France, while the Chinese delegation stated to France based on the statistics of the Chinese economic department, "This cannot be done. China must take economic stability as the core. Once severe inflation appears in the Chinese economy, it will inevitably make investors from various countries worry about China's economic reliability."

In the end, the French negotiation team could only accept the attitude of the Chinese delegation. "We express regret over the Chinese government's cautious choice of investment quota."

After discussing this matter, Tariff Department Director Guo Chaoyang entered the next issue. "According to the economic data already published by the French side, the amount of excess currency issued by your country's banks seems to have reached 80 billion francs. Our country looks forward to your introduction."

If the British government had made such a request, the French negotiation team would never have agreed. But China and France were very important partners and quasi-allies. The French delegation suggested a recess. Half an hour later, the French delegation, having obtained the Cabinet's approval, returned to the venue and gave a partial introduction to the Chinese delegation.

The interest-free loan lent to China was 20 billion francs. To meet the exports of French enterprises to China, large French industrial enterprises expanded production capacity, with loans exceeding 24 billion francs. Loans for French small and medium-sized enterprises serving large French industrial enterprises were about 16 billion francs. Plus, French enterprises investing in China also needed loans.

At the beginning of 1930, deposits in French banks were about 60 billion francs. After Sino-French cooperation, France's capital demand exploded. Besides these deposits, plus foreign capital entering France, there was still a large gap. The excess issuance of 80 billion francs appeared to fill this funding gap.

Chinese Tariff Department Director Guo Chaoyang knew that his French counterparts certainly held back many things, but introducing to this extent was already incredibly frank. The Chinese side only wanted to understand and had no intention of criticizing France. France issued an excess of 80 billion francs, and China's currency excess issuance must also be tens of billions of Chinese Yuan. Proportionally, it was not less than France's.

Without very clear profit data, China and France invested huge funds and constructed a grand economic vision. Just to support an economic vision of such scale required huge upfront capital investment, placing the economies of both China and France in a dangerous situation.

The French representatives were very clear about this, so they didn't mention these things. If they wanted this vision not to fail, China needed to complete several major goals at least. The head of the French negotiation team raised a question straightforwardly, "May I ask if China's agricultural output this year has encountered any problems? If French help is needed, we will do our best."

Facing France's polite but very strict inquiry, Guo Chaoyang answered confidently immediately, "Our Ministry of Agriculture publishes a report after every agricultural season. This year, China's synthetic ammonia output has reached 310,000 tons, earthworm soil 1.1 million tons, and organic fertilizer 4.1 million tons. Although farmland reclamation in the Northeast region has reached its limit, the farmland with two harvests a year in the Yellow and Huai River basins has increased by 13.9 million mu. Coupled with the use of pesticides and improved seeds, China's grain production increase this year will exceed 10%. If the weather is good, the increase may exceed 15%."

"We fully believe in the agricultural capabilities of the industrious and resilient Chinese people," the French representative stated decisively.

The driving force of Sino-French investment came from the 20 billion franc interest-free loan. China used this 20 billion interest-free loan mainly in two major fields: complete sets of synthetic ammonia equipment and internal combustion engine production. Internal combustion engine production heavily favored agricultural machinery and equipment. Its core lay in agriculture. Investment institutions in both China and France calculated that if China's agricultural output reached 160% of that in 1927, the 60% increase in agricultural products would be worth 20 billion francs. The faster China's agriculture developed, the shorter the recovery time for the upfront invested capital.

France was a major agricultural country in Europe and knew well that there were too many factors affecting agricultural output. Grain production increase relying on agricultural technology promotion was very stable. Natural disasters would only lead to grain production reduction for that year but could not reduce the grain production increase in normal years. The resulting increase in consumption power of farmers would continuously provide purchasing power for industrial development.

To coordinate with the press conference to be held by the French government, the meeting ended at 3 p.m. Facing the gathered reporters from various countries, the French government spokesman read from the prepared press release, "China and France have reached the *Sino-French Shipbuilding Industry Cooperation and Investment Agreement*."

Hearing this news, French reporters couldn't help applauding. American reporters remembered the cooperation between the US and Jiangnan Shipyard to produce ten-thousand-ton ships back then. It was just that because the Unification War broke out in China afterward, and the US evaluation of China's shipbuilding capacity was limited, no new cooperation appeared later. Now hearing that the French had actually negotiated this agreement, a news framework angrily scolding the incompetent US government was already roughly completed in the minds of American reporters.

In fact, this agreement was not the content discussed at this Sino-French Economic Cooperation Conference at all, but content decided by China and France long ago. The reason it was published at this time was entirely to maintain the heat of continued economic cooperation between China and France, so it was announced now.

The attention of the French upper echelon was already focused on the future of Sino-French economic cooperation, so this meeting actually exchanged content on the future economic development of the two countries. France had to be sure that the future vision drawn for the world by the Chinese government led by He Rui must be realized step by step. Only in this way could France operate on this vision, allowing more funds to enter France and create a beautiful reality for France at present.

After the French government spokesman finished reading the 'new agreement' signed by China and France, reporters began to ask questions. When a British reporter was called upon, he asked immediately, "May I ask if the French Cabinet election will be held in half a year?"

At the first moment, even the French press spokesman didn't realize the slight malice implied in this question. Just as he was about to answer, he found the question wasn't quite right. Many reporters, including French reporters, had a trace of teasing smiles on their faces. But the government spokesman had his duties, so he continued to answer, " The French parliamentary and cabinet elections will be held in October. A new Prime Minister will be elected then."

After finishing the seemingly problem-free words, the reporters all laughed. For decades, this French Cabinet was actually an extremely rare cabinet that had completed its entire term. Just before He Rui proposed economic cooperation to France, the current French Cabinet was already precarious. It was generally believed at the time that this cabinet wouldn't last half a year.

But no one expected that French President Doumergue, who gained great fame for mediating the Sino-British War, would push for Sino-French cooperation with astonishing political sensitivity and political courage. After Sino-French cooperation, the French economy suddenly improved. The US financial crisis of 1929 not only didn't hit France but instead strengthened the status of the French franc, giving the French economy strong support.

A good national economy didn't mean the people didn't scold the government, nor did it mean there were no struggles within the parliament. To fight for interests, more intense struggles were set off within the French political arena. But this struggle had a clear bottom line: it could not affect the French economy.

The French government issued an excess of 80 billion francs, and the economic status quo could be described as 'pies falling from the sky, yellow earth turning into gold.' Although most of this money was used for serious business, even if a small part of it was used for profit-sharing, it was a good time never seen before.

Moreover, every French MP was shrewder than a monkey and craftier than a ghost. In the past, when the French economy was terrible, overthrowing the cabinet wasn't a big deal; many people even eagerly looked forward to overthrowing the cabinet to facilitate obtaining greater benefits for themselves. The current economic situation was excellent. Whether left-wing or right-wing, holding high the banner of political correctness, acting shamelessly to pass their own proposals and seek more benefits for their own political parties—this was a method within the system. Everyone was the same, so it didn't matter. But if any political party tried to overthrow the cabinet, the responsibility for destroying the French economy would be pinned on that party. That party's plot to overthrow the cabinet might not succeed, but that party would suffer a devastating blow at this stage.

Various quarrels and curses continued daily in the French Parliament, but this cabinet worked until the time for re-election amidst the noisy struggles of French politics. For the French Third Republic, a cabinet that completed its term could undoubtedly be written about extensively in history books.

Parliamentary elections would be held in October 1930, after which the cabinet would be elected. In January 1931, the presidential election would be held. It was generally believed in France that, judging from the current situation, the next cabinet should be able to complete its term.

Although the British reporter's question was somewhat malicious and mocking, the French didn't mind much. How much benefit one would get from serving as Prime Minister during four years of economic boom needed no discussion. So this time, all heavyweights in the French political arena were eager to try, preparing to compete for the next Prime Minister candidate. Current President Doumergue, whose term was ending, couldn't hold back either; this old man who had already gained huge political, economic, and diplomatic prestige was preparing to run for Prime Minister.
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If a book wants to be recognized in France, one of the best ways is for personnel from the École Normale Supérieure to praise it to the French people. Zhao Tianlin was very confident when speaking at the ENS. Aside from the practical necessity for France, the vast majority of so-called economists in Europe at this stage could not yet understand He Rui's economic philosophy. For the French upper echelon and academic circles, since they didn't understand, if they couldn't avoid commenting, the only remaining choice was to praise. The reality of Sino-French relations did not allow the French upper echelon to remain silent on the relationship.

As for the quality of He Rui's new book, Zhao Tianlin had an extremely high evaluation. This was an economic work perfectly suited to China's current situation, proposing three things: rationalizing the relationship between enterprises and the government based on modern enterprise lifespans and economic cycles; rationalizing the relationship between the government, society, and the state based on cultural traditions; and rationalizing the definition of friends and enemies based on predictions of productivity development.

The different dominant economic forces, cultures, and industrial development levels between China and France meant that the content of this book could not be directly applied to France.

At the beginning of the lecture, Zhao Tianlin emphasized first, "There is a saying in China: 'Stones from other hills may serve to polish the jade of this one.' To use more philosophical language, for France, the methodology proposed by Mr. He Rui in his new book is the content most worthy of discussion."

Judging from the reaction to the lecture, Zhao Tianlin believed the basic quality of the students at the ENS was quite high. Even if they hadn't seen the idiom "carving a mark on the boat to find the sword," they understood that nothing should be copied mechanically.

When the lecture finished, during the Q&A session, the students raised a point. "May I ask, Dr. Zhao, do you think Mr. He wrote this work based on ideology? Or based on economic practice?"

Zhao Tianlin smiled slightly. "Is this student asking whether Chairman He views the economy deductively or inductively?"

The student who asked was stunned for a moment, then nodded vigorously. When he raised this question, he actually hadn't thought his question could be elaborated in a more concise way; such conciseness fit the aesthetics of intellectuals very well.

Zhao Tianlin continued to answer, "Economics is a discipline, but economics is different from natural sciences. The laws of nature probably won't change much, but economics relies on human society. Human society has been developing, especially with accelerated development in the past 300 years, so the internal logic and external manifestations of its economics have undergone tremendous changes. And every time a new mode of production gains dominance, the structure, culture, and morality of the entire society undergo tremendous changes. Therefore, the core of this book is neither ideology nor economic practice, but seeking the forefront of human social development."

The teachers and students of the ENS were somewhat moved; they hadn't expected Zhao Tianlin to evaluate He Rui's new work from such a height.

Seeing everyone's disbelief, Zhao Tianlin gave an example. "What is the basis for developing the economy—investment or consumption? In this book, Chairman He's understanding has surpassed traditional economic cognition, proposing a way to provide a development path for society. This development can cover the entire society to the maximum extent. On the execution level, the direction of investment can be judged. Having such a method of predicting forward-looking directions gives people a feeling of the deductive method. Chairman He did not take ideology as the starting point for writing, but as believers in the discipline of Marxism, we all believe that the development of productive forces is the fundamental driving force for social progress. Therefore, even if Chairman He is explaining economic practice in this book, he will still be considered to have a strong ideology."

Even for the teachers and students of the ENS, Zhao Tianlin's description indeed exceeded their current understanding of economics. However, following the scholarly approach of not criticizing blindly if one doesn't understand, the teachers and students said no more. The gaze toward Zhao Tianlin also showed obvious respect. That Zhao Tianlin, a Doctor of Harvard Law School, dared to confidently claim that Chinese economic cognition was at the forefront of the world, coupled with China's impressive rapid economic development, made the teachers and students of the ENS believe it involuntarily.

After the lecture, the principal invited Zhao Tianlin to his office to discuss the plan to visit the University of Marseille. Zhao Tianlin hadn't been to Marseille yet and wanted to see this most famous city in southern France with his own eyes.

The principal of the ENS didn't break his promise. After determining the rough itinerary, he made some arrangements and boarded the train to Marseille with Zhao Tianlin the next day. They chatted happily along the way. Just after getting off at Marseille Station, they saw that the other two platforms of the station were actually blocked by police. Some people carrying old cloth bags were being driven by police into some enclosed carriages. These carriages were obviously not for transporting people; the small window openings were reinforced with iron bars. When a carriage was full, the small carriage door was locked from the outside and reinforced with wire, obviously not wanting the people inside to come out freely. Among the onlookers, someone shouted "Go back to your countryside," the attitude obviously very unfriendly.

Seeing this, the principal of the ENS said nothing, just sighed slightly. Zhao Tianlin felt this might be the repatriation of foreign workers by France, which had been fiercely criticized by other European countries recently, and knew it was inconvenient for him to ask more.

The Marseille City Government sent a car to welcome the two scholars. When the car arrived near the City Hall, they saw many citizens gathering towards the City Hall, blocking the road in front of it. Zhao Tianlin felt this was a good opportunity to gain knowledge, so he opened the door and got out.

At this moment, several people walked out of the City Hall, dressed like city government staff. The leader was in his forties, with short hair and beard, looking very shrewd and capable. He stood on the highest steps of the City Hall gate, holding a microphone, and shouted loudly, "Citizens, please be quiet for a moment. The City Council has passed the tax required for enterprises employing foreigners, fifteen francs a month. Now the police station has also begun inspections, so citizens, you don't need to worry. Our French employment opportunities will definitely be provided to French citizens with the highest priority!"

Hearing this man, who was likely the mayor, say this loudly, Zhao Tianlin confirmed that France's expulsion of foreign workers was indeed serious. However, European countries couldn't do anything about this because the laws expelling foreign workers were actually enacted by the city councils of various cities, not by the French Parliament. If countries protested to the French government, they were obviously barking up the wrong tree.

If countries demanded the French government order the city councils to cancel these laws, the government of the French Third Republic could show the Constitution of the French Third Republic to European countries. In the French Constitution, each city had a considerable degree of autonomy. As long as the city councils didn't use violence or plunder against nationals (subjects) of other European countries in France, the French government or Parliament could do nothing about the city councils.

A burst of cheers came from the citizens of Marseille, and the atmosphere on the scene quickly became much more peaceful. At this time, newspaper boys carrying bags of newspapers shouted loudly along the street, "Latest *Le Petit Journal*, latest recruitment ads. Want to see the latest recruitment ads, come buy *Le Petit Journal*."

Many people in the crowd immediately turned to the newspaper boys and bought newspapers one after another. Soon, the thick newspapers in the newspaper boys' bags were sold out. Those who got the newspapers walked to the sidewalk across the street, opened the newspapers, and flipped through them. Others leaned in to watch together, pointing at the newspapers.

In Zhao Tianlin's impression, recruitment information in European newspapers was the same as in Chinese newspapers: small boxes with the name, address, and position of the recruiting unit written inside. A few days ago in the Netherlands, Zhao Tianlin had seen recruitment ads in Dutch newspapers; not many companies were hiring. Dutch people left immediately after seeing the latest recruitment information, presumably rushing to apply. But the citizens of Marseille obviously spent more time picking and choosing among the recruiting companies, having no impulse to apply immediately.

There was only one reasonable explanation for the gap between the two countries: employment opportunities in France were far more sufficient than in other European countries, and what the French public expected at this stage was no longer simply having a job; they needed more attractive jobs, or at least jobs more suitable for their needs. Looking at the slightly lazy citizens of Marseille, Zhao Tianlin became curious about the current situation in Anglo-Saxon countries instead. And Zhao Tianlin didn't consider another thing: Anglo-Saxon countries were also curious about Zhao Tianlin's appearance in France. Especially Britain.

On May 10, in *The Times* office on Fleet Street, London, the editorial team responsible for Asian news was discussing the possibility of whether Zhao Tianlin had brought a diplomatic mission to France. However, correct conclusions couldn't be drawn from mere speculation unless Britain sent reliable spies to obtain intelligence. The topic shifted from this meaningless matter to the more valuable British relations with China.

"Gentlemen, since the current government is not satisfied with the three Sino-British joint communiqués, why have they made no progress in the expected fields?" Deputy Editor Johnson raised the question.

The reporters and editorial team of *The Times* were of a very high level; many figures in British politics had once worked at *The Times*. The question Johnson raised was sharp and hit the nail on the head. Normal trade indeed met Britain's needs, but what was most important for Britain was the strategic benefits France had already obtained, endorsed by China's development, providing support for the British currency.

The editors nodded one after another. Without the economic crisis, Britain didn't fear France. The work of the British media was to constantly stigmatize France in various countries over time. But now it was an economic crisis. Although the French economy standing out alone in Europe indeed triggered dissatisfaction among European countries, facts spoke louder than words. It was precisely this outstanding economic performance that turned the emotions of European countries toward France from disgust to envy, jealousy, and hatred. Only when one truly admitted the other party was strong would emotions of envy, jealousy, and hatred arise. This meant Britain's long-term media offensive to stigmatize and belittle France had been thwarted.

Johnson continued, "Now France's economic development is changing the situation on the European continent. Since the new government has never raised this view, then let us raise it. Which gentleman is willing to write this editorial?"
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"...Beginning in 1894, the disastrous military defeats faced by China's Qing government and the Beiyang Yuan Shikai government stimulated unprecedented nationalist sentiment within China. The unexpected military actions taken by the He Rui government in its early days were precisely to respond to this intense Chinese nationalist sentiment.

"After He Rui defeated Japan in 1923, analyzing from his speeches, He Rui was very clear that after defeating Japan, the Chinese Northeast Army obtained a strategic window of freedom of action during the Chinese Unification War. But for the ordinary Chinese people, their strong nationalist sentiment finally found an object to pin their hopes on. A Chinese leader who defeated China's most direct enemy unified China, logically gaining the legitimacy to rule.

"From the previous Conservative Baldwin government to the current ruling Labour MacDonald government, two British governments, for unknown reasons, have not explicitly considered how to repair the hostility of the Chinese populace towards Britain caused by various tragic events between China and Britain over the past century. Ignoring the relationship between the people of China and Britain is incomprehensible obtuseness and irresponsibility for politicians.

"If we cannot repair the hostility between the people of the two countries as soon as possible, what we see now is Sino-French cooperation; will we later have to watch helplessly as Sino-US cooperation unfolds? Sino-Soviet cooperation?"

Other British newspapers also ran special features on the economy at this time. The day after *The Times* editorial was published, *The Guardian* analyzed the current economic situations of Britain and France.

"...In 1929, Britain's Gross National Product was 4.7 billion pounds. Judging from the data released by France and the exchange rate changes between the pound and the franc, France's Gross National Product was around 4.3 billion pounds. In 1927, France's Gross National Product was around 3.2 billion pounds.

"According to the latest employment data released by the French government, due to the passage of the proposal to strengthen French education jointly proposed by French left-wing parties, France cracked down on child labor and established a police department specifically to catch truant schoolchildren. Therefore, the French unemployment rate has dropped to around 1.5%. This means the French economy is active, and the demand for labor has increased significantly, so much so that even disabled people have to be employed.

"Meanwhile, Britain's unemployment rate has gone from over 10% in early 1930 to nearly 15% now. The economic crisis triggered by the US financial crisis shows no signs of being resolved, which means the British economy cannot improve in the short term. If such a situation continues for three years, with the exchange rate changes between the pound and the franc, the French economy could possibly become 150%, or even 200%, of Britain's in the next few years. The situation on the European continent will be completely changed.

"The change in the French economy does not come from France's own strength but is based on the confidence brought to the French economy by Sino-French economic cooperation. The direction of how to deal with the current situation is self-evident; do the gentlemen in Downing Street lack the ability to recognize the current direction of British policy?"

The British newspaper industry was concentrated in Fleet Street. When the British Labour Cabinet suffered fierce criticism from Fleet Street, Prime Minister MacDonald even felt a bit aggrieved. What newspapers could see clearly, the British government was naturally very clear about. But newspapers also knew that non-governmental relations between China and Britain could not be easily improved. The British government naturally knew very well that if the non-governmental relationship between China and Britain were excellent, it could also promote Sino-British cooperation, so the British government was completely unoptimistic about building good non-governmental relations between China and Britain in the short term.

Over the past century, regarding the major things Britain had done to China, if China had done them to Britain once, the British public would hate China for at least 200 years. Most importantly, the previous two British governments did not clearly support China's unification during the Chinese Unification War, nor did Britain seek reconciliation between the Chinese and British people during the subsequent Sino-British War.

The car of British economist Keynes stopped in front of the British Prime Minister's country estate. It was a bit hotter than usual at the end of May 1930. Guided by the Prime Minister's secretary, Keynes walked into the estate and immediately saw Prime Minister MacDonald in the front hall.

Prime Minister MacDonald had curly brown hair, a thick mustache on his upper lip, and angular facial features, looking distinctly Scottish. Keynes stepped forward, and Prime Minister MacDonald took the initiative to shake hands with him. The Prime Minister also observed the famous economist Keynes. Keynes had a broad forehead, a high nose bridge, and wide, thick lips. Such deep facial contours gave a Viking feel and also had a Nordic coldness. Judging by appearance alone, it was difficult to associate this naturally cold appearance with the fierce scholar who had shouted in the newspapers a few years ago that "the disgusting government-led economic model will inevitably lead the British economy into the abyss."

"Mr. Keynes, I noticed your suggestion. But this suggestion seems to differ greatly from your previous economic views," MacDonald said while pointing to the sofa.

Keynes, a Fellow of the Royal Society, was not polite. The second he sat on the sofa, he said, "Your Excellency Prime Minister, I suggest immediately devaluing the pound by another 25% based on the current exchange rate to maintain exports and reduce unemployment. The way to save the British economy now is not trade freedom or fiscal balance, but to preserve Britain's employment rate. As long as British workers have jobs, the British economy can be saved."

Free trade and fiscal balance had always been the tradition of the Victorian era in Britain. The era ignoring this tradition was the Younger Pitt cabinet during the Napoleonic Wars. To win the war, Britain even taxed British families based on the number of windows. The evaluation of Prime Minister Younger Pitt by ordinary British people wasn't high.

Although MacDonald was Labour and willing to preserve employment, if the means to preserve employment was to break the traditional means of the British economy, MacDonald felt full of resistance inside. But Keynes was Britain's most famous economist, so MacDonald asked politely, "Mr. Keynes, the government's means of stimulating the economy cannot be sustained. I admire your knowledge and courage, so can you tell me, if the government executes your suggestion, how long can the finances last?"

Keynes felt for a moment he might have come to the wrong place, but the situation before him allowed no hesitation. He simply raised a question, "Mr. Prime Minister, do you know what China's unemployment rate is? And how many junior high school students graduated in China in 1929?"

MacDonald felt a burst of displeasure. He instinctively loathed China, yet in the past two years, China had truly become an important country in the world. Especially this year, it seemed that when mentioning international issues and the world economy, one couldn't discuss these major world events without mentioning China.

Suppressing the displeasure in his heart, Prime Minister MacDonald asked, "Can Mr. Keynes tell me these figures?"

"Because China adopted land reform, its true unemployment rate will never exceed 3%. The number of junior high school graduates in China in 1929 exceeded 2 million. In every future year, the number of Chinese junior high school graduates will increase by more than 500,000 based on the previous year. Besides having 2 million laborers with 8 years of education every year, the Chinese government is desperately creating jobs to meet the needs of such a large employed population. As long as China's policy of preserving employment can be realized, in 6 years, China's economy will surpass Britain's. This is the result preserving employment can bring."

Prime Minister MacDonald hadn't expected Keynes, this economist, to propose such an outrageous judgment. A wave of anger involuntarily surged in his heart. If China's economy surpassed Britain's, plus France's booming economy, what kind of world hegemon would Britain still be? Better prepare for the decisive battle to maintain hegemony quickly.

Forcibly calming his emotions for a while, Prime Minister MacDonald scratched his curly brown hair before asking relatively calmly, "If Britain abandons fiscal balance, it will need to borrow debt."

"Britain has a very strong ability to raise debt, and the increase in the employment rate of British workers will make more investors willing to invest in Britain. When the economic crisis passes, a healthy British economy will develop rapidly, and the ability to repay debts will also greatly increase then. Mr. Prime Minister, Chinese leaders have a very profound understanding of the economy. China's economic development will give the Chinese government unparalleled debt repayment ability, which is also the fundamental reason why China dares to invest such great strength in industrial development. If Mr. Prime Minister wants to seize the privilege of investment and trade with China from France, you must first satisfy China's needs. If you cannot satisfy them, it is impossible to make the Chinese upper echelon change their decision."

MacDonald felt Keynes was too idealistic. The actual quasi-alliance relationship between China and France was a strategic consideration. France could swallow its pride to cooperate with China like this, but Britain could not, at least not at this stage. Because to persuade China now, Britain would have to pay a price far higher than France.

After paying such a price, the goal might not necessarily be achieved. But deciding to pay such a price meant the MacDonald government was finished. Having lost the power to govern, the MacDonald government would also have no opportunity to complete cooperation with China. This was a deadlock.
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At 5 p.m. on May 31, the Chief Secretary of Foreign Secretary Arthur Henderson of the MacDonald Cabinet pushed open the door and entered the Secretary's office. He saw Secretary Arthur Henderson lying quietly on a single sofa, motionless as if in a posed death photo of a famous assassinated figure.

The Chief Secretary walked up to the Foreign Secretary, bent down, and said to the Cabinet Minister, "Your Excellency, the latest news has arrived."

Arthur Henderson woke up from his nap. Just as he opened his eyes, he felt a stinging pain in his swollen eyelids and had to close his eyes while sitting up. The Foreign Secretary said, "Please bring me a towel."

This task did not require the Chief Secretary's responsibility. The Minister's private secretary walked out quickly and returned with not only a towel but also a basin of cold water. While the Foreign Secretary applied the cold wet towel, the Chief Secretary said, "Minister, the Japanese fleet has arrived at Tianjin Port. Oh, it is 10 a.m. local time now. The BBC is broadcasting the news."

Foreign Secretary Arthur Henderson put down the towel and sat back in his seat. His private secretary turned on the radio and tuned to the BBC channel. The rhythmic voice of the BBC news reporter came from the radio: "...According to BBC reporters in China, the Japanese fleet has sailed into the Bohai Sea of China. There are two ships in the fleet, the battlecruisers *Kongō* and *Kirishima*. From the moment the Japanese Navy entered the Yellow Sea, the greeting fleet of the Chinese Navy accompanied the visiting Japanese fleet throughout the journey. The appearance of the fleets of China and Japan in a friendly posture is a breakthrough development in the relationship between the two sides..."

At this moment, Chinese Minister of National Defense Cheng Ruofan and others were watching the new Japanese Minister of Defense, Nagumo Chuichi, step onto the pier from a small boat with the characteristic brisk movements of the navy, leading a group of Japanese naval officers along the trestle bridge.

Sa Zhenbing, standing beside Cheng Ruofan, felt a mixture of sadness and joy in his chest, but he knew very well that this was not the time to vent emotions, so he carefully observed the Japanese soldiers. He saw that the incoming Japanese officers were generally between 30 and 40 years old, slightly older compared to Chinese officers. But in the armies of various countries, this was the most capable age.

This comparison made Sa Zhenbing feel very gratified. The current Chinese National Defense Force had not experienced a gap in officer development. Elderly officers like himself were very few and were largely seen as a conciliatory gesture by He Rui's National Defense Force toward Chinese soldiers of the previous era. If a 71-year-old like himself were still an officer with real power in the Chinese Navy, it would only prove that the Chinese Navy had no future.

Nagumo Chuichi was not tall. When he stopped in front of Defense Minister Cheng Ruofan, he did not look up but looked straight ahead and saluted General Cheng Ruofan. After Cheng Ruofan returned the salute, Lieutenant General Nagumo Chuichi stated the purpose of this trip at a measured pace. "Today, our Republic of Japan returns all relics such as the anchors and marine clocks of the former *Zhenyuan* and *Jingyuan* to China. Thirty years ago, out of misunderstanding, a tragic war broke out between the two countries. The Republic of Japan believes that any memories causing hatred should be eliminated. The friendship of thousands of years between China and Japan should be maintained."

Sa Zhenbing recalled his comrades who died for the country in the fierce battle with the Japanese Navy in the Yellow Sea, and grief arose spontaneously. But seeing Japan forced to bow its head before a powerful China, joy overflowed in his chest, almost turning into tears bursting from his eyes.

Compared with Sa Zhenbing, Cheng Ruofan had no psychological barriers brought by historical baggage. From entering the juvenile military school at the age of thirteen, Japan was Cheng Ruofan's hypothetical enemy. Cheng Ruofan had defeated the hypothetical enemy Japan on the battlefield when he was twenty-eight or twenty-nine. Now facing Japanese Minister of Defense Lieutenant General Nagumo Chuichi, Cheng Ruofan was not excited but replied politely, "Our Chinese National Defense Force welcomes the attitude of the Japanese National Defense Force. Let us witness this historic moment together."

The anchors and other items were very large and required cranes to move. Soldiers from China and Japan lined up on the pier, while members of the two fleets at sea stood solemnly by the ship's rail. After a twenty-one-gun salute, the naval canvas covering the deck of the docked Japanese naval transport ship was slowly uncovered, revealing the relics of the Beiyang Fleet underneath.

The pulleys of the crane turned. Japanese naval personnel hooked the lifting hook onto the rigging already tied and then signaled the commander of the Chinese crane. The wheel turned, and with a sound of metal collision, the rigging tightened under the pull of the crane's traction rope. The heavy anchor finally left the deck of the Japanese naval transport ship, causing the hull of the Japanese transport ship to start swaying slightly.

At this moment, the Chinese National Defense Force military band began to play military music composed for fallen soldiers. Reporters from various countries on the pier also began to take photos and film, recording this moment with their lenses.

Fifteen minutes later, the BBC news channel interrupted the analysis of this joint Sino-Japanese exercise by British experts and inserted the latest news: "According to reports from BBC frontline reporters, the Japanese Ministry of Defense has handed over to the Chinese Ministry of National Defense the anchors, marine clocks, and other items that Japan held as memorials of the victory in the First Sino-Japanese War. In addition, Japan, in accordance with the Sino-Japanese agreement on the political future of various regions in East Asia, has practically transferred the administrative power of Taiwan to the Chinese government. Except for the war reparations paid by the Qing government in the Treaty of Shimonoseki not being returned, the results between China and Japan caused by the First Sino-Japanese War have been adjusted back to the traditional East Asian pattern. Shortly, the militaries of China and Japan will hold a joint press conference, and the BBC will broadcast the content of the press conference to the vast audience as quickly as possible."

British Foreign Secretary Arthur Henderson couldn't help but let out a long breath. Recently, the MacDonald government had convened consecutive full cabinet meetings, demanding that the British Cabinet propose plans to effectively promote Sino-British relations. Arthur Henderson felt he couldn't quite understand the mindset of some cabinet members. The third cabinet meeting was about to be held, and in the first two cabinet meetings, a cabinet minister actually euphemistically proposed, "The British government had absolutely no intention of harming the Chinese populace; do the Chinese lack the ability to understand this fact?"

If Arthur Henderson were the Prime Minister instead of the Foreign Secretary, he would definitely fire the few cabinet members who said this. The so-called idea that the British government did not harm the Chinese populace was actually that the British government did not treat Chinese people as human beings when formulating policies. Just like when swatting a mosquito, no one thinks about hurting the mosquito, only eliminating anything disturbing one's sleep. If Britain propagated this to China, judging from the results, it would be better to declare war on China directly.

Moreover, this statement undoubtedly pushed all responsibility onto the British Foreign Office. If the British Foreign Office's propaganda alone could change the view of a large country with a population of 500 million towards Britain, the British Prime Minister should be hereditary from the Foreign Office, not concurrently held by the First Lord of the Treasury.

Fortunately, Prime Minister MacDonald severely reprimanded such cabinet members, finally stopping those damned cabinet members from talking nonsense. But regarding how to promote Sino-British relations, the British Cabinet still had no very effective ideas.

The information collected by the British Foreign Office on He Rui and the cabinet members of the He Rui government filled a huge archive room. What could be confirmed was that these members were initially, without exception, Chinese nationalists. Although their origins and early experiences varied, when encountering Chinese people who betrayed Chinese interests, their first thought was probably 'death penalty.' The British Foreign Office believed there was no hope of these people cooperating with British government policies from within the Chinese government.

If the upper-level route didn't work, only the non-governmental exchange route remained. This also encountered huge resistance based on the cultural differences between the two countries. Although China's national strength was weaker than Britain's, ordinary Chinese people did not envy the British lifestyle. Reports from the British Foreign Office showed that the Chinese public at most envied the privileges of the British upper class in China during the Qing Dynasty and the Yuan Shikai era, and the excess profits brought by such privileges in China.

With a nationalist government like He Rui's in power, what Britain most wanted to wash away was the historical image of Britain having privileges in China. Using this image of foreign privilege holders to attract current Chinese people would be worse than starting a war with China.

Foreign Secretary Arthur Henderson felt that the actions of the Republic of Japan government were a very good case for himself at the upcoming third cabinet meeting. The British government needed to show such an attitude to possibly gain true understanding and trust from the Chinese government.

Arthur Henderson sat in the single sofa pondering what to do, completely unaware that his brows were about to knit into a knot. At this moment, the private secretary interrupted the Foreign Secretary's train of thought. "Minister, there is one hour before the banquet at Cambridge University starts this evening."

"Oh..." Arthur Henderson remembered this matter. Although China was currently the primary issue for the British Foreign Office, the Foreign Office had a lot of work. For example, Cambridge University recently organized a meeting of European economists, with the theme of discussing the economic crisis originating from the US. Today's evening banquet hosted scholars and economic bigwigs from various countries, and the Foreign Secretary had to attend, at least to show his face.

"If there are any new developments in this diplomatic action between China and Japan, please notify me as soon as possible," Minister Arthur Henderson instructed his Chief Secretary, then got up to head to Cambridge University.
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Just as Foreign Secretary Arthur Henderson left the office, the Chief Secretary sat down on the guest sofa. The modern British civil service system originated from referencing and imitating the Chinese civil service system; those truly toiling for government affairs were administrative officials like the Chief Secretary. Without the support of the civil service system, relying only on those noble lords and elected politicians, heaven knows what the British Empire would become.

Especially in the current situation, the lords of the British Empire would make various promises based on emotion to the voters and announce various seemingly grand plans in the House of Commons. But the real world is composed of truth and pain; everything these politicians say can only exist in speeches and must never be used in real political actions.

While lamenting the incompetence of the government during the economic crisis, the clichés of those experts on the radio were suddenly and skillfully cut off again. The BBC host inserted the latest news: "Listeners, the BBC reporter on the front line is about to transmit the speeches of the Chinese and Japanese military back via live translation. Please pay attention."

Britain was still the world hegemon after all, knowing well the importance of news timeliness. As the BBC host said, the British reporter in Tianjin Port was already preparing to send the latest news via radio.

Defense Minister Cheng Ruofan walked onto the podium. Behind him, representatives of the Chinese and Japanese militaries stood on both sides. The secretary of the Ministry of National Defense had already placed the manuscript on the podium table. Cheng Ruofan had read this manuscript, which had been reviewed by several departments together. Now he felt he didn't need to look at it again to combine the core ideas and specific content with internal and external logic.

Facing the audience, Cheng Ruofan began to speak seriously: "The geographical locations of China and Japan have determined that the two countries are neighbors who cannot move away. In the more than 2,000 years of Sino-Japanese exchanges in the past, the friendship between the two countries has deepened day by day.

"Even if the two countries met with force and tragic wars brought hatred, when the war ended, neither country let the hatred continue meaninglessly. And exchanges between the two countries have been greatly improved.

"Now, the relationship between China and Japan has entered a brand-new era. Abandoning hatred cannot be accomplished unilaterally, nor can it be achieved merely by forgetting the past. Only by understanding the tragedy of war and facing the future together can the two countries truly possess a common future..."

In the juvenile military school, the instructor had asked Cheng Ruofan, "Being a soldier means fighting wars. Who are you going to fight?" At that time, Cheng Ruofan was still ignorant and only said fighting foreigners.

In his subsequent military school life, through education on such issues time and again, Cheng Ruofan determined that although all foreigners were enemies of China, the most important enemy for China now was Japan. Although He Rui's method of conquering Japan was completely different from what Cheng Ruofan had imagined before, China had indeed become the core of East Asia again, and Japan had begun to lose the ability to independently formulate Japan's world strategy. No matter how fierce a hungry wolf is, once it cannot execute its own ideas, it becomes domesticated.

The speech before him fully respected Japan's national dignity and acknowledged Japan's strength. But its core was to incorporate Japan into the East Asian system, announcing the strategic arrangement of Japan as a member of East Asian integration, serving East Asian interests. Without sufficient political education to understand this deep-level political arrangement, all one could hear was a speech about "abandoning hatred and facing the future together."

As for the reactions of countries outside East Asia, Cheng Ruofan felt that the world did not lack smart people who could understand these words. But what if they understood the future direction of China and Japan? If they couldn't deal with the foundation of Sino-Japanese economic cooperation and effectively destroy this economic foundation, even countries unwilling to see China and Japan join hands could only face such a reality in vain.

Just as Cheng Ruofan expected, after listening to the speech on the BBC broadcast, even if the British Foreign Office Chief Secretary couldn't be completely sure of the Chinese comprehension level of the BBC translation, he sorted out the rough internal logic from the sequence of content description. The British Foreign Office actually had a judgment regarding Japan's obedient choice to submit to the East Asian order led by China. The Chief Secretary continued to sit on the sofa listening to the BBC broadcast.

At this time, Foreign Secretary Arthur Henderson had already arrived at the banquet venue at Cambridge University. The large number of people in the venue surprised Minister Arthur somewhat. He had thought only a group of upper-class figures would attend, but unexpectedly, many teachers and students of Cambridge University also joined in.

Students wearing Cambridge University uniforms were surrounding some people who looked like French scholars, constantly asking them for advice. The students were very excited, and their speech rate increased a lot. Moreover, Foreign Secretary Arthur Henderson even heard some students mention the name 'Communism.'

In such a situation, Minister Arthur didn't want to cause trouble. He turned in another direction. At this time, the Master of Trinity College came up to guide Minister Arthur inside. Passing through the crowd, they reached a group of people further inside. The Master of Trinity College said to a somewhat thin man, "Mr. Maboeuf, this is our Foreign Secretary."

Arthur was somewhat surprised; he had heard of Maboeuf's fame. A director of the Bank of France, rumored to be a big fat man. But the man in front of him wearing a well-fitted French suit had nothing to do with fat.

Hearing that the British Foreign Secretary had arrived, Maboeuf quickly turned around. However, a British professor who had been arguing with him was in high spirits. After Maboeuf greeted Minister Arthur, he immediately seized the opportunity to step forward and say, "Your Excellency Minister, I was just discussing with Director Maboeuf the view of blindly expanding national credit and issuing large amounts of currency. If the fixed value of the currency under the gold standard cannot be maintained, if fiscal balance cannot be maintained, if production cannot be organized in a free economy mode, this will not only cause irreparable losses to national credit but also involve moral hazards. For the state to forcibly stimulate the economy and regulate production, that is something only Communists would do! This practice will breed corruption, making backroom deals mainstream. Not only will transactions no longer be honest, but it will even make transactions evil."

These words were too intense, and Minister Arthur felt they were very inappropriate. But the surrounding scholars and business executives didn't seem to think so. The Master of Trinity College could only help smooth things over from the side. "This is just academic exchange; let's not involve morals."

In current European culture, academic exchange was considered to require free communication; otherwise, it wasn't cultured enough. Maboeuf didn't blame this group of British scholars for their sharp words; he was just tired of their old ways. It was just right to use the excuse of talking with British Foreign Secretary Arthur Henderson to leave quickly.

Unexpectedly, the British professors still didn't want to let Maboeuf go. Maboeuf could only turn around and say to those British scholars who had become stubborn due to academic discussion, "Gentlemen, British economic theory is inherited from Adam Smith of 200 years ago. The times have undergone fundamental changes. Adam Smith's theory was reasonable back then, but the world now is not the world of 200 years ago. Therefore, I am unwilling to continue arguing with you gentlemen on such a meaningless issue. Because with your knowledge structure and level of understanding, you are completely incapable of understanding the latest French economic views. So, our argument ends here."

Minister Arthur was stunned. The intense attitude of the British scholars had already surprised him, but Bank of France Director Maboeuf's response was in a completely opposite state to peace. Both sides were so agitated; it seemed the scholars of Britain and France were truly angry due to academic differences! Such things were actually not common.
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In Foreign Secretary Arthur's mind, a director of the Bank of France most likely should be a pot-bellied or skinny, shrewd businessman with broad connections and a body hollowed out by wine and women. Mr. Maboeuf before him looked more like a scholar—elegant and steadfast. Especially Mr. Maboeuf's expressed understanding of economics just now shocked Arthur greatly.

Whether it was Adam Smith, free trade, or national credit, the gold standard, fiscal balance—these terms were not unfamiliar to Arthur Henderson. It wasn't just Maboeuf or scholars from Cambridge University who used these terms. Whenever economic issues were discussed, the British upper class would more or less use one or two of these terms.

Mr. Arthur started as a foundry worker and later became the chairman of the Newcastle branch of the Iron Founders' Union. To become Foreign Secretary, one naturally needed relatively broad knowledge. After some remedial lessons, singling out these terms wouldn't leave Mr. Arthur completely ignorant.

The content discussed between Director Maboeuf and the British scholars wasn't just picking out certain economic terms. British Foreign Secretary Arthur Henderson could only vaguely feel that this combination was describing a certain economic state, but he couldn't understand what this economic state was trying to reveal.

This feeling made Minister Arthur uncomfortable. He knew he was different from his predecessor, British Foreign Secretary Austen Chamberlain, who came from a noble background, graduated from Trinity College, was proficient in diplomacy, and well-read in economic works. He indeed had significant deficiencies in the economic field.

(Neville Chamberlain, who served as British Prime Minister from 1937 to 1940, was the half-brother of former Foreign Secretary Austen Chamberlain.)

But saying nothing wouldn't do either. Arthur Henderson, hoping to achieve something in banning war, said to Director Maboeuf, "Mr. Maboeuf, I wonder if the French government would be happy to see world peace."

Director Maboeuf was stunned for a moment. He thought Minister Arthur meant that the continuous high growth of the French economy would break the political balance in Europe. So he replied, "Mr. Foreign Secretary, judging from historical experience, Britain generally adopts a rather conservative view when faced with the emergence of a strong economy on the European continent."

Minister Arthur interpreted this as Maboeuf desiring peace. If the French economic sector agreed with peace, Minister Arthur felt that the British foreign policy he had been promoting would receive a good response, so he continued to probe, "If France is willing to strongly support the League of Nations and support the International Disarmament Conference, the world will be safer."

Maboeuf was dumbfounded, wondering if he had heard wrong. Just as Director Maboeuf was about to continue probing, the private secretary standing beside Minister Arthur quickly spoke up, "Your Excellency, the BBC has new news. Do you want to take a look?"

Arthur cared about the situation in China, so he hurried to leave temporarily. Maboeuf became interested and detained Minister Arthur's private secretary, probing, "Britain wants to sign a disarmament treaty? Is the target the various great powers, or Britain and the United States?"

The private secretary complained about Minister Arthur in his heart. People from the Labour Party just didn't understand international politics; Britain was now seriously considering the possibility of using military means to influence Sino-French relations. Although a fight wouldn't break out in the end, making absolutely no compromise with France was the current priority. It wasn't that Foreign Secretary Arthur really didn't understand these things, but Arthur absolutely shouldn't say such words when facing the French; the French side would definitely try every means to exploit such an opportunity.

Thinking of this, the private secretary replied coldly, "Can your words be interpreted as Mr. Maboeuf having the power to manipulate the French Cabinet again?"

As a director of the Bank of France with 10 years of work experience in the British financial sector, Maboeuf naturally knew that British secretaries, as civil servants, were all sharp characters. Minister Arthur's private secretary first labeled him with 'capitalist interference in politics' in his reply. Maboeuf certainly couldn't admit that the Bank of France controlled the French government, so he could only deny such a possibility. Then next, Minister Arthur's private secretary could continue to ask: "Mr. Maboeuf, since you have no intention of manipulating the French Cabinet, what is your purpose in inquiring about this matter?"

Things developed just as Director Maboeuf expected. The minister's private secretary opposite him spoke almost word for word what Maboeuf had predicted, forcefully eliminating a matter that could very likely affect Sino-French relations.

Mr. Maboeuf could only smile at the minister's secretary, then turned and left. At this moment, a crowded circle appeared at the banquet venue. Mr. Maboeuf found it interesting and leaned over. Soon, he heard someone inside speaking English with a strange accent non-existent in Europe, conversing with the people surrounding him.

Hearing the voice, Maboeuf thought it was probably the Chinese representative, Mei Youqian. This guy was a consultant to the Chinese Ministry of Finance and liked his drink a bit; judging by his voice, he seemed to be in high spirits from drinking. However, as a consultant, what Mei Youqian said was just the words of a consultant and had little influence on politics. Standing outside the circle listening, although Mei Youqian was full of emotion, what he said were all economic concepts, which made Maboeuf admire him considerably.

There was nothing to pick on about a Chinese Ministry of Finance consultant expressing economic views. In Europe, this belonged to academic exchange, which was quite open and free. Unless Mei Youqian received an appointment from the Chinese Ministry of Finance shortly after this academic statement and became an official, Europe couldn't easily make an issue of his academic views, even if they weren't accepted.

"I really suggest you all read Chairman He's new book carefully. In the book *Guideposts in the Economic Maze*, Chairman He expounded a view that after Marxism appeared as an academic theory, it not only ended utopian socialism but also ended utopian capitalism. Before the birth of Marxism, capitalists came from several different sources. And whether they could be considered modern capitalists was also very doubtful. After the birth of Marxism, a clear definition was made for modern capitalists. All modern capitalists should set up a memorial tablet for the founding masters and worship Marx and Engels every day."

Laughter and applause came from the crowd—some mocking, some amused, and some attendees genuinely expressing support and agreement.

Mei Youqian didn't care at all and continued, "Only after the birth of Marxism did true capitalism and socialism appear. These two became two sides of the same coin, and the essence of the coin is the operation of capital. When the hazy guesses peculiar to utopian capitalism and utopian socialism are replaced by rational reality, capitalism and socialism will discover that there are so many similarities and so many differences between them. And opposing feudalism and the privilege system has become the common goal of both."

Maboeuf felt Mei Youqian had drunk a bit too much, getting carried away. Just as he wanted to turn and leave, he heard a young voice ask from within the circle, "Do you think the privilege system refers to colonialism?"

Maboeuf's body involuntarily trembled, and he stopped his steps. Although he couldn't see clearly who the young man speaking was, this question was too sharp and incisive. There were many contradictions between Britain and France, but both countries belonged to the same coin, the ancient coin of colonialism.

"What is the difference between a black slave and a black national?" Mei Youqian asked back. Although his voice still had that somewhat excited feeling after drinking too much, Maboeuf understood that knowing how to avoid sharp questions proved Mei Youqian showed absolutely no sign of losing control.

Everyone in the circle didn't answer. Mei Youqian gave the answer himself: "A black slave has no property belonging to him, so naturally no consumption power. A black national is legally granted the right to own private property. Normally speaking, the vast majority of normal people hope to own more private property and wealth. If they own it, they have the possibility of consumption power. Of course, possibility is just possibility and may not necessarily become reality. But with the possibility of increasing national consumption power, there is a chance to promote national economic development through consumption. Why is utopian capitalism utopian? Because utopian capitalism created the possibility that capitalism can control everything. In reality, such a possibility absolutely does not exist. Even if capitalists all over the world unite and cooperate fully, can they control everything in the world?"

As a member of the capitalists, Maboeuf felt these words were too heartwarming. The Bank of France possessed the right to mint francs, but the Bank of France only expected not to get into trouble itself. On the basis of not getting into trouble, if it could possess more influence, that would be quite good too. If it saw it couldn't solve a problem, it would quickly kick the trouble aside. Ruling the entire France—the Bank of France had neither such a desire nor had ever done so. But society insisted on believing the Bank of France was the mastermind behind France. Mr. Maboeuf now believed that anyone with such an idea was undoubtedly a 'utopian capitalist.'

At this moment, Mei Youqian's voice was particularly loud amidst the low chuckles around him. "And everyone doesn't need to worry about capitalists controlling the world. If such a thing really happened, then the proletarians of the world would also unite!"

A burst of explosive laughter erupted from the crowd. Because the listeners laughed too hard, there was some pushing and shoving among them. The previously neat circle became a bit crooked.

Through the gaps in the crowd, Mr. Maboeuf saw Mei Youqian in the middle raising his glass, elegantly saluting the surrounding audience, and then walking out of the circle. The crowd made way, and many people applauded, so much so that many people around looked over.

Watching the calm demeanor of this somewhat chubby young scholar, Maboeuf was filled with emotion. The current Chinese upper echelon had a confidence Maboeuf found hard to imagine. This was a confidence synthesized from military victories, economic development, institutional construction, and the rapid improvement of people's welfare.

If the previous Chinese people's expectations for a rich country and strong army were utopian, after He Rui led the Chinese people to truly achieve these, at least the confidence of the Chinese upper echelon rose unprecedentedly. As a citizen of France, a former world empire, Maboeuf could understand the changes in the Chinese upper echelon very well.

Like before, too lazy to explain to China, only demanding China obey the decisions of the great powers. Ignoring China's feelings was the greatest arrogance toward China. Now, no great power dared to treat China with such an attitude anymore. China had already changed the world. Relying on the effective use of its own strength, the Chinese had forced the world powers to choose to cooperate with China. The respect of the great powers for China was obtained through China's own strength. As long as the Chinese didn't give it up voluntarily, no one could take it away.
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British Foreign Secretary Arthur Henderson read the latest news from the BBC and was momentarily at a loss on how to evaluate the visit of the Chairman of the Republic of China to Japan in mid-June. After the Japanese Revolution, the British Foreign Office believed that the situation in East Asia had already settled. As an important force in East Asia, Japan was unlikely to cooperate with extra-regional forces in the short term. As the dominant force in East Asia, China had redefined the East Asian order. To express goodwill to its junior partner Japan, visiting Japan was only a matter of time.

However, the British Foreign Office initially thought He Rui would visit Japan last year. They hadn't expected He Rui to be so patient, only announcing his visit to Japan now.

The BBC was a public medium, a bit later than Foreign Secretary Arthur, but the news of He Rui's visit to Japan soon spread among these bigwigs. The reaction of the bigwigs was not intense; they merely expressed appreciation for He Rui's precise judgment of timing.

In the next two days, the governments of major European powers received reports. The foreign ministries of major European powers all believed that He Rui's visit to Japan, in the external environment where the economic crisis in Europe and America led to a decline in their imports, greatly increased the importance of the Chinese market to Japan. Especially since the US was expected to announce a new tariff law before He Rui's visit, which would have a greater impact on Japanese exports.

The report submitted by the British Foreign Office concluded: "...Renmin Road (the location of the Central Government of the Republic of China, already used to refer to the Chinese government) decided to visit Japan when Japan needs the Chinese market most. This trip will definitely bring generous political gifts, and Japan will also express its attitude to China. The Chinese government claims that China will be the world economic growth point in the next ten years, and Japan is willing to let the entire East Asia also become a growth point. The cooperation between the two sides will be elevated to a whole new level."

This was not only the view of the British Foreign Office but also the view of major European powers. The US Secretary of State's view given to President Hoover was exactly the same. President Hoover didn't say anything immediately after reading the report. Seven months had passed since November 1929. In early April of this year, the US upper echelon felt the economic crisis was probably about to pass. Unexpectedly, starting from the end of April, the US stock market took another dive. A large number of companies went bankrupt, banks collapsed, and agricultural product prices also plummeted.

Everyone in the Republican government understood that increasing tariffs would directly trigger a world trade war, but without increasing taxes, there was no way to make American voters understand that the US government had the determination to protect the interests of US nationals at all costs. President Hoover had actually made up his mind; taxes must be increased.

Different from what President Hoover thought, the Secretary of State didn't consider changing the President's view at all. In the US political structure, the President seemed to have immense power, but the US was a federal country, and state rights were very strong. The fields where the President could truly make decisions were concentrated in military and diplomacy. The military and diplomacy of the US federal government served American voters. If any US President told voters that to maintain good relations between the federal government and foreign countries, the interests of American voters had to be sacrificed, this President wouldn't need to serve anymore.

Therefore, the *Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act* must be implemented, especially now that the US government had received 34 diplomatic protests. Although the Chinese government didn't make a diplomatic protest, the Chinese Ambassador to the US formally raised serious concerns with the US government. Besides diplomatic protests, governments of various countries stated one after another that if the US raised tariffs on a large scale, they would implement reciprocal retaliation against the US.

With things evolving to this stage, the US, styling itself as a world power, actually couldn't change the decision. If President Hoover dared to adopt moderate measures, he would be seen by the American public as a leader incapable of protecting the US. This meant President Hoover's political life was essentially over. The view of the American people was simple: since the US was suffering, there was no reason to let other countries enjoy happiness based on US suffering.

The Secretary of State only said, "Mr. President, should we still invite Mr. Rockefeller to the White House?"

Hoover hesitated for a moment. Inviting Rockefeller to the White House was to ask this guy for advice on Sino-US trade. The Rockefeller consortium, known for acting boldly and arrogantly, had been signing agreements with China to establish oil joint ventures in the past month. Moreover, the Rockefeller consortium also announced extensively, "The Rockefeller Company has signed a $500,000 single-well drilling agreement with China. The depth of this exploration well will reach a record-breaking 1,300 to 1,400 meters. In the world, only the Rockefeller Company has the strength to construct a well of such depth."

Now the entire US, and even the world, was paying close attention to this matter. An oil field is a large area containing abundant oil beneath it. But whether a well capable of stable oil production can be drilled depends on luck with current technology.

The single-well agreement signed between China and the Rockefeller Company stipulated that China would provide the drilling location and the Rockefeller Company would be responsible for construction. The general conservative view was that both the Chinese government and Rockefeller were crazy. But speculators eager for high profit returns through high-risk investments had a different view. If this oil well really drilled to the astonishing depth of 1,300 meters and produced oil smoothly, it meant the Land and Resources Bureau of the Chinese government possessed world-class geologists. Cooperation between these brilliant geologists and the crazy engineers of the Rockefeller Company would lead world oil exploration into a brand-new field. Areas previously thought not to produce oil might become oil-producing areas, greatly increasing oil production.

Now that a world trade war was about to unfold, inviting Rockefeller at this time might release a misunderstood signal. President Hoover replied to the Secretary of State, "Let's wait until the matter is over."

Having received the answer and with nothing else, the Secretary of State got up and left. Only after the Secretary of State left did the White House Chief of Staff say, "Mr. President, Mr. Henry Ford and Mr. Thomas W. Lamont, CEO of J.P. Morgan, have both requested a full meeting with you."

Two days later, on June 7, several cars stopped in front of the J.P. Morgan headquarters. Reporters who got the news stepped forward one after another, but bodyguards immediately blocked them outside. The reporters shouted to the few people getting out of the cars, "Mr. Lamont, there are rumors that the President accepted your suggestion?"

The people getting out didn't look back, walking straight into the J.P. Morgan headquarters with grave expressions. Before long, the closed elevator doors dinged and slowly opened. Thomas W. Lamont, who had finished meeting with President Hoover, walked out with several economists accompanying him. Morgan's secretary immediately pushed open the door of the conference room not far from the elevator, and the group of bigwigs waiting inside looked out.

The result of the meeting had already reached New York first, but the US consortium bigwigs still waited for Thomas W. Lamont to tell them personally what happened.

Soon, Thomas W. Lamont, CEO of J.P. Morgan, recounted everything that happened in the conference room. Lamont hated Hoover's stubbornness so much that he described the process when the talks reached a deadlock almost in tears. "Gentlemen, I said to President Herbert Hoover personally at that time, 'Mr. President, if it could make you refuse to sign the stupid *Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act*, I am willing to kneel to you right now. If you want me to kiss your feet after kneeling, I will do it immediately.' But President Hoover stated that this is the will of the American voters, and he cannot refuse."

The US consortium tycoons were silent. Everyone could understand how Lamont pleaded at that time. And not only Lamont, but major US consortiums all tried every means to persuade Hoover. Auto giant Henry Ford spent a whole night at the White House trying to make Hoover understand that the *Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act* was a stupid policy that could never achieve its goal. But the answers received were all the same; Hoover rejected the tycoons' requests on the grounds of the 'voters' will.

Not only Hoover, but the members of the Senate and House of Representatives were the same. For their votes, the congressmen didn't care about the consortiums' views at all.

When the depressing atmosphere almost reached its peak, someone suddenly laughed out loud. Many tycoons were furious in their hearts, 'Fxxk' blurring out involuntarily, while looking at the person laughing. Seeing it was Rockefeller who laughed, the tycoons fell silent. If Rockefeller's investment in China succeeded, he would become the American tycoon closest to the Chinese government, possessing certain influence on the Chinese government. At least, Rockefeller had the opportunity to meet with Chairman He Rui of the Republic of China and could often communicate face-to-face with Premier Wu Youping of the Republic of China. Even if they wanted to scold Rockefeller, they had to wait for Rockefeller to finish his view first.

Sure enough, Rockefeller spoke. "Gentlemen, I'd rather the newspapers' descriptions of us were true now. In their descriptions, we possess the strength to control the US government."

Many tycoons laughed. Either bitter smiles or laughed out of anger at Rockefeller's words. Newspapers always described American tycoons as the behind-the-scenes bosses of the US government and Congress. In newspaper stories, as long as tycoons bribed judges, they could also dominate US court verdicts.

This couldn't be said to be entirely false. Tycoons had money; even if they killed someone, they could escape legal judgment. However, the fact that tycoons had to find ways to escape legal judgment meant they couldn't confront the law, the government, or public opinion. If tycoons really had the strength described by newspapers, why would they need to pay money to settle things? A slight hint from a subordinate would achieve the goal.

But Rockefeller's arrogant attitude still triggered dissatisfaction from some people. Someone immediately mocked unhappily, "Then what suggestion does Mr. Rockefeller have? Want us to join the Communist Party?"

This remark triggered explosive laughter from the tycoons. In American newspaper propaganda, the Soviet Union was such a lawless political system where government officials controlling enterprise management could imprison or even shoot people at will.

Rockefeller calmly watched the group of tycoons finish laughing and take out handkerchiefs to wipe away tears of laughter before saying, "Gentlemen, US foreign trade will fall into a trough for a long time. We don't have many choices left, and the most effective one is foreign investment. Personally, I will invest in China and Germany. Investing in China is because China will be the growth point of world economic development in the future. Investing in Germany is because the German economy is about to collapse, and as a powerful industrial country, Germany has assets in quite a few fields available for investment and acquisition. As for the US government, it no longer has the ability to solve the current problems."

Hearing that Rockefeller didn't mean to mock but seriously pointed out the future direction, the tycoons calmed down quickly. People who could sit in this conference room had all experienced various losses and failures. Just like J.P. Morgan and many capitalists present, a few months ago, to save the market, they threw 1 billion dollars into the New York stock market. It didn't even make a splash before being completely swallowed by the plummeting stock market.

For others, suffering losses of hundreds of millions, even if not bankrupt, would at least be devastated. But for the people in this conference room, although such losses made them ache, the lessons brought by the losses also allowed them to make judgments on the future economic situation. As long as there was a clear investment direction, these people in the conference room could be sure they could still earn substantial benefits. The previous losses might not count for much compared to future gains.

Thomas W. Lamont, CEO of J.P. Morgan, had also sorted out his mood at this time and asked seriously, "I heard that Chinese Chairman Mr. He Rui is a very outstanding economist."

Rockefeller shook his head. "No."

The tycoons were stunned, then heard Rockefeller continue, "Mr. He Rui is the best economist I have ever seen."

Lamont was stunned for a moment, then asked, "Then facing the best economist controlling millions of troops, we have no means to ensure safety in front of him."

"Why do you think an economist would want to kill us? Because he believes in Communism?" Rockefeller asked somewhat mockingly.

Lamont also felt his description of worry was unreasonable, so he tried to continue with a calm emotion. "Mr. Rockefeller, you provide key technology and equipment that China needs; an excellent politician will never damage your interests. But I think our ordinary investment interests cannot be guaranteed."

Rockefeller lifted his chin somewhat disgustedly at his secretary. The secretary was stunned, then quickly took out a book from his briefcase and handed it to Rockefeller. Rockefeller pressed this hardcover book and pushed it on the table. The smooth book cover slid far on the smooth black walnut long table and stopped in front of Lamont.

Lamont, CEO of J.P. Morgan, picked up the book in confusion and saw the title written in English on the cover: *Guideposts in the Economic Maze*. Rockefeller didn't wait for Lamont to open the book and continued, "If you read the chapter in this book on how the state manages investment, you can understand China's policy decision-making method. China's policy formulation principle for ordinary investment management is very reasonable: by limiting the total amount of investment, ensuring economic development does not trigger severe inflation. That is to say, the reason many investments do not pass review at this stage is not directed at the investors' views, nor is it a restriction on investment content. Rather, the total investment amount is too large relative to the capacity of the Chinese economy, so to ensure China's domestic economic security, accepting investment is suspended. Once China's total economic volume rises, the total amount of allowed investment will increase."

Lamont was stunned. In the US, wanting to invest also required smoothing relationships first. Without the protection of local powerbrokers in various states and localities, foreign investment would be eaten clean. Even if American companies wanted to invest, they had to smooth relationships first. But the restriction and management of Chinese investment mentioned by Rockefeller seemed to completely disregard these, only considering economic security from the national level. Such reality seemed like a fairy tale.

Rockefeller ignored others' views and said to himself, "Gentlemen, out of friendship for you all, I recommend you read this book. As for what conclusions you draw after reading, that is your freedom."

Hearing such arrogant speech, many tycoons wanted to snort in contempt. But He Rui's prestige made American tycoons subconsciously feel it was better to be cautious.
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Before holding rallies, American politicians would distribute leaflets and visit homes to give notice. This made it very easy for the Chinese embassy and consulates in the US to grasp the news. With three days left until June 10, Chinese staff in the US, based on this information, visited the venues where American politicians were holding rallies one by one.

The *Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act* was a major event in the eyes of various governments, but not necessarily in the eyes of American voters. Half a year after the outbreak of the economic crisis, unemployed workers and impoverished farmers didn't care at all. Politicians desperately recounted to their voters what specific services they had provided, intending to secure votes and get re-elected.

Only when voters asked loudly, "What should we do if our products can't be sold?" would politicians mention the *Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act*. Chinese diplomatic personnel wanted to see what American politicians would say to the American people, so they listened attentively. The politicians' explanation was simple and lively: "Since foreigners don't buy American products, we won't buy foreign goods either. If Americans use American goods, our products will have a market!"

Even though Chinese diplomatic personnel already had some understanding of the US, hearing such vote-canvassing views that disregarded internal logic, they couldn't help but sigh with emotion, writing an ancient sentence in their report: 'The village worthy is the thief of virtue.'

Soon, the time came to June 10, 1930. In the early morning, newsboys delivered newspapers to thousands of households. Newspapers such as *The Wall Street Journal*, *The New York Times*, and *The Washington Post* were all criticizing and opposing the *Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act*.

'...Some people believe that by driving foreign goods out of the US, American factories will regain orders, and unemployed workers will find jobs. By driving foreign agricultural products out of the US, the prices of American agricultural products will rise, and American farmers, who are being pressed for debt by banks and creditors due to the plummeting prices of agricultural products, can sell the agricultural products in their hands and tide over the immediate difficulties.

'But these are obviously impossible to happen, because the total value of imported goods in 1929 only accounted for 4.2% of the US Gross National Product, while the total value of exported goods only accounted for 5.0%. This proportion has a very small impact on the US economy, and the total volume of industrial and agricultural products exported by the US exceeds the volume imported from abroad. The result of a trade war will only reduce the total demand for goods within the US, making US domestic demand even lower.

'If one wants to gain economic confidence, one must obtain new demand...'

Although knowing that a trade war was inevitable, various US newspapers were still making futile struggles.

At 10 a.m. on June 10, President Hoover in the White House signed his name on the *Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act* document, officially launching the US trade war against the world. According to the provisions of the *Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act*, the adjusted average actual tariff rate of the US reached 57.3%, and duty-free goods accounted for only 8% of all imported goods. In 1900, the average actual tariff rate of the US was only 29.7%.

On the day the US raised tariffs, the vast majority of countries, including China, made the decision to adopt retaliatory tariffs against the US. The countries that didn't take retaliatory tariff measures were basically countries controlled by the US, like Cuba and Panama.

On June 11, the French Élysée Palace announced to the world that additional tariffs would be imposed on Germany, the Netherlands, Belgium, Britain, and Italy. Chinese Premier Wu Youping was in a meeting at this time. After reading the telegram urgently delivered by his secretary, he immediately paused the meeting discussion and circulated the telegram to the comrades.

The ministers attending the meeting were all meticulous people. First, they repeatedly confirmed that China was not among the targets targeted by France, and France had no hint of increasing tariffs on China. This was an economic meeting, and the Foreign Minister did not attend. Everyone looked at Wu Youping, waiting for more accurate news.

Wu Youping had made a decision at this time; he didn't want to inform the comrades of the judgment He Rui had made. Since things had happened just as He Rui expected, it was best to accept the fait accompli. With He Rui present, Wu Youping had confidence in dealing with all problems. As for the current situation, Wu Youping wanted to give an explanation to the comrades.

"Comrades, the current world has split into several camps centered on currency: the Sterling bloc, the Franc bloc, the Dollar bloc, and the East Asian bloc. I believe that for a long time in the future, we will have to face such a situation. After all, the situation happening now is caused by the earlier division of the world by these currency zones. At least East Asia and the Soviet Union have actually completed the construction of an economic cooperation organization and are operating effectively. The future world will not change particularly drastically."

After hearing Wu Youping's description, the Minister of Finance smiled bitterly. "Could the world's re-division be a result predicted by the Chairman long ago? We really rushed to complete the economic cooperation model between East Asia and the Soviet Union with all our strength before the final strategic window closed. This timing is really too coincidental."

Wu Youping had similar thoughts, believing He Rui could fully control the future. Now he was convinced that at least until May 1922, before the Northeast finally had the power to fight Japan, He Rui was constantly adjusting and modifying plans. Thinking of how lucky China was, Wu Youping felt his heart gripped by something, very panicked and uncomfortable.

"Countries that chose to cooperate with us haven't suffered losses!" Minister of Industry Zhuang Jiaxiong also sighed. As Minister of Industry, he naturally had his views, and this line of thought wasn't a whimsical idea. Industrial development requires cooperation. Through various cooperations, China obtained technology, funds, and raw materials, helping Chinese industry reach its current height. In return, the Soviet Union, which cooperated with China earliest, developed quite smoothly. After the civil war, the interior of the Soviet Union was beaten into ruins and also suffered from the blockade of Western countries. But now the Soviet Union was developing rapidly domestically, and the people had sufficient light industrial goods for consumption.

Recently, the Soviet Union also obtained China's synthetic ammonia technology and registered a company in China. A member of the Central Committee of the CPSU, half a rank lower than a Soviet Politburo member, served as the Party Secretary of this Chinese company, trading with countries around the world in the futures trading market in Shanghai. Although European and American countries all knew that shell company belonged to the Soviet Union, they tacitly pretended not to know. The Soviet Union made a lot of money by selling grain at international market prices through this shell company.

Japan and France both gained substantial benefits in cooperation. Even Korea was able to restore its country, and the restoration of Ryukyu was also under negotiation, which should be concluded after He Rui's visit to Japan. The compensation paid to Japan would also be borne by China.

This is what a regional leader should look like, so the comrades didn't know what they could say. If they had to say something, it was heartfelt emotion: how lucky a country is if it possesses a true strategist.

Wu Youping decided to continue the meeting. He said, "Today's meeting is about the setting of national projects..."

At this time, the secretary pushed the door open and entered. "Premier, the Chairman's office called, asking everyone to prepare for a plenary meeting of Central Committee members in Beijing today."

Wu Youping breathed a sigh of relief, feeling relaxed all over. This was the right thing! With such a big event happening, Wu Youping felt uncomfortable all over if He Rui didn't hold a meeting for everyone. Most of the ministers were Central Committee members; only Minister of Culture Zhou Shuren and Minister of Health Pang Congcong were not.

Wu Youping said to the secretary, "Notify other comrades immediately, and also ask the Chairman for a time to come to the meeting."

In the next hour or so, the comrades in the conference room sat or stood, discussing animatedly. Zhuang Jiaxiong and Wu Youping stood by the window. Zhuang Jiaxiong sighed, "Youping, let me tell you something. In '22, I even wrote my suicide note."

Wu Youping smiled. "Do you think I didn't write one?"

Zhuang Jiaxiong and the few comrades nearby didn't find it strange. Japan in 1922, if not at its zenith, was powerful and full of confidence. When He Rui issued the general mobilization order, everyone had considered the possibility of defeat. Looking back now, the few comrades were very proud; at that time, everyone had absolutely no intention of fleeing. All had made up their minds to fight to the death.

Since it was a relaxed state of rest at this time, everyone simply chatted about what happened afterward. He Rui seized the fleeting strategic window afterward. Unifying China without bloodshed, forcing Britain to recognize China in the Sino-British War in Burma. On the second day after signing the three joint communiqués with Britain, he turned to launch a diplomatic war with the US, thereby forcing the US to reach a diplomatic reconciliation with China.

At that time, the comrades in the government all thought China would fully repair relations with the US, but unexpectedly, He Rui was able to sign a comprehensive cooperative relationship with France, obtaining an interest-free loan of 20 billion francs and fully introducing required industrial technologies from France. As for the outbreak of revolution in Japan, it was because Japan was strategically forced into a desperate situation by China led by He Rui that it had to start a revolution from within.

Now, with the outbreak of the economic crisis in the US, East Asia and the Soviet Union formed an economic community, becoming a major force in an increasingly divided world. From a strategic perspective, this was moving from one victory to another greater victory. Every major event that occurred in the past 15 years finally converged to the present, constructing an external environment incomparably favorable to China.

"Youping, what do you think the Chairman will say to us?"

"What do you think, Old Zhuang?"

"Even now, what else can he say? I think it's to develop the economy with all our strength." Zhuang Jiaxiong answered readily.

The surrounding comrades felt it should indeed be this content. Now was the most favorable time for China's economic development. With money, people, and technology, not taking the opportunity to go all out now would be doing a disservice to the currently incomparably superior environment.

Wu Youping also felt it should be like this. The Chinese people had suffered for too long; it was time to live a few good days.

As comrades continued to arrive, the conference room became livelier. When Foreign Minister Li Shiguang arrived, he immediately became the focus. Li Shiguang also immediately informed the comrades of the latest news: "The French Ministry of Foreign Affairs has clearly conveyed the message to us that tariffs on other countries are to protect France's economic security, and France will never make any decision affecting Sino-French trade."

The statement from France constructed a relatively complete status quo of world trade. China was still in a very favorable position, and nothing could affect China's economic development anymore.

At this time, the door opened, and He Rui walked in. Comrades stood up one after another, looking confidently at He Rui who had constructed the current strategic situation. He Rui walked to the main seat, stood there, and asked everyone to sit down quickly. All seats were filled. A smile appeared on He Rui's face. "According to my judgment, no major war will break out in the next 10 years. In the next 7 years, all work must revolve around the economy."

Wu Youping asked immediately, "Then what is the economic target?"

He Rui waved his hand. "I can't give a clear target right now. Leading the State Council is Premier Wu Youping's job. I will ask various ministries and commissions to report their work to me in the future. I hope comrades can get used to me in the next ten years."

Looking at He Rui's gentle expression, the Central Committee members felt a chill on their backs. It seemed almost impossible not to be criticized when reporting work.

He Rui continued, "Future work will revolve around the economy, revolve around improving people's living standards and consumption ability, going all out. This is what I want to say this time."

"Specifically, how should we do it?" Minister of Agriculture Sun Tianan asked.

He Rui sat back in his seat. "Comrade Sun Tianan, please sit next to me."

There was silence in the conference room; everyone dared not even breathe loudly. Many felt lucky in their hearts; if Sun Tianan hadn't asked first, they might have asked. Then it would be their turn to face He Rui now.

Wu Youping gave up his seat to Sun Tianan. He walked to the seat Sun Tianan had just sat in and sat down, hearing He Rui ask, "What does the Ministry of Agriculture think this year's yield per mu is?"

"Currently, in some areas with good water conservancy facilities, like the Huguang and Jiangzhe regions, due to the sufficient supply of synthetic ammonia, as well as phosphate and potassium fertilizers, the rice yield per mu has reached 700 jin. In the Yellow and Huai River regions, where water conservancy is relatively well-built, the wheat yield per mu has reached 400 jin. In other areas, wheat yield per mu is between 200 and 240 jin, and rice yield per mu is 500 jin." Sun Tianan answered fluently.

Central Committee members had some understanding of yield per mu. Previously, wheat yield per mu was only 140 jin, and now it reached 200-240 jin. He Rui asked calmly, "Why is the increase in yield per mu only about 35% from 1925 to now? Converted into annual growth, it's only 7%. A large part of this yield increase is due to production recovery after land distribution. Excluding this part of restorative production increase, the actual annual grain production increase is less than 4%. With so many water conservancy projects, such large investment in improved seeds and pesticides, is there only this much production increase?"

He Rui's tone was very plain, not aggressive, but Minister of Agriculture Sun Tianan and many ministers began to sweat on their foreheads. These questions were harsh in a sense, but as the Minister of Agriculture, he indeed had to explain this.

Sun Tianan pondered for a while before saying, "Chairman, at this stage, rural water conservancy projects in various provinces have just been completed, and the number of technical personnel required for agriculture is insufficient."

"Since you say the number of agricultural technical personnel is insufficient, which kind of technical personnel is insufficient?"

"The number of personnel for agricultural technology R&D is insufficient, and the number of personnel for agricultural technology popularization is also insufficient. To create these agricultural technologies, we are collecting data and forming research teams. We need time. Training agricultural technical personnel also takes time."

"Have you contacted scholars in relevant fields abroad, inviting them to China to conduct research or give lectures? France, Britain, the US, especially Germany, have very many experts in the agricultural field. Have you considered inviting these experts?"

Sun Tianan was stunned. Someone in the Ministry of Agriculture had indeed proposed it, but everyone felt it seemed inappropriate. Now that He Rui asked, Sun Tianan couldn't answer. The Ministry of Agriculture hadn't conducted specialized discussions on this issue, only thinking they should strive to train talents themselves.

He Rui continued to ask, "As for the shortage of agricultural technical personnel, have you approached the Ministry of Education, asking them to set up relevant majors in universities, colleges, and technical institutes? And formulate the goals of relevant majors? Have you recruited relevant personnel from society, signed contracts with them, and improved agricultural demand through these means?"

Sun Tianan was silent for a good while, finally answering in a low voice, "No."

"Why didn't you do this?" He Rui continued to ask.

"...We felt the Ministry of Agriculture could solve these problems."

"Then has the Ministry of Agriculture solved them now?" He Rui pressed relentlessly.

Sun Tianan lowered his head and answered softly, "Not solved."

"Minister Sun, it is now the summer harvest and summer planting period; the Ministry of Agriculture is very busy. Then regarding the questions I just asked, how long do you plan to take to give me an answer? Is two weeks okay?"

"...One month." Sun Tianan dared not state a shorter time at all.

He Rui thought for a moment. "Alright, I'll wait to talk about work with you again in a month."

After speaking, He Rui looked at the secretary, who immediately took out a notebook to record it. Watching this scene, none of the Central Committee members thought of mocking Sun Tianan. Everyone imagined whether they could hold up if they encountered such questioning in their own duties. After some imagination, everyone felt they probably couldn't.

At this time, He Rui had stood up. "In the next 7 years, China's economic work must focus on economic construction. We launched the revolution to let the Chinese people have a better life, not to squeeze the blood and sweat of the people to build a powerful army to realize my ambitions. If comrades have no other questions, the meeting is adjourned for today."

After a good while, no one spoke. He Rui said, "Meeting adjourned!" and walked out of the conference room door. Only after He Rui left did Sun Tianan raise his head. Wu Youping looked at Sun Tianan with some sympathy, seeing his face covered in sweat. Wu Youping looked at other Central Committee members and also felt some sympathy in his heart. Reporting to He Rui wasn't an easy task. But at least China had too many resources to utilize now; if domestic ones were insufficient, they could find foreign ones. Compared to the Siping government in 1915, the current comrades were practically in heaven.



★


Chapter 581: The Public Opinion Battlefield (11)

Volume 6 — Chapter 21

❧ ❧ ❧


On his way back to the office, Foreign Minister Li Shiguang reflected that serving directly under He Rui's leadership was a relatively relaxed job. Even so, Li Shiguang dared not slack off; upon returning to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, he immediately prepared to convene a meeting. However, the Director of the General Office appeared before him first. "Minister Li, we have received a notification..."

Less than half an hour later, Li Shiguang appeared on the Second Ring Road. At the scene of a traffic accident, two cars remained stopped in the position of their collision. One car window was shattered, and a long crack had appeared on the windshield. Seeing Li Shiguang arrive, the police officer on duty hurried over to report the situation. "Minister Li, two cars collided. Fortunately, no one was injured. Regarding the cause of the accident, the British Embassy's vehicle bears the primary responsibility. However, our people were furious at the time. After getting out of the car, they demanded the people in the British Embassy vehicle come out. The British Ambassador didn't dare to emerge, only sending a secretary. Then..."

As he spoke, the police officer led Li Shiguang to the side of the British Embassy's vehicle and pointed to the ground. Li Shiguang looked and saw the small British flag that had been mounted on the car. It had been torn down and thrown onto the ground. Judging by the tattered state of the flag, it had been trampled and ground into the dirt with force.

The police officer's account matched what Li Shiguang had heard. The Chinese car owner, distressed over his vehicle and seeing the British occupants refusing to exit theirs, recalled the lawless rampages of foreigners in China. In a fit of rage, he had directly ripped off the British flag, threw it to the ground, and trampled it.

Diplomatically speaking, this was an act of profound disrespect toward Great Britain. However, Li Shiguang was not particularly worried. Both sides were at fault in this incident, and the current British government was unlikely to go to war over such a matter. Walking up to the British Embassy's car, he saw British Ambassador Miles Lampson already opening the door to welcome him. Li Shiguang shook hands with the British Ambassador and said, "I apologize to you for the radical actions of my country's citizen."

British Ambassador Lampson shook his head. "Minister Li, if you respect the diplomatic interests of our two countries, I hope you can ensure this matter does not appear in the newspapers."

Li Shiguang paused for a moment before understanding Lampson's reasoning. Sino-British relations were currently tepid, which did not align with British national interests. Lampson was displaying the high caliber of a diplomat, which Li Shiguang genuinely appreciated.

"How do you intend to handle the collision itself?" Li Shiguang asked, showing no leniency regarding the accident. Until the police provided their final investigation conclusion, he could not make any statement on that front.

The next day, the Asian edition of *Le Figaro* carried the news of the car accident as its headline. Li Shiguang was helpless; he had already made arrangements regarding this matter, and domestic newspapers should not have published any news about it. But *Le Figaro* was a French newspaper. The Chinese government could do nothing about their Asian edition publishing a car accident that had indeed occurred.

Sure enough, the British Embassy made no mention of the incident. On the same day, France's *Le Figaro* and several other major French newspapers published or reprinted the news: "British diplomats in China rampage lawlessly, violating traffic rules and hitting people. This proves that the British government continues to hold an arrogant attitude toward China. This narrow-minded islander mentality is a thousand-year-old British tradition."

Upon seeing the news, the British Foreign Office lost even the impulse to be angry. Ambassador Lampson's handling of the situation had been very appropriate, and the Chinese side's response had also demonstrated sincerity. As for France jumping out to stir up trouble, it was truly not surprising in the least.

Consequently, British newspapers immediately reported on the matter: "No one was injured in this car accident. The British Ambassador to China has already expressed sympathy to the Chinese car owner and stated a willingness to cover the vehicle repair costs. The car owner accepted the British Ambassador's consolation and shook hands with Ambassador Lampson in parting, fully demonstrating the friendship between China and Britain.

"The French side, in order to monopolize the Chinese market, has sown discord, fully displaying their narrow nature. Furthermore, France announced an increase in tariffs the day before yesterday, aiming to reduce the import of high-quality industrial components from various countries into France. These high-quality parts, which France is unable to produce, are used in complete sets of industrial equipment purchased by China from France. For the benefit of their own factory owners, France does not hesitate to lower the overall quality of their industrial equipment, completely disregarding the interests of Chinese users. We suggest the Chinese side have a clear understanding of this: the French only love francs, not the Chinese people.

"Now, for the sake of profit, France does not hesitate to pass off shoddy goods as high quality. What heinous atrocity will the French commit next time? It is truly terrifying to contemplate..."

This article was published in *The Times*, and the next day it appeared in the Asian edition of *The Times*. A war of words between the two countries immediately ensued. Li Shiguang felt quite helpless in his heart, as Chinese people reading the newspapers would inevitably be somewhat influenced by the news. some small Chinese tabloids began scolding the British, while others suggested the French were being unethical. Li Shiguang felt very fortunate; at least thanks to the British Ambassador's quick reaction, the trampling of the British flag had been suppressed. Otherwise, this incident would have caused a much bigger uproar.

By June 15th, the day before He Rui was set to visit Japan, the front-page headline of *The Wall Street Journal*'s Asian edition read: "After Burning the Summer Palace, Britain and France Fight Again for China's Wealth."

Without needing to read the content, Li Shiguang could guess the gist of it. The United States certainly did not want to see Sino-French cooperation, nor would it support Sino-British cooperation. *The Wall Street Journal*'s Asian edition was using this kind of hate propaganda hoping to incite hostility among the Chinese public toward Britain and France, preparing public opinion for the United States to seize a larger share of the Chinese market in the future.

After that, however, no other countries published news that incited further hatred. This was likely because the Eight-Nation Alliance covered the most powerful of the Great Powers in Europe and America. Other countries either lacked the ability to compete for the Chinese market or were unwilling to provoke the eight most powerful nations by bringing up the story of the Eight-Nation Alliance. The United States felt no pressure in cursing Britain and France, but if anyone else were to accuse the Eight-Nation Alliance, the United States would not let them off easily.

By this time, the ship carrying He Rui had arrived in Tokyo Bay. Commander-in-Chief of the Combined Fleet Yamamoto Isoroku first boarded the *Siping*, the light cruiser He Rui was traveling on, via a small boat. Seeing his old friend, Yamamoto first saluted He Rui. After He Rui returned the salute, Yamamoto extended his hand. The two men clasped hands firmly. Yamamoto sighed, "He-kun, we parted in Tokyo fifteen years ago. Meeting again now, I am filled with emotion. When we old friends discussed the future of East Asia back then, it turns out He-kun's judgment was indeed correct."

He Rui smiled. "Yamamoto-kun, this is not about right or wrong. If we want East Asia to have a bright future, this is the only path to take."

Yamamoto sighed. "I have learned much. We still view the world in terms of right and wrong, whereas He Rui only reaches a conclusion after fully analyzing various possibilities. It is inevitable that He Rui has conquered and won victories over the past ten-plus years."

After speaking, Yamamoto Isoroku pointed to the Japanese Grand Fleet sailing in the distance. "He-kun, please review the Japanese Combined Fleet. Given the friendship between China and Japan today, the Combined Fleet will certainly fight to guard the peace of East Asia."

He Rui nodded and stood at the bow, watching the towering Japanese battleships pass in front. On every ship, signal flags were hung from bow to stern according to specific regulations. In addition, strings of incandescent bulbs were hung along the lines of the full dress flags, and the railings of every deck level were also draped with lights.

This was called "Full Dress Ship" and "Full Illumination." It was the highest naval courtesy, signifying respect and celebration. The flags were for daytime viewing; at night, all the incandescent bulbs on the warships were lit to replace the flags.

The officers and men of the Japanese Navy stood in formation along the rails of their warships. As they passed the light cruiser *Siping* carrying He Rui, the warships sounded their whistles in unison, and the Japanese naval personnel raised their hands in salute simultaneously. Although there was a massive difference in tonnage between the warships of China and Japan, the Japanese Navy showed not the slightest disdain. Respect was demonstrated in every aspect.

After reviewing the Japanese Combined Fleet, He Rui's flagship entered Tokyo Port. At this moment, Tokyo Port was awash with flags and banners. As soon as He Rui went ashore, the President of the Republic of Japan, Taira Toyomori, came forward to welcome him. As He Rui's earliest partner in Japan, the two were now heads of state upon this reunion. As Taira Toyomori shook hands with He Rui, he couldn't help but sigh with emotion. "He-kun, back then, you and I both wanted to serve our countries with our learning. At that time, we had nothing but passionate enthusiasm, yet I never expected that today our wishes would actually be fulfilled."

He Rui nodded in agreement. "Taira-kun, we co-authored *Introduction to Geopolitics*, and back then we reached the conclusion that East Asia must cooperate. I believe that over these years, our understanding of this conclusion has become much more profound."

"Precisely so." Taira Toyomori nodded repeatedly.

Subsequently, the two reviewed the Japanese honor guard at Tokyo pier. President Taira Toyomori said, "He-kun, it is late today, so please stay in the vicinity. Tomorrow, please proceed to the Presidential Palace by car."

The accommodations arranged by the Japanese side were indeed not luxurious, but they were heavily guarded, with sentries every few steps. He Rui entered the hotel and saw the figure of Ishiwara Kanji in the entryway. Although Ishiwara still had that round baby face, the childishness was gone. As he walked toward He Rui from the entryway, Ishiwara was full of joy, yet already very composed.

Stopping in front of He Rui, Ishiwara bowed slightly. "Teacher, you have finally come."

Looking at his own achievement in Japan, He Rui smiled. "You have finally come too, Ishiwara-kun. I have been waiting for you for a long time."

The two looked at each other and smiled, all their feelings left unspoken.
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"Teacher, the current Japanese government has proposed to the people that within its term, every Japanese citizen will be able to eat one rice ball every day."

"Is one rice ball 50 grams or 100 grams?"

"Haha." Ishiwara laughed. "Teacher, you are joking. Where in Japan are there such large rice balls?"

"Then it must be 100 grams." He Rui felt this was likely the Ishiwara government's requirement.

Ishiwara put away his smile. "To achieve a rice yield of 7 million tons in Japan within four years, we need a huge breakthrough in agricultural technology."

"Does Japan want to join China's synthetic ammonia plan?"

Ishiwara knew that He Rui had a very pragmatic style. Since he mentioned these things, there would be a complete set of considerations. Of course, Ishiwara also knew how determined He Rui was in what he wanted to do. If Ishiwara refused He Rui's proposal, then Ishiwara must come up with an alternative that satisfied He Rui. Otherwise, Ishiwara should honestly accept He Rui's suggestion, or decisively refuse it.

The current Ishiwara had no possibility of refusing He Rui, so Ishiwara followed He Rui's line of thought and put forward his own request, "Are you willing to provide markets and investment for the Japanese machine tool industry? Japan hopes to contribute to East Asia's synthetic ammonia production."

"This investment will be very large. Is Japan ready for this?"

"According to statistics, 70% of Japan's machine tool equipment needs to be eliminated, and the total amount of new equipment will double the current amount. If China can provide this part of the investment and market, we want to solve this funding issue by selling machine tools to China and sharing the R&D of industrial mother machines."

He Rui did not agree immediately. Machine tools, also known as industrial mother machines, are machines used to manufacture machines. Since machinery and equipment need to be manufactured by processing metal or other material blanks through machine tools, machine tools are called industrial mother machines, which are the total starting point of a country's manufacturing precision, efficiency, and quality.

Japan's industrialization was earlier than China's, and it was indeed ahead in these fields. Therefore, the "sharing of industrial mother machine R&D" proposed by Ishiwara did not meet He Rui's expectations.

Seeing He Rui silent, Ishiwara immediately raised the stakes, "We are willing to co-build the design standards for industrial mother machines with China and conduct comprehensive technical exchanges."

Seeing that Ishiwara still hadn't grasped the main point, He Rui could only actively make a request, "Ishiwara-kun, have you considered establishing a China-Japan Coal and Steel Alliance?"

Ishiwara was stunned for a moment and subconsciously sat up straight. If there was any industrial demand more basic than machine tools, it was starting from the mining industry, from the analysis of mineral composition to smelting standards, to the determination of material performance. Only with these metal materials could the production of mechanical equipment begin.

If Japan's import of basic raw materials was cut off, Japan could not satisfy the needs of its continuously developing industry relying solely on domestic raw materials.

If the East Asian Coal and Steel Alliance were established, this transnational institution would hold the power of the Coal and Steel Community, responsible for coordinating the coal and steel production of member countries and ensuring effective competition within the community. In order for this institution to operate effectively, it would possess the power over production, investment, prices, and raw material allocation within the community, as well as the power to develop or close down certain enterprises or departments.

Japan joining the China-led East Asian synthetic ammonia production consortium was a major event for the current Japan, but compared to establishing a Coal and Steel Alliance, it was just a very ordinary matter.

Ishiwara did not hesitate or look back and forth; he answered decisively, "Teacher, if you think it is necessary to build such an institution, I will fully promote it within the Japanese government."

He Rui nodded, "Mm. Then, on to the next question."

Ishiwara quickly stabilized his mood and said, "With the completion of land reform, Japan's yield per mu has returned to its highest historical level. The Japanese government has fully implemented compulsory education, but at this stage, the number of rural laborers in Japan is still surplus. You know, the Japanese people have high obedience, and the current government also has the strength to organize them for labor export."

"The Soviet Union has already begun to try planting rice in its border oblasts. Based on the similarity in geographical location, I think rice from the Soviet border oblasts should be closer to the taste of the Japanese people. Recently, the Soviet Union made a request to us, hoping that China could send a demonstration engineering team to establish farms in its border oblasts. I think this is an opportunity for labor export. Also, in some regions of China, including Upper Burma and the Assam region, there is also some demand."

Ishiwara did not expect He Rui to give a solution so readily. He was not overjoyed but asked very cautiously, "There is also some room for discussion in this."

He Rui appreciated Ishiwara's keenness, so he stated his thoughts, "I hope some outstanding Japanese talents can come to China to serve as local officials, school principals, and chief engineers."

Ishiwara did not answer immediately. Since Japanese people could go to China to serve in these positions, it meant that Chinese people would also serve in corresponding positions in Japan. He Rui was not a benevolent man or a believer; Ishiwara would absolutely not think that He Rui would accept a situation where Japan benefited unilaterally. The most important part of this suggestion lay in how deep the cooperation between the two sides would actually go.

After thinking for a while, Ishiwara asked, "Teacher, you definitely wouldn't think there is a need for a merger between China and Japan; this would trigger comprehensive turmoil in China."

"Let's create a fantasy world. If the Japanese home islands moved to another region... Japan has over 300,000 square kilometers of land, tens of millions of population, and educated people. Placed in other regions, it would be an undisputed great power. If such a thing really happened, what would be the result? So, China and Japan, no matter what..."

Ishiwara first frowned, then his brow relaxed, and he laughed. But after laughing for a moment, his smile quickly disappeared, and he finally became serious, "Teacher, if such a thing happened, Japan would inevitably become the priority target for strikes by other regional powers."

He Rui nodded, "Correct. If Japan moved near the United States, the United States would inevitably strike Japan. And China and Europe would inevitably fully support Japan to oppose the United States. If Japan moved to Europe, China and the US would support Japan to oppose Europe. If Japan moved to Africa or South America, all countries that do not wish for Japan to expand in Africa or South America would strike Japan together. So, let's return to the real world. China and Japan cannot give extraterritorial forces any space for offshore balancing."

Ishiwara nodded slightly. He knew very well that there was currently a group of people in Japan who believed that at this stage, they should use East Asian cooperation to develop Japan, making Japan strong first. After Japan became strong, they would use the power already gained to seek greater benefits for Japan. As for how to seek them, some fools among this group believed that becoming some kind of offshore balancing role would be beneficial to Japan.

In Ishiwara's view, this idea was stupid beyond belief. If Japan really became strong to that degree, it would have to go and offshore balance other countries. For Japan to make itself a pawn for other countries' offshore balancing in East Asia was simply baffling.

Thinking of this, Ishiwara felt that the presence of a small number of officials in each other's countries between China and Japan was indeed a very good method. After determining the line of thought, Ishiwara deduced slightly and laughed, "Teacher, we will receive diplomatic documents of 'serious concern' from various countries."

He Rui was very indifferent and answered calmly, "It would be strange if they weren't seriously concerned, after all, those countries all take their own national interests as the starting point."

Ishiwara felt that under the new framework, Japan's domestic employment pressure could be greatly relieved. So he raised the next question, "In such a situation, I wonder what Teacher's view is on Japan's financial status?"

He Rui was somewhat unable to help, "Tokyo will inevitably become the financial center of the Japan region. But the financial status of Shanghai and Guangzhou is determined by their geographical factors. This depends on realistic commercial needs and is not decided by us."

Ishiwara still wouldn't give up and proposed a hypothesis, "Teacher, I agree very much with the decision to move the capital. I wonder how Teacher positions China's Capital?"

"In terms of current geographical location, the Capital will be a political center and a cultural center. If you want the Capital's economic center status to rise again, it will take at least 40 years, when China's new energy achieves a breakthrough, the Yellow River is restored to a stable, large-scale waterway, and large ships of at least 50,000 tons can go upstream from the Yellow River mouth to the docks of the Capital. Besides that, the Grand Canal must be dug out again, so that 50,000-ton large ships can turn into the Grand Canal from the Capital's Yellow River dock and go straight south to the Yangtze River. 20,000-ton inland river vessels go north to reach Beiping. Before that, the Capital being able to utilize local resources and population to become a light industry center, food processing center, and scientific research and technical center is the upper limit for the Capital and Zhili."

Hearing such a cold and realistic analysis, Ishiwara also knew there was no way to fight for more for Japan, so he no longer discussed this issue further. At least He Rui was not harsh on Japan's finance and accepted Tokyo's status as a financial center in East Asia.

"Teacher, can we negotiate with the Chinese government regarding the rationing needs for the daily necessities of Japanese citizens now?"

"I think you can open up your thinking a bit. This year, Japan can complete a rice supply of 7 million tons. Added to a portion of the labor export population leaving Japan, Japanese citizens can eat rice every day. We will not require Japan to import a certain amount of rice every year; as Japan's rice production increases, your import volume will naturally decrease. Even we in China have to consider the impact of agricultural import volumes on domestic farmers. You know, the French government is now constantly expressing that they can export rice from Indochina to us."

Ishiwara bowed slightly, "Thank you, Teacher, for your consideration of Japan." This feeling was not feigned but came from the heart. As the Prime Minister of the Republic of Japan cabinet, rural income in Japan was a massive matter. At this stage, to honor the Republic of Japan government's promise to citizens that all Japanese nationals could eat rice, they had to import grain.

As Japan's agricultural output increased, grain imports would have to be reduced. If domestic grain prices in Japan plummeted due to the impact of imported grain, and rural population income plummeted, Japan's economy would experience turbulence.

To avoid problems, very serious and detailed management was needed. The degree of detail even had to reach what He Rui said, considering even the Japanese public's demand for the taste of rice. The matter regarding taste seemed somewhat comical, but it was actually very serious. For instance, if a certain imported rice completely suited the Japanese public's taste, the Japanese government would have to consider switching to planting this rice. This involved very many issues; the first question was whether this rice could be planted in Japan and how the yield would be.

If this rice could not produce high yields in Japan, then its import would have to be strictly restricted, or even refused.

These were some of the contents of social refined management that he and He Rui had talked about during idle chats when He Rui was still studying in the military academy back then. When both were military cadets, although Ishiwara felt these words were very correct, he only "knew" them. When Ishiwara became the Prime Minister of the Republic of Japan, he discovered that refined management was a basic skill for operating the economy well. That really could not be wrong in the slightest.

But the larger the grain import volume, the lower the average price. Conversely, if the import volume was small, the average price was high. For Japan's demand method, many markets would not cater to it. Now China was the largest agricultural product region in East Asia and also had East Asia's most powerful agricultural product futures market; Japan had to get China's support to satisfy domestic refined needs.

"Rest assured, Ishiwara-kun. These matters can all be solved through negotiation." He Rui gave Ishiwara a reassurance.

Ishiwara trusted He Rui very much. After bowing slightly, he entered the next topic, "Teacher, Japan will definitely not become a handle for extraterritorial countries to conduct offshore balancing against East Asia. However, this creates a problem. After the Japanese revolution, foreign policy changed, so domestic military demand in Japan is not high. Now the Japanese Diet's cuts to military expenditure have reached an unreasonable level. I want to know Teacher's judgment on the strategic level regarding Europe and America."

Just as Ishiwara finished asking, He Rui answered immediately, "East Asia needs to maintain the current naval scale. China will provide support in this aspect and will not let Japan bear this expenditure alone."

Hearing this, Ishiwara felt greatly relieved. But next, he heard He Rui continue, "Therefore, I suggest that in the future, a portion of Japanese Army officers serve in the Chinese military. The Japanese Army Academy can be headed by Chinese military personnel. Similarly, the Chinese Navy Academy will hire Japanese naval personnel as principals, and a portion of Chinese naval officers will study at the Japanese Naval Academy."

This was the plan for the de facto merger of East Asian armies that He Rui had determined when he was studying in Japan. He Rui hadn't proposed this plan before because it couldn't be done. At this stage, the opportunity had finally arrived. In the future war, He Rui did not wish for China alone to bear the combat tasks; all East Asian countries had to take responsibility for the war. Not only East Asian countries, but He Rui also looked forward to the opportunity to form a world coalition army.

If it were only the Chinese army destroying colonialism and breaching the capitals of imperialist countries, it would be considered China's single-handed world conquest. If it were a coalition of various countries liberating the world, only then could it gain the greatest political support.

Ishiwara did not know He Rui's longer-term plan, but merely hearing He Rui propose the idea of the actual merger of the Chinese and Japanese armies, he was already greatly shocked. He had heard some talk of personnel exchanges between the Chinese and Japanese armies before, understanding it at the time as China and Japan resolving the mutual hostility caused by the war and enhancing friendly relations between the two countries through close personnel exchanges.

After pondering for a while, Ishiwara said, "Can I ask Teacher to wait a bit on this matter? I need time to convince the comrades."

He Rui didn't want to give Ishiwara a chance to back out. The situation had developed to this stage; where was there any chance for hesitation? "If you have a need, I will talk to them personally. By the way, of the officers we both know, how many active ones are left?"

Ishiwara sighed, "Of the officers we both know, whether active or retired, only one-third are left in total, I suppose."

Although he did not regret the mass killing during the Japanese revolution, recalling that so many classmates he had once spent day and night with had passed away, Ishiwara had to admit that being a soldier was simply a cursed profession.

"One-third... is enough. Ishiwara-kun, this must be done quickly. Because the Japanese army has already fallen into a stage of confusion at this point, if a new direction cannot be given to everyone as soon as possible, many people will lose their spirit. We don't need such people who just muddle along."

Ishiwara's heart shivered; he heard the meaning of "elimination" in He Rui's words. But as the leader who personally led the mutiny and executed the Tokyo Bloodbath, Ishiwara also knew that the current Japan didn't even have space to let those soldiers with different views hold idle positions; any soldier who could not accept strategic arrangements had to be kicked out of the army.

A moment later, Ishiwara's gaze became sharp again, "Teacher, I will definitely be able to resolve this matter."

Ishiwara and He Rui discussed the problems Japan needed to solve one by one like this until late at night. Ishiwara felt that almost everything that needed to be discussed had been discussed. Standing up, Ishiwara realized that in the June weather, after not moving for several hours, his trousers were damp with sweat. But his mood at this moment was very good.

"Teacher, thank you for everything you have done for Japan." Ishiwara bowed to He Rui.

"No matter who was in my position, they should have done these things." He Rui also stood up and replied. At this moment, He Rui inevitably recalled what Japan had done in another timeline, and his heart was truly a bit emotional; Japan was naturally impossible to become a country that truly led the world. Europe and America were the same; their culture really wasn't up to it. Of course, there was no need to say this out loud.

"Please rest first, Teacher. Tomorrow, Teacher will go to the President's residence. The citizens of Japan are all looking forward to seeing Teacher's heroic bearing with their own eyes. I will take my leave." Ishiwara finished speaking and bowed again.

Sending off Ishiwara, He Rui stretched. Thinking of tomorrow's car parade, He Rui felt very tired. If possible, He Rui wished someone else could shoulder this job. After all, like most people in the 21st century, although He Rui was not without curiosity, he was generally a bit of a homebody.

Especially since a car parade was political work. He Rui preferred watching others parade online, like Kennedy. It wasn't that He Rui was afraid of threats, he just purely disliked trouble.
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June is the rainy season in Japan, a season where the rain seems like it will never stop. However, June 17th was a surprisingly sunny day. Early in the morning, the sound of military commands and the rhythmic marching of troops rang out on the streets of Tokyo. From 6:00 AM, the streets from the guesthouse where He Rui was staying to the Japanese Presidential Palace had already been cleared and closed to traffic.

At 9:25 AM, the motorcade of President Taira Toyomori arrived at the main entrance of the guesthouse. Soon, He Rui, guided by Taira Toyomori, boarded a luxury open-top car together. A few minutes after the lead vehicles departed, at 9:35 AM, the motorcade slowly started moving onto the road.

After the Great Kanto Earthquake, Tokyo had undergone urban replanning. The once narrow roads had all been widened; the main thoroughfare He Rui was traveling on was a six-lane avenue. In another timeline, He Rui had visited Tokyo. He knew that six lanes were indeed a main thoroughfare for 21st-century Japan. So He Rui had no thought of mocking Japan, though for 21st-century China, eight lanes were the common standard for main roads in the new districts of first- and second-tier cities.

The security force for this event reached 24,000 men. On both sides of the street, all soldiers carrying rifles stood facing away from the street. The Japanese government had adopted Emperor-level protocol to welcome He Rui's arrival in Tokyo.

Passing through the completely cleared section, the streets ahead were no longer empty but packed with people. Both He Rui and Taira Toyomori stood up. To compensate for the height difference between the two, a 10-centimeter thick wooden board was placed under the carpet beneath Professor Taira Toyomori's feet, making the height difference between the two heads of state appear to be only 7 or 8 centimeters.

On both sides of the street, Japanese citizens who had come to watch the excitement stood three rows deep inside and three rows deep outside. The motorcade did not move fast, and every so often in the crowd, one could see banners welcoming He Rui's visit to Japan and proclaiming "Long Live Sino-Japanese Friendship." Banners from the business community, such as Mitsui & Co., and welcome banners from various Tokyo schools were intermingled among them.

There were also many small business associations whose names He Rui had never heard of that had displayed their own banners. Judging by the names, they appeared to be Japanese shopping street organizations.

Seeing that He Rui seemed to pay attention to these banners, President Taira Toyomori turned and said, "He-kun, these are organizations that came spontaneously to welcome you. Our Japanese public admires you greatly, considering you an East Asian leader cultivated by Japan, and they are proud of this."

"I thank the Japanese people for their friendship," He Rui replied. He then waved along with President Taira Toyomori to those common folk from the streets holding welcome banners.

Seeing He Rui wave at them, those people waved back excitedly. Some Japanese citizens were so agitated that they jumped straight up, waving their hands high. Soon, they were held down by the shoulders by people next to them to stop them from being so unruly.

He Rui was not wearing a military uniform, but a tunic suit similar to a Zhongshan suit. There were no medals or decorations on the clothes; it was just very simple attire. Every stretch the vehicle traveled, He Rui would show a bright smile and wave to the dense crowds of Japanese people on both sides of the street. When encountering crowds who actively cheered for him, He Rui would immediately wave back in interaction.

Arriving in Japan again after a lapse of fifteen years, He Rui saw that the clothing of the Japanese people did not differ much from fifteen years ago. Most men and women wore Japanese-style clothing. Male students all wore uniform-style student suits, while female students wore sailor suits. Among the men, whether wearing Western suits or Japanese clothing, more than half wore Western-style hats.

Children, on the other hand, wore small military caps, Western-style button-down jackets on top, and Japanese-style wide-legged hakama pants on the bottom, with wooden clogs on their feet. The intermingling of Japanese tradition and Western clothing was presented particularly clearly on them.

Regardless of their attire or age, no one on the sides of the street pointed or gestured rudely; instead, they cheered and paid their respects to He Rui from the roadside.

Along the dozen or so kilometers of road, there was truly a sea of people. By the time the motorcade finished this section and entered the controlled zone again, He Rui made a rough estimate in his mind: there must have been over a million people. It was evident that the Japanese public was very supportive of the Sino-Japanese friendship represented by He Rui's visit. Of course, a large part of this support was also support for the current Japanese government.

He Rui did not find it strange. The Ishiwara government had proposed the 'Rice Plan', striving to ensure that Japanese citizens could eat rice every day. It would be strange if the Japanese people did not support it.

After getting out of the car and walking towards the President's temporary residence, He Rui asked, "President Taira, how is the popularization of vitamin knowledge going in Japan?"

Taira Toyomori was not at all surprised by such a grounded question. "We are doing our best to promote it, of course. Beriberi has existed for so many years, and the public has accepted the understanding of a healthy diet. While the Rice Plan is being implemented, relevant knowledge is also being popularized with full force."

Since they were discussing this, He Rui asked again, "In terms of grain, apart from rice, what else can we do?"

Taira Toyomori smiled. "When I was conducting surveys in China, I was deeply impressed by the mantou mixed with sorghum flour. The taste was truly fresh."

"Haha, I also like that kind of mixed-grain mantou. The sorghum from the Northeast is especially delicious. But we don't need to worry about these things; sorghum is available in the grain futures market in Shanghai. However, most of the land in the Northeast is now planted with rice and soybeans. Sorghum is no longer a crop planted on a large scale. If you just want to eat it for a fresh taste, it seems to be available everywhere, but if you want to acquire it on a large scale, you really have to contact the growers through the futures market."

"Why don't the Chinese people grow sorghum anymore?" Taira Toyomori was somewhat surprised.

"Sorghum is very tolerant of saline-alkali soil. We have attached great importance to the problem of soil salinization in recent years and have adopted many effective solutions. Now that the amount of land suitable for planting wheat has increased, farmers are naturally unwilling to plant low-income sorghum. Most of those still growing sorghum in China now do so to meet the needs of distilleries."

"Oh? Does China intend to buy sorghum from abroad?" Taira Toyomori felt he heard an implication in He Rui's words.

As they spoke, the two heads of state had already arrived at the conference room. As the doors opened, a long table was seen placed towards the inner side of the room. Diplomatic personnel from both countries were already prepared at their respective sides of the table. Leading to the table was a long red carpet. Chairs on both sides of the red carpet were arranged in a phalanx. Officials from both countries and a large number of reporters were already seated, waiting for the signing ceremony of the two heads of state.

At this moment, Taira Toyomori did not have a raised wooden board under his feet, and he was a full head shorter next to He Rui. However, the two had become accustomed to this height difference nearly twenty years ago, and they walked side by side along the carpet towards the signing table. Reporters on both sides raised their cameras and began to take pictures, while news crews from both countries followed the two heads of state forward, carrying camera equipment the size of half a pig.

The content of the agreements had long been determined by the foreign ministries of both countries. The two heads of state sat in their seats, and under the barrage of cameras and lenses, they signed and stamped the documents, which were then exchanged by the foreign ministry personnel of both countries.

The *Sino-Japanese Friendship and Security Treaty*, the *Sino-Japanese General Agreement on Trade and Commerce*, the *Sino-Japanese Cultural Exchange Agreement*, and the *Sino-Japanese Agreement on Immigration and Personnel Exchange*. Signing these agreements alone took more than two hours. These agreements completed the final step in establishing comprehensive relations between the two most powerful countries in East Asia.

After the state banquet, He Rui and Taira Toyomori went to a small conference room together. Those present were all tycoons of the Japanese business and education sectors. There was not a single government official. Mitsui Yasuki, now the head of the Mitsui conglomerate, was the first to step forward and shake hands with He Rui. "He-kun, there are no longer obstacles to Sino-Japanese cooperation. We look forward to East Asia advancing with full force and becoming the wealthiest region in the world."

He Rui just smiled but did not respond. After shaking hands with the others one by one, everyone took their seats. He Rui began to speak: "Just now, Mitsui-kun said that there are no longer obstacles to Sino-Japanese cooperation. I agree with half of that."

Mitsui Yasuki was not displeased that his view was refuted; instead, he looked at He Rui with great interest, waiting for He Rui's subsequent exposition. On the other hand, the other Japanese tycoons had not had much contact with He Rui, and hearing this, there was a look of surprise on their faces.

"The primary factor for the current situation of the East Asia + Soviet Union economic circle is that our countries have essentially achieved mutual trust in security. I heard that the Soviet Union wants to sign a security agreement with Japan. If the two countries can sign this agreement, it will legally determine security mutual trust. Only with security mutual trust can countries begin economic interaction, thereby forming economic mutual trust. Many countries can form such good relations at a certain stage, but as the economies of various countries develop, conflicts of interest will become prominent. And with conflicts of interest and changes in the balance of power, divergences will appear. External forces will use these divergences as a tool to intervene. The most obvious case is the conflict between France and Germany."

Mitsui Yasuki nodded slightly, and the other business and academic tycoons felt that He Rui was not trying to accuse anyone of anything, so they all listened seriously.

"For the young people of France and Germany, after they live to the age of twenty, whether they can live to forty is left to fate. The contradictions between France and Germany are resolved by round after round of war. And the youth and citizens of France and Germany have an awareness of this. Every external Great Power can exploit this contradiction; even Serbia exploited this contradiction once. Isn't this ridiculous? Germany and France are both world powers; the two countries threaten each other time and again, finally erupting into war. And external countries support France when Germany is strong, and support Germany when France is strong. Germany and France can never walk out of such a contradiction, like trapped beasts in a cage. Sorrowful! Truly sorrowful!"

After speaking, He Rui lit a cigarette, simultaneously giving the others a chance to ask questions. But no one from the Japanese side asked a question; they were all waiting for He Rui to continue expressing his views.

"Is there a solution? Of course there is. That is, Germany and France could entirely start with a Coal and Steel Community. While resolving economic mutual trust, it also solves security mutual trust. Moreover, a Coal and Steel Community could also pull in countries like Italy and Austria, which lack both coal and iron ore, to share resources together. Fighting a war requires building weapons, and a Coal and Steel Community would clarify the chain of suspicion between countries to the greatest extent. Once there is mutual trust, many problems can be solved through negotiation and consultation. But Europe did not do this. Whereas in East Asia, the wars that broke out in the past thousand years were very limited. Europe in the past thousand years has been ridden with war and deep-seated hatred. We can completely avoid the situation of Europe."

Mitsui Yasuki then asked, "Does He-kun think the current borders in East Asia are the best? Or do you think the current borders are only temporary?"

"East Asian civilization, and even Asia, has long had its own concept of the state. I believe that in the foreseeable future, mutual annexation between countries has no practical significance. However, cooperation between countries has broad space. As long as all Asian countries can reach a consensus to resolutely oppose annexation, and at the same time have a consensus to carry out comprehensive economic cooperation, peace and prosperity will have a foundation."

Taira Toyomori asked, "Cooperation will strengthen the advantages of strong countries. Even without aggression, colonialism will appear economically."

As one of the few masters of geopolitics in Japan, Taira Toyomori's question hit the nail on the head. The other Japanese tycoons nodded slightly, or simply kept their faces unchanged, just staring at He Rui.

"The essence of economic colonialism is that a certain country uses its technological advantage to obtain excess profits, and constantly strengthens its own advantage to always obtain excess profits. I can guarantee to everyone that this situation is completely unsustainable in peaceful state relations. The economies of any countries that suffer losses will be unable to continue, and they will then have to interrupt trade relations. Then, to continue maintaining trade relations, one must rely either on war or on transferring industries and releasing profits. This returns to the previous question: the foundation of future international relations must be peace. On the basis of peace, countries must also abandon the idea of economic colonialism and establish a fairer model of international cooperation. In other words, strong countries must pay!"

Hearing this, the expressions of the tycoons finally wavered. Everyone was knowledgeable, so they could understand that He Rui's attitude was indeed very upright. A person with ulterior motives would never dare to tell such a big truth. Although asking strong countries to pay was undoubtedly a fantasy given current international relations, daring to voice such a view was enough to prove his magnanimity and sincerity.

The Japanese upper echelon all believed that He Rui was a true leader, so He Rui's words sounded quite sincere to them.

Mitsui considered for a while before asking, "He-kun, please speak frankly."

He Rui said decisively, "First, East Asia must absolutely not allow any country to become a tool for external countries. We must break through prejudice and complete internal security integration. If the possibility of using military means to solve problems still exists within East Asia, then as I said before, economic problems will definitely lead to issues arising. What do you all think?"

No one from the economic and academic circles was willing to speak; their gazes all shifted to Taira Toyomori. Taira Toyomori, however, was not afraid of trouble. He immediately asked, "Please explain more specifically, He-kun."

He Rui was not in a hurry either. He slowly explained the content regarding military cooperation that he had discussed with Ishiwara yesterday, item by item. These tycoons of the economic and academic circles were first surprised, then stunned, and finally silent. For them, who had not participated in bloody wars, He Rui's views were truly too radical.

He Rui did not force those people this time. He just asked, "Do you gentlemen think that, given the status quo in East Asia, it is impossible for war to occur?"

Regardless of what this group of people thought, one of the purposes of He Rui's visit to Japan this time was to explain this matter to Japan. Now that China wanted to enter the next stage, this problem had to be solved. Correspondingly, once this problem was solved, the external difficulties of the work in the next stage would be basically eliminated.

Of course, He Rui was not optimistic. When waiting for the highest bid, humans display amazing greed. And this greed often blinds people's eyes, making them think that this opportunity will exist forever. He Rui was not very tolerant of such fellows.
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"Oh, Mitsuko, it's been a long time." He Rui stepped forward and opened his arms to Mitsuko. Without hesitation, Mitsuko embraced He Rui in front of the assembled dignitaries.

The upper echelons of Japanese society were well aware of the relationship between He Rui and Mitsuko, but few harbored jealousy anymore. Years ago, Mitsuko's family had rented a room to He Rui and cared for him with great kindness for several years; it could only be called fate. How could a great figure like He Rui turn a blind eye to the Mitsuko family? Looking after them was simply the right thing to do.

Mitsuko hugged He Rui briefly, then released him and took two steps back. Seeing the increasing number of white hairs on He Rui's head, she held his arm and said with pity, "Nii-chan, you work too hard."

He Rui smiled. "I chose this path, so this is how it must be. But look at you, you've become an outstanding woman."

Mitsuko was wearing a exquisitely designed light gray suit that combined professional competence with feminine grace. Achieving this look alone required high artistic aesthetic ability and a full understanding of the journalism industry.

At this point, Ishiwara stepped forward and said, "He-kun, Mitsuko is already the ace reporter for the *Asahi Shimbun*. She has worked very hard not to fail our expectations."

"Indeed." He Rui nodded. To make a name for oneself in mainstream society required competing with outstanding peers. It was not easy. Even though Mitsuko had entered Japan's upper circles with backing, she would not receive special treatment based on that status alone. He Rui praised, "Mitsuko, you've worked hard."

Mitsuko let go of He Rui's arm and took a step back. Her expression inadvertently switched to the confident and composed look of a professional reporter. "I will be following the team throughout this visit, looking forward to letting the people of Japan see the Chairman's visit."

"Then I leave it to you," He Rui replied with satisfaction. He had hoped for a better life for Mitsuko back then, and now his expectations had become reality; this was no small feat.

***

With the treaty signed, He Rui began his itinerary in Japan. Tokyo, Osaka, Kyoto—these three most important cities had to be visited. During the continuous seven-day schedule, He Rui led the delegation to visit seven factories and five schools, held twelve symposiums, and attended fourteen banquets and receptions.

The schedule was so intense, filled with meetings and exchanges with various sectors of Japanese society, that by 10:30 PM on June 14th, after a banquet, Ishiwara collapsed directly onto the bed in He Rui's hotel room.

Just then, there was a knock at the door. Although Ishiwara had a close personal relationship with He Rui and neither cared much for the opinions of others, he still sat up immediately upon hearing the knock. By the time He Rui opened the door and welcomed Mitsuko in, Ishiwara was already sitting properly in the room's chair.

Mitsuko looked at the two men, both trying hard to maintain the demeanor of national leaders, and couldn't hold back a laugh. She lifted her hand, showing a food box. "Gentlemen, I asked the Public Security Intelligence Agency for this."

"Haha, you really have guts, daring to ask the PSIA for food," Ishiwara laughed, dropping his guard.

In China, "Public Security" referred to the police department, but within the Japanese government, there were two departments with "Public Security" in their names. One was the Public Security Bureau under the Tokyo Metropolitan Police Department, responsible for monitoring domestic extremists, labor disputes, intelligence investigations, and counter-espionage.

The other was even more powerful: the Public Security Intelligence Agency (PSIA) Mitsuko mentioned. The PSIA was a counter-intelligence investigative agency that also handled foreign intelligence. They were under the Ministry of Justice, not the Police Department. The security for He Rui's visit was being handled by the PSIA. If it weren't food provided by the PSIA, Mitsuko wouldn't have even thought about bringing it in.

So-called banquets were often places where one couldn't get full, as people didn't go there to eat. The physical exertion over the past few days had been immense, and Ishiwara was truly hungry. He immediately opened the food box, taking out the layers one by one and arranging them on the table. The three of them sat around the table, naturally returning to how they were in their youth.

"Mitsuko, go get the wine from my bag," He Rui ordered. Japanese sake never suited He Rui's taste. Mitsuko took out a bottle of Fenjiu and poured it for He Rui; only then did he feel ready to talk happily.

Ishiwara, however, drank Japanese sake. "Teacher, the Director-General of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs thinks the intensity of this seven-day schedule is too high. Professor Taira said, 'You can consider He-kun to be made of iron.' The Foreign Minister thought for a while, then said carefully, 'I am worried about President Taira's health.' Hahaha..."

Mitsuko chuckled softly, and He Rui laughed along with Ishiwara for a moment before sighing. "Professor Taira has never been a soldier, so facing this kind of high-intensity work is indeed a lot of pressure."

In the original plan, Taira Toyomori, as President, was supposed to attend as well. In the end, Ishiwara had to 'cover his shift' today, which was completely understandable.

By now, Mitsuko had peeled four eggs. He Rui and Ishiwara immediately went for the eggs, eating two each. After another glass of wine, they both felt their stomachs settle.

With food in their stomachs, their minds cleared. Ishiwara ate a few bites of tempura and sat up straight. "Teacher, I have already discussed your views with the military. Contrary to my expectations, no one in the army opposed them. However, everyone raised one request: they hope Teacher can clarify your attitude towards Britain and the United States to us. Professor Taira shares this view."

Hearing this, although Mitsuko wanted to listen, she knew it wasn't appropriate for her. Just as she was about to get up and leave, Ishiwara said, "It doesn't matter, Mitsuko. You just pour the wine. Actually, is what Teacher says now any different from ten years ago?"

Mitsuko paused, then sighed slightly. "Indeed, there is no difference. If there is a difference, it's probably that I couldn't understand it before, but now I can understand a little."

Saying this, a feeling of nostalgia welled up in Mitsuko's heart. Back then, she had already known He Rui, Taira Toyomori, and Ishiwara. The gatherings in Mitsuko's home were also about the world situation and development. Mitsuko had listened with admiration as these men, who already had status in Japan, discussed these things. Just as Ishiwara said, many of the world-shaking events that occurred in the fifteen years since had been discussed in Mitsuko's small home back then.

And the way they addressed each other back then—'Professor, Teacher, Mitsuko, Ishiwara'—was no different from now...

"China cannot refuse the British and American request to share economic confidence, and France can understand why China must do this. If China and France resolutely refuse to help Britain and America, it might trigger a military conflict. Even if the scale of the conflict isn't large, Britain and America could greatly impact the world's confidence in the Sino-French relationship. What would we do then? Have France cross the English Channel, land in England, and capture the King? Or form a coalition force to cross the Pacific and invade the US mainland?"

As a woman approaching thirty who had struggled in the newspaper industry for seven or eight years, if it weren't He Rui and Ishiwara discussing this topic, Mitsuko would have thought it was just men boasting over drinks. Even knowing that He Rui and Ishiwara were big shots, Mitsuko was simply enjoying the warm feeling of the past replaying itself, continuing to pour wine for the two.

Ishiwara pondered, nodding slowly. Although China and France were both regional powers with strong capabilities, even if China, France, and Japan combined, they would have no chance of winning a war against Britain and the United States. Moreover, Britain and the United States could control the conflict within a very small scope, simply by threatening the trade routes of China and France.

Furthermore, countries around the world had strong opinions about Sino-French cooperation; many were genuinely hoping for something to go wrong. Therefore, accepting the reasonable requests of Britain and America was the wise choice. Thinking of this, Ishiwara's mood improved considerably. In the Sino-French cooperation, France, as an external country, naturally wanted to woo Japan, and Japan had already gained some benefits from this. If a four-power cooperation between China, France, Britain, and the US emerged in the future, the benefits Japan could reap would only increase.

After drinking a glass, Ishiwara smiled. "Teacher, I believe this prediction will definitely make those guys in the Ministry of Defense understand that they must accept Teacher's arrangements. External countries will definitely hope for a rift between China and Japan that they can exploit. And once East Asian military cooperation is established, Japan will only gain more. Because between us, China and Japan, there is military trust and political trust."

"Exactly," He Rui said, raising his glass.

After the two finished this glass, Ishiwara continued to ask, "What level of service does Teacher plan to provide to Britain and America? Surely it won't reach the height of Sino-French cooperation?"

"Britain and America know that we cannot help them prosper; all we can do is provide economic confidence, allowing them to recover from their current state of panic to a stable state. Britain stops panicking and circles its wagons for self-preservation. The United States stops panicking, and perhaps the West Coast region can return to stability through trade with China. Forget about the US East and Midwest; those are areas of domestic economic circulation, and we can't help there. We can't possibly expect China to pull up the entire United States."

Ishiwara nodded repeatedly. "Precisely so." Speaking of this, the guy suddenly revealed a grin like a big bad wolf. "Hehe, then Britain and America will have to follow the French model and first provide China with an interest-free loan to purchase their country's technical equipment."

He Rui smiled bitterly. "Don't think we're getting a huge bargain. An interest-free loan is still a loan; China has to pay it back. Spending money is fun for a moment, but repaying it is a crematorium. If economic development doesn't reach the expected level, life won't be easy when the time comes."

"I have complete confidence in Teacher. China's Five-Year Plan will definitely be completed. Please rest assured, Teacher, I am very clear about Japan's position. Japan will absolutely not become a handle for external powers to manipulate East Asia. The Sino-Japanese military cooperation plan will unfold very soon."

To Mitsuko, their words seemed understandable yet incomprehensible. What she could understand was war, struggle, threats, and cooperation. What she couldn't understand was what kind of vision and perspective allowed these two to make such judgments about the direction of world development. Mitsuko knew she would probably never understand the way they judged things, and she didn't care.

When Mitsuko was not yet even a teenager, just a little girl, she had been around such a group of people. Back then, Mitsuko only felt that the people who came to He Rui weren't necessarily people He Rui liked. But He Rui acknowledged their abilities. Now, these people who held power in Japan were the very same group He Rui had acknowledged over a decade ago. following Mitsuko's interviews, she could also understand that these people possessed strong capabilities. Pouring wine for He Rui and the others like this made Mitsuko feel very at peace.

"Teacher, you are very clear about Japan's Pan-Asianist faction. At present, they all believe that East Asia should lead the revival of Asia. I was once stationed in British India and studied British rule there. It was naked plunder. Britain simply plundered India's products and grain. As for whether the Indian people who were robbed lived or died, the British didn't care at all. With China as an example now, the Asian people will desire independence and liberation even more. Do you think a war of liberation will break out?"

"Relying solely on the military struggle of colonial peoples cannot drive away the colonizers. Even if East Asia throws itself into the war, we cannot eliminate global colonialism. However, European and American countries cannot solve their internal problems because their problems have little to do with the capitalist system itself. It is determined by their culture; they cannot establish a world economic system beneficial to the development of all countries. Therefore, a war of liberation will definitely break out. But this war of liberation is not a war between Europe/America and other countries, but a war supporting or opposing this unreasonable international economic order."

Hearing this, Ishiwara became excited. He couldn't help asking loudly, " The Final War?"

He Rui laughed and scolded, "You're a Japanese, how did you pick up the end-of-the-world concepts from backward primitive religions? Brother, you are a Nichiren Buddhist at any rate. Show some confidence; that is called a War of Civilizations! A war where advanced civilization replaces backward civilization. A world that accepts advanced civilization takes a huge step forward. Although this process is painful, the upper limit of world development is greatly raised, and the human world can continue to develop."

Ishiwara frowned and thought for a moment, finally sighing. "It seems I won't be able to determine the extent of future development until Teacher has completed the preliminary preparations."

"Thank you for your trust; I have always been working hard for the progress of the human world," He Rui sighed with an exaggerated tone. Under this seemingly cynical expression, He Rui inevitably felt a sense of loss. In the current world, finding someone on the same cognitive level really seemed to be a luxury.

Just then, Mitsuko put down her wine glass and stared at He Rui. "Nii-chan, will you allow me to take care of you?"

Ishiwara had already drunk quite a bit. Hearing this, he looked at Mitsuko in surprise. He saw that Mitsuko's eyes were full of tenderness, the yearning feeling seeming ready to gush out from her eyes. This moved Ishiwara, and he also felt very envious. Standing up unsteadily, Ishiwara sighed, "Mitsuko, do you know what kind of request you have made? Teacher can give people many things, but personal happiness is probably not among them."

Mitsuko nodded. "I know. Nii-chan does not live for himself personally. But..."

Ishiwara had already walked to Mitsuko's side. He bent down and patted Mitsuko's shoulder, just as he often did more than ten years ago. "You don't need to say anything to me. I understood what kind of person Teacher is long ago. If you really want to do something for Teacher, you must be prepared to receive no return."

Ishiwara stood up straight and said with emotion, "I'm not talking about the kind of return the secular world thinks of, but the return *you* are expecting."

After speaking, he bowed to He Rui. "Teacher, I will take my leave."

He Rui nodded slightly. "Tomorrow I will go to Nagasaki for a visit, and then I will board a ship there to return home."

"Teacher, I actually hope you take Mitsuko with you. Farewell." Ishiwara finished speaking and left the room without looking back, carrying a mood of envy and regret. Some things, he felt he understood. So, it was inevitably a little sad.
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"Mitsuko, don't be deceived by them. These guys don't even care much about their own lives," He Rui said as he poured himself a drink. He Rui was still somewhat shaken internally. If it were purely official business, or purely a private matter, he could make a decision decisively. But when the two were entangled, even He Rui would hesitate.

Mitsuko chuckled lightly. The current her could understand this matter very easily. Both China and Japan were now republics; there was no issue of imperial bloodlines for heirs. Even so, if He Rui married a Japanese wife, it would still create an atmosphere of Sino-Japanese friendship among the Japanese public. Japanese citizens would feel that China did not discriminate against Japanese people just because it was powerful.

As a reporter, she would be very interested in such political calculations. However, if she herself were treated as a bargaining chip, no one would like being arranged like that. Mitsuko completely understood why He Rui would refuse.

"Nii-chan, just now I had a feeling like I returned to more than ten years ago. I like this feeling. Being by Nii-chan's side, I feel safe."

"I think you should deserve more," He Rui advised.

"Nii-chan, I don't have that many demands. It's enough if you can come back to eat. I really don't mind you running around for the things you want to do. I can take care of myself."

"...I already have a woman."

Mitsuko was stunned for a moment, then quickly sighed, "I can only accept the other party's existence."

Hearing this, He Rui didn't know what to say for a moment. This was a situation He Rui rarely encountered. Finally, He Rui sighed. However, after sighing, he still didn't know what to say. He Rui even evasively had a thought: if he were facing a difficult negotiation opponent right now, he wouldn't be as awkward as he was at this moment.

Looking at He Rui's embarrassed state, Mitsuko couldn't help but smile, "Then, Nii-chan, I want to go back to China with you."

"...Okay," He Rui replied resignedly. At the same time, he felt a bit grateful in his heart; Mitsuko had at least given everyone a way out.

---

Aside from the private matters being somewhat troublesome, the official visit to Japan was quite successful. In Nagasaki, all sectors of Japan showed great enthusiasm for promoting Sino-Japanese friendship. At the time of parting, President Taira Toyomori said to He Rui on the pier, "He-kun, I have great expectations for the results of this visit."

He Rui was also expectant. "When President Taira visits China, I look forward to having more agreements to sign."

"I think we can definitely look forward to that," Taira Toyomori nodded. "And the exchanges between China and Japan also need to be strengthened."

"There is currently no lack of employment opportunities. As long as the Japanese government organization led by Ishiwara-kun is strong enough, the Chinese government welcomes laborers from Japan."

Taira Toyomori just nodded but didn't respond. It wasn't that labor cooperation couldn't be discussed, but once management problems arose, both governments would bear significant pressure. The Japanese side might feel China was treating Japanese people as coolies to be exploited—after all, Japan had very rich experience in exploiting Korean coolies. Meanwhile, public opinion within China might also perceive Japanese laborers as coming to China to make money, stealing many high-income jobs. Given China's population, there were currently very many Chinese citizens with low incomes who lacked the ability to engage in high-income work. Once the situation turned into that, both governments would have to bear tremendous pressure.

He Rui had long known there would be many troubles in executing this, so he extended his hand to Taira Toyomori. "President Taira, there is nothing to worry about. *If three people are of one mind, their sharpness can cut through gold*. We have so many comrades working hard together; there is no hurdle we cannot pass."

Taira Toyomori grasped He Rui's hand. "I look forward to meeting He-kun again in China's capital."

Amidst the sound of the steam whistle, Taira Toyomori and the others waved goodbye to He Rui. Standing by the ship's rail, He Rui also waved goodbye to Taira Toyomori and the others. Recalling fifteen years ago, He Rui had said to the crowd seeing him off, "China and Japan must have a war. Please fight for Japan, gentlemen."

Leaving Japan once again, many former classmates, friends, and the previous era had all become the past together. Now, a bright future had unfolded. The country of Japan had a very strong mentality of admiring the strong. Addressing this status quo, China had fully demonstrated its strength. As China became a more powerful existence in the world, East Asia would inevitably march quickly on the path of peace and development.

When the figures of Taira Toyomori and the others turned into small dots, He Rui finally returned to the cabin. Before He Rui could speak, the secretary had already delivered a telegram. After reading it, He Rui couldn't help but frown slightly. This was a telegram from the French Ministry of Foreign Affairs to the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs: "The French government has always respected China and holds the greatest goodwill towards the Chinese people. However, some people harboring dark psychology do not wish to see the prosperity and development of both countries and are attempting to use various means to create misunderstandings between the two countries. The French government believes the Chinese government will certainly be able to see through those tricks and firmly maintain the friendly cooperation between the two countries together with the French government."

This headless and tailless diplomatic content inevitably meant something had happened, and it was something the French government could not fully control. He Rui looked at the secretary, but the secretary wasn't very clear either. But this kind of thing shouldn't have much to do with relations between China and France. As for diplomatic disputes, there was no rush. He Rui prepared to understand the matter after returning to China.

---

5:00 PM in China was 9:00 AM in France.

MP Annon of a small French party, the "French United Revival Party," had just walked into his office when the Director of the Parliamentary Disciplinary Committee appeared at his door and walked straight up to him. The heat of late June couldn't dispel the chill emanating from the Disciplinary Commissioner. MP Annon felt a chill down his spine. He had originally stood up to express welcome, but the words of welcome almost froze in his mouth, unable to come out.

With a *pa* sound, a newspaper was slammed in front of MP Annon. Picking up the newspaper with some unease, MP Annon's eyes quickly widened. After reading the headline of *The Times*, MP Annon almost jumped up and shouted, "This is the British sowing discord!"

The Disciplinary Commissioner did not immediately express agreement. He stared at MP Annon, making Annon feel that the matter was likely not that simple. After a good while, the Disciplinary Commissioner spoke slowly in a cold voice, "The Parliament is preparing to issue the Parliament's view. But MP Annon, an MP elected by French citizens, has an obligation to protect France's interests."

"I will immediately convene a press conference! I will expose the evil intentions of the British!" MP Annon said with angry emotion. Although his face showed anger, MP Annon was actually somewhat happy in his heart. Being attacked by the British was not a bad thing for MP Annon and the "French United Revival Party." The French public would naturally think that a French MP attacked by the British was a good person for France, worthy of votes. If this matter could be blown up, for a small political party, it felt like God was lending a hand.

The Disciplinary Commissioner didn't make a sound; he continued to size up MP Annon with a cold gaze. This made MP Annon feel the matter wasn't simple. Finally, MP Annon asked as calmly as possible, "As an MP, I always take protecting France's interests as the highest principle."

The Parliamentary Disciplinary Commissioner then said coldly, "As a political party, you have the right to formulate your own platform. But when elucidating this political platform, it must be accurate and unambiguous. MP Annon, the British are indeed sowing discord, but please believe in the capability of the British; this provocation is not without aim. When you convene the press conference, please be sure to carefully study your party's campaign platform first. My personal suggestion is that you can find a professor from a university political science department to consult on this."

MP Annon couldn't help but frown. The campaign platform of the "French United Revival Party" wasn't just proposed now; their views hadn't changed essentially over several elections. Why was there a need for political-level study now?

The Disciplinary Commissioner didn't explain. He dropped a sentence, "This matter has not entered the Disciplinary Committee for discussion now, but it may not necessarily not happen in the future." After speaking, the Disciplinary Commissioner turned and left MP Annon's office, carrying a chill with him.

MP Annon sensed that the Disciplinary Commissioner was issuing a very severe threat just now. As a fellow MP, he felt he had no reason to receive such severe criticism. For a moment, MP Annon felt the Disciplinary Commissioner was even more detestable than the British. With resentment, MP Annon prepared to read the news in the British *The Times* again. The "French United Revival Party" was just a small party and wasn't qualified to be in *The Times*, let alone the front-page headline. Just this treatment in the news made MP Annon very happy.

The newspaper shook as if butterfly wings were vibrating in the air as it was picked up. MP Annon happily read the news in *The Times*: "...This paper notes that many French political parties, represented by the French United Revival Party, have proposed their campaign platforms in this election. In their campaign platforms, these French political parties believe that the French economy has achieved tremendous success, and in the future, the French economy will achieve even more and greater success. With the continuous improvement of French national power, France will regain the status of the French World Empire.

"The French United Revival Party is merely a representative, representing French political parties and a considerable portion of French public opinion..."

Reading this far again, MP Annon smiled so much his mouth couldn't close. If the French United Revival Party really became the representative of French right-wing parties and "a considerable portion of French public opinion," that would be simply wonderful! Currently, the French United Revival Party only had one seat. According to what the British were trumpeting, the French United Revival Party might very well possess five, or even ten seats in this parliamentary election.

The French economy was currently very strong, and the next parliament might complete its term. With ten seats, the French United Revival Party could potentially obtain a ministerial position, or at least many lucrative posts, through cooperation with other parties.

Moreover, MP Annon indeed believed that France had sunk for too long. Winning the Great European War and recovering Alsace and Lorraine had indeed revitalized the spirit of the French nation. But after paying such a huge price, France had not been able to return to its former glory. In the current global economic crisis, it was possible for France to regain its former status. This expectation shouldn't be MP Annon's personal idea, but an idea that all French people should have. There was no problem with this idea!

Thinking of this, MP Annon had already started thinking about how he should fiercely attack the British at the press conference. Many ideas swirled in his mind, making MP Annon somewhat impatient. Under such high spirits, MP Annon soon felt tired. He prepared to finish reading the article in *The Times* quickly and then rest for a moment.

"...The French public opinion embodied by French political parties is an arrogant and rude attitude. This arrogance is rooted in French culture. In countless moments, it was precisely this arrogant attitude that led to France's failure. This paper believes that France's failure is likely right ahead!"

MP Annon's original fatigue was swept away. Anger towards the British made MP Annon decide to immediately convene a party meeting of the French United Revival Party to pool wisdom and launch a fierce attack against the British nonsense.

No sooner said than done. MP Annon called his secretary in and told him to immediately contact a portion of the party members who couldn't be reached by phone. MP Annon himself would call to notify other party members, telling everyone this "good news." The spring of the French United Revival Party had come!

The party meeting ran from the afternoon straight into the late night. The party members formed a consensus: after so many years, they were finally going to make it! Immersed in excitement, everyone pooled their efforts. Under the collective wisdom of the party members, they wrote out the explanation of the French United Revival Party's platform and the rebuttal to the British, producing a thick stack of documents.

The party members also felt that so many documents were not suitable to be read at a press conference; they had to organize a simpler and more powerful rebuttal. But everyone was tired, so they agreed to continue the discussion tomorrow.

Early the next morning, these party members gathered again and began further revisions. By the afternoon, the exhausted crowd finally managed to produce a six-page statement. Seeing the unwilling expressions of the party members, MP Annon emphasized again, "The press conference must be short and powerful. We will publish the more detailed content in the newspapers!"

Hearing this compromise, although some party members were disappointed because the parts they wrote couldn't make it to the press conference, they reluctantly accepted it for the sake of a bright future. The secretary asked at this moment, "Mr. Annon, should we find a professor from the Political Science Department of the University of Paris to talk to?"

Annon thought of the warning from the Parliamentary Disciplinary Commissioner and hesitated. But he quickly replied, "No need. If those professors really understood elections, why don't they run for office? The politics in those people's eyes is different from ours. We don't need to look for trouble."

The secretary and others thought about it and felt it made sense. The large political parties in the French Parliament had good relationships with political science professors. If they trusted these political science professors, it would mean the suggestions of this bunch of professors would cause the ruling party to be toppled frequently. Looking at the results, trusting these people was worse than not trusting them.

"Everyone, start working according to the plan," Annon ordered. The members of the French United Revival Party stood up and left one after another. Some went to contact newspaper offices, others went to contact reporters. MP Annon stood up; he was going to visit his biggest financier. Yesterday, he had already notified this businessman of the news. The other party was very happy and called back half an hour after hanging up, specifically inviting Annon to come to his place after completing the preparations for the press conference.

Approaching the businessman's door, MP Annon suddenly saw that his leather shoes were dirty. He remembered there was a shoeshine boy nearby, so he rushed over there. Just like Marius's words in *Les Misérables*, "Polished boots represent a polished conscience."

The shoeshiner was still there, but the group of children that originally gathered had turned into a group of old gentlemen. Moreover, these old gentlemen looked like people from the provinces, with the honest and simple look characteristic of country folk. Next to them was a large banner: "Shoeshine 1.5 Francs."

Since the start of Sino-French economic cooperation, the price of a shoeshine had slowly risen from 0.5 Francs. Last month's price was still 1.25 Francs; in just one month, it had risen again.

Relative to everyone's income, this price wasn't unacceptable. MP Annon walked up, and as the old gentleman began to shine his shoes with unpracticed but very serious movements, he couldn't help but chat with the old gentleman.

Annon knew that the children had been taken away by the police responsible for catching truant children and sent to school. MP Annon had even voted in favor of this bill. Although he was very skeptical about whether the execution would yield results, it was always a good thing for French children to read more books. So MP Annon asked how the old gentleman came to Paris to shine shoes.

It was a bit difficult to communicate with the provincial accent, but the old gentleman still understood and replied, "I came to Paris with my daughter and son-in-law. I wanted to find a job, and the City Hall sent me here."

"Can you get used to it?" MP Annon asked with some emotion. Currently, French factories lacked workers, so they recruited many people from the countryside. The old gentleman looked to be over sixty, yet he still relied on his own labor to earn money. It was indeed admirable.

The old gentleman replied, "This is quite good. Dozens of people a day. I can earn two francs for one shine."

MP Annon immediately asked, "Old gentleman, how much can you earn?"

"It's hard to say. But recently, the City Hall had us go to the shoe polish wholesaler to stock up. They gave us new shoe polish, seems like it's produced in... some place. The price also dropped. Now, for one shine, I can earn about 25 centimes."

1 Franc was 100 centimes. For the old gentleman, if he could shine 40 people's shoes a day, that would be 10 Francs. If he came out to work 20 days a month, that would be 200 Francs. Although in terms of Pounds Sterling, it was only 2 Pounds a month, for a Frenchman, especially an elderly person with little labor ability, this income really couldn't be considered small.

So, although MP Annon could roughly guess that the so-called "some place" referred to China—because France and China had recently reached an agreement on light industrial products, and France had expanded its imports of Chinese light industrial products—MP Annon felt there was no need to dwell on such trivial matters now.

Soon, wearing shiny leather shoes, MP Annon stood at the door of the businessman he had an appointment to meet.



★


The Public Opinion Battlefield (16)

Volume 6 — Chapter 26

❧ ❧ ❧


As soon as MP Annon entered the financier's home, he saw the financier, with a solemn expression, introduce a man beside him. "Mr. Annon, this is Professor Abu from the Law School of the University of Paris."

Seeing the financier's serious expression, MP Annon knew he couldn't avoid contact with the professor. Although he felt somewhat helpless inwardly, he could only accept this reality. The three sat down; Professor Abu picked up the draft of MP Annon's press conference speech and began to read it, while MP Annon attempted to explain this excellent opportunity to the financier. The financier, who had been quite happy on the phone yesterday, now listened to MP Annon's introduction with a displeased look.

Soon, Professor Abu looked up. "MP Annon, I believe the British have set a trap for your political party."

MP Annon was stunned. He could understand British attacks, but he couldn't comprehend the British setting a trap. Professor Abu nodded to the anxious financier before explaining to MP Annon, "Your party's platform and campaign methods are completely fine within France. But from the perspective of international politics, the France you describe is a France that achieved economic development through its own power, and a France capable of sustaining this prosperity through its own power."

"Professor Abu! Is there anything wrong with this?" MP Annon barely maintained his politeness and didn't shout at Professor Abu.

Professor Abu looked at MP Annon with a slightly pitying gaze. After deliberating for a moment, he replied, "MP Annon, if your party obtains ten seats with the help of the British, or even gets a ministerial position, the British will likely immediately notify China to prepare to downgrade diplomatic relations between China and Britain."

Under the stunned gazes of MP Annon and his financier, Professor Abu continued, "The British government's reason doesn't need to be complex. The British can completely state that, according to the political platform of French political parties, Britain believes that France views China as a vassal state, so Britain finds it necessary to downgrade diplomatic relations with China."

"Are the British crazy? Professor Abu!" MP Annon finally questioned angrily.

Professor Abu looked at MP Annon helplessly. He had long realized that making non-professional politicians understand Great Power politics was not easy. Politicians of small parties might have a keen intuition for French domestic politics, but it was much harder for them to understand systemic Great Power politics. Because domestic politics was a contest for public opinion, the realm of politicians or political appointees. International politics, however, belonged to specific affairs, the working domain of civil servants and bureaucrats.

In domestic politics, grasping the emotions of the public could lead to a total victory. Applying this line of thinking to international politics was a joke. Just as fifteen years ago, no matter how angry the Chinese public was, it couldn't help the Republic of China government defy the realistic demands of the European and American powers.

Seeing Professor Abu's calm and helpless expression, MP Annon felt he was being looked down upon. But roaring at a university professor out of anger was neither polite nor practical; it might even cause this university professor to look down on him further. MP Annon asked in as calm a tone as possible, "Professor, do you think the Chinese government will believe the British attempts to sow discord?"

Seeing that MP Annon still hadn't grasped the main point, Professor Abu decided to try again. As a university professor, if he couldn't even explain a basic political logic clearly, it would be a huge mockery of his academic ability. Picking up his green tea and taking a sip, Professor Abu explained, "MP, do you believe that France's current excellent economic performance is entirely due to the ability of the French government or the state?"

These words directly stung MP Annon's mood. He asked unhappily, "Professor, is your evaluation of France so low?"

Professor Abu sighed inwardly. A basic quality of a politician was to sense the public's emotions. To incite such emotions, he himself had to be enthusiastic first, delivering speeches full of demagoguery. But MP Annon's words just now were a bit too oblivious to reality. In reality, it was He Rui, Chairman of the Republic of China, who first proposed economic cooperation to the French President. The French President keenly discovered the opportunity and immediately pushed for it with full force.

The French President was inferior to Chairman He Rui of the Republic of China in strategic vision and courage; this was the reality. Moreover, at this stage, China didn't just have France as a collaborator; both Britain and the United States wanted to replace France and monopolize the position of cooperation with China. MP Annon's view neither respected the facts nor possessed judgment regarding the world situation. No wonder British newspapers started with the French United Revival Party; if MP Annon were allowed to continue, the British stratagem would succeed.

Realizing this, Professor Abu felt an impulse to ensure this knowledge was imparted. Although there was no personal friendship between MP Annon and Professor Abu, as a professor at the Law School of the University of Paris, Professor Abu felt he had an obligation to expose the British trick.

After more than an hour of conversation, Professor Abu was parched and exhausted. The two opposite him weren't much better off; just trying to understand the two levels of international politics—the government level and the non-governmental level—was enough to tire out these two guys engaged in electoral politics.

MP Annon felt he understood Professor Abu's explanation, but he still couldn't accept one thing. After resting for a moment, MP Annon asked, "Professor, can't the Chinese public understand the British attempts to sow discord?"

Professor Abu tried hard to control his mood, which was becoming somewhat irritable due to fatigue. To avoid saying something unpleasant, he first picked up the Chinese green tea and gulped down several mouthfuls. He then lit a cigarette to calm his emotions first.

MP Annon felt Professor Abu looked down on him, but he also knew this was caused by their differing views. He waited patiently for Professor Abu to recover, but a thought suddenly popped up. MP Annon hurriedly asked, "We can explain the British trick to the Chinese public."

This view wasn't excessively stupid. Professor Abu replied, "If you're going to spend effort explaining, why not avoid the problem from the start? If your party's campaign platform first emphasizes your party's respect for the Chinese people, acknowledging that the diligent and honest labor of the Chinese people is the cornerstone fostering Sino-French economic development, and that China and France will advance hand in hand to create a better future... On such a foundation, criticizing the British trick again would receive a very good response."

MP Annon immediately expressed opposition. "That kind of platform is the leftist set. My voters don't support such views."

Professor Abu shook his head helplessly. "That is why Britain deliberately singled out your party. They aren't afraid at all of your party gaining more seats in the upcoming election; they even look forward to your party winning a landslide victory because your party's platform can be completely utilized by the British. Mr. MP, you must know, Britain and France burned the Old Summer Palace together."

"What does that have to do with our party?" Annon felt Professor Abu was being very pedantic.

Professor Abu was greatly disappointed in his heart. "Then, does Mr. MP feel that Prussia capturing Paris has anything to do with your political party?"

MP Annon immediately sat up straight. "Of course it's related! As Frenchmen, we must protect France's dignity and interests!"

"As Chinese people, don't they need to protect China's dignity and interests?" Professor Abu continued to remind him with patience.

MP Annon got angry. He said loudly, "We really don't have any thought of hurting the feelings of the Chinese people!"

"If you merely stop at not hurting the feelings of the Chinese people, it equates to abandoning the effort to promote Sino-French friendship. MP Annon, you have relatives, right? Even if there is a blood relationship between you, if you don't maintain the relationship, the kinship will become distant. Eventually, you will become like strangers. Let alone China and France, two countries separated by ten thousand miles. Why should the Chinese people naturally have fond feelings for France? Why should the French people naturally have fond feelings for Britain!"

These words choked MP Annon into silence. Various unhappy emotions clashed in his heart, making his mood terrible. Amidst such unhappiness, MP Annon couldn't help but voice the displeasure in his heart: "Damn international politics!"

These words made MP Annon's financier very unhappy. His purpose in inviting Professor Abu was to elevate MP Annon from a broader perspective, to increase the party's seats. However, Professor Abu's eyes lit up. Although he was already somewhat desperate about MP Annon, this at least meant this patient education session had a result. Professor Abu stood up, expressing his agreement while putting on his coat. "You are right, MP Annon. International politics is exactly such a damn thing. But it is precisely this damn international politics that constitutes the relationships between countries in the world today. I have other matters, goodbye."

After speaking, Professor Abu bowed politely and left without looking back. After walking out, looking at the sunset glow in the sky, Professor Abu felt very relaxed and made a decision: he would not participate in such matters again in the future. Unless the other party increased the price to three times the current amount. Compared to students who could pass the exam into the University of Paris, politicians of small parties were truly hopelessly stubborn.

When MP Annon returned home, it was already 11:00 PM. His wife had already gone to sleep. MP Annon went to the bathroom alone, running cold water from the tap over his somewhat swollen knuckles. Because he came back too late, he encountered several drunks causing a scene along the street. Facing the drunks' provocation, MP Annon decisively struck out with heavy punches, beating those drunks away. He finally vented the foul air in his chest.

Recalling Professor Abu's disdain and the financier's displeasure, MP Annon had spent a lot of effort to convince the financier that the French United Revival Party could win more seats. At this moment, perhaps because his emotions were somewhat numb, MP Annon began to feel that the British *The Times* indeed harbored malicious intent.

Initially, he did think he could fully utilize the newsworthiness created by *The Times*. Now looking back, the British were treacherous and cunning; how could they help the French United Revival Party for no reason? Although Professor Abu made MP Annon very unhappy, thinking about it carefully, Professor Abu at least loved France more than *The Times* did.

While he was thinking, the house door was knocked on. MP Annon turned off the tap and went to open the door. He saw several police officers standing outside; the leader had a cold expression. "This gentleman, someone reported to the police that you hit people. We need you to come with us to the police station."

MP Annon was furious. "Those were a few drunks; they attacked me first. By the way, I am a Member of Parliament!"

Hearing this, the officer's expression remained cold. "That is to say, you really hit people! Then you must come with us."

At 2:00 AM, the office of the department responsible for domestic security within the French Ministry of the Interior was still brightly lit. Hearing the news that MP Annon had been caught, the members responsible for this matter breathed a sigh of relief. An MP was a big shot to ordinary people, and the French government was also unwilling to easily move against an MP.

However, among the powers granted to the Ministry of the Interior, one was to deal with some "not ordinary" French citizens. According to the investigation, MP Annon was a patriot, but the French upper echelon believed MP Annon was a muddler. At present, MP Annon already constituted a threat to France's core interests.

Although the French Constitution granted citizens many rights, for the sake of France, there had to be departments that stood up to protect France's core interests.

"Is the press conference ready?" someone asked under the light.

The respondent stood exactly directly under the electric lamp; his face was completely shrouded in the shadow created by his peaked cap in the light. This person replied, "It is ready. The Parliament has also received our notification; they indicated they are aware."

There was some impatience in the cold expression of the questioner. "Then handle it this way. Also, there are some other political parties that have some issues; hope they won't cause trouble again!"

Within 24 hours, He Rui received the news from the French side. After reading the documents, He Rui said to Premier Wu Youping before him with some emotion, "Youping, France does not lack smart people."

Wu Youping nodded but asked, "Chairman, will the French government figure out that we will reach economic and trade cooperation agreements with Britain and the United States?"

"Of course they can figure it out. The French government has only one bottom line, which is for the Chinese government to prioritize the Franc as the currency used. Britain's advantage is realized through the international status of the Pound Sterling. If the Franc can replace Britain's status, France can become the world's strongest."

Wu Youping could completely understand this issue now, so he smiled. "Chairman, the Japanese government has also announced the Yen's decoupling from the gold standard. The strongest currency in East Asia is the Renminbi."

He Rui did not express agreement. He expected Wu Youping to view problems more completely, so he said, "We are different from France. Our population is the sum of the European population plus the American population. If China's per capita GNP reaches two-thirds of the European and American average, what kind of situation would that be?"

If it were before, although Wu Youping knew this figure was exaggerated, he couldn't form a concept of it. But today, before coming here, he had finished reading the economic statistical data for the first half of the year. Previously, China's two types of regions were basically south of the Yangtze River. In the economic data for the first half of the year, grain output wasn't that large. But this year's grain output was double that of last year. Grain output directly pulled the output value of industry, transportation, and so on. If no problems occurred in the second half of this year, China's economic growth could potentially reach 20%.

Even though Wu Youping was the actual person in charge of promoting industries like synthetic ammonia, the realistic data made Wu Youping feel what "soul-shaking" really meant. China could truly become wealthy in a very short time. This was originally a slogan to encourage morale, but when this slogan turned into reality, Wu Youping's greatest feeling was surprisingly not ecstasy, but being left speechless.

Wu Youping probed, "Chairman, the statistical data has been submitted. The Bureau of Statistics' sampling survey has also been arranged. Does the Chairman have any other work requirements?"

"Let the comrades understand the economic data at the meeting and learn to be vigilant. Amidst such sudden changes, I'm afraid many people will have thoughts of fishing in troubled waters. Therefore, reasonable economic data models are the best tools to help leading cadres avoid being deceived by reports from below."

Hearing He Rui remain calm, Wu Youping felt his own emotions calm down as well. He pondered for a moment and continued to ask, "Leading cadres of various provinces, cities, and counties are inspecting the grassroots level. I think this is a very good method."

He Rui shook his head. "If it's a town mayor or a county magistrate, walking through the locality is indeed a good way to improve their insight and work ability. But if a governor, provincial party secretary, mayor, or municipal party secretary also uses such a method, isn't the efficiency too low? What are the various departments, bureaus, and committees doing?"

Hearing He Rui was somewhat unhappy, Wu Youping couldn't help but explain, "The changes are too great; the comrades really haven't seen this before."

He Rui did not express agreement with this explanation but continued to ask, "How is the usage of the sampling survey tool by these comrades? This is the work of your State Council. Even if comrades go down to inspect, they must have a purpose. Inspect the areas designated by the sampling survey."

"Mn." Wu Youping nodded. The State Council grasped these work methods very tightly, but seeing the farmers' summer planting and summer harvest with his own eyes, Wu Youping was indeed shocked by such scenes. The vast plains of the Yellow and Huai River basins were filled with manpower. Every single person was working hard. On the racks by the rice paddies, sharpened high-carbon iron sickles were laid out. The harvesting farmers didn't bother sharpening their blades at all; the moment a sickle didn't feel smooth to use, they would immediately change to a new one.

Long animal-drawn carts stood ready by the wheat fields. Once a cart was full, it was immediately transported to the threshing ground. Threshing machines ran non-stop driven by internal combustion engines, and golden wheat grains soon piled up into small hills outside the outlet.

Thinking of this, Wu Youping asked, "Chairman, the third well at Daqing Oilfield has already been drilled. The Rockefeller side hopes we can expand oil imports from the United States."

The Rockefeller family was indeed shrewd as a ghost. Seeing that China had already become a stable oil producer, Rockefeller wasn't willing to see a competitor appear in Asia and actually proposed such a suggestion.

He Rui smiled. "Isn't this very good? We can certainly increase imports, but will Rockefeller agree to accept Renminbi?"

"They said they are willing to accept Renminbi." Wu Youping smiled bitterly. This was the reason why Wu Youping initially thought they could refuse Rockefeller, only to find they couldn't.

He Rui laughed. "Haha, since they are willing to accept Renminbi, why shouldn't we agree? China's demand for oil is so huge; just one Daqing Oilfield is far from enough. This summer planting and summer harvest can prove that we need too much agricultural machinery and equipment."



★


The Public Opinion Battlefield 17

Volume 6 — Chapter 27

❧ ❧ ❧


"The diligent efforts of the Chinese people have developed the Daqing Oilfield, allowing China to shed the label of an oil-poor nation. As a partner in technology and equipment, the Rockefeller Company is proud to have participated in this great project and expresses admiration for the perseverance and hard work demonstrated by the Chinese people..."

Wu Youping looked at the *National Daily* report on the interview with Rockefeller representative Henry Yang, and the image of this shrewd middle-aged man appeared in his mind. Henry Yang's father was a Chinese-American; even during the era of the Chinese Exclusion Act, his father had married a German-American woman and had three sons. Henry Yang was the second son. He attended university in Massachusetts and later worked for the Rockefeller consortium. Now, he served as Rockefeller's business representative in China.

News from Britain was significant: the British government was beginning to discuss the possibility of the pound sterling exiting the gold standard. With the economic crisis raging, countries were starting to consider abandoning the gold standard. Not only was Britain discussing it, but similar discussions were also emerging in the United States. Only by exiting the gold standard could a country devalue its currency and boost its exports.

While he was pondering these matters, the telephone rang. Wu Youping saw it was the red telephone, and his spirit instantly sharpened. He picked up the receiver and heard Lieutenant General Yu Cen's voice on the other end. "Premier, the Vietnamese uprising we predicted has broken out."

"Is there more specific intelligence?" Wu Youping asked. After asking, his mood grew somewhat heavy. The specific outbreak of an uprising certainly had its particular processes, but the overall social background of the uprising was simple and clear. Before 1924, the French had been quite arrogant in China.

It was only after China's suicide attack aircraft sank a British detachment flagship—a battlecruiser—and He Rui's regime seized power in China with the force of a thunderbolt that France became humble. Even when various officials from the French Concession and employees who violated Chinese laws were sentenced to death in the courts of the He Rui regime and left swaying in the wind on the gallows, the French government merely issued fiercely worded statements without taking any practical action.

When the Anglo-Chinese Burma War broke out and the Chinese army repeatedly defeated the British army, the French government completely forgot that over ten thousand French Concession personnel had been executed by the He Rui government. Instead, for the sake of international prestige, they began to exist as a mediator in the Sino-British war, and through this mediation, they gained immense international standing.

However, France only showed friendship and respect to China. In their Indochina colony, their actions remained unchanged. To earn more money, the French Indochina colonial government increased exports to China. The colonial government naturally could not conjure up trade goods out of thin air; the increase in export volume naturally had to be squeezed from the colonial people.

Taxes on agricultural products in the Indochina colony increased, and the colonial government also forced the Vietnamese people into corvée labor, working in newly opened plantations and mines. Exports of rice, cane sugar, bauxite, and coal increased significantly. Correspondingly, the volume of light industrial goods and refined oil imported from China also surged.

In summary, the booming trade between China and the French Indochina colony was built on the foundation of exploiting the Indochinese people. The people of the colony were merely tools for France to extract profit, not human beings entitled to human rights. It wasn't just the French government that held this view; the British and American governments felt the same. The Chinese government's view was completely different from these nations; Wu Youping did not hold a single positive view of colonialism.

On the other end of the line, Lieutenant General Yu Cen replied, "Premier, we will send someone to give you a briefing."

"Mm. Make it quick," Wu Youping replied. Putting down the phone, Wu Youping felt very unhappy. He finally looked out the office window at the flowerbed. Under the careful cultivation of the gardener, the rose bushes were in full bloom, beautiful enough to make one want to smile. But thinking that a war against colonial oppression was taking place right on China's border, Wu Youping could not let it go.

Finally, Wu Youping sat back in his chair, stubbed out his cigarette, lit another one, picked up the phone, and said with the cigarette dangling from his mouth, "Connect me to the Chairman's office."

Not long after, He Rui's voice rang out. "Hello?"

"Chairman, it's me! Wu Youping!" Wu Youping was prepared to have a serious talk with He Rui.

"Hehe, what makes you so agitated?" He Rui chuckled on the other end.

Wu Youping immediately conveyed his emotions to He Rui. In the past, Wu Youping would never have revealed his emotions to He Rui, but this time he truly couldn't stand it. If he couldn't voice his unhappiness, Wu Youping felt he would suffocate.

After listening to Wu Youping's account, He Rui's voice sounded more serious. "Is that all?"

After venting, Wu Youping felt his agitated mood calm down significantly, but a sense of helplessness arose spontaneously. He asked in a low voice, "Chairman, what do you plan to do?"

He Rui answered straightforwardly, "It just so happens the Speaker of the French Parliament is arriving soon. When I see him, I'll talk to him about this."

Wu Youping was stunned, and a feeling of apprehension arose. "Chairman, will doing this cause a misunderstanding with the French side?"

Wu Youping had thought He Rui would hesitate, but he didn't expect He Rui to answer immediately, "Misunderstanding? What is there to misunderstand! When Qin Shi Huang annexed Vietnam, Caesar's grandfather's grandfather, who wrote *The Gallic Wars*, had just been born! How many years has it been since the Qing Dynasty recognized France's suzerainty over Vietnam? Can we not even speak now? Youping, after the British coughed up Upper Burma and Assam, they are now eager to replace France as our partner. Youping, even from the perspective of cooperation, we should at least ask the French: turning Indochina into this state, what kind of explanation does France plan to give us?!"

Wu Youping was stunned, and his vision suddenly blurred. A strong wave of emotion made him want to cry out loud. Finally, he suppressed his sobbing and tried to say in a calm voice, "Chairman, I want to meet with you to talk."

"Uh... finish by 8 p.m.," He Rui said, feeling a bit guilty. Although in another timeline, He Rui had played in such a grand event as the Eight-Nation Alliance, times had changed. Once things involved emotions, men easily found themselves at a disadvantage. There was a reason why matriarchy had steadily continued for at least millions of years among intelligent species including elephants, orcas, and hairless upright apes, while patriarchy hadn't even sat securely for a thousandth of that time.

However, Wu Youping didn't think so much. After dealing with a few mandatory matters, he went straight to He Rui's Chairman's Residence. As soon as they met, Wu Youping said, "Chairman, I am certain: colonialism must be eliminated."

"Of course, this backward system has no value in existing," He Rui expressed his support.

The two sat down, and Wu Youping immediately voiced his reflection. "Chairman, I'll make a self-criticism. I viewed the economy as too important and almost forgot our original intention."

He Rui waved his hand. "China's liberation is built on economic development; you haven't forgotten the original intention. If judged by the rising nationalist sentiment in the country right now, you are already close to the line where everyone says you deserve to be killed."

This was another troublesome matter. When He Rui mentioned this issue, Wu Youping couldn't help but smile bitterly. Fifteen years ago, young people like Wu Youping, taking it as their duty to drive out foreign aggressors and restore China's sovereignty no matter what, had gathered under He Rui's banner. After arduous struggle, they finally realized the long-cherished wish of that group of revolutionary youth.

After China achieved liberation, a large batch of new nationalists appeared. Wu Youping did not think these young people were unpatriotic, but this group operated on the concept of "establishing a China in the sun," believing that a revived China needed to obtain the status of an empire on which the sun never sets.

Just as He Rui said, the new generation of nationalists didn't necessarily like imperialism. If other imperialist countries in the world were eliminated by China, these new Chinese nationalists would also be willing to implement more "benevolent governance." But their primary goal was to eliminate imperialist countries other than China, not to eliminate imperialism itself. Wu Youping's philosophy, considered dovish, was loathed by China's new generation of nationalist youth.

Wu Youping didn't want to defend himself. He continued to ask about the French colony issue. "Chairman, I'd like to ask, if France believes we are plotting for their colony, what should we do?"

"I will first tell the French that we have no intention of annexing the Indochina region. The French will understand my sincerity," He Rui answered calmly.

Wu Youping thought for a moment and finally nodded. Currently, Sino-French cooperation was France's economic lifeline, and both Britain and the US were very unhappy about this... Thinking of this, Wu Youping suddenly had a new thought. "Chairman, do you think Britain and the United States are the masterminds behind this Vietnamese uprising?"

He Rui shook his head. "That's definitely unlikely. Britain and the US won't be the masterminds because the Vietnamese people won't accept inviting the British to be new colonists after driving out the French. But I believe that behind this incident, Britain and the United States must have taken some action. This is the topic point I want to cut into."

While He Rui and Wu Youping were conversing, on the border between Thailand and the Indochina colony, several British men were sitting in a long thatched hut by the river, using fans to drive away mosquitoes. On the side of these huts facing the river, bamboo poles several meters long were inserted into the mud at the river bottom, and a trestle bridge made of bamboo was erected between the thick bamboo poles. As long as boats docked beside the trestle, cargo could be conveniently moved from the boat to the trestle, or from the trestle to the boat.

Thai laborers watched the river surface, full of tropical green duckweed, from the trestle, waiting for the small boat convoy to arrive for the rendezvous. After waiting for less than an hour, a small fleet appeared in the distant river bend. Four rowers, all wearing Vietnamese-style clothing, pushed aside the water with their oars, heading towards the dock.

When the fleet stopped by the trestle, the British men were already standing there. There was no warmth on their faces; instead, they were full of condescension. Behind them, some Malayan colonial troops gripped their rifles, staring with sharp eyes at the people in Vietnamese attire.

The people from the Vietnamese side went ashore and immediately saluted the British fellows, then said in broken French, "Thank you for your support, gentlemen."

The British man replied in equally fluent French, "Don't be mistaken, we just want to sell some weapons to you. Did you bring the money?"

"Where are the weapons?" the person from the Vietnamese side asked warily.

The British man lifted his chin. The Malayan colonial troops nearby carried over one of several boxes and opened it. Inside, weapons wrapped in Indian-made jute cloth were revealed. There were also several greasy paper boxes nearby. The Vietnamese revolutionaries pulled out the weapons. Whether it was the Indian jute cloth, the weapons inside, or the paper boxes containing bullets, everything was greasy, emitting the somewhat pungent smell of lard and tallow.

Seeing the weapons and ammunition were fine, the Vietnamese revolutionaries carefully took out small coin purses kept close to their skin and produced several gold coins. The British man curled his lip. "Not enough."

Another Vietnamese revolutionary took out a wallet and pulled out a stack of Chinese yuan banknotes. The British man took the money and counted it once before saying, "You can check the other weapons."

The British side's asking price wasn't high, not even reaching the cost price. But Britain had very rich experience as an international "shit-stirrer." At this stage, they could sell weapons at a loss, but they couldn't *not* take money. Only after establishing the trade model could they ensure those Vietnamese revolutionaries, who couldn't get weapons from elsewhere, would continue to get weapons from Britain.

As long as it could impact France's economic confidence, Britain had already profited. Theoretically, giving the weapons away for free would be fine. But to make the people on the Vietnamese side continue fighting, Britain precisely could *not* give them away for free. It hadn't reached that stage yet! Britain had stood tall for hundreds of years because they knew clearly what to do and when!

The transaction ended quickly. The Vietnamese side obtained 120 rifles, 40 pistols, and 6,000 rounds of ammunition at a considerably low price. The British men looked indifferent, but inside they were actually praying for the Vietnamese revolutionaries, hoping every bullet would eliminate a Frenchman.

As soon as the transaction ended, the British men quickly left the trading site with the Malayan colonial troops and Thai assistants. The Vietnamese revolutionaries also boarded their boats and immediately returned to their camp. Along the way, the Vietnamese revolutionaries were very excited. 120 guns could arm 120 people, but they could raise a team of at least 600. Especially those pistols—they could equip revolutionaries in the cities to launch attacks on some police stations with weak French defenses.

While they were chatting happily, a *chug-chug-chug* sound came from the distance. The Vietnamese revolutionaries' faces changed; that was the sound of a French small gunboat navigating the water. Judging by the sound, the French gunboat would soon encounter their fleet.

The leader immediately ordered, "Go ashore! Prepare for battle!"

Ten minutes later, a French patrol boat of several dozen tons discovered the small boats by the shore. The small boats were parked haphazardly in a river bend with no one on board. This made the French troops on the patrol boat feel something was wrong. Small boats were important property to the Vietnamese, and this wasn't near any village. It was absolutely impossible for small boats to be left unguarded.

The patrol boat immediately slowed down. The 20mm small cannon on the boat and the machine gunners pointed their muzzles towards the nearby woods. They guarded cautiously like this for over ten minutes. Just as the French patrol boat slowly approached the small boats, gunshots suddenly rang out from the woods.

The French soldiers did not hesitate and immediately began firing towards the position where the gunshots originated. The two sides exchanged fire for less than ten minutes before a rustling sound came from the jungle. The French officers and soldiers immediately understood that the Vietnamese revolutionaries had started to flee. The patrol boat immediately docked, and French soldiers, carrying their weapons, began to give chase.

Within an hour, the battle was over. Two people on the French side suffered minor injuries. Three Vietnamese revolutionaries were killed, and six were wounded and captured. A total of one rifle was seized. The other Vietnamese revolutionaries fled into the forest.

The French patrol team immediately began interrogation. The screams of the captured Vietnamese revolutionaries did not travel far in the jungle. Nearby lizards, snakes, and insects smelled blood and gunpowder smoke and fled far away. After some torture, two of the six captured revolutionaries couldn't withstand the beating and died on the spot. The other four confessed the news that they had bought weapons from foreigners. But the identity of these people was not certain.

The French officer listened to his subordinate's report, spat at a Vietnamese revolutionary whose nose and mouth were bleeding from the beating, and said hatefully, "Damn British!"

But being angry was useless. Since they hadn't caught them red-handed with the loot, Britain certainly wouldn't admit to what they had done. Moreover, it wasn't strange for the British to do this. If the positions were swapped and Indochina were a British colony, the French wouldn't mind fueling the flames to make the Indochina uprising more intense.

This was determined by the interests of all parties. Of course, if the French patrol boat had actually caught the trading British men, they wouldn't have really killed the British fellows. At most, they would have thrown a few punches and kicks; they absolutely wouldn't have harmed their lives. This was reality. If the French went on a killing spree against the British, the British would immediately retaliate. This kind of conflict had to be avoided at all costs. After all, the French upper echelons had long determined that the Versailles System was the result of Anglo-French compromise. If Britain and France tore off their masks and fought openly, the first result would be the mutual destruction of both Britain and France.

Although the French officer on the patrol boat didn't understand international politics very well, he was very clear about orders from above. So all his pent-up anger was vented on the captured Vietnamese revolutionaries. He kicked the Vietnamese revolutionaries, who had lost the ability to resist, viciously several times. The French officer ordered, "Take them all! Let's go back!"

Back at the camp, the wounded French soldiers were treated using medicine imported from China. Since the gunshot wounds weren't serious, at this stage they took a few sulfonamide pills, and after treating the wounds, applied gentian violet. Since the wounds hadn't festered, there was absolutely no need to use penicillin right now.

Diplomatic personnel under the French Governor-General's office immediately found the British Consul in Indochina and demanded an explanation. The British Consul replied lightly, "Where is the evidence?"

The French diplomatic personnel threatened hatefully a few times, but could only go back first.



★


The Public Opinion Battlefield (18)

Volume 6 — Chapter 28

❧ ❧ ❧


Vice Speaker Malon of the Parliament of the French Third Republic landed at the Hong Kong pier, where Duan Qirui, the Speaker of the Parliament of the Republic of China, personally welcomed him. As soon as Vice Speaker Malon came up, he gave Duan Qirui a big French hug.

Duan Qirui was a student who had studied abroad, but he had studied in Germany. The cold and serious atmosphere of Germany was vastly different from the romantic enthusiasm of the French. The French Speaker's action made Duan Qirui feel uncomfortable all over.

But Duan Qirui also knew that French dignitaries should observe proper etiquette, so he tried hard to squeeze a smile onto his face, "Mr. Malon, welcome to China."

Speaker Malon laughed, "Speaker Duan, I have loved China since I was a child. To be able to visit China this time has finally fulfilled my dream."

In recent years, Duan Qirui had indeed gained a lot of knowledge. When high-level officials from various countries visited China, Duan Qirui often had to attend banquets. Especially when the French President and Foreign Minister visited China, Duan Qirui attended even more. For example, this time, hearing Speaker Malon's words, Duan Qirui also felt a bit cloying. These politicians really weren't ashamed of telling lies.

This discomfort quickly dissipated, and Duan Qirui smiled, "China has a vast territory, magnificent mountains and rivers, and excellent scenery. Speaker Malon, when you and I fly to the capital, you can take a brief look. I will accompany you on a tour later."

"That would be wonderful," Speaker Malon said with joy.

Seeing the two speakers chatting happily, the reporters took photos one after another. Duan Qirui and Malon held hands, turned to face the reporters, and let them take pictures.

Duan Qirui had always felt that he was a traditional Chinese scholar-official, and having studied abroad, he had learned real skills. So he was used to being serious. However, times had changed. As China's status rose, Duan Qirui was welcoming and sending off big figures from various countries. In order to show China's friendliness, he had to smile. This made Duan Qirui very unaccustomed, and he felt that He Rui and the new generation of young people adapted really quickly; in photos, they could always wear kind smiles.

Speaker Malon didn't care about this. for an old politician like him, smiling was as easy as breathing. Moreover, what he cared about was whether the news could be transmitted back to France as quickly as possible. The French parliamentary election was imminent, and Malon wanted to gain a higher status. After discussing with his staff, Speaker Malon believed that visiting China was the best way.

Now, there was a high degree of attention to China within France, and anything related to China could attract the attention of the French people. Speaker Malon's visit to China would gain him huge attention. As long as Speaker Malon returned to France with some agreements, he would be regarded as a meritorious official of France and receive the praise of the public. Therefore, Vice Speaker Malon paid extra attention to the photos taken by media reporters.

Also being a Speaker, Duan Qirui felt that Vice Speaker Malon's performance was a bit too enthusiastic. But Duan Qirui had to fulfill the duties of the Speaker of the Parliament of China and give the Vice Speaker of the French Parliament a good reception.

After tossing about for a whole day, first flying from Guangzhou to the capital, and then holding a dinner, it was already late at night when Duan Qirui returned home. As soon as he got home, his wife, Zhang Peiheng, was surprisingly not asleep yet. Seeing Duan Qirui return, she hurriedly stepped forward and said, "Master, Hongye has been arrested."

"Oh? Arrested? Haha!" Duan Qirui actually laughed. Sitting on the sofa in the living room, Duan Qirui praised in a cold tone, "Good catch!"

Duan Qirui's first wife, née Wu, passed away due to illness after giving birth to a son and a daughter for Duan Qirui. Zhang Peiheng was his second wife. Because Zhang Peiheng only gave birth to two daughters herself, she treated Duan Hongye as her own. Hearing Duan Qirui's cold voice, Madame Zhang hurriedly persuaded, "Master..."

"No need to say more." Duan Qirui stood up and sighed, "Madam, young heroes are coming forth in large numbers in my Beiyang. The Current Leader is even one year younger than Hongye. Premier Wu, Vice Premier Zhao, the Five Tiger Generals under the Current Leader, and the twenty or so ministers in the cabinet before and after. Most of them are not much different in age from Hongye. Which one is like him? Forget it, Madam, we have taught everything we should teach, beat him when we should, scolded him when we should, and punished him when we should! Now the legal system is clear. If anything happens to him again, there is the law of the country. Let's not do anything for him anymore... Sigh... I, Old Duan, can't afford to lose this face!" At the end, Duan Qirui still couldn't hold back, picked up a teapot and smashed it on the ground.

Seeing Duan Qirui really angry, Madam Zhang was so scared that she didn't dare to plead immediately. Duan Qirui was thinking of going for a walk in the garden when he heard the voice of a crisp little girl, "Grandpa, my dad did something wrong, I apologize to Grandpa for my dad."

Duan Qirui turned his head and saw his eldest granddaughter, also Duan Hongye's eldest daughter, Duan Mei, appearing at the door leading from the living room to the inner room at some point. People say that grandparents love their grandchildren the most. Duan Qirui loved his eldest granddaughter the most. Seeing this fifteen-year-old girl walking over properly like a little adult and about to kneel down to him, Duan Qirui hurriedly held his granddaughter's hand, "Your dad's matter has nothing to do with you."

Duan Mei said, "Grandpa, my dad didn't ask anyone to come and beg Grandpa. I came by myself. Because my dad didn't do anything wrong this time."

Duan Qirui had a poor opinion of his son, but he knew that his granddaughter Duan Mei was a very well-bred little girl. Sometimes Duan Qirui also wondered how his bastard son could raise such a good child. Since his granddaughter said so, Duan Qirui asked, "What exactly happened?"

Although Duan Mei was not old, she had clear thinking and articulate speech. She told Duan Qirui what happened. It turned out that the selection trials for the China-Japan Go Challenge had already begun. Duan Hongye, the Go player who had represented China three times, participated in the selection trials again. After a hard battle, he basically confirmed that he had obtained the qualification.

Today, Duan Hongye finally won the last game of the qualification tournament and officially obtained the qualification. This was the fourth consecutive time he had obtained the qualification, so he was naturally happy. He went to eat with a few friends. The guests at the table next to them were also young people. Hearing Duan Hongye and others saying that they must defeat the Japanese Go team this year, they made sarcastic remarks. A conflict arose between the two sides.

"Grandpa, my dad really didn't cause trouble. It was because the people opposite cursed you that he got angry and started fighting. I came this time not to ask Grandpa to vent anger for my dad. In these years, apart from practicing chess skills every day, my dad hasn't done anything else at all. My dad shouldn't have hit anyone no matter what. I came to beg Grandpa, absolutely not to ask Grandpa to stand up for my dad. I just want to ask Grandpa to help my dad keep his qualification for the competition. If he can't go to the competition, I'm afraid my dad will even have the heart to die."

Hearing this, Duan Qirui remained silent. After a good while, he asked seriously, "My dear, you mustn't lie to Grandpa."

Duan Mei hurriedly replied, "Grandpa. I went to the police station and saw the interrogation statement with my own eyes before I dared to come. If Grandpa doesn't believe it, go to the police station and look at the statement and you'll know."

Duan Qirui trusted his granddaughter very much. Hearing her say this, he believed seventy or eighty percent of it. Duan Hongye had no talent for managing the family, but he was proficient in Go. He Rui had established the China Go Institute in 1925. Duan Hongye was initially rejected because he smoked opium. For the sake of Go, Duan Hongye insisted on going to a drug rehabilitation center and quit opium. After being discharged, he quickly obtained 6-dan with his Go skills.

Later, China and Japan started non-governmental exchanges first, and the China-Japan Go Challenge began. Duan Hongye did not rely on Duan Qirui's power, but passed the selection layer by layer with his own strength and became a member of the Chinese Go delegation.

Duan Qirui liked to play Go. In fact, he also knew that his level was average. Others coaxed him to be happy because of his status, so the wins and losses were basically by half a point or one point. The first 'big defeat' was when he heard that his son could play chess and played a game with him. His son slaughtered Duan Qirui's 'Big Dragon' in the middle game. Angry, Duan Qirui cursed, "You only know how to play blindly!"

Although he didn't say it in recent years, even if he did, it was just to mock his son with a sentence or two, "Lost to the Japanese again?!" But seeing his son represent China with his Go skills, and winning one or two games every time as a low-dan vanguard (6-dan players were considered low-dan in the Go team), whenever Duan Qirui replayed the games and found that he actually couldn't understand the subtleties of his son's moves, he was actually very happy in his heart.

Duan Qirui called his secretary and asked him to hire a lawyer to handle the matter, and then said to his granddaughter, "My dear, Grandpa is the Speaker of the Parliament and absolutely cannot intervene in this matter. If I intervene, it will be like mud in the crotch—hard to explain. I will let the lawyer look at the interrogation record. If it is as you said, we will follow the procedure. Can you understand?"

Duan Mei immediately replied, "Grandpa, I know. The country has laws. If Grandpa intervenes, what was originally legal will be said to be illegal. Then my dad will be even more unable to explain clearly."

"Good that you understand, good that you understand." Duan Qirui nodded repeatedly, and a smile appeared on his face. He turned to his wife and said, "It's so late, let our granddaughter stay at home."

The next morning, Duan Qirui continued to host French Vice Speaker Malon. After the parliamentary delegations from China and France finished their exchanges, Malon received news that his request to meet He Rui had been approved. Vice Speaker Malon was filled with joy. If the news and photos of his meeting with He Rui were sent back to France, his election victory would be almost a certainty. So he impatiently requested to arrange the meeting as soon as possible, and He Rui also invited Malon to meet in the afternoon. Now Duan Qirui finally had free time. After sending Malon away, he met the lawyer.

The lawyer had already completed the legal procedures and was waiting for Duan Qirui's summons. Upon meeting, the lawyer said, "Speaker Duan, your son has been released. I have also copied the interrogation record, please take a look."

Duan Qirui took it and looked at it. At first, he breathed a sigh of relief, but when he saw the latter part, Duan Qirui's expression became ugly. The matter was exactly as Duan Qirui's granddaughter Duan Mei said, but the interrogation record was more detailed. It turned out that the young people who conflicted with Duan Hongye not only mocked Duan Hongye and others for never winning against Japan and losing face for China, but some also knew that Duan Hongye's father was Duan Qirui, so they cursed Duan Qirui as a traitor. Subservient to foreigners, but striking hard at domestic revolutionary forces.

Duan Hongye didn't refute when he was initially mocked for his poor chess skills. But when he heard his old father being insulted like this, he was so angry that he stepped forward and shoved. The other party was also young and aggressive, and immediately started fighting.

Reading this, Duan Qirui only felt as uncomfortable as if his heart was being gripped. But he didn't want to lose his dignity in front of the lawyer, so he forced himself to calm down and asked, "Sir, will this leave a criminal record?"

The lawyer hurriedly replied, "I asked. The other party provoked, and the other party struck first. Your son will not leave a criminal record."

Duan Qirui asked the secretary to send the lawyer out and paid the lawyer's fee at the same time. When he was the only one left in the office, Duan Qirui sat blankly in the chair and suddenly covered his face and wept.

In recent years, Chinese textbooks had defined several events. The May 4th Movement was one of them, and the Boxer Movement was another. Compared with the short comments on the May 4th Movement, the content about the Boxer Movement was much longer.

The textbooks divided the Boxer Movement into three parts: the feudal semi-religious groups, the group of people within the Manchu government playing power tricks, and the Chinese people headed by Jing Tingbin and others who refused to pay the 'foreign tax'.

Regarding the Manchu court, the official attitude represented by the textbooks held a negative attitude towards its means of using and playing with the Chinese people.

Regarding the feudal semi-religious groups, the textbooks denied their behavior of using the congregation to seek benefits, but did not deny their behavior of resisting foreign oppression.

As for Jing Tingbin and others resisting domestic and foreign oppressive forces, the textbooks held a positive attitude. The ones who really fought large-scale battles with the Manchu and foreign regular armies were exactly this group of people.

Duan Qirui commanded the war to suppress the armed struggle led by Jing Tingbin and others in 1902. Although outsiders looked at the Beiyang and thought that the Beiyang was one lineage, Duan Qirui, an old Beiyang member, knew very well that the New Beiyang represented by He Rui had a sentimental connection with him, the old Beiyang member, but they were not people on the same path.

Since the death of Yuan Shikai, the Old Beiyang had been declining day by day. Only Zhang Xiluan, relying on his relationship with the New Beiyang headed by He Rui, managed to maintain the Old Beiyang from being destroyed because of taking the wrong path. But Duan Qirui also understood that the Old Beiyang had actually been replaced.

It was just that even the textbooks had defined the nature of the Old Beiyang. Now, a younger generation was cursing Duan Qirui in front of his son. This pain made Duan Qirui feel disheartened. After his mood calmed down a little, Duan Qirui washed his face and began to write a resignation letter. But there were thousands of grievances and myriads of moods in his heart, which could never be turned into words that expressed his feelings directly.

When Duan Qirui finally put down the pen dejectedly, he saw that the wastepaper basket was already more than half full of crumpled paper balls. Duan Qirui was disheartened, called the secretary, and asked him to arrange for the reception of the French Parliament Vice Speaker to be the responsibility of the Vice Speaker of the Chinese Parliament. Although the secretary was a little surprised, he didn't feel there was any problem. Vice Speaker to Vice Speaker was equal. And Duan Qirui asked for a plane to be arranged; he was going to Beiping.

Now the planes in China were much larger than before, and the speed was also faster. Departing from the capital at 1:00 pm, he met Xu Shichang at 3:00 pm. At 6:30, the two arrived at the gate of Zhang Xiluan's house. At 6:30 in the evening in early July, the sky was bright. As soon as the two entered Zhang Xiluan's house, they felt a cool breeze, as if it were a comfortable September day.

Soon, Zhang Xiluan walked out. Seeing the surprise of the two, he smiled, "This is the air conditioner sent by Brother He. The wind from this thing is a bit cool, so you can't stand directly under it to blow. Let's go to the back to sit."

Soon, the three sat down in the back hall, and the servants brought freshly made watermelon juice with ice cubes. Xu Shichang praised, "Brother Zhang, you are living a life of immortals."

"Brother He is nostalgic and sends whatever fresh things he has. It's actually not troublesome; a refrigerator can do it," Zhang Xiluan replied with some pride. After speaking, seeing Duan Qirui's depression, he couldn't help looking at Xu Shichang, "What happened to Brother Duan?"

Xu Shichang sighed and told Zhang Xiluan about what Duan Qirui had encountered. Zhang Xiluan's expression became serious. After Xu Shichang finished speaking, Zhang Xiluan sighed, stood up, walked slowly around the room with his hands behind his back a few times, and then stopped to ask, "Brother Xu, what is this about the textbook?"

"That's how it's written in the textbooks, and the national exams also test it this way. I also asked the Current Leader why it should be written like this. The Current Leader replied, this is the People's View of History."

"People's View of History?" Zhang Xiluan frowned.

Xu Shichang was a Jinshi (successful candidate in the highest imperial examination), so he could fully understand these concepts. He explained, "The Current Leader said that the history of New China is by no means the history of kings, princes, generals, ministers, scholars, and beauties, but the history of the working people. Only the people, and only the reasonable wishes of the people, are the driving force for social progress. And the so-called emperors, kings, generals, and ministers, and the changes of dynasties, only intentionally or unintentionally used the reasonable wishes of the people and received the support of the people to achieve their success. This should have been public power, but those emperors, kings, generals, and ministers turned public power into private power and usurped the fruits of the revolution. The current China is New China, and the working people are the masters of the country. Therefore, the People's View of History must be established."

Zhang Xiluan frowned and thought for a while, then continued to ask, "I listen to your meaning, Jing Tingbin is no longer a Boxer bandit, but a righteous man resisting the foreign tax, a figure leading the common people who resisted the foreign tax to destroy the foreign religion."

Duan Qirui couldn't help sighing when he heard this. Xu Shichang was stunned. He never expected that Zhang Xiluan, an old man in his eighties, actually figured out this key point. Since Zhang Xiluan asked, Xu Shichang replied, "Brother Zhang is right, that's how the Current Leader sees it."

The textbooks wrote very clearly that after the Manchu government was defeated, in order to maintain its rule, it accepted treaties of national betrayal and humiliation. It then transferred the cost to the ordinary Chinese people by increasing the foreign tax. Jing Tingbin's uprising not only resisted the Manchu Qing, but also recognized the general direction of the problem and counterattacked the foreign aggressive forces. Although the uprising failed in the end, the uprising itself was meaningful.

And in the subsequent content, the textbooks wrote about the war launched by He Rui. Judging from He Rui's actions, he also first defeated the foreign forces threatening China and won China's national security. Afterwards, he unified China and established a brand-new government. From this perspective, that is, from the 'People's View of History', the uprising of the people in Hebei and Shandong against foreigners and the Manchu Qing only lacked organizational ability, but the general direction was correct.

Moreover, a republic has absolutely no reason to sing praises for the feudal monarchy. This was also the reason why Xu Shichang never commented on this again after this conversation.

Zhang Xiluan sat back in his seat and asked again, "If you say so, Brother He often says that he is a member of the Chinese people, and members of the Civilization Party are all members of the people. Is it just using this... uh... what view is it?"

"People's View of History," Xu Shichang hurried to respond.

"Yes, it is this People's View of History. Brother He is going to follow this vein?"

"Brother Zhang, you really have a penetrating insight," Xu Shichang praised.

Zhang Xiluan shook his head and turned to Duan Qirui, "Brother Duan, in fact, you also have one thing that is consistent from beginning to end. I wonder if Brother Duan knows?"

Duan Qirui was stunned. He raised his head and looked at Zhang Xiluan. Duan Qirui felt that Zhang Xiluan was mocking him again. What did he have that was consistent? A meritorious official who suppressed the Boxer bandits, or an executioner who suppressed the people's movement?

Zhang Xiluan didn't keep him in suspense. He said, "Brother Duan, from beginning to end, you have been a man of the court... no, of the government. You are consistent in this matter. Since the court has changed, you naturally have to follow the court. It's just a mere empty name, why care!"

Duan Qirui was a little confused. He really couldn't distinguish whether Zhang Xiluan was mocking or praising him.

Xu Shichang, who was next to him, couldn't help nodding slightly. It was just that there was some loneliness in his expression; presumably, he was a little sad in his heart.

Zhang Xiluan continued, "Was it you who ordered the suppression of Jing Tingbin back then? You were just acting on orders. Later, Xiangcheng (Yuan Shikai) wanted to proclaim himself emperor, did you instigate it? You opposed it with all your might. Later, when Brother He unified China, did you lead troops to resist? No, you conformed to national justice. Brother Duan, your integrity is not deficient. As for minor details, let others say what they will."

Duan Qirui felt that what Zhang Xiluan said was very correct, but he still couldn't get over it in his heart. Finally, he opened his mouth and said, "Brother Zhang, I'm just a little unconvinced."

"You have to be convinced even if you are not." Zhang Xiluan threw a sentence over, blocking Duan Qirui so much that he couldn't speak.
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Although Duan Qirui wasn't certain if Zhang Xiluan was mocking him regarding the 'People's View of History', he dared not probe deeper. Zhang Xiluan was over eighty years old and a sworn brother of Yuan Shikai. In his lifetime, Zhang Xiluan had never wronged his Beiyang brothers. So, let alone this ambiguous teasing, even if Zhang Xiluan were to curse Duan Qirui to his face, Duan Qirui not only couldn't retort but would have to apologize to Zhang Xiluan and find a way to earn his forgiveness.

This was the rule!

Duan Qirui hurriedly smoothed things over. "Brother Zhang, seeing you live such a carefree life, I am envious to death. I'll just wait for the next parliamentary election, and I won't run for Speaker again. I'll learn from Brother Zhang and retire to my hometown."

"Hehe. Brother Duan, you are being childish." Zhang Xiluan's tone carried a hint of disappointment that iron failed to become steel.

Xu Shichang, sitting beside them, almost laughed out loud. To save Duan Qirui from embarrassment, Xu Shichang picked up his watermelon juice and took a sip. Finding it cool and sweet, he praised, "Delicious."

Duan Qirui didn't want to look crestfallen either, so he also picked up his glass and took a sip. Just as Xu Shichang said, the watermelon juice was cold and sweet. He quickly joined in the praise, "Indeed, it is delicious."

The atmosphere softened considerably. Zhang Xiluan smiled. "Brother Duan, I see you have a life of toil. Why resign? With you there, the old Beiyang brothers can feel that someone understands them. If Brother He were a rash young man who treated the old Beiyang brothers as remnants of the previous dynasty and refused to use them at all... once the matter of Jing Tingbin gets into the textbooks, would the Beiyang brothers even have a way to live?"

Duan Qirui originally had a chest full of gloom because of his son's affairs. After the fatigue of the journey, much of that angry fire had dissipated. Now, hearing Zhang Xiluan's point, he couldn't help but feel a bit of lingering fear.

Seeing that Duan Qirui no longer dared to make a fuss, Xu Shichang smiled. "Brother Zhang is right. In these past two years, the parliamentary leaders of the Great Powers that Zhiquan has met—which one hasn't been respectful? Zhiquan, over these years, even if we don't say you've vented your spleen, you've at least been riding high. The events of the past can also be given an accounting. Others are envious to death; if you resign, Zhiquan, I'm afraid you'll regret it later."

Hearing these words, Duan Qirui felt even more emotional. The ambassadors of various countries to China were now equivalent to department-level officials in China, at most deputy bureau-level officials, and that was only for the ambassadors of major powers. A Chinese deputy bureau or department-level official, although possessing some real power, really didn't count as a high official within China. But in the past, the ambassadors of Britain, France, the United States, and Japan dared to be tough with Duan Qirui. Although Duan Qirui was resentful at the time, he was powerless.

In the past two years, the ambassadors of various countries had consistently maintained respect when meeting Duan Qirui. Let alone threatening Duan Qirui, they didn't even dare to speak loudly. As a republic, the Parliament of the Republic of China was China's highest authority, representing the will of the Chinese people. Let the ambassadors of various countries try shouting at the Speaker of the Parliament of the Republic of China, and the next day they would be packing their bags and getting out!

As a symbolic figure, as long as he didn't think about fighting for power and profit, Duan Qirui actually lived quite happily. Duan Qirui also understood that the old Beiyang ways were already things of the past. Now, the children of the old Beiyang were changing their tune, desperately squeezing into the new government. Those people wished that others didn't know about their relationship with the old Beiyang at all; how would they dare to boast about their family background?

Seeing that Duan Qirui had finally settled down, Zhang Xiluan brought up another topic. "Recently, some tabloids have written that there's an uprising in Annam, and France seems unable to handle it. Is this true?"

Duan Qirui quickly replied, "There is indeed an uprising, but it's not that the French can't handle it."

Zhang Xiluan frowned slightly. "This reminds me of when I was outside the Pass; there were always people saying that bandits were making trouble everywhere. Although there were indeed bandits, the people saying this wanted to fish in troubled waters. Two brothers, have you asked Brother He what he thinks?"

"With the Chairman being so intelligent, how could he not know?" Xu Shichang replied.

Zhang Xiluan waved his hand. "The reason I can't say anything is that I worry that if my words are used by someone, it will only create a rift between me and Brother He. You two, as officials, why don't you say a few words?"

"Brother Zhang, we are also worried."

Zhang Xiluan took a sip of watermelon juice before slowly replying, "In my view, you don't need to worry about being misunderstood by Brother He. Instead, you should worry that Brother He doesn't know what you are thinking. Brother He formulated the policy of friendship with France. Now, what these newspapers are saying harbors ill intentions toward France. If it weren't for someone plotting something, why would even I hear about such things?"

Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang were both stunned for a moment, then immediately understood what Zhang Xiluan was pointing at. Thinking a bit deeper, they felt Zhang Xiluan was right. If it were Duan Qirui or Xu Shichang in power, even if someone shouted 'drive all foreigners out of China', it wouldn't matter. Because with China's strength at that time, it was simply impossible to do.

But the current situation was completely different. When China fought Japan, many people could still say that Japan was at the bottom of the Great Powers in terms of strength. But the British Empire was the world's number one power, and China fought it just the same. And nothing happened in the end. France's strength was inferior to Britain's; if China really wanted to move against France, it would just do it.

China was now pursuing a policy of Sino-French friendship, yet much of the content published in domestic newspapers ran counter to this policy. If one said there were people indeed opposing Sino-French friendship, it definitely couldn't be regarded as baseless wind.

Thinking of this, Duan Qirui hurriedly said, "Brother Zhang, these years I really have been neglecting my duties."

Zhang Xiluan waved his hand. "You sit high in the center. I was in the local regions back then, and I only have these thoughts because I suffered for it. So there's no need to say those words. It's just that from now on, you two brothers need to pay more attention. Back then outside the Pass, as soon as life got a little better, someone would definitely cause trouble and never let people live in peace. Now that the country's life is so much better, just stirring up some trouble can make one earn a fortune. You two brothers must not treat this lightly."

"How should we put it?" Duan Qirui asked hurriedly.

Zhang Xiluan laughed. "If you see Brother He, just say whatever you hear. What Brother Xu said just now was correct; with Brother He's intelligence, how could he not know! Two brothers, you just need to tell Brother He that right now there are indeed some people with impure thoughts who only want to grab some benefits for themselves. That will be enough."

Hearing this, Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang were truly completely convinced by Zhang Xiluan. In these years, Zhang Xiluan had never said a word about state affairs. Many people felt that Zhang Xiluan was only clear-headed on major issues but had average ability on specific matters. Of course, being clear-headed on major issues and decisively supporting He Rui was already an incredible talent. The two hadn't expected that even at his age, Zhang Xiluan was still clear about the general trend of the country.

Xu Shichang sighed. "Brother Zhang's talent is truly something to look up to. Just as Brother Zhang said, ever since the end of the Sino-British War, the world has been shaken. Some... many domestic youths mock Japan with their mouths, yet use Japanese words, shouting 'Tenka Fubu' (Unify the World under Military Rule). While mouthing 'Tenka Fubu', the strategies they propose are nothing more than opportunism and looting a burning house. They really are good for nothing!"

Duan Qirui still had some worries in his heart. Judging from the conflict his son experienced, the old Beiyang were considered to have always upheld the style of weakness towards foreign countries from the previous dynasty. This style was considered to have run consistently from the Manchu Qing era. Duan Qirui felt very aggrieved. If the troops under his command back then were as tough as the current National Defense Force, and the generals' combat abilities—let alone being comparable to He Rui—had even the level of He Rui's Five Tiger Generals, Duan Qirui would have dared to go to war with Japan.

But if Duan Qirui said this, it would probably be considered self-aggrandizement. Duan Qirui was someone who cared about face, so naturally, he wouldn't bring humiliation upon himself. Since Zhang Xiluan reminded them, Duan Qirui sincerely asked for advice, "Brother Zhang, how do you think we should speak?"

Zhang Xiluan laughed. "Brother Duan, why ask me? What is there to calculate in such matters? Just speak your own worries. And even if you don't say anything, it doesn't matter; presumably, Brother He has already made plans."

Speaking of this, Zhang Xiluan looked at his watch. "Oh! It's already 7:30. You two brothers haven't come for a long time; you must stay for a meal! At my age, seeing old brothers one time is one time less. With you here, I am very happy in my heart!"

***

While Zhang Xiluan was inviting Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui to dinner, He Rui was also hosting the French Vice Speaker, Monsieur Malon. Monsieur Malon had already met with Foreign Minister Li Shiguang in the afternoon, and coupled with his earlier meeting with Duan Qirui, they had already communicated about the issue of rising nationalist sentiments within both countries.

As a Speaker, Monsieur Malon could completely imagine the current atmosphere within China. In eight years, having experienced a series of military and diplomatic victories, the country not only hadn't suffered huge casualties, but the domestic economy had also developed at high speed. Let alone China, any country in the world would be brimming with confidence. Up to now, a wave of self-proclaimed 'superior race' hadn't appeared within China; looking at it globally, this was already commendable.

As for those trivial matters among the populace, ever since France lost Alsace and Lorraine in 1871, there were people shouting about it every year. Whenever there was economic turbulence, there were forces inciting public opinion to be tough on Germany, attempting to fish in troubled waters, gain power, and divert conflicts.

The French upper echelons now had a consensus: as long as China's leader He Rui could remain calm, France must cooperate with China and suppress these matters unfavorable to the unity of the two countries.

Seeing the Chinese officials so calm, Malon was not very worried that He Rui would lose his head. The French upper echelons currently held He Rui in high regard, generally considering him a top-tier national leader. Such a leader, although cold and ruthless, was worthy of trust.

With this attitude, when Malon dined with He Rui, he didn't deliberately avoid certain topics; instead, he brought up the uprising incident in the Indochina colony. After finishing, Malon asked, "I wonder how Chairman He views this?"

"At this time, we must maintain Sino-French friendship," He Rui replied.

Hearing such an answer, Malon felt even more reassured. He raised his wine glass. "To Sino-French friendship."

After drinking this glass of wine, Malon told He Rui about the French government's orders regarding the Indochina colony. "My government requires the Governor-General of the colony to protect China's interests in Indochina and ensure the safety of Chinese personnel there. Does the Chairman have any other suggestions regarding this?"

He Rui understood that the French upper echelons had already expressed sufficient goodwill, so he replied, "If I have any suggestion, it is probably to suggest that France allow the various regions of Indochina to gain independence."

Malon's hand stopped. The expression on his face froze the moment he understood the words He Rui had spoken. After remaining rigid for a few seconds, Malon immediately put down the knife and fork in his hands, wiped his mouth with a napkin, and asked seriously, "Mr. Chairman, are you trying to say that China has demands regarding France's colonies?"

He Rui shook his head and replied calmly, "Is Monsieur Malon questioning China's political credit? If you cannot understand this topic, I can only discuss these matters with your country's diplomatic department. After all, they are professional diplomats and can understand my words with minimal ambiguity."

Malon's face turned red. He Rui's tone was calm, but these words were polite yet unsparing. Honestly and frankly accusing Malon of lacking diplomatic ability was not considered rude in the diplomatic field. If Malon were someone from the French diplomatic field, just based on this sentence from He Rui, Malon could pack his bags and go home, never to be employed again.

Spending a minute to suppress his unease, shame, and anger, Malon then asked, "I wonder if the Chairman has anything he wants me to convey to the French Parliament?"

"Since Monsieur Malon asked for my suggestion, I am merely stating my personal view." After He Rui finished speaking, he put down his knife and fork, picked up his wine glass, and took a sip. He wiped his mouth with a napkin.

In this bit of time, Malon hurriedly organized his emotions and smoothed out his train of thought, preparing to listen to He Rui's suggestion. He heard He Rui say, "More than two thousand years ago, when Qin Shi Huang unified China, what is now northern Indochina was a commandery of China. At that time, Jesus hadn't been born yet. In the two thousand years that followed, this region sometimes rebelled and became an independent country, or was re-incorporated into the map by China. In hindsight, every war of annexation strengthened the awakening of local national consciousness. The uprising France is encountering now is merely the result of a new round of national awakening in Vietnam."

Vice Speaker Malon, like the French upper class, had indeed made up for some knowledge of Chinese history over the past year in order to better communicate with China. However, China's history was too long; a short-term cram session only made him fully feel just how long and ancient Chinese history was. As for the history of northern Indochina, Vice Speaker Malon really knew nothing. His only concept came from Europe's traditional view of China. This traditional view, in turn, came from the Arabs.

In the Arabs' perception, east of India and north of Persia was China. The Arabs also gave China a very poetic name, 'Peach Blossom Land' (Taugast). So France knew that Indochina was a vassal state of China; because this region was located to the south of India and China, it was named 'Indo-China'.

Hearing He Rui's words, Vice Speaker Malon still didn't quite understand, but he confirmed once again that the French intellectual circles' evaluation of He Rui was correct. The French intellectual circles believed that He Rui was a true scholar who had extremely deep attainments in fields such as politics, economics, military affairs, and philosophy, and had proposed very penetrating, cutting-edge understandings in these fields. Regarding the regional history He Rui casually recounted, Malon listened with the mindset of attending a lecture by a great scholar.

He Rui also saw that Malon still didn't quite understand, so he asked, "Monsieur Malon, have you read *Commentaries on the Gallic War*?"

Vice Speaker Malon was stunned, and a sense of shame actually arose in his heart. A moment later, Malon remembered He Rui's identity as a great scholar, and the shame vanished. Shaking his head, Malon replied, "Mr. Chairman, I've only heard a little about it roughly. I cannot be sure if the part I've heard is the part you wish to mention."

"The concept of France did not originate in the era of Charlemagne. When Caesar conquered the Gaul region, he recorded his experiences fighting with dozens to hundreds of different tribes. Before that conquest began, tribes existed in the Gaul region. With Caesar's war of conquest, the Gallic tribes were defeated, surrendered, rebelled, and finally, the Battle of Alesia broke out. In this battle, a great coalition of Gallic tribes appeared. Although they were defeated, the concept of Gaul began to form after the appearance of a foreign enemy. The subsequent Gallic province further reinforced this concept. By the time of Charlemagne's enfeoffment, the Gaul region was already viewed as a whole by those within the region. After Caesar, Charlemagne, and the Hundred Years' War, the concept of France truly formed nearly 600 years ago. That is to say, a nation's self-cognition is realized through the appearance of 'the other'."

As a Frenchman, hearing this, Malon finally understood what He Rui wanted to say. Although he felt Indochina was not worthy of comparison with France, national self-cognition relying on the appearance of 'the other' as a foreign enemy—Malon completely agreed with this view and even felt a sense of refreshing clarity.

Just as he was feeling a bit happy, Malon suddenly realized that his initial feelings of unease and resistance had dissipated completely at some point. Although He Rui's suggestion for France to let Indochina be independent was indeed very shocking, Malon was not afraid now. Malon thought about his reaction and quickly determined the reason. The biggest reason was naturally his political trust in He Rui; He Rui would not destroy the *Agreement on Ensuring Stability in Southeast Asia between China, Britain, France, and the Netherlands* that he had signed. Moreover, Malon also believed that in a discussion with a scholar, it was a very normal thing for the scholar to propose some shocking views.

So Malon continued to ask, "Do you believe that the Indochina region must gain complete independence?"

He Rui asked in return, "Monsieur Malon, do you think those insurgents are clear about the huge gap in strength between them and France, as well as the dynasties of the Indochina region?"

Vice Speaker Malon wanted to say something perfunctory, but facing a scholar like He Rui, he finally could only say, "I think they know."

He Rui nodded. "Monsieur Malon, I think so too. Therefore, as a Frenchman, you can certainly imagine that these insurgents hold the same convictions as the insurgents in French history. They firmly believe that they are fighting for their country."

Vice Speaker Malon was unwilling to discuss this issue further. The insurgents in French history were considered heroes of France; equating French insurgents with Indochinese insurgents was something Malon absolutely could not accept. Furthermore, this line of thinking was also taboo in French politics.

So Malon asked, "Does China's suggestion stem from reasons within China itself?"

"East Asia, Burma, and the Indochina region all have a part of Chinese bloodlines. Historically, they belong to the Sinosphere. Morally, China also does not wish to see these people with Chinese bloodlines in their current position."

Malon could completely understand He Rui's view; regional bloodlines were seen in Europe as having natural legitimacy. He could not express opposition to China's concern. So Malon asked, "What has China decided to do?"

He Rui replied, "We believe that strengthening Sino-French friendship is the most important thing right now."

Malon was stunned, and a moment later, some emotion arose in his heart. He Rui was indeed as the French upper echelons had judged: a top-tier politician who was cold and ruthless yet trustworthy. So Malon asked again, "Do you need me to convey your views to France?"

He Rui replied crisply, "I never hide my views, Monsieur Malon."
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Vice Speaker Malon had brought a French parliamentary delegation, accompanied by a large group of French entrepreneurs and bankers. Seeing them eagerly waiting to meet with He Rui, Malon stood up. "Mr. Chairman, please allow me to introduce the other members of my country's delegation."

Soon, these French representatives got their wish and began conversing with He Rui. Malon stepped out of the circle and went to a corner to ponder the recent events. The French upper echelons had indeed considered the Indochina issue. Before the outbreak of the Sino-British War, France had predicted that China might launch an attack on French colonies. At that time, France had just finished the Great War in Europe, having lost millions of young men and suffered immense damage to its national strength. Therefore, the prevailing view among the upper echelons was, 'Let the cabinet fall again.'

However, the worst-case scenario did not occur, and things had miraculously reached the current stage. Now, the French leadership felt very helpless regarding Indochina. This region was far from France and was a traditional tributary state of China. It was inevitable that China would make demands. Compared to the benefits of Sino-French friendship, the interests in Indochina were trivial. However, giving up Indochina would cause a chain reaction shock to France's colonies. This was a very difficult trade-off to make.

When the banquet ended and He Rui was seeing the French delegation off, he shook hands with Vice Speaker Malon and suggested, "I imagine France is quite unfamiliar with Korea. I suggest the French delegation visit Korea. It is a very beautiful country."

Vice Speaker Malon understood He Rui's intention but did not expose it. He simply smiled and said, "Korea is currently under the joint management of China and Japan. If we wish to go, how should we proceed?"

"Korea is not under Sino-Japanese joint management; its internal and foreign affairs are temporarily guided by China and Japan. If you wish to go to Korea, you can apply for official travel procedures at any Chinese embassy or consulate. Of course, since you are already in China, you can go directly to the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs to apply. It is not complicated at all."

"We will consider it, Mr. Chairman," Malon replied.

After concluding the meeting with He Rui, Malon quickly made a decision and called for a reporter from *Le Figaro*. The next day, *Le Figaro* published the news. However, the report contained absolutely no hostile descriptions; instead, it expressed views on the Indochina issue from a very rational and objective perspective.

Adjusting colonies was nothing new for France; it had been a common occurrence over the past few centuries. Even the British, upon seeing the content, did not try to sow discord. This was because the most recent colonial adjustment had taken place just three years ago, involving Britain and China. Through that 'colonial adjustment,' Britain had transferred sovereignty over Upper Burma and the Assam region to China.

Since none of the great powers were saints, the British side merely offered a small taunt: "France has finally understood the pressure that must be endured when next to a powerful China." This remark lacked lethality, as Britain was a powerful country right next to France.

Compared to such weak attacks, the British media focused their firepower on the 'Korea Model.' Over the past few centuries, Korea was the only country that had been reduced to a colony and then gained independence through peaceful means from the hands of the colonial power. Of course, the so-called 'peace' was not truly peaceful; it was a result gambled upon with the blood of hundreds of thousands of Chinese and Japanese soldiers.

British newspapers directly raised doubts: "The independence of Korea, Upper Burma, and the Assam region is a rash and reckless action lacking consideration. If these three regions continued to be managed by China, they could fully achieve security and prosperity. The independence of these three regions not only subjects their economies to immense pressure but will also trigger a new round of regional turbulence.

"As a leader with global appeal, Mr. He Rui should understand that relying solely on goodwill cannot solve reality. From a global perspective, the independence of these three regions will bring a domino effect, introducing a mass of unpredictable risks to the currently stable world order..."

China, the instigator of this event, had not yet made a sound, but the Soviet Union's *Pravda* immediately wrote an article: "...Judging from the articles in British newspapers over the last few days, the evil British colonialists are in a panic. Yes, they are truly panicked!

"In the eyes of these colonialists, the fact that colonies can actually achieve independent status means the foundation of colonialism is being destroyed. That is why they fear, that is why they curse. They claim colonial liberation is an unpredictable risk.

"However, in the eyes of all people with justice and morality in the world, the colonialists are the truly unpredictable risk to the world. As long as these colonialists exist, the world will forever be threatened by war, massacre, famine, and plague. And this threat is not bounded by skin color; the Irish people have experienced the Great Famine artificially created by British colonialists..."

On the same day *Pravda* published this article, the Irish regional parliament sent a telegram to the Chinese government and distributed the content to newspapers in various countries. This was not due to any conspiracy with the Soviet Union; Ireland did not believe in communism. In the telegram, members of the Irish local parliament wrote: "On behalf of the Irish people who have always sought independence, we express our sincere respect for the Chinese government's just views. According to British tradition, Britain will never give freedom to people of other regions and will use every means to suck the last drop of blood from its colonies. The 'Korea Model' promoted by the Chinese government is undoubtedly benevolent, successful, and moral. We wish the Chinese government complete success in all such current and future actions. China has become a nation with immense influence on the world stage and is the true light of this world!"

Three days after the Irish local government published this telegram, several Irish-American organizations in the United States issued statements: "Irish-Americans and Chinese-Americans are both parts of this nation of the United States. We share common morals and ideals, and we should become the friendliest ethnic groups within America."

Situ Meitang, a Chinese-American leader, frowned as he finished reading the statements in several newspapers. Before he could even sigh, the advisor of the Hongmen Zhigong Tang ran over. "Tong Leader, an Irish assemblyman wishes to meet with you."

"What do they mean by this?" Situ Meitang was very distrustful of the Irish community.

"They just said they want to meet." The advisor of the Hongmen Zhigong Tang was also uneasy.

The core of the diplomatic war between He Rui and the United States was the 'Chinese Exclusion Act.' Over the past two years, the historical origins of the Chinese Exclusion Act had been dug up, and the initial strong promoters were the Irish. The advisor felt that the Irish assemblymen asking to see Situ Meitang now likely meant a trap.

Situ Meitang was a man who had seen much of the world. After thinking for a moment, he replied, "We'll meet them! Let's talk first and see what happens!"

For two consecutive days, American newspapers were all praising the Republic of China government for forging a new path, declaring that liberating colonies was a morality that transcended interests for the world. Before and after meeting with different Irish-American assemblymen each day, Situ Meitang saw such reports. These changes made this rather tough man feel somewhat at a loss for how to evaluate what was happening.

During the meetings, the Irish assemblymen did not apologize, nor did they threaten. They simply proposed a cooperation. With the United States having repealed the Chinese Exclusion Act, all restrictions previously imposed on Chinese-Americans had been lifted. The Irish assemblymen proposed that in communities where Chinese resided, the Irish could help the Chinese elect their own councilors. In exchange, in elections for larger districts, the Chinese would support Irish candidates.

Situ Meitang felt he could no longer grasp the situation. After much thought, he finally decided to seek an audience with Franklin D. Roosevelt. Before Roosevelt became disabled, he had worked in a law firm for a long time. The young lawyer had been very interested in criminal cases and had many business dealings with Situ Meitang, a highly combat-capable Chinese leader.

However, Situ Meitang was now somewhat worried. Franklin D. Roosevelt had been elected Governor of New York. With such status, would Roosevelt still be willing to see him?

Matters turned out to be simpler than Situ Meitang had imagined. A few hours after submitting the request, a phone call came through. Governor Roosevelt invited Situ Meitang to dinner that evening.

The two had not seen each other for some time. Seeing Roosevelt in a wheelchair again, Situ Meitang felt a bit distressed. Back in the day, Roosevelt had been a spirited young man who, when facing gang leaders with criminal records and legal troubles, showed no fear and could even joke with them.

The current Franklin D. Roosevelt had lost the greenness of his youth and appeared deep and steady. But that spirited young man had turned into a middle-aged man who could only move by wheelchair. Roosevelt was 48 this year; he would soon be over fifty, becoming an old man.

Situ Meitang did not voice his inner feelings. After shaking hands and sitting down, he recounted recent events to Roosevelt. Roosevelt lowered his gaze, and although he listened seriously, he showed an expression of indifference. to 'Old Money' in America, a few tens of thousands of Chinese votes were important, yet also unimportant.

After listening, Roosevelt said, "Mr. Situ, thank you for your trust in me. what is your view on this?"

Situ Meitang answered frankly, "Franklin, I did not go to the Chinese Embassy for advice, but came directly to find you. I hope to receive your suggestions."

Having said this, Situ Meitang thought he would feel excited or uneasy. The feelings of excitement and unease did appear, but they were far less intense than he had anticipated. Situ Meitang discovered a more powerful strength within himself. Behind him, there were not only those who dragged him down, but for the first time, a powerful China appeared. Although Situ Meitang still hadn't figured out how to utilize this new backer, or if he could even treat the Chinese government as a backer, just the existence of such a potential backer made him feel less apprehensive, even when facing the Roosevelt family.

Since the apprehension was gone, Situ Meitang felt his mind naturally become sharper. He made a decision based on his own judgment: rather than selling the Chinese-American votes to those Irishmen, it was better to give them to Roosevelt. From a holistic view, Roosevelt couldn't give Situ Meitang much. However, in Chinese culture, when looking for a backer, the bigger the better. In this regard, the Roosevelt family was much more reliable than the Irish assemblymen.

Of course, this depended on whether Roosevelt would accept Situ Meitang's suggestion.

Roosevelt did not like Situ Meitang's approach. This method might have been fine a hundred years ago, but it was too 'low' for the present. However, Roosevelt was not displeased. Situ Meitang was at this level; realizing that Chinese-American votes could be concentrated showed he was a very brainy leader among the gang forces. Moreover, Situ Meitang frankly stated he had not gone to the Chinese Embassy for advice, and this attitude was very correct.

Chinese-Americans were indeed of Chinese descent, but they were Americans. Running to the Chinese Embassy for advice on politics and votes would be treason! Franklin D. Roosevelt had absolutely no interest in maintaining any relationship with a traitor.

After pondering for a moment, Roosevelt said, "Mr. Situ, in a few days, my secretary will introduce you to some gentlemen. I believe they can give you real help."

Situ Meitang nodded and was about to take his leave when he remembered another matter. "I also want to ask about one thing, though it is completely beyond my understanding. I simply cannot figure out what those Irish people want to get from me?"

Roosevelt also felt Situ Meitang couldn't understand the political logic within, but since Situ Meitang was so sincere, Roosevelt didn't mind saying a few words. "Mr. Situ, those people don't want to get anything from you; they want to gain the attention of the Chinese government through such a display. Of course, in my view, these people have completely failed to understand Mr. He Rui's political philosophy. So you don't need to care. You can just respond to their friendliness with friendliness."

Situ Meitang confirmed he had not been swept into a political storm and finally felt relieved. He was about to leave when he remembered one more thing. "Franklin, can the gentlemen you recommended solve the problem of education for Chinese people? You know, we Chinese are very willing to study and attend university."

Roosevelt nodded. "Rest assured, they will help you solve it."

After seeing Situ Meitang off, Roosevelt began to eat dinner alone. Since Situ Meitang had tactfully not insisted on dining with him, Roosevelt was happy to have time to think. As the knife cut into the thick beef, red juice oozed out. Roosevelt turned a blind eye to this, his mind filled with He Rui's recent actions.

The US domestically very much wanted to obtain a trade share with China similar to France's. Of course, if the US could occupy the entire Chinese market, it would have no complaints. However, the US economic circles were not optimistic about this because He Rui was clearly preventing any Euro-American country from possessing control in the Chinese market.

Raising the Indochina issue right before the French election would inevitably stir up heated debate within France, and the politicians participating in this election would likely all be dragged in. Franklin D. Roosevelt believed He Rui knew very well that this would cause a major shock to the colonial issue on a global scale. He Rui's purpose in doing this was clearly to become a pioneer of a new direction for the world.

To avoid this action triggering anger from France and Britain, He Rui only pushed for colonial independence after starting cooperation with France. France would not break with China over the independence of a few Asian colonies, which would end France's currently vibrant economy.

"Truly a formidable character!" Roosevelt muttered to himself. Every country in the world hoped its leader was a strategist with global insight, and they all focused on cultivating young talents with such aptitude. Roosevelt himself was someone cultivated in this way. Therefore, Roosevelt truly envied He Rui. This 40-year-old middle-aged man, eight years his junior, not only possessed keen vision but also powerful strength, and a strong body to match that strength.

And recently he heard He Rui had taken two wives; presumably, his kidneys could keep up... Looking at his own legs and crotch, which had completely lost sensation, Franklin D. Roosevelt sighed and swept the last few pieces of steak from his plate.

*Achoo!* He Rui sneezed, rubbed his nose, and continued listening to Yao Changtian, the Vice Minister of Industry, recount the completion progress of the Asian Coal and Steel Community. Northern Korea had quite a few mines, including a fair number of medium-to-high-grade iron ore deposits. Although China had much iron ore, there were few high-grade ones, and reserves were low.

At this stage, China had neither the ability nor the willingness to open mines in Brazil or Australia. As a result, France had picked up a bargain; the Guinea region they controlled had high-quality bauxite. This had originally been He Rui's target, and both sides had already found bauxite deposits through joint surveying. Moreover, there was also high-quality iron ore there, which China also wanted to develop along the way.

But in the 21st century, the Simandou iron ore mine, located in the Kerouane Prefecture of southeastern Guinea, was the world's largest and highest-quality undeveloped iron ore mine, with an initial capacity of 120 million tons of high-quality iron ore annually. However, over the past 20 years, due to legal disputes, construction handling, and infrastructure issues, this project had never been effectively developed.

Aside from Guinea's political situation, the biggest difficulty facing the development of the Simandou iron ore mine was infrastructure construction. Due to its geographical location, developing this mine required building a railway spanning over 600 kilometers across eastern and western Guinea, as well as a port on the western coast. The Guinean government had stated that any mine developer must build a railway across the country to ensure that iron ore mined from Simandou was exported from Guinea's own ports, which greatly increased the cost of mine development.

In the current 20th century, once war broke out, transportation problems would arise. Bauxite was one thing, but iron ore had to rely on Asian deposits. China was now desperately confirming sources of ore to ensure the Coal and Steel Community in East Asia would not be affected by external influences.
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"Domestic demand for crude steel has already exceeded 15 million tons. Aluminum demand is difficult to judge; we estimate the demand for aluminum products in urban household kitchenware to be around 3 million tons annually. However, industrial demand for aluminum has already exceeded our estimates. At this stage, we can only judge based on electricity consumption. Currently, China generates 30 billion kilowatt-hours annually. Our projection is that within ten years, our electricity consumption is very likely to reach 230 billion kilowatt-hours. We have already begun technical cooperation with the Soviet Union and are preparing to import 50 sets of equipment with a capacity of 50,000 kilowatts each. The orders have already been placed with the Soviet Union..."

Yao Changtian was introducing the Ministry of Industry's plan. As He Rui listened, his mind wandered slightly. The report had been going on for nearly an hour, so He Rui asked Yao Changtian to pause for a moment.

"Chairman, is there a problem?" Yao Changtian asked. Seeing He Rui reveal a look that wasn't particularly enthusiastic, Yao Changtian was somewhat surprised. Currently, China's massive demand was driving the economy tremendously. The comrades in the State Council were very excited when facing this data.

"It's nothing, I'm just a bit tired," He Rui replied. After speaking, he stood up and walked to the window. He Rui had witnessed the years with the most severe smog, and he had also witnessed the climate change after the popularization of new energy. Comparing the dim sky that seemed like it would never clear with the clear, almost transparent sky of the present, He Rui inevitably felt some regret in his heart.

However, to develop practical photovoltaics, wind energy, tidal energy, or new types of reactors, the little knowledge He Rui possessed couldn't even support a single sub-project under a sub-project. Even if He Rui could provide such knowledge and technology, assembling the entire world's current industrial capability would not be enough to realize it within a few years.

Thinking of the industrial pollution that the people now had to face, He Rui could only apologize to the Chinese people in his heart. He silently vowed to do his utmost to promote the advancement of industrial technology and pull China into the new energy era as soon as possible.

Sitting back in his seat, He Rui asked, "How much of our mineral supply can we confirm is unaffected by external influences?"

Yao Changtian, worried that He Rui might raise some objections, heard that He Rui wanted to continue pushing these plans and immediately answered with high spirits, "We can confirm 140 million tons of iron ore, which is nearly 60 million tons of steel. We believe that the expected annual iron ore production of 24 million tons in Korea can be regarded as domestic production. The Soviet Union's annual iron ore supply of over 8 million tons is not considered a stable source. At this stage, several domestic industrial centers, even Guangdong, can be supplied by the iron ore from Qiongzhou Island, guaranteeing the supply of coal and iron ore. Although Shanghai and other regions do not have advantages in this regard, the coastal areas of Jiangsu and Zhejiang can still develop chemical industry capabilities. What we are currently lacking are minerals like copper and nickel. The United States and Canada are the largest producers. Chile has been influenced by Britain and seems to have placed quite a few restrictions on us when exporting copper ore."

After speaking, Yao Changtian watched He Rui's reaction. There was currently an unspoken consensus within the State Council: if China had needs involving foreign countries, Chairman He Rui could solve these problems through diplomatic means. Therefore, the issues Yao Changtian brought this time were the result of tacit discussions within the State Council.

As the State Council responsible for running the country, they were very clear about the difficulties China faced. One of the biggest difficulties was that although China's economy seemed booming, it lacked "fist" industrial products. To put it more bluntly, Chinese enterprises currently lacked the ability to mass-produce industrial goods capable of fully competing with their European and American counterparts. At this stage, what they could present were items like silk, tea, pig bristles, porcelain, and bicycles. Foreigners could buy these consumer goods, or they could choose not to. In the current economic crisis, consumption power in all countries was declining, and the export volume of these Chinese commodities had dropped. In particular, sales to the major market of the United States had dropped even more. This also led to China lacking hard currency like Pounds and Dollars to purchase more raw materials. The State Council expected He Rui to solve these problems.

Yao Changtian waited for a while before finally hearing He Rui speak. "These parts can wait a bit; there will be a result by next year. At this stage, apart from traditional sectors, what are our leading export products?"

"...Domestic demand is too large. Commodities including soda ash are all being used to meet the demands of the East Asia plus Soviet Union market," Yao Changtian explained, then fearing He Rui might misunderstand, he hurriedly added, "Almost all our industries are seeing booming production and sales, and the production capacity for these competitive commodities is also increasing massively. Moreover, domestic personnel training in the field of quality inspection is being promoted very successfully. However, Chairman, why do you favor private capital so much? Private capital has now set off a wave of investment, and their proportion in domestic production fields has increased significantly. Will this cause trouble?"

"Heh, what kind of trouble do the comrades think will happen?" He Rui laughed.

Seeing He Rui looking prepared, Yao Changtian felt much more settled. As long as He Rui was prepared, the comrades in the State Council generally believed that things wouldn't go too far off track. However, recently the proportion of all central enterprises in the national economy had plummeted, and the pressure on the State Council was indeed very great. So Yao Changtian replied, "Once these capitalists have money, will they interfere in politics? There have already been some cases of relatively large private factory owners wanting to run for local councilors."

"Have you all read the new book I wrote?" He Rui asked.

Yao Changtian nodded hurriedly. "We have already organized study sessions. I don't quite understand the Chairman's judgment that the lifespan of large-scale enterprises rarely exceeds thirty years. And even if it is thirty years, capitalists can still do a lot of things. Not to mention, as one capitalist falls, another rises; they will always form a bourgeoisie."

"Comrade Changtian, you have worked in state-owned enterprises and also in financial enterprises. What is your definition of a capitalist?"

Hearing He Rui mention his work experience, Yao Changtian felt a burst of joy in his heart. He was from Nantong, Jiangsu. After graduating from high school, he went to Shanghai and worked in the stock exchange for a few years. Later, he was invited to work at a bank in Tianjin. After going there, he felt that the domestic economy was too far behind foreign countries and couldn't see any future.

At that time, He Rui was already quite famous, and Yao Changtian also received an invitation letter from the Northeast Bank. Since many colleagues had received such invitations, Yao Changtian didn't take it seriously. Just as he was preparing to leave Tianjin, the severe drought in the North hit. At the Tianjin docks, he witnessed with his own eyes the Northeast Government organizing massive numbers of refugees to go to the Northeast in an orderly manner. Yao Changtian was stunned.

Every winter in Shanghai, there were many corpses of refugees who had frozen or starved to death on the streets every day. Yao Changtian found it hard to imagine how the Northeast, which was far colder than Shanghai, could accommodate hundreds of thousands of refugees. From an economic perspective, spending so much money and mobilizing such massive manpower was a losing business.

If it were just for show, Yao Changtian felt that it would have been enough for He Rui to symbolically recruit ten thousand people. Given He Rui's prestige at the time, Yao Changtian had to suspect that He Rui was just another impulsive young warlord with some ability. But for some reason, Yao Changtian contacted the Northeast Government's office in Tianjin and soon obtained an internship opportunity at the Northeast Bank.

During those few months, Yao Changtian's views underwent a complete transformation. The Northeast was colder than Yao Changtian had imagined, but the Northeast Government's capability exceeded his imagination by ten or a hundred times. The Northeast accepted millions of refugees, allowed them to survive, and enabled them to live stable lives with hope.

For this reason, Yao Changtian, who loathed Chinese political parties, joined the Civilization Party without hesitation. And while studying at the Central Party School, he also became He Rui's student. Facing the teacher's question, Yao Changtian felt that his teacher, He Rui, viewed the problem too optimistically, especially He Rui's definition of a capitalist as a 'rational person.' But the business owners Yao Changtian had met were all very individualistic, quite different from the capitalists He Rui expected.

However, Yao Changtian didn't want to argue with He Rui on this matter, so he replied, "I am currently using the Chairman's definition."

"If the bourgeoisie wants to establish a capitalist state, they must first dominate the national economy. Can they do that at this stage?"

"...No," Yao Changtian said, though in his heart he truly felt that the future was uncertain and that the possibility still existed.

Party School Principal He Rui continued to speak with the abundant enthusiasm he used when lecturing at the Party School: "Correct, they cannot. Capitalists do not have armies in their hands; on what basis can they dominate the national economy? Of course, they have the ability to cause some influence on the national economy. But to truly cause an impact, they need two conditions. What do you think those conditions are?"

"...Possessing certain rights to issue currency, as well as commodity pricing power."

"Correct. We do not allow private banks, and we have enacted laws to crack down on illegal fundraising and the illegal issuance of securities. Capitalists no longer have the right to issue currency or currency equivalents. As for commodity pricing power, why do foreign monopoly capitalists create monopoly organizations like trusts, cartels, and syndicates?"

Yao Changtian's thoughts immediately cleared, and he answered at once, "To control pricing power!"

"Exactly, these monopoly organizations exist to control pricing power. In our country, laws against these monopoly organizations have already been enacted. Hey, Changtian, you haven't read them, have you?"

"...I really haven't read them much." After saying this, Yao Changtian blushed with shame.

He Rui didn't intend to tease Yao Changtian; he continued, "No army, no currency issuance rights, no monopoly pricing power. These capitalists have some money and some wealth in their hands. Although they cannot create rules when using this wealth, they can exploit the rules to conduct transactions. For example, roping in or even corrupting some of our officials, cadres, and party members. But ultimately, the efficiency of this kind of transaction is too low. They can only buy off those with very low moral standards. Even if the capitalists really united and wanted to change the nature of the state, which army do you think would follow them? Which general would support them?"

Yao Changtian quickly replied, "Chairman, now you are joking."

"Heh." He Rui chuckled and didn't say anything about Yao Changtian's reaction of trying his best to avoid trouble.

He tossed Yao Changtian a cigarette, took one for himself, lit them for both, and then asked, "To formulate policy, it has to go through meetings. Up to now, which comrade in the Central Committee or the State Council is actually a pushover? Do they not understand the hidden interest distribution schemes within policies? If they don't understand, then it shows that I, the Party School Principal, am unqualified and haven't let the Party School teachers clarify the chapters on risks and returns in economic policies. So the teachers haven't made the comrades understand this issue."

The more Yao Changtian listened, the more uneasy he felt. If it were macro issues, basic laws, it wouldn't matter much. But the closer one got to the execution level, the sharper the problems became, and the more dangerous it was for the executors. Whether a minister or a Central Committee member, as long as they were deemed to be seeking profit for a certain capitalist or capitalist gang, not only would their political future be ruined, but they would also be immediately kicked out of the center of power. So Yao Changtian didn't want to touch this topic at all.

But it was Yao Changtian who had raised the issue, and the person speaking was He Rui. Yao Changtian could only use smoking as an excuse to shut his mouth. As for his thoughts, Yao Changtian regretted it somewhat, yet was deeply attracted by this topic.

He Rui continued, "If an outstanding capitalist just becomes a city councilor, a provincial councilor, or a member of parliament, it doesn't matter. Just control the numbers. Moreover, letting capitalists come into contact with the operation of power is actually a good thing for them. It saves some fools from getting hot-headed and doing foolish things. The more they know the ropes, the less likely they are to be foolish."

"Chairman, can you be more detailed about your judgment that the lifespan of enterprises above a designated scale rarely exceeds thirty years?" Yao Changtian tried his best to steer the topic to a safe area without showing his hand.

"As long as there is no monopoly. If an enterprise wants to survive, it must improve efficiency and reduce costs. This forces those business owners to act according to the capitalist mindset. If they don't let themselves become capitalists, their enterprises will fail in competition. And in order to survive in competition, expanding the scale of the enterprise is an inevitable direction. The larger the scale of the enterprise, the greater the decision-making risk. A single mistake can lead to the enterprise's demise. Therefore, we actually want more entrepreneurs to appear. This way, it is not a bad thing for the entire industry. Even if a few decent enterprises collapse, it won't trigger turmoil across the entire industry. Furthermore, entrepreneurs all want their enterprises to survive longer, so they will certainly learn lessons. But in a competitive state, conservatism will be left behind. Entrepreneurs and capitalists must constantly improve their own strength."

Hearing this, Yao Changtian's brow furrowed unconsciously. He took two fierce drags on his cigarette, stubbed out the butt, and then asked, "Chairman, those capitalists will realize what kind of competitive rules we have set for them, right?"

"Correct. A portion of those people will understand, and they will also hope to obtain power. But the Party and the upper echelons of the government recognize this even more clearly. As long as there are no problems within the Party and the government, what waves can they plan to stir up? Capitalists who can realize this theoretically wouldn't think they have the ability to physically eliminate the Party Central Committee and the government, would they?"

Having said this, seeing Yao Changtian looking overly nervous, He Rui quickly waved his hand. "This is a bad habit of mine; I get easily excited when encountering such stimulating questions. What I just said was a joke."

Yao Changtian also tried hard to pull his mood out of He Rui's joke. After a pause, the strong negative emotions generated by discussing sharp issues dissipated, and Yao Changtian suddenly felt his confidence surge. Although He Rui's joke was frightening, thinking about it carefully, it was actually impossible to happen. To successfully assassinate the head of state or the leaders of the Party and government without leaving a trace was unrealistic.

Although Yao Changtian did not know about the assassination of Comrade Stalin's close comrade-in-arms Kirov in another timeline, Yao Changtian was someone who had seen great storms. Many people always felt they could do things without anyone knowing, but such things didn't actually exist. Even if occasionally successful, the reason was only that those people were too insignificant and completely unnoticed.

People with power were watched by countless eyes, and those who came into contact with them were also watched. Any person who appeared suddenly would be noticed; because they were too unfamiliar, they would stand out even more. If an assassination succeeded easily, it meant there was definitely a major problem with the national security apparatus. And if there was a problem with the national security apparatus, it meant there was a problem within the upper echelons. So, if a high-ranking official were inexplicably assassinated, it meant a bloody storm of purges within the upper echelons would inevitably follow.

Any high-ranking official with a brain would not entertain such thoughts unless driven to a point where they thought they had no way out. Even if driven to desperation, they wouldn't dare to do so lightly, because being kicked out of the core of power was just a personal issue. Once the bottom line was broken, it meant their family and subordinates would all be finished together.

So Yao Changtian dared not think further because he knew very well. If He Rui were suddenly assassinated, Yao Changtian himself would resolutely support the principle of "better to kill the wrong person than let one go" and carry out a great purge of suspicious elements. If people who didn't care at all about breaking the bottom line weren't eliminated, the country would never have peace!

Soon, Yao Changtian stood up to take his leave. Watching Yao Changtian's retreating figure, He Rui also felt that his mood was a bit off. The topic just now had been too sharp, reminding He Rui of the Great Purge launched by Comrade Stalin in another timeline.

The cause of the Great Purge was the struggle over the line within the Soviet Union; this was undoubted. Because the policies promoted by Comrade Stalin overly emphasized rapid industrialization and selling grain on the international market, in the eyes of the great powers at the time, "Soviet commercial credit" did not exist. Even during the Great Depression, when European and American capitalists were forced to export machine tools and production lines to the Soviet Union, these countries all demanded payment before delivery.

The Soviet Union imported 3 billion US dollars' worth of currency in a short period between 1929 and 1935. The actual value of the grain it exported was likely as much as 5 to 6 billion US dollars at the time.

Such hardline measures first led to the Great Famine in Ukraine from 1932 to 1933, which naturally greatly shook Comrade Stalin's ruling foundation. But at the time, Stalin's security protection had no loopholes, so those opposing Stalin made their move against Stalin's close comrade-in-arms, Kirov. Facing such a situation, Comrade Stalin had no other choice but to counterattack. The Great Purge erupted.

He Rui didn't like Comrade Stalin very much, but He Rui also didn't wish to see the Great Purge. From the current situation, the Soviet Union, which began its Five-Year Plan in 1928, had greatly reduced the cost of purchasing equipment and importing technology with China's help, and efficiency had improved a lot.

Apart from financial and technical improvements, trade with China allowed the Soviet people to obtain several times the amount of light industrial goods compared to history, which to some extent stimulated the Soviet people's enthusiasm for labor. Hopefully, there weren't that many people opposing Comrade Stalin anymore, right? Even if there were more opponents, at least don't let it get to the point where killing Central Committee members becomes necessary.

The Great Purge was a heavy blow to communism, and He Rui really didn't want to see it happen.
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In Comrade Stalin's office within the Kremlin, Kirov merely exchanged nods with Molotov and Grigory before turning his attention to Stalin. The current situation left none of the three with the option to sit; with the Politburo's decision to exile Trotsky now in effect, the atmosphere within the CPSU was a mix of considerable relief and tension.

General Secretary Stalin appeared calm and composed, his expression even suggesting a high degree of relaxation. He waved his hand, "Comrades, sit." Having said this, he began to pack tobacco into his pipe.

None of the three sat, continuing instead to look at Stalin. After lighting his pipe and seeing them remain standing, Stalin did not insist, but asked, "Comrades, what are your views on the handling of the Trotskyists?"

Kirov was reluctant to speak. According to the political traditions of the CPSU thus far, a purge of 'Trotskyists' within the party was expected. Kirov did not oppose this, but he felt that following the traditional purge model might cast the net too wide. Some domestic 'Trotskyists' actually possessed not insignificant working abilities. If they could be made to recognize their errors through their work, there was no need to drive them out of the ranks. However, such a suggestion was only appropriate if Comrade Stalin voiced it first.

Molotov, the People's Commissar for Foreign Affairs, had a very poor impression of Trotsky. Trotsky, with his lion-like mane of hair, was not a leader skilled at uniting comrades—or rather, Trotsky took absolutely no pleasure in uniting comrades. In this regard, although Comrade Stalin was not perfect, he was at least much better than Trotsky.

But the most important issue was not their attitudes toward comrades, but that the Trotskyists were a trouble for the current Soviet Union. Trotsky's thinking was very simple; this early Soviet leader, possessing immense passion for communist revolution, believed that apart from retaining basic industrial and survival needs, every single ruble the Soviet Union had should be taken out to support world revolution.

The divergence between Stalin and Trotsky lay precisely here. Stalin believed that now was not the time to launch a world revolution, and the Soviet people could not accept the world revolution policy Trotsky had formulated for the Soviet Union.

The facts were indeed so. The Central Committee and the Politburo had decided by an absolute majority to expel Trotsky and strip him of his CPSU party membership. It must be said that the conflict between Trotsky and Stalin really was a struggle over the party line. Trotsky had indeed been rejected by the CPSU Central Committee; it was not that Comrade Stalin had played some political conspiracy to bring him down. Rather, the majority of the Central Committee members and Politburo members truly could not tolerate this creator of the Red Army, leading to his expulsion from the party and the decision to exile him abroad.

A major reason Molotov was unwilling to express an opinion was that among the Trotskyists, many were not Soviets. The majority of Trotskyists were Polish, and a relatively large portion were Germans. These people were communists who believed their own motherlands—Poland or Germany—should become socialist states. Those who held to this communist ideal did not necessarily truly subscribe to Trotsky's concepts; they had only been forced to turn to Trotsky's side because Comrade Stalin was unwilling to support revolutions in Poland and Germany.

From a cold political perspective, unless this bunch of Trotskyists completely defected to Comrade Stalin's side—thereby becoming Soviet citizens or becoming secret agents of the CPSU, fully useful to Comrade Stalin—Stalin could only watch them sink or swim. Or even accelerate their demise.

From the perspective of national security, Comrade Stalin could not allow Poland to feel that its country was full of subversives. For the current bourgeois government of Poland, if there was one Communist Party, they would be eager to propagandize that there were ten, or even a hundred. Only by shaping such a situation could they ensure Britain and France continued to invest in Poland.

Comrade Stalin had always wanted to ease relations with Britain, France, and the United States, which was why he proposed the concept of 'Socialism in One Country'. This was a form of domestic propaganda, but even more so a form of foreign propaganda. Since the Soviet Union was to build 'Socialism in One Country', it naturally would not consider overthrowing the capitalist systems of other countries.

Just as *Pravda* had cursed British colonialism two days ago. Cursing Britain was to gain moral legitimacy, to demonstrate that the Soviet Union walked at the forefront of human morality. But if asked to actually send troops to fight Britain to the death, Comrade Stalin would never agree.

So Molotov remained silent. At this moment, he could say nothing; anything he said would be wrong. Moreover, in Molotov's consideration, if the Trotskyists stirred up trouble around the world, it would do the Soviet Union no good and would instead implicate the Soviet Union. If Molotov voiced his own view, it would imply that he wanted to thoroughly destroy the Trotskyists outside the Soviet Union. This could not be said under any circumstances!

Only Grigory, after thinking for a moment, spoke up: "General Secretary Stalin, I firmly support your opinion. However, in my personal view, the Trotskyists have actually lost their backbone. Domestically, we should still focus on criticism and education."

Both Kirov and Molotov breathed a sigh of relief inwardly. Trotskyists belonged to a category of being detached from reality and overly radical. It did not mean they were all bad people. A small portion of Trotskyists were actually quite capable in their work; driving them out of the government would be a loss for the Soviet Union. And given Grigory's position in the Soviet Union—equivalent to the director of China's SASAC (State-owned Assets Supervision and Administration Commission)—he was naturally very suitable to say this.

General Secretary Stalin looked at the reactions of his three trustworthy subordinates and felt not the slightest surprise. Expelling Trotsky was the consensus of the Central Committee; purging Trotskyists was also the consensus. What Comrade Stalin was considering now was neither Trotsky nor the Trotskyists, but a more realistic threat—the likes of Bukharin.

At this time, the Soviet Union had not yet filmed *Lenin in October*, so the famous line "Tell Comrade Lenin, Bukharin is a traitor!" did not yet exist.

But for Comrade Stalin, a fellow like Bukharin who focused on the economic field was the greatest threat. As the saying goes, "Heretics are more intolerable than heathens." Bukharin had his own views and lines of thought regarding Comrade Stalin's economic policies, and this was already a threat!

Stalin actually envied his neighbor next door, China. The Chairman of the Republic of China, He Rui, possessed unshakable influence in China; his policies faced no worry of questioning or attack from anyone. Even as the leader of the Soviet Union, when Comrade Stalin analyzed He Rui's policies and the achievements they had garnered, he could find no fault in them.

Driving the Great Powers out of China, defeating geopolitical enemies like Japan and Britain, and then forcing these two countries to turn around and cooperate with China. Unlike the Soviet Union, which faced a blockade by countries across the world after defeating the interventionist armies, China, after completing its national independence, quickly utilized the world situation to make countries cooperate with it.

Comrade Stalin was actually somewhat puzzled why He Rui would tell such an obvious lie, claiming "China is a growth point for the world economy, and China is willing to share the benefits brought by China's development with countries around the world." At least Comrade Stalin absolutely did not believe this lie of He Rui's. Comrade Stalin believed that He Rui wanted to cheat the investment of countries around the world into China, and then annihilate it, absorb it, and turn it into China's capability.

But the governments of the world actually believed He Rui's lie, truly thinking they could gain benefits from China's development. Although Comrade Stalin did not understand, he also admired He Rui's ability to deceive the Great Power nations of the world. But such a secret must be He Rui's exclusive knowledge; even if the Soviet Union wanted to understand it, He Rui would not teach them.

At this very moment, Comrade Stalin asked, "Dear Comrade Grigory, what do you think is the appropriate course of action?"

People's Commissar Grigory dared not say too much. He was actually worried that Comrade Stalin would use the opportunity of clearing out Trotskyists to move against others. Now that Comrade Stalin did not mention that issue at all, simply asking what he wanted to do, if Commissar Grigory said anything, it might be misunderstood.

Thus, People's Commissar Grigory answered, "General Secretary Stalin, I fully support your viewpoint." After saying this, Grigory stood honestly before General Secretary Stalin, volunteering nothing further.

Seeing that these comrades had, after all, not made a mistake, General Secretary Stalin was very happy. Because the current situation, in a certain sense, was a bit like pennies falling from heaven.

Firstly, Stalin was responsible for trade with China. He had not really fought for this himself; it was Comrade Lenin's arrangement, and everyone within the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks) was very clear on this. So the comrades believed that under General Secretary Stalin's leadership, trade with China had borne sweet fruit.

Secondly, to deal with Trotsky, Stalin had proposed the theory of "Socialism in One Country", which was also forced upon him. Yet the theory of "Socialism in One Country", also under Comrade Stalin's leadership, had achieved immense success in recent years.

From 1922 to 1930, the Soviet economy developed at high speed, and the people's standard of living rose rapidly. The superiority of the Soviet socialist system in its distribution mechanism allowed Soviet society to enter an era of unprecedented fairness. Abundant light industrial goods also ensured that laborers who performed excellently and had higher production efficiency received the rewards they deserved.

Moscow, Leningrad, Stalingrad (named Tsaritsyn from 1589 to 1925; in 1925, to commemorate Stalin's contributions, Tsaritsyn was renamed Stalingrad)—in these major cities, state-run stores were fully stocked with goods. Because Soviet distribution was so even, although residents of these cities also queued for shopping, they only did so when they heard a batch of new Chinese-made goods had arrived. On ordinary days, queues were not long.

And the grain-producing regions of Ukraine and Belarus, as well as various timber, mineral, and industrial regions—especially the Ukraine region—had become the elite regions of the Soviet Union. in the black earth regions, ordinary peasant households had bicycles, radios, and complete sets of clothes for all four seasons. Those households with extremely outstanding work even had all-terrain motor vehicles—that is, motorized tricycles.

Collective farms made up less than 8% of the Soviet Union, and it was precisely these 8% of collective farms that owned their own tractors, harvesters, and various feed processing equipment that was upgraded almost every year. To say their lives were better than those of the CPSU Central Committee members would be an exaggeration. But the standard of living of an ordinary factory director might not actually be much better than these collective farm members. Now, every region was petitioning the Central Committee to establish collective farms in their areas.

Comrade Stalin's daily work now was to ask staunch supporters like Kirov about the status of inspections in various regions. whether those regions possessed the conditions to build collective farms. Furthermore, Comrade Stalin recently greatly appreciated a young comrade named Beria. This young comrade named Beria possessed a firm will and was able to face all CPSU cadres who had problems with a mercilessly impartial attitude.

If Comrade Beria could prove himself more suitable for the Cheka's supervisory work, Comrade Stalin would be more at ease regarding supervision within the party. He would then dare to expand various approvals. After all, there was a saying in ancient Chinese wisdom: "To kill without having taught is called tyranny; to expect success without warning is called brutality; to demand results without giving time is called thievery; to give but to do so stingily is called being a mere functionary."

Currently, foreign languages in the Soviet Union were divided into three types: English, German, and Chinese. And more than half of Soviet cadres required their children to study Chinese. This sentence was one from the Soviet Chinese language curriculum, and at least after Comrade Stalin read it, he appreciated it greatly. He believed it had great reference value for building the Soviet socialist system.

So seeing the few comrades he had his eye on expressing obedience to his leadership, and not voicing any unreasonable views, even though such a situation was not what Comrade Stalin truly expected, he still said: "How to resolve the Trotskyists... I believe we must discuss in the Politburo what constitutes a Trotskyist. If they were merely comrades promoted by Trotsky, we should not crudely consider them to be Trotskyists."

Hearing this statement, which was like a pardon, Kirov, Molotov, and Grigory all breathed a sigh of relief. They did not wish to let off real Trotskyists, but General Secretary Stalin's words allowed them to feel his benevolence. Benevolence was not a very good evaluation in Russian tradition. It meant indulgence, lack of firmness. But for General Secretary Stalin personally, benevolence was an absolute good. If General Secretary Stalin demanded a thorough purge of Trotskyists, aside from Kirov, both Molotov and Grigory might very likely be purged.

So Molotov and Grigory immediately answered, "We firmly support General Secretary Stalin's opinion. We will absolutely not let off Trotskyists. Especially those liaison elements, we believe must be dealt with seriously."

Comrade Stalin was as tough as steel, and Comrade Trotsky was no saint either. After being suppressed by the Soviet Central Committee members led by Comrade Stalin, in the spring and summer of 1926, Trotsky formed a new anti-Stalin alliance with Zinoviev and others, the so-called "Trotsky-Zinoviev Anti-Party Alliance".

They provoked a debate on the question of whether socialism could be built in one country. The theories and practices they proposed, such as the "World Division of Labor Theory" and the "Super-Industrialization Plan", were naturally condemned and negated by the entire party at a time when the whole party was optimistic about the future. After the activities of the Trotsky-Zinoviev Alliance suffered a heavy blow, they temporarily restrained themselves.

With China launching a full-scale war against the United States diplomatically, and confirming cooperation between China and France, Trotsky intensified their activities again. They concocted and disseminated a large number of platforms and declarations, including the *Declaration of the Thirteen* (July 1926), the *Declaration of the Eighty-Three* (May 25, 1927), the *Platform of the Fifteen* (June 1927), the *Opposition Platform* (also known as the *September 3rd Platform*), and *Theses Submitted by the Bolshevik-Leninists (Opposition) to the Fifteenth Congress of the CPSU (B)*, etc., launching a comprehensive attack on the party's guidelines and policies.

Although Soviet economic development was going smoothly, the CPSU could bear it no longer. In response to these words and activities of Trotsky, the Central Committee of the CPSU (B) decided to successively expel Trotsky, Zinoviev, and Kamenev from the Politburo and the Central Committee, relieving Zinoviev of his post as Chairman of the Comintern and Trotsky of his post as candidate executive member. Finally, they expelled Trotsky.

Therefore, Molotov and Grigory's mood to liquidate the Trotskyists was not perfunctory or to please Stalin, but was their own view.

Comrade Stalin packed his pipe with tobacco again, took two puffs, and said amidst the fragrant aroma, "I believe we absolutely must not wrong a comrade."

Compared to the political system within the Soviet Union, Mr. Malon, Vice Speaker of the Chamber of Deputies of the French Third Republic, was much more relaxed. Even knowing that he had asked He Rui a foolish question, Mr. Malon still felt he had been misled by those inexperienced Chinese central personnel. If the Chinese Central Committee members had been able to state He Rui's views on Indochina, Mr. Malon would never have proactively mentioned the Indochina issue to He Rui.

However, Mr. Malon did not feel his political life was threatened. The French Third Republic was a semi-presidential country with a President and a Premier. The President had constitutional guarantees and did not need to worry about his term. The Premier's title was 'President of the Council of Ministers', following a cabinet system model. A party or coalition of parties that won half the seats in parliament would form a cabinet, and cabinet ministers were all MPs. France did not currently have a two-party situation; every cabinet had to be formed through a coalition of parties, to the extent that small parties could also topple the cabinet. This situation caused French politics to appear very chaotic.

Even so, between the President and the Premier, France still considered the Premier to have more real power. Malon felt that the reason He Rui spoke to him about this matter was naturally because Malon was something of a figure in the French political arena. The most important thing lay in the fact that Malon had proactively crashed into this by asking He Rui about his views on the Vietnam uprising. He Rui also needed a test subject to see the views of the French upper echelons regarding Indochina.

Now that Mr. Malon had fulfilled He Rui's expectations, everything that followed would wait for the French upper echelons to make their own judgment.
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The French parliamentary delegation had concluded its two-week visit and was preparing to leave the Republic of Korea. At Busan Port, the French delegation, representing a parliamentary system, shook hands warmly with the representatives of the Korean National Assembly, representing a presidential system. Vice Speaker Malon, whose "Mediterranean" hairstyle was now fully on display, shook hands cordially with the thick-haired Speaker of the Korean National Assembly, Park Yeong-hyo.

Park Yeong-hyo spoke with emotion: "France is a great world power, and we look forward to France exerting significant influence in the development of East Asia."

Vice Speaker Malon felt that while Park Yeong-hyo's remarks seemed enthusiastic, he should respond with considerable caution. After all, Malon had nearly caused a diplomatic incident when facing He Rui earlier; at this moment, he sought not to achieve merit, but merely to avoid error. The two sides waved goodbye, and it was only after the French delegation had boarded their cruise ship that Vice Speaker Malon's mood improved.

On the ship, Vice Speaker Malon finally began to discuss the "Korea Model" with the French MPs. Korea had adopted a presidential system, in which the president held real power, could form a cabinet, and could make various personnel appointments without the need for parliamentary approval. As a country within the Chinese cultural sphere, Korea had a long tradition of centralization. The presidential system created under such institutions truly placed great power in the hands of the leader.

Smoothing over the sparse remains of his hair, Vice Speaker Malon asked his parliamentary colleagues, "Gentlemen, do you feel that the Korean National Assembly is perhaps a bit too enthusiastic towards external forces?"

Under a parliamentary system, to become a minister or even the President of the Council of Ministers, one had to first be a member of parliament. Although there were disparities in influence among MPs, there was no difference in rank. Therefore, the MPs did not consider themselves Malon's subordinates, and someone immediately replied, "Could it be that they are eager to prove to the outside world that the Korea Model is successful? After all, this is Chairman He Rui's expectation."

"This Park Yeong-hyo is a pro-Japanese figure. Is he doing this because he wants to be less controlled by China?"

"Park Yeong-hyo wanting to counter China? Isn't that view a bit unserious?"

The MPs debated spiritedly, but since French influence in Korea was extremely low, their enthusiastic discussion remained just that—discussion. After listening to the views of other MPs for a while, Vice Speaker Malon also felt he might be overthinking it. Korea had always been a vassal state of China. Even after being controlled by Japan for over thirty years, it had now effectively become a vassal of China once again.

External forces had never been able to truly penetrate the Korean Peninsula. Perhaps for this reason, Park Yeong-hyo could afford to be so open. Perhaps Park simply did not believe that France would actually consider infiltrating its influence into Korea.

With this judgment formed, Vice Speaker Malon changed the subject. "Gentlemen, do you believe that Korea can become a stable country?"

"We all know that a great many problems arise during the process of land redistribution. Korea has now completed its land redemption. According to the situation we understand, there is universal praise within Korea for the land reform. They believe Chairman He Rui has accomplished in Korea what even Mencius could not. Although I cannot understand why the Koreans put it that way, Korean society has restored order with astonishing speed amidst such drastic changes. Such a country should be quite stable."

The French MPs generally agreed with this view. After all, France had implemented similar land reform policies during the Great Revolution era. As a "veteran revolutionary region" of Europe, France was very familiar with these policies.

Mentioning He Rui, the left-wing MPs in the delegation were somewhat emotional. One spoke up loudly: "Mr. He Rui is a recognized economist. Although his explanation of land reform inevitably has a communist flavor, it falls within an acceptable range. By treating land redistribution as 'bankruptcy reorganization,' the policy's impact on the nation becomes very small."

None of the centrist or right-wing French MPs responded to this. The eyes of the right-wing MPs even showed resistance. The establishment of the Soviet Union and its policy of total land nationalization had caused great shock in Europe. The United States had vast land and a sparse population, so land issues were not prominent there. But in Europe, with its dense population, the land issue had always been a prominent social problem.

China had also carried out land reform after its unification, which should have been a major shock to Europe. However, China not only proposed the interpretation of "bankruptcy reorganization" for land redemption but also produced several very weighty, high-quality reports and numerous papers, triggering an even greater shock in Europe than previously imagined.

Originally, European academia had an instinctive objection to the Soviet Union's violent confiscation of land; the staunch supporters of Soviet land reform were political figures. Now, however, a group of scholars in European economics had expressed "understanding," and even support, for the economic policy of asset reorganization of land assets through redemption. The influence of this was profound.

Politicians will adopt policies favorable to the bourgeoisie when government interests align with bourgeois interests, and will help the bourgeoisie when bourgeois and proletarian interests conflict. But when government interests conflict with bourgeois interests, politicians will certainly choose policies favorable to themselves.

Academics acting as government think tanks believed that land redemption was beneficial to the national economy in certain economic situations. This meant that academia had opened a door—land redemption had become an option. Since He Rui consistently insisted he was a communist, it meant that communist economic policies and theories had gained a certain recognition in Europe. At the very least, French politicians were unwilling to discuss this issue.

Seeing the rightists and centrists remaining silent, the French left-wing MPs felt displeased and immediately continued: "French industry is developing rapidly now, and although the number of French farmers forced to sell their land has decreased significantly in the past two years, this trend has not been stopped. It is time to consider the peasant issue!"

Vice Speaker Malon rubbed the shiny, bald part of his head again and sighed inwardly. This was the status quo in France: the Left, Center, and Right each had their own flagship issues. For example, the French Right advocated increasing tariffs and strengthening relations with China to ensure the interests of French industry. While making these their main focus, the French Right did not publicize their actual agreement when the Chinese government proposed expanding exports to France.

In terms of supporting the interests of French industry, the Left and Right were in agreement. But regarding elections, the Left campaigned on ensuring a minimum wage system and ensuring French companies paid sufficient overtime. They wanted to expand the number of employed people in France and extend the coverage of the French social security system.

Due to this policy direction, the French Left was not so supportive of expanding the quota for Chinese imports, because the light industry sector could absorb a very large number of employed people. But even a small fly is meat; opening more factories in France and creating more jobs would make the French economy active and increase tax revenue. That was naturally good for France.

French left-wing politicians could certainly understand that China needed to export more goods to France to repay its loans. But France had finally achieved a situation of full employment. With the "big government" model the Left preferred, they still hoped to eliminate unemployment and increase national income. They wanted China to earn enough profit to repay the French loans, but only within a scope that did not impact France.

In the end, it was all about votes. Vice Speaker Malon was very clear on this and couldn't be bothered to express his own views. With the French economy highly active now, whatever France did was merely a trade-off between good and better. Politicians didn't need to make special promises; as long as the economy maintained its current situation and confidence in the French economy wasn't destroyed, the lives of the French people would improve day by day.

During the month-long return journey, the French parliamentary delegation engaged in discussions on the cruise ship that seemed intense but were not actually sharp. Most of the time was actually spent on idle chatter and private interest-brokering among themselves. After all, this time, various heavy-weight French politicians had indicated they wanted to run for the post of Prime Minister of France (President of the Council of Ministers). Every MP had to engage in sufficient brokering to obtain the maximum benefit.

By the time Vice Speaker Malon returned to France, it was already early September 1930. He immediately threw himself into the fierce election campaign. Originally, MP Malon felt he might have to bear considerable pressure over the Indochina issue, but upon returning to France, he discovered that the discussions of the first month or so had caused French nationalist sentiment to rise rapidly. Major French political parties, as well as the press and academia, all considered this a thorny issue.

If only one political party viewed it this way, that party would become a target of public criticism. But once a consensus formed in French politics, the topic disappeared from French mainstream media within half a month. Although British newspapers were still mentioning the matter, French newspapers merely counterattacked with the excuse that "this is all a British conspiracy," immediately convincing ordinary French citizens that the Indochina issue was not an issue at all.

And Vice Speaker Malon's luck was truly good. In mid-September, French Foreign Minister Aristide Briand, who had played a major role in Sino-French economic cooperation, died of a sudden illness because his body could not withstand the grueling election schedule while campaigning while ill. This triggered a violent tremor in French politics.

Even at the height of the campaign, the funeral of "former" Foreign Minister Briand was extremely solemn. Vice Speaker Malon, dressed in black, walked into the hall where Briand's coffin was temporarily placed with a serious expression. He saw that the hall was full of ordinary people; even the Archbishop of Paris had come in a personal capacity to bid farewell.

This was not strange. Briand was an ascetic who had remained unmarried all his life, and he was also an atheist. In the era of the Great Revolution, the "veteran revolutionary region" of France had waged a fierce struggle against religion. With the development of science and culture, the proportion of atheism or materialist concepts in the French upper class and academia was not small.

MP Malon happened to be seated next to the Archbishop of Paris. Malon saw that the Archbishop looked composed, not at all uncomfortable about attending the funeral of an atheist. So he said to the Archbishop, "Mr. Briand was a good man."

This remark was not entirely out of flattery. This year was 1930. In the first half of the year, the French press had jointly organized a "French Politicians of the 1920s" selection event. Ranked first was President Gaston Doumergue, and ranked fourth was Briand. Those from first to sixth place were all closely related to Sino-French economic cooperation.

The Archbishop of Paris nodded. "Indeed, Mr. Briand was a very respectable politician. I feel great regret over his death."

Seeing the Archbishop make no mention of religious beliefs, MP Malon felt that the Archbishop was indeed a shrewd man. When the French economy was bad, religion developed greatly. When people had no money and faced the threat of unemployment, religion had a traditional advantage in charity and handing out porridge, so more people went to church.

Now that the economy had improved, especially in this state of full employment, everyone from the poor to the rich was working hard to make money. Especially the poor—they discovered they actually had the power to choose, so they focused their energy on obtaining a better life. The number of people attending church services plummeted. Among all church services, only weddings showed rapid growth. Other businesses were very depressed. The Archbishop of Paris coming to attend the funeral of the atheist Briand was to show the presence of religion.

The ceremony was solemn and simple. Politicians were in a hurry; at this stage of the election, who had time to waste attending someone else's funeral? However, many politicians just sat in their chairs waiting. It wasn't until a slight commotion came from outside that the politicians turned their heads.

As Briand was the French Foreign Minister and had such high prestige, the French government had sent an honor guard to keep vigil. Aside from people of status, even among reporters, only those from major newspapers were allowed in; others could not enter. Following the sound of the commotion, a handsome young Chinese man walked in, accompanied by a secretary. It was the Chinese Ambassador to France.

The French politicians rose one after another, shaking hands with the Chinese Ambassador to France with serious expressions. Malon felt some regret; if Briand hadn't been an atheist, they could have proceeded with a traditional religious funeral mode. France was well-versed in this, with preparations ready for how to arrange a large number of guests. In that case, the Chinese Ambassador to France would have had ample time to converse with the French politicians.

But Briand had long made a will for a simple funeral. No red tape. This meant everyone could only simply shake hands and exchange a sentence or two. However, having the chance to exchange a sentence or two with the Chinese Ambassador to France was already not easy. The Chinese Ambassador completed the flower-laying ceremony, then, in accordance with Briand's testamentary arrangements, simply shook hands with Briand's family and offered brief condolences before leaving the mourning hall.

Soon, it was MP Malon's turn to present flowers. He walked to the coffin, shook hands with Briand's family, picked up a white rose from the basket nearby, and walked to the side of the coffin. Looking in through the half-open lid, he saw Briand lying quietly inside, as if asleep.

MP Malon was somewhat happy about this, because Foreign Minister Briand had been a critic of Vice Speaker Malon; he believed Malon had made mistakes in diplomacy. Now that Briand had passed away, the critic had vanished, and the trouble had vanished too.

After presenting the flower, MP Malon shook hands and embraced Briand's family again, then left the mourning hall with a serious expression but a relaxed heart. As soon as he walked out, he saw a car parked outside. The moment the reporters saw that the person arriving was the current Prime Minister, Raymond Poincaré, they immediately surrounded him.

Raymond Poincaré said to the reporters: "Minister Briand was a friend I cooperated with for many years, and I respected him very much. Sino-French cooperation began during my term. Minister Briand worked hard to complete the tasks given to him by the cabinet. In this regard, the two of us have too many memories of working together. Now that Minister Briand has passed away, I will certainly strive to serve Sino-French cooperation and fully revitalize the French economy."

MP Malon truly admired the thickness of Prime Minister Raymond Poincaré's skin. In the selection of famous French politicians of the 1920s, he ranked second. If He Rui hadn't gone directly to French President Doumergue to discuss cooperation, but had contacted Raymond Poincaré directly instead, it would probably be Prime Minister Raymond Poincaré ranking as the number one French politician of the last 20 years.

Although the French public felt Raymond Poincaré was very capable, most within French political circles believed he probably couldn't compare to French President Doumergue. He Rui was considered by the French political world to be a world-class leader with far-reaching vision. His seeking cooperation with President Doumergue made Sino-French cooperation a great success. In hindsight evaluations, French political circles all believed that it was Doumergue's softer style and keen vision that led him to fully promote Sino-French cooperation.

In Raymond Poincaré's political career, one of his most famous experiences was pushing for a hard line against Germany and sending troops to the Ruhr, which forced Germany into hyperinflation. Faced with the economic cooperation actively proposed by China, Raymond Poincaré might not have opposed it, but there was a high probability he would have raised various conditions. Judging by the current results, that would have delayed Sino-French cooperation by at least half a year. And half a year would have let France earn much less money. This was substantive damage to French interests.

So MP Malon didn't listen much more and chose to leave. Along the way, Malon felt both emotion and lingering fear. Suppressing the Indochina issue did not mean France had no unease about China. For France, the Indochina issue could be resolved through discussion with China, but the "Korea Model" proposed by China caused a shock to the Versailles System, which was the foundation of the British and French colonial empires.

This matter could be left unmentioned for now, but it was something that would have to be discussed in the future. MP Malon calculated in his heart that he would absolutely not participate in such discussions in the future. France today really did not have the power to give orders to China, and both Britain and the United States were eager to try and sabotage Sino-French cooperation.

If the French economy suddenly plummeted, the cabinet's approval rating would plummet. President Doumergue had already promised MP Malon a ministerial position. MP Malon didn't want to be kicked out of the minister's seat because the cabinet fell before he had even warmed the seat. As for Indochina, in MP Malon's view, it wasn't something that couldn't be given up.
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The French parliamentary elections began in October 1930 and concluded on November 24. The party of former President and former Prime Minister Gaston Doumergue emerged victorious. Doumergue defeated Prime Minister Raymond Poincaré to become the Prime Minister (President of the Council of Ministers) of the new government. Raymond Poincaré, known for his hardline foreign policy, took up the critically important post of Minister of Finance due to his success in reforming the franc between 1926 and 1928.

In his victory speech, new Prime Minister Doumergue announced, "To increase the rest available to the French people, this government's first bill will be the one proposed during the election guaranteeing every French citizen two weeks of paid leave annually. Furthermore, this government will resolutely implement a forty-hour workweek and increase wages; overtime must be paid at double rates. On Sundays or holidays, places like the Louvre shall be open to the public."

Hearing Doumergue's victory speech, left-wing politicians desperately wanted to whistle and jeer. However, the French public attending the speech erupted in tsunami-like cheers upon hearing Doumergue's announcements. Seeing the enthusiasm of the masses, the left-wing politicians had to suppress their urge to heckle.

Doumergue belonged to a center-right party, and increasing welfare was not originally his priority. But France was a "revolutionary base area"—this was a country that had historically hung aristocrats from lampposts, beheaded priests, and burned churches. The French Right was mostly not the type to oppose welfare on principle, but rather a more nationalist Right. As long as the state had money, this Right was willing to concede profits to the people in exchange for votes.

Prime Minister Doumergue concluded his victory speech and waved to the crowd. Every wave elicited enthusiastic cheers from the French people. Listening to the crowd passionately chanting "Doumergue, Doumergue," the deeply moved Prime Minister waved again and again, winning round after round of cheers. Doumergue waved as many as six times before returning to the Élysée Palace in high spirits to convene an internal meeting of the ruling party.

*Le Figaro* devoted half of its front page that day to a glowing report: "...What did the victory in the Great War in Europe over a decade ago bring to France? We lost one-tenth of our population, and a quarter of our industries suffered severe damage. In 1918, the budget deficit reached 18 billion francs; we owed the United States 16 billion francs and Britain 13 billion francs; prices doubled; and most of the pre-war high-interest loans to foreign countries were gone forever, especially the loans to Tsarist Russia which were completely repudiated by the Bolsheviks led by Lenin. The lives of almost all French people fell into hardship.

"Over the past two years, thanks to the wise choices of the previous administration, the French economy has become highly active. To satisfy the French economy, the government issued nearly 200 billion francs. Without firing a single shot, we have not only completely made up for the losses of those years but also brought the French economy to an unprecedented height.

"Judging from the performance of the past two years, this government is very likely to be one that can satisfy the expectations of the French nationals!..."

Left-wing politicians were thoroughly nauseated when they saw this front page. These policies had originally been proposed by them, but now that the center-right government had accepted them entirely, the Left had no way to attack the current government by blocking these bills.

Before this general election, there had long been a consensus in French politics: even if a bubbling-over far-right party came to power, the new government would have the ability to implement almost all left-wing policies except for changing the form of government. Now this consensus had become reality. The left-wing politicians were powerless against this—who asked them to fail to win the election despite using every trick in the book?

The other half of *Le Figaro*'s front page introduced China's 1930 autumn harvest. Due to the popularization of synthetic ammonia, China's 1930 autumn harvest yield increased by 11% compared to the previous year. Combined with the significantly increased summer harvest, China's total grain output in 1930 increased by 15% year-on-year. Grain production drove industrial production, and *Le Figaro* predicted that the total output value of China's industry and agriculture this year would reach more than 15% of the previous year's figures.

The British side was very clear about France's intentions. The better China's economy was, the more confident France's economy would be. Therefore, the British side responded tit-for-tat with an investigative report titled "The Weeping French Light Industry": "...France does its utmost to boast of its heavy industrial development, but in Paris, in Marseille, in Lyon, French light industry is facing an astonishing decline. Taking the textile industry as an example, France's share was 100% in 1928, but it shrank by 35% in 1930. This 35% share has been occupied by cheap Chinese textiles. French cotton is sold to China and eventually turns into Chinese textiles sold back to France. This has directly led to a 30% contraction in the French textile industry..."

To the French, what the British said was lies. So the French public simply did not care whether what the British newspapers described was fact. The working environment in the textile industry was very harsh, and wages were very low. Even if employment in the textile industry declined, the female employees who made up a huge proportion of it could go to the machinery manufacturing industry to serve plates and tea, which was much better than serving textile machines in constantly roaring factories. Even if they could not engage in the textile industry, the maid service industry, long-term care industry, and nursery industry were much more profitable. For the same wages, the French working masses naturally expected a better working environment.

In October 1930, the unemployment rate in Britain had reached 20%. When able-bodied laborers who had accumulated work experience in various factories could not find jobs, the British economic departments indeed could not understand the thoughts of French workers where the unemployment rate was only 1.8%.

Several British Cabinet meetings revolved around the British pound, but with little success. In a reality with no demand, the British government had no solution. Consequently, the British Cabinet issued a strict order to the Foreign Office: "In early 1931, the King of England's visit to China must be facilitated!"

***

In China, He Rui was not living the leisurely life of a national leader as imagined by the rest of the world. At this time, He Rui was struggling with reports every day. Reports from China's provinces, cities, counties, and towns were sent up. Only data filtered by the economic departments reached He Rui. He Rui even had to throw triangular dice to determine which town or county to spot-check for data.

Those outrageous economic development figures, after being filtered by the Ministry of Agriculture, the Ministry of Industry, and the Ministry of Construction, were already subject to investigation orders issued by the respective ministries. For example, for those counties where grain production increased by more than 20%, the relevant ministries under the State Council had already instructed the provincial agricultural departments to conduct sampling surveys. After such investigations, most of the bizarre growth rates were debunked. Only data from areas that could not be debunked made it to He Rui.

Under such statistical capability, the counties naturally could not fabricate stories of "ten thousand jin per mu." After all, county leaders were not fools; they at least knew clearly that if they reported ten thousand jin per mu and were found out by superior departments, not only would the leaders of the towns and villages under the county be dismissed without exception, but the county and city leaders would basically be finished too. Dismissal was already a very gentle treatment; leaders of relevant departments would not only be dismissed but also stripped of their retirement benefits. The pension contributions made over so many years would all vanish. Under such a policy of collective responsibility, reports at the county and city levels became much more rigorous.

He Rui's job was simple: to order the General Office to investigate anomalies. The young secretaries in the General Office understood economic issues very well under this workload and became priority recruitment targets for the legal and policy departments of various ministries.

For He Rui, these problems actually didn't matter. Finding problems meant pressure on the State Council. The State Council could not turn a blind eye to the opinions of the Chairman's General Office. As long as they were willing to solve them, things became easy to understand. China was so big; with the economy developing at high speed now, there would always be some local government data that appeared very distinct. If He Rui could pinpoint the problem, it would save the General Office a lot of trouble. So He Rui also gained a profound understanding of the economic development of various regions based on current data.

While He Rui smoked cigarettes and absorbed nicotine, secretaries delivered various data to him. Just by looking at the economic data of various provinces and even prefectures and cities—such as power generation and the mechanization level of local enterprises—He Rui could roughly infer the economic situation of each locality. For example, in an area where the annual per capita power consumption was less than 50 kWh, unless there were unique products, there was no reason for huge power consumption issues to appear. In this situation, as long as the Ministry of Industry produced the relevant documents, the clues could be seen.

Under such high-pressure governance, the comrades in the localities felt huge problems. Especially when huge electricity consumption did not match industrial output, huge problems appeared immediately. For example, from an economic perspective, insisting that power-consuming enterprises did not have enough electric motors would easily expose where the problem lay.

Bureaucratic elements evolve very easily. Especially those cases of errors; for bureaucrats who "don't want trouble," their warning significance is even more realistic than for those bureaucrats who want to do a good job. Although fools don't live long, fools in this world always think they are smart. In the end, after the fools are wiped out, what remains are the guys who are capable but think themselves clever.

Although He Rui detested such messy matters, he had to admit that the evolution of the bureaucratic group required bloody examples. Only after the Central Investigation Teams demonstrated impressive capabilities could the reaction of the bureaucratic groups be stimulated.

Fortunately, the evolution of the bureaucratic group was going quite well, and the centralized government itself performed well in these fields. For instance, if something happened in a township, one could directly inquire with the relevant departments in the county. If those departments could not give an effective answer, then those departments could be eliminated.

After all, in the composition of the government back then, the proportion of cadres who came entirely from the Northeast and had undergone detailed statistical testing was indeed limited. The number of cadres from the old regime was huge. Dealing with them did not cause heartache.

Moreover, such handling not only fully exposed those who held sinecures but also allowed a few capable officials to reveal themselves. Only then could He Rui persist in such loathsome work.

Zhang Xiluan was prepared for this matter. As the only surviving elder of the old Beiyang clique, Zhang Xiluan absolutely refused to let himself be a scapegoat for others. For any bastard who caused bad luck due to such matters, the Zhang family would not have the slightest sympathy. Such people wouldn't even get past Zhang Xiluan's butler, let alone see Zhang Xiluan.

However, by February 1931, Zhang Xiluan's butler excitedly passed the message sent by He Rui to Zhang Xiluan.

Zhang Xiluan read the content of the message and was somewhat puzzled. The King of England was preparing to visit China, and He Rui invited Zhang Xiluan to attend the state banquet. The King of England was a figure in the present day; Zhang Xiluan had at least heard of the reputation of the British Empire. Nominally, Zhang Xiluan really didn't understand why he had to eat a meal with the King of England.

So after pondering for a long time, Zhang Xiluan dictated a reply, and the butler wrote to He Rui: "...Brother He, although your foolish brother really does not care for foreigners, I truly do not understand what relationship the King of England has with me. Back then, what I hated most were the Russian Tsar and the Japanese Emperor. Of these two, one constantly encroached on Chinese territory, and the other launched the Jiawu War. If it were a matter of beheading these two, I would certainly spare no effort to watch. As for the likes of the King of England, I truly have no interaction with them..."

He Rui couldn't help laughing after reading it. A character like Old Zhang really felt like he had become wise with age. He Rui originally felt that Old Zhang might be interested in the leaders of world powers; he didn't expect Old Zhang to speak so plainly. He Rui couldn't say much either. He could only reply: "For Lord Zhang's personal attention: Receiving your letter the other day, I was inexplicably terrified. I originally thought Lord Zhang would be interested in dining with a world leader, but after seeing your letter, I realized I misunderstood your high integrity. I am deeply ashamed of the letter that disturbed your peace before, and I hope you will forgive me..."

He Rui intended to dictate this letter to a secretary, but one of his wives, Mitsuko, was a Japanese reporter. Japanese has a specific set of honorifics, a set of wording that takes "politeness" to the extreme. Compared to this set of honorifics in Japanese, He Rui's words could be considered uncouth. So Mitsuko, taking He Rui's dictation, converted it into honorifics, which the Secretariat then translated back into Chinese language and sent to Zhang Xiluan.

The result was that Zhang Xiluan was greatly alarmed after reading it. He immediately replied, "Brother He Rui, although I am old, I am not unreasonable. Your letter the other day was overly polite, and I felt inexplicably astonished. If you insist that I meet with the King of England, why not speak directly? Whatever you command, I will certainly obey!"

Now He Rui was in a bit of a bind. He just wanted to see the Japanese honorifics, but he hadn't expected to alarm Zhang Xiluan. He Rui could only send someone to Tianjin to personally apologize to Zhang Xiluan. If He Rui hadn't been too busy at this time, he would have had to visit personally.

Having sent the person off, He Rui continued his work. As time entered 1931, Britain had discovered that its economic problems were completely unsolvable by Britain alone. In addition to pushing hard for the King's visit to China, Britain also came up with three measures: abandoning the gold standard, the Sterling Bloc, and the Imperial Preference system.

The Sterling Bloc was an exclusive international currency bloc centered on the pound sterling. It was established in September 1931. Under the blow of the capitalist world economic crisis that broke out in 1929, Britain was forced to abandon the gold standard and announce the devaluation of the pound. To maintain its original sphere of influence and colonial system and strengthen its market competitiveness, Britain united with various colonies, dominions (except Canada), and countries with close financial and economic ties to Britain to form the Sterling Bloc. The currencies of member countries maintained a fixed exchange rate with the pound; the exchange rates between member countries were fixed, while exchange rates with currencies outside the bloc were determined by the exchange rate between the pound and the US dollar. Trade, credit, and other accounts between member countries were all settled in pounds; within member countries, capital transfers were unrestricted; and the foreign exchange reserves and gold of all member countries had to be deposited in London banks for international clearing purposes.

Historically, it formed in 1931 right during the world economic crisis. Participants included members of the British Commonwealth (except Canada) as well as Sweden, Norway, Denmark, Portugal, Egypt, Iraq, Argentina, Brazil, and other countries that had close financial and economic ties with Britain at the time. It stipulated that member currencies maintain a fixed rate with the pound, while rates against other currencies were determined by the pound's rate against the dollar. Countries stored most of their foreign exchange reserves in London for international clearing. Britain used the Sterling Bloc to consolidate its position in the markets of various countries. In 1939, this bloc was replaced by the newly formed Sterling Area.

In 1932, the capitalist world was in a severe economic crisis, and the struggle among imperialist countries for world markets was very intense. Economically and technologically increasingly backward, Britain relied on foreign markets more than other countries, yet its commodity competitiveness was weaker than its main competitors. During the economic crisis, Britain's export trade volume fell by more than half. Britain had to abandon its long-standing free trade policy and turn to a protectionist trade policy, announcing that foreign goods entering the British market would be subject to ad valorem duties of 10% to 33.3%. At the same time, Britain strengthened foreign exchange controls and gradually formed the Sterling Bloc. Countries participating in the Sterling Bloc could freely exchange foreign currency, while strict controls were implemented on foreign exchange transactions outside the bloc to protect the Sterling Bloc's market. Since Britain levied protective tariffs, it was bound to affect the dominions and colonies with close economic ties to Britain. In order to ensure that the economic relations between Britain and its dominions and colonies were not harmed by this, and to protect and expand Britain's markets in these countries by further developing mutual trade, Britain established the Imperial Preference system, which was of the nature of a customs union, with its dominions and colonies.

According to the agreement of the Ottawa Imperial Conference, the main contents of the Imperial Preference system were: 1. Britain gave tariff preferences to imported goods from dominions and colonies, of which about 80% of goods could be imported duty-free, and the other approximately 20% of goods were only levied a low tariff of about 10%. 2. Britain guaranteed the sales market for agricultural products from dominions and colonies in Britain and restricted the import of agricultural products from countries outside the dominions and colonies. 3. British industrial products would enjoy corresponding preferential treatment when exported to dominions and colonies. 4. When formulating tariff policies, dominions and colonies had to accept Britain's suggestions and levy high tariffs on goods imported from countries other than Britain. To implement the Ottawa Conference agreement, Britain signed a series of agreements with various dominions and colonies, specifying the preferences these countries and regions gave to British goods. These agreements generally reduced import tariffs on British goods to 20% of the value of the goods, significantly lower than the tariffs levied on goods from other countries.
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The three British policies for dealing with the economic crisis were so well-organized that Wu Youping began to suspect the UK had formulated a plan targeting Sino-French economic cooperation long ago. After reading the report, Wu Youping immediately called He Rui. "Before their King visited China, the British government came up with a complete set of policies. Was this planned in advance?"

He Rui felt that historically, from 1931 to 1932, Britain had continuously deepened its understanding of the economic crisis and gradually completed these three policies. Bringing them out all at once now suggested the British upper echelons had realized this economic crisis would be long in duration and high in intensity. They had to respond with a more decisive attitude and greater force. He asked, "Youping, what kind of needs do you think would make Britain combine these policies?"

"I'm not too sure... Could it be that Britain sensed the threat of war?" Wu Youping couldn't help but lower his voice slightly.

He Rui felt this answer was worth about an 85. Overall, after France established cooperation with China, Britain adjusted its policy under the pressure of France's rise, clarifying its own camp. If Wu Youping had suggested that Britain might use the threat of war to deal with other countries and force them to agree to British conditions, that might have been a perfect score.

Hearing He Rui's explanation, Wu Youping fell temporarily silent. He Rui expected Wu Youping to ask how to deal with the potential British threat, but instead heard him ask, "Chairman, are there still deficiencies in our economic development plan?"

He Rui did not answer immediately. The Sterling Bloc was very interesting; it was formed in 1931, right during the world economic crisis. Participants included members of the British Commonwealth (except Canada) as well as Sweden, Norway, Denmark, Portugal, Egypt, Iraq, Argentina, Brazil, and other countries with close financial and economic ties to Britain. It stipulated that member currencies maintain a fixed exchange rate with the pound, while exchange rates with other currencies were determined by the pound's rate against the US dollar. Countries stored most of their foreign exchange reserves in London for international settlement. Britain used the Sterling Bloc to consolidate its position in these markets. In 1939, this group was replaced by the newly formed Sterling Area.

Historically, Sweden, Norway, Denmark, Portugal, Egypt, and Iraq were all targets for Germany. Britain creating such an organization cut off Germany's markets. The Little Mustache would have to break this bloc to obtain markets for Germany. So, Britain really hadn't expected war, or rather, the economic war had already begun. Military war was just the continuation of this economic war.

Composing himself, He Rui continued to explain, "As I see it, when Britain and the US make requests of us separately, we should organize a four-power economic cooperation plan involving China, the US, Britain, and France. We require Britain and the US to provide capital, and in return, we help them solve some of their demand needs—helping Britain drive employment for 800,000 workers and the US for 2 million. This is our limit. I think the British and Americans have the capability to make the correct judgment; they know very well that if they want more, the only option left is military means."

Wu Youping was speechless for a moment. Over the past two years, many comrades in the Party Central Committee and the State Council had developed somewhat unrealistic views on diplomacy, feeling that diplomacy seemed capable of solving many problems. Wu Youping felt this thinking was too wishful, but He Rui's diplomacy had been so successful that some comrades felt 'others might not be able to do it, but Chairman He can.' Even Wu Youping didn't know how to refute such views, because any rebuttal might make people suspect he was 'questioning He Rui's ability' based on some unreasonable attitude.

Hearing He Rui express a cautious and rational view on the boundaries of capability, Wu Youping felt completely at ease. As long as He Rui remained this clear-headed, Wu Youping's pressure would be much lighter.

At this point, He Rui asked, "Youping, is there anything else you want to ask?"

Wu Youping couldn't help but ask a question about the distant future. "Chairman, the future war may not necessarily be a conflict between Germany and France, right?"

"Where do you think the main contradiction comes from?" He Rui was interested.

Wu Youping explained his thoughts. As a high-ranking member of the Civilization Party, Wu Youping naturally knew China was preparing for war after 1939. Marshal Foch of France had said, "This is not peace. It is an armistice for twenty years." Defeated Germany had neither been thoroughly weakened nor received corresponding appeasement, and the victorious powers who signed the treaty had not honored their promise to lift the blockade on Germany. Marshal Foch predicted that Germany, in poverty and hunger, would never let the matter rest.

Originally, Wu Youping felt Marshal Foch's judgment was very reasonable. But with the experiences of these past few years, especially the cooperation with France, Wu Youping felt the biggest problem stemmed from the current world order. The current world order determined the suffering of Germany and the oppressed people of the vast colonies. Countries without colonies also lived very difficult lives in the current world order. A counterattack against Britain and France was only a matter of time.

"Chairman, even without Germany, other countries would come out to challenge the Versailles System. The United States might be the country that most wants to destroy the Versailles System," Wu Youping stated his view.

"The current world order stifles the development of productive forces. The new order the United States hopes for is an economic model beneficial to the American system. It shifts from realistic colonialism to economic colonialism. Its lower limit is higher than the Versailles System, but essentially it can only be considered an upgraded version. It still cannot solve the problem of unfairness in the world order. Of course, this is my view on another possibility. As for what is actually happening, you can consider the British bloc, the East Asian bloc, the United States, and France—these four forces have already divided the world into these major pieces. The ultimate war will definitely break out."

Hearing He Rui confirm that war was unavoidable, Wu Youping unconsciously let out a sigh of relief. Just as he wanted to express his agreement with He Rui, he heard He Rui continue, "I want to emphasize one thing to you. This war is not some ultimate holy war. As the Premier of the country, you must clearly realize that human progress is a very dynamic thing. The result of the last Great War in Europe only strengthened the evil colonial system and did not make the world more progressive. So, whether the next war can make the world more civilized and progressive is determined by the ability and cognition of the participants, not that the world will naturally progress after a devastating war breaks out."

Hearing this, Wu Youping felt an inexplicable emotion and immediately replied, "Yes. I understand."

"Alright. We both need to read materials. Watch your eyes." He Rui finished speaking on the other end of the phone, and with a click, the line went dead.

Wu Youping looked at the large number of comparative analysis reports, feeling a slight resistance in his heart. At least at this moment, he wanted to think a while longer.

After the pound left the gold standard, its exchange rate against other major currencies fell, which would promote British commodity exports.

Establishing the Sterling Bloc ensured the pound became the major currency in circulation in these countries, stabilizing the pound's position.

The Imperial Preference system ensured Britain possessed a stable fundamental base of over 500 million people when facing world economic danger.

The preparation and ongoing development of these three policies forced Wu Youping to admit that Britain did not lack far-sighted politicians and scholars capable of making decisions most beneficial to Britain based on its reality. Although China was now industrializing rapidly, facing Britain, which had been industrializing for 200 years, Wu Youping somewhat doubted whether China could gain the ability to overwhelm world powers like Britain and France through ten years of development. Calling He Rui just now was not only to gain ideas but more to gain confidence.

At this moment, his thinking might not be very clear, but sensing He Rui's calm, serious, and fearless attitude, Wu Youping felt he had gained confidence from him. Others might view this as charisma. Wu Youping, however, felt he simply agreed with He Rui's thinking: China had 500 million people. If 500 million people could achieve a little bit of tangible progress every day, the accumulation would be a tremendous force.

Thinking of this, the resistance to the heavy workload disappeared, and Wu Youping picked up the report and began to read.

A great power of 500 million people—Wu Youping couldn't manage it all no matter what. Even with an administrative system containing a massive number of government workers, it was still impossible for the country to develop according to the judgment of one person or a few people. So government management required KPIs.

KPI is an English abbreviation related to economic management: Key Performance Indicator.

Key Performance Indicators (KPI) are a type of goal-oriented quantitative management indicator that measures process performance by setting, sampling, calculating, and analyzing key parameters at the input and output ends of an organization's internal processes. It is a tool that decomposes a company's strategic goals into actionable work goals and is the foundation of corporate performance management. KPIs can clarify the main responsibilities of department heads and, based on this, clarify the performance measurement indicators for department personnel. Establishing a clear and feasible KPI system is the key to good performance management.

The relationship between the state, society, and government is complex. China's most important strategic goal at this stage is to develop industry. As an advanced productive force, as industry becomes the main driving force in social production, lifestyles, thoughts, and morals consistent with industrial production operations will naturally emerge.

As Premier of the State Council, what Wu Youping had to do was push forward China's industrialization policy. Over the past few years, China had completed a basic social survey and mastered basic data and materials. Various departments of the State Council formulated their development plans into development steps, quantifying them step by step.

As Premier, his job was to constantly monitor the execution progress of these KPIs to determine if the policies of various departments were reasonable and to adjust them. This is the SMART principle for determining key performance indicators. SMART is an abbreviation of the first letters of five English words:

S stands for Specific: Performance assessment must target specific work indicators and cannot be vague;

M stands for Measurable: Performance indicators are quantitative or behavioral, and the data or information to verify these performance indicators can be obtained;

A stands for Attainable: Performance indicators can be achieved with effort, avoiding setting goals too high or too low;

R stands for Realistic: Performance indicators are real and can be proven and observed;

T stands for Time-bound: Focusing on the specific deadline for completing performance indicators.

Wu Youping quickly flipped through the documents. After finishing the synthetic ammonia production file he hadn't finished earlier, Wu Youping picked up the phone again. "Old Zhuang, send someone over. The plan you proposed this year is 2.1 million tons of synthetic ammonia, which is different from what was said before."

On the other end of the line, Zhuang Jiaxiong was very helpless. "Youping, when we said 2.4 million tons before, our calculations weren't accurate enough. You can't make us unable to complete the plan."

Wu Youping held the phone while his fingers habitually tapped on the thick materials on the desk. "Since you've heard about this, you have to come over. If you don't come, I'll go to you."

Zhuang Jiaxiong got angry. "No means no. Our Ministry of Industry needs to save face too."

"Hehe, Old Zhuang, you don't need to be angry. We all know a bit about this. I can guarantee that by the end of the year, you'll definitely be holding the extra hundreds of thousands of tons of synthetic ammonia produced, expressing how hard your Ministry of Industry worked. Why bother!"

Everyone was an old fox. Hearing his old classmate puncture this little trick, Industrial Minister Zhuang Jiaxiong stopped pretending. "Youping. Based on some experience we've summarized now, unless you accept even the substandard products, beat me to death and I still won't have 2.4 million."

Wu Youping gave a dry laugh. "You definitely have a backup move. Tell me what backup move you've prepared! If you don't say it, I'll go find you right now."

Zhuang Jiaxiong sighed. After thinking for a while, he replied, "That depends on your luck. There are four synthetic ammonia plants newly built with our technology that will go into production successively after April this year. The design output of these plants is three times the original output. But these plants are for testing. If they can reach the design standard without the material excessive wear problems that were most worried about at the time, or if those are resolved within the year, then there are a few more production lines that will also be modified. Then the output can reach between 2.4 million and 2.5 million tons."

"Then do you have any requests? Need money? Need people?" Wu Youping felt he had probably forced out the final means his old classmate was hiding.

"I'd really like to ask you for money and people, but for the sake of being old classmates, I'll tell you the truth. Can you get the Soviet side to complete the production of those components for the 50 thermal power plants strictly according to quality and quantity on a regular basis? Brother, we didn't let the Soviet side produce all the thermal power equipment; they are only producing a part of it. But the Soviet side keeps urging us to send the equipment we're responsible for over to them. Looking at it now, the Soviet side wants to stall—finish the thermal power station projects on their side first, then produce for us."

Hearing this request, Wu Youping was also very helpless. The commercial credit of the Soviet side really wasn't that bad; at least the Soviets didn't want to renege on debts. But the production arrangement on the Soviet side was truly hard to describe. Wu Youping had also heard that Comrade Stalin was quite severe in his use of cadres. If they couldn't complete their work, they would face severe punishment. Dismissal, imprisonment, and even execution were all very terrifying possibilities. Under such high pressure, many things done by Soviet cadres were very speechless.

Wu Youping sighed, "Let me tell you a joke. One day, a hunter took a hunting dog hunting. The hunter shot a rabbit in the hind leg, and the injured rabbit began to run desperately. Under the hunter's instruction, the hunting dog also flew to chase the rabbit. But after chasing for a while, the rabbit disappeared. The hunting dog had to return to the hunter resentfully. The hunter began to scold the hunting dog: 'You are really useless; you can't even catch an injured rabbit! No food for the next meal!'

The hunting dog replied unconvinced: 'I tried my best!'

The rabbit ran back to its hole with its injury. Its brothers gathered around and asked in surprise: 'That hunting dog ran so fast! You were injured, how did you outrun it?'

'If I didn't run with all my might, I would have lost my life!'

Old Zhuang, from the Soviet side's perspective, we are in it for the money, but they are in it for their lives!"

Zhuang Jiaxiong also sighed. "Anyway, I've said what I needed to say. The situation is just like this now; there's only so much electricity. However much electricity you give me, our Ministry of Industry can guarantee that much production capacity!"

"...Alright. I know," Wu Youping replied helplessly.

Putting down the phone, Wu Youping called the Ministry of Commerce. Li Chenggang picked up the phone and heard Wu Youping say, "Can we sell a little less synthetic ammonia to Japan this year?"

Li Chenggang immediately replied, "No. The agreement is already signed. Japan needs synthetic ammonia very urgently. They absolutely must have 130,000 tons. Premier, you can't make things difficult for me. If you make it difficult for me, I'll have to make it difficult for the Ministry of Foreign Affairs!"

This was very realistic. With the current Sino-Japanese cooperation, no one wanted to affect the content of the cooperation. But this made Wu Youping feel very unhappy. The most unhappy part was that he still had to persuade the Ministry of Agriculture. Because in this year's agricultural production, the Ministry of Agriculture had expended great effort and amazing perseverance to create an extra 800,000 mu of double-cropping farmland. Moreover, in the recent results obtained by the Ministry of Agriculture, many farmers who were unwilling to sign up to purchase synthetic ammonia last year had changed their minds and decided to use synthetic ammonia to complete the double-cropping production.

Adding the two together, a large gap in synthetic ammonia appeared. Although for 2.4 million tons of synthetic ammonia, 300,000 tons didn't seem like that much. But statistically, this was a 12.5% gap. From the perspective of KPI task orientation, any final result fluctuating more than 20% above or below the plan proved the plan was a complete failure. Although this 12.5% was not enough to prove the plan failed, it was still a huge impact.

Finally, Wu Youping felt he had to call He Rui again. When the call connected, Wu Youping suddenly felt He Rui was also quite pitiable. Wu Youping knew He Rui could analyze data very efficiently. Although Wu Youping's ability had improved over these years, he was still very unskilled with many problems. But Wu Youping wasn't afraid; if he couldn't do it, he could ask He Rui. Compared to Wu Youping, He Rui not only had to solve problems for himself but also answer questions for others. With both pressures added to He Rui, it was really too pitiable.
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Wu Youping briefly introduced the situation to He Rui over the phone, then added, "I can bring the report over the day after tomorrow at the latest."

He Rui thought for a moment and asked, "What is the shortfall in synthetic ammonia?"

"Pessimistically, 300,000 tons. Optimistically, 50,000 to 150,000 tons."

He Rui answered immediately, "Since the main shortfall is after June, let's buy 50,000 tons first. Fill the basic gap."

Hearing this, Wu Youping felt that He Rui's boldness was astounding. Encouraged, Wu Youping felt he could go all out and asked, "Money shouldn't be a problem, but who do we buy from?"

He Rui replied without hesitation, "Buy from Germany. Don't worry about France being unhappy. Besides ordering 50,000 tons from Germany, we will open a tender for another 50,000 tons from the world. Through the bidding process, we can drag out the time a bit. We can also suppress the price."

Wu Youping's excitement came quickly and left quickly. At this moment, he began to feel that spending such a large sum of money seemed to require discussion. He asked, "Chairman, can we adjust domestically?"

"I don't think so. Because many regions are using synthetic ammonia fertilizer for the first time, and many of them are adopting double-cropping for the first time. Soil fertility declines quickly, so don't hallucinate about solving the problem by relying on the performance of millions of novices. Moreover, based on data from previous years, what is the ratio of grain growth to the increase in industrial demand?"

Listening to He Rui's calm analysis, Wu Youping hurriedly searched for the data in his memory and quickly answered, "For every 1% increase in grain production, industrial demand grows by 0.25%."

"Is the world's confidence in the Chinese economy worth the money for 50,000 tons of synthetic ammonia? And the money for buying synthetic ammonia isn't being thrown away; it is truly being used for production increase. What is the foreign synthetic ammonia capacity? What is China's capacity?"

Wu Youping was filled with confidence again and answered decisively, "Foreign capacity is 750,000 tons; we might reach 3 million tons next year."

"Our capacity is four times the global total. In the next few years, we will likely export over ten thousand tons of synthetic ammonia annually. As long as the world has confidence in China, the money for these 50,000 tons is nothing. If you really feel heartache over this money, I'll give you an idea. The German Mark is currently falling. Tell the Germans we will borrow money from Germany..."

"Can we earn it back?" Wu Youping felt He Rui probably wouldn't do something so fierce.

"Don't think about swindling others. Just find a German bank and tell them. The German Mark is falling, and we want to borrow a sum of Marks from a German bank. As long as the goods are shipped, if the German Mark has fallen by then, we will pay Germany in Renminbi at the current exchange rate... But the German bank has to give us a discount of 3-5 points. If the German Mark rises by then, we will pay the German bank in German Marks. Hehe, according to the European saying, whichever German bank takes this business, their manager will crawl over to kiss your boots at that time. Because you saved that bank."

Hearing He Rui speak like this, even Wu Youping wanted to give it a try. But after a brief internal struggle, Wu Youping replied, "I will still propose to Germany to pay in Renminbi."

"Hmm. Go ahead." He Rui finished speaking and hung up the phone.

Wu Youping immediately ordered the Ministry of Commerce to execute this. Two days later, the Minister of Commerce brought news, "Deutsche Bank, Commerzbank, and Bayerische Bank are all willing to provide comprehensive services for this business to China. Premier, they have only one request, which is for us to transfer Renminbi directly to their accounts. It seems the crisis in the German banking industry is expanding."

Wu Youping hesitated instead, "Will there be problems with those enterprises producing synthetic ammonia?"

Li Chenggang answered with considerable confidence, "Commerzbank and Bayerische Bank have both stated they are willing to provide guarantee services for this business. From the news coming from Germany, these two banks will find enterprises with whom they have sufficient business dealings to undertake this batch of synthetic ammonia contracts. Germany does not lack industrial capacity; they lack orders. German banks lack cash. Moreover, the German banks were initially somewhat surprised this time, but after learning about our domestic demand and use for synthetic ammonia, they immediately expressed great enthusiasm. It seems they are being forced into a corner."

"Then let's do it," Wu Youping replied.

"By the way, Commerzbank and Bayerische Bank both stated that they are willing to contact German enterprises in this field and are willing to ship the German inventory they can bring out to China."

Wu Youping was stunned, "Hey! Although it's only February now, doesn't Germany know that in another two months, they will also have spring plowing?"

Li Chenggang looked somewhat sympathetic, "Premier, if those German enterprises sell synthetic ammonia to us now, they won't go bankrupt. As long as they can continue to operate and are sure to receive payment immediately, those German enterprises can survive these two months. At that time, they can produce immediately. Even if there is no surplus synthetic ammonia to sell to German users, those enterprises can still consider surviving until next year. If there isn't this order, many German synthetic ammonia enterprises, as well as enterprises on the industrial chain serving these enterprises, will have to go bankrupt. Of two evils, choose the lesser; this is the same for both China and Germany."

"...Good. Let's do it." Wu Youping made up his mind. When Li Chenggang left, Wu Youping couldn't help but sigh in his heart. The Renminbi has now decoupled from the gold and silver standard; the Renminbi is just a pure fiat currency. Given China's current economic strength, the Renminbi is not a currency that circulates freely in the world. However, in the agreement He Rui signed with France, France supports the exchange of Renminbi for Francs. Due to the current strong position of the Franc, what Germany accepts is Renminbi that can be exchanged for Francs, not pure Renminbi. France is not providing financial services for China, but providing financial services for the vitality of France's economy.

Thinking of this, Wu Youping felt suddenly enlightened. Initially, he felt that China purchasing over ten thousand tons of synthetic ammonia from the global market would let the world see the insufficiency of China's industrial strength. But from the perspective of various countries in the world, China's rapid economic development has triggered China's own capacity insufficiency. At a time when annual production is over 2 million tons of synthetic ammonia, it still has to import over ten thousand tons from the world. This proves that China's economic potential is huge and its stamina is full. Most importantly, China is releasing consumption power to the world. In order to sustain China's consumption power, countries that need Chinese orders are willing to provide financial support.

Facing such a favorable situation, Wu Youping felt that the Chinese government seemed to have no other choice but to work desperately and hurry up.

With the rapid progress of the import of 150,000 tons of synthetic ammonia, by April 1931, over 40,000 tons had already been transported to the needed regions. The world did not give bad reviews to China; industries that wanted to earn a bit more from this business naturally complained. But the general evaluation was that 150,000 tons of synthetic ammonia distributed to 500 million Chinese people meant only 0.3 kilograms, 300 grams, or a large bowl of water per person. For China, it was nothing.

Only the Chinese government knew that for the 400 million Chinese people who had not yet escaped poverty, 300 grams was worth 5 cents. It was the price of a popsicle in the city, yet even so, ordinary families would not easily buy a popsicle for their children. If it weren't synthetic ammonia, a chemical fertilizer used to increase agricultural output, but those foreign light industrial goods, the Chinese people would indeed feel the pressure. For the Chinese government, this was content that must be paid attention to.

There was simply too much content to pay attention to; Premier Wu only took on the work of a national leader. For example, in March 1931, Wu Youping discussed the construction of the Outer Mongolia railway. From a population perspective, the Lanxin Line (Lanzhou-Xinjiang) was very important. But the Lanxin Line faced the problem of strong winds, which was almost unsolvable. Although on a flat map, there was a long distance from the Northeast to the northern part of Xiyu Province (Xinjiang). If looked at on a globe, the straight-line distance from Harbin to Urumqi was only 3,000 kilometers, although this railway crossed many uninhabited areas in Outer Mongolia. As for these uninhabited areas, there would be great changes after the railway arrived. Moreover, the Lanxin Line also had to pass through hundreds of kilometers of Gobi, where there were no special population settlements either.

In May, the plan was finally passed. Although this railway had many problems at the current stage, it connected China's northern border and ensured the stability of the Xiyu region. Especially since He Rui stated, "Xiyu Province (Xinjiang) also has its own advantages, for example, it is suitable for cotton planting. The railway extending to the northern part of Xiyu Province passes through Mongolia's mining areas. These are very valuable to us."

Wu Youping felt He Rui's expression was a bit strange at the time, as if there were some things he hadn't said clearly. However, what He Rui said was enough: national security + minerals + economic crops. Every item in this was enough to allow this railway of less than 4,000 kilometers to be constructed.

In July, the Huang-Huai Plain just completed the summer planting and harvest. Schistosomiasis, which had been suppressed for a time, resurged in parts of Jiangnan. To completely solve schistosomiasis, the state allocated a large amount of resources for governance. The British media launched a round of media offensives internationally.

However, the British media was ultimately disappointed. At this time, the British economy was terrible, with unemployment as high as 3 million. The British homeland only had over 40 million people; with nearly 30% of adult men unemployed, who would care about schistosomiasis appearing in distant China?

In September, heavy rain fell across the Yellow River basin. To ensure food security, local governments spent a great deal of energy defending the dikes to the death. After half a month of hard fighting, no large-scale floods or waterlogging occurred, and the autumn harvest was basically stable.

These were all major events. Regarding industrial construction, as well as the cultivation and construction of the domestic market, there were all kinds of things to worry about every day. A year passed quickly. On December 15, 1931, the Chinese government also had to release the economic data for the previous month, that is, the economic figures for November.

Moreover, the fiscal year was coming to an end, and economic departments had to start preparing to close accounts and take inventory. When the economic data for the last month was compiled, the accounts for the whole year had to be reconciled and audited. By January 1932, all aggregated data would have to be brought out as the content of the government work report.

On December 16, Premier Wu Youping opened the work record book. He saw an entry on it, "New Year's Holiday."

New Year's refers to January 1st of the Western calendar. The holiday refers to the 3-day New Year's break. For a moment, Wu Youping remembered that he had to console the comrades sticking to their posts during this holiday and also hold holiday celebration activities. However, relevant departments were responsible for these activities, so Wu Youping definitely didn't need to manage these matters.

So, it took half a minute for Wu Youping to remember that he could actually rest a bit during the 3 days of New Year's. He was stunned for a moment... so he also had holidays.

Then what to do during these 3 days? Wu Youping thought about it and found that he really wanted to hear He Rui's judgment on the future. So Wu Youping called his secretary, "Contact the Chairman; I want to hold a tea party with him and the comrades from the State Council."

For the central leaders, the biggest difference between a tea party and a work meeting was that there would be no scolding at the meeting. Even less would they be forced to come up with policies to solve problems, or forced to analyze and make promises regarding KPIs.

On the second day of the New Year, January 2, 1932, the tea party was held at No. 7 Renmin Road, the official residence of the Chairman of the Republic of China. Many comrades had some not-so-pleasant memories here, but the comrades who could survive these were now continuing to work as leading cadres of the State Council; those considered incapable by He Rui had already gone to other posts.

Now, this group of comrades had all put down their heavy pressure, at least prepared to enjoy a rare relaxation in the moment. Especially with the global economic downturn now, the comrades naturally developed a bit of a mindset of watching the excitement of other countries.

As high-level leaders, they could all see the latest reports. The agricultural output value in December was not much, and the difficulty of statistical industrial output value was relatively small. Based on the data from the first 11 months, plus the forecast for December, China's GDP in 1931 increased by about 20 billion Chinese Yuan. In 1929, China's GDP was 80 billion Chinese Yuan; in 1930, China's GDP was 100 billion Chinese Yuan. Increasing by 20 billion Chinese Yuan for two consecutive years was indeed huge progress.

He Rui also chatted with everyone about the latest progress, "Currently, the Pound, Franc, and Chinese Yuan are all fiat currencies decoupled from the gold standard, directly leading to a 35% depreciation of the Pound. And since the Franc's strength is hitching a ride with the Chinese Yuan, 1 Pound now exchanges for 60 Chinese Yuan. 120 billion Chinese Yuan is equivalent to 20 billion Pounds in terms of exchange rate. In 1931, Britain's total industrial and agricultural output value was 4.4 billion Pounds.

"Since China uses GDP calculation, and Britain adopts the statistical method of total national industrial and agricultural value, the actual ratio should not be 5 times, estimated at about 2.5 times."

There was no lack of Ph.D.s and Masters among the comrades present; this figure made everyone very happy, yet also gave birth to some inexplicable helplessness. China's population was 12 times that of the British homeland; as long as China looked slightly presentable, it should be stronger than Britain. Now being only 2.5 times Britain's total industrial and agricultural output value proved that Britain was indeed much stronger than China.

Minister of Water Resources Lu Daoming sighed, "I wonder when our per capita industrial and agricultural total value can reach two-thirds of Britain's."

Wu Youping was slightly stunned, then smiled. It wasn't just Wu Youping who laughed aloud; most ministers laughed. This was a very simple arithmetic problem. China's population is 12 times that of Britain; if per capita industrial and agricultural output value were two-thirds of Britain's, China's strength would be 8 times that of Britain. Crushing Britain would be a matter of minutes.

He Rui, however, did not smile. He replied, "The important thing is that if China's per capita consumption power can reach two-thirds of Britain's per capita consumption power, our industrial and agricultural output value can easily rise. Who would refuse to earn money?"

This sentence was the honest truth, but it also poured cold water; the smiles of the comrades quickly dissipated. Everyone knew how poor China was. And with the economy developing so rapidly in the past 3 years, many people had become rich. In places like Shanghai, rich people drove luxury cars past ordinary citizens dressed in rags; this contrast was particularly unacceptable. Many short-tempered comrades flew into a rage seeing this. So among the middle-level cadres, many views about 'whether we should equalize the rich and poor' emerged.

Although the proportion of these comrades was not too large, their attitude was very fierce. The Central Committee could not pretend not to see this.

He Rui mentioned this sharp topic but did not go deep; instead, he recounted the decisive events of 1931.

Britain accomplished three major things: the decoupling of the Pound from the gold standard, the Sterling Bloc, and the Imperial Preference System. By establishing an economic barrier between an internal market of over 500 million people and world trade, and pulling a group of countries relying on the British market into the Sterling circle, passing through the access system, they pulled up an economic alliance.

France and China, through economic cooperation, and China forming an economic cooperation system of East Asia + Soviet Union, settled a dual-system economic alliance. This made the French Franc a strong currency again. On the surface, France became a world power capable of confronting Britain.

After the United States established tariff barriers, trade with countries around the world suffered a heavy blow. Because the market the United States could control was completely incomparable to the other two economic groups, both exceeding 500 million people, the United States suffered the greatest impact.

According to the current ratio, 1 Pound exchanges for about 4 US Dollars. In 1929, the US total industrial and agricultural production value was 103.2 billion US Dollars; in 1931, only about 76.5 billion US Dollars remained.

He Rui finally said, "Although China's GDP is about 80 billion US Dollars, GDP cannot be directly compared with total industrial and agricultural production value. So the US total industrial and agricultural output value is about twice ours. Even in the depths of an economic crisis, the strength of the United States remains very powerful."

After finishing, He Rui scanned the circle of comrades. Seeing everyone's expressions were either somewhat pitiful and celebrating, especially those ministers who studied in the United States, or somewhat gloating. He Rui felt that the comrades might not have truly understood where the problem lay, so he continued to speak of his own view, "Comrades, the United States is indeed miserable at this stage. But at this stage, the United States has not stopped developing. You can think of the vitality of the US economy like magma under a volcano, boiling and flowing. Once there is a breakthrough point, it will erupt with amazing power! This Great Depression is actually a stage of eliminating backward production capacity. The United States is now in a debt crisis that has caused the people to lose confidence in finance and banks. But the US domestic market is still there. In such a tragic environment, enterprises with high technology, high management levels, and high quality can survive through various means. Just like a phoenix, when it is reborn from nirvana, it will possess terrifying power!"

The cadres of the Central Committee were the most elite group in China. Even though China's lack of experience in large-scale industrialization did limit their horizons and imagination, these basic concepts were not difficult for them. So Minister of Commerce Li Chenggang asked, "Chairman, can the United States make comprehensive adjustments from the system?"

As soon as this was said, the expressions of many ministers became serious.

He Rui retorted readily, "Why not?"

At this, a low sigh sounded within the venue.
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"The United States cannot transform into a socialist system, because the Great Depression is a massive setback in American production development, but the Great Depression cannot destroy the United States. Moreover, the current US economy is still on the right path in terms of development; what needs adjustment is the previous indulgence in finance. Once the issue of poor economic circulation caused by the loss of credit in finance and banking is solved, the US can basically return to normal. It's just that the US economy cannot return to the stage of booming production and sales and crazy speculation like in 1929."

He Rui did not want to belittle the United States, because lies can neither generate true joy nor solve reality's problems.

He thought everyone would discuss it a bit, but he heard Minister of Commerce Li Chenggang ask: "Chairman, how long do we need to catch up with the United States?"

He Rui was overjoyed; it was great that the comrades were thinking this way. He immediately answered: "The correct path of the United States is that it has embarked on a model of large-scale and ultra-large-scale industrial production. The so-called freedom and various declarations of the United States are all nonsense. Without mass production, the United States would be a group of out-and-out colonizers, a group of barbarians who know basically nothing except massacres, robbery, and crime. What truly shaped the United States is mass production. The so-called spirit of freedom, adventure, and daring to break through—these are cognitive recognitions that were preserved and reinforced because they met the needs of mass production. 'If the skin does not exist, where will the hair attach?' Mass production is the foundation of the United States."

After speaking, looking at the excited or troubled expressions of the comrades, He Rui smiled: "Hehe, all the macro policies we have implemented in the past few years are to allow China to possess mass production capabilities. Just now Comrade Li Chenggang asked when we can catch up with the United States. The answer is simple: when we possess the same mass production capabilities as the United States, we can catch up with the United States. When we possess mass production capabilities exceeding the United States, we surpass the United States. Comrades should have felt deeply these years that mass production is by no means just piling up quantities, but a more advanced mode of production organization. Moreover, this mode must exist around the consumption power of the people; it cannot be understood using China's traditional agricultural society thinking."

"But it has created too many problems!" said Minister of Justice Chen Deli.

"En." He Rui nodded.

Seeing He Rui admit this, Chen Deli felt he must ask a few more questions. Because the Ministry of Justice was under great pressure now, handling a vast number of cases involving vague conceptual issues, which was even more troublesome in actual execution. "Chairman, so many things have happened now that are hard to explain to the masses; these are all results caused by large-scale industrialization. Which side are we actually to choose? If we don't enact laws, it becomes judicial discretion for judges. If we enact laws, the content of many laws is unjustifiable."

He Rui answered: "We have said many times that the development of productive forces inevitably triggers changes in the entire society. Society develops new modes of production, living, and morality around the new productive forces. We call ourselves New China because we are promoting a great change, and because we are in the midst of it. Not only is society changing drastically, but we ourselves are also changing. And this change will definitely not end in our generation, or even necessarily in two or three generations. Productive forces must develop until everyone has received an excellent education, giving them the ability to choose and bear the consequences of their actions."

Speaking of this, He Rui looked at the comrades and found that everyone's imagination at this stage seemed insufficient to support such a future, so he switched to a more straightforward and understandable explanation. "That is to say, perhaps in 150 years, everyone will possess a knowledge structure and insight surpassing ours. Society will have the ability to provide tailored education for everyone's genetic characteristics. By that time, the problems we have to solve now will have been solved. As for the problems people will face in the future, we will no longer be there, and we can't worry about them."

After speaking, seeing that the comrades still couldn't empathize, He Rui could only shorten the description of the future again. "Then let's switch to an easier-to-understand issue. In at most 40 years, the detection rate of theft and similar cases in China may approach 100%, and there will basically be no cases of being wronged."

A burst of kind and sympathetic laughter finally rang out. As for whether the comrades' sympathy was directed at the Minister of Public Security, the Minister of Justice, or He Rui, it was hard to judge.

But He Rui had seen that kind of world, so he unhurriedly described the 'future world' full of cameras to the comrades. Hearing the technological development 'predicted' by He Rui, the expressions of many ministers became very serious. The ministers related to the judiciary smiled bitterly. Minister of Justice Chen Deli said helplessly: "If it can really be done, it is a good thing. But I always feel something is not quite right."

"Do you think making it like this is making a fuss over nothing?" He Rui asked.

"No." Chen Deli shook his head. "Chairman, I think these are all very good. But I think, if we have developed to that stage, why would anyone still steal things?"

As soon as this was said, the expressions of the Central Committee members changed. Wu Youping felt he should not let this topic continue; continuing like this would trigger many opinions. But before Wu Youping could interject, He Rui had already answered: "Because social development is not fast enough, not thorough enough, and a portion of people still lost the opportunity to enter mainstream society. Moreover, this stratification is automatically generated during the process of great social development, and the social system will also reinforce this situation to a certain extent."

In the silence, Chen Deli, the comrade who had followed He Rui to the Northeast in 1915, asked somewhat depressedly: "Chairman, this isn't something that can be solved by equalizing wealth, is it?"

He Rui answered unswervingly: "Correct, this is not a question of equalizing wealth. Equalizing wealth is a means to resolve social contradictions when everyone has roughly similar levels of production capacity. Just like our land reform; the proportion of Chinese people who cannot farm is not high. After land assets are distributed to everyone, the survival problem can be solved. But in the industrial age, individuals need to possess skills. The level of this skill is hard to say. Everyone holding the same tools, taught by the same teachers, facing the same materials, in the same amount of time—the products produced vary hugely. Then, I have a question: do those who fail in this competition have the qualification to blame others?"

None of the ministers were willing to answer. Everyone knew that from the perspective of the culture accumulated and precipitated by Chinese civilization, everyone believed in "do not vent anger on others, do not repeat mistakes," so one should not complain. However, those who can truly achieve this are the winners of the competition. They also have no reason to complain. And the losers of the competition are full of grumbles, blaming everyone and everything but themselves. It is understandable that they do this. More importantly, even if one criticizes these people, what happens after the criticism? Can one give these people help, lift them to the level of the winners, and let them win the next competition? I'm afraid it's very difficult!

This world is just this cruel. The matter of everyone having a bright future only exists in stories. The true reality is that every competition brings a massive amount of losers. Let alone victory, for a person to not fail is already extraordinary.

Others dared not say it, but He Rui's responsibility made it impossible for him not to discuss these issues. Taking a sip of water, He Rui said: "Comrades see the Great Depression in the US now, with ten or twenty million unemployed. The unemployed have no dwellings, live in temporary houses made of cardboard, beg, steal, and live lives that are no longer human. If we talk about reasons, from the problems of the capitalist system to American social traditions, or the greed of capitalists, or the weaknesses of human nature—people have attacked from every possible angle. However, my view is that the United States has pulled 120 million Americans into the era of large-scale industrial production. The existing social system and social organization of the United States lack experience, and their ability is not enough to ensure the stable development of an America with 120 million people in the era of large industry. And we in China have 500 million people. We are pushing 500 million people into large-scale industrial production. In the development stage, such a large population is our advantage, giving us a large enough market. However, once we cannot solve these problems, what we will face is the backlash of 500 million industrial population. Its impact force will be at least four times that of the United States. And everyone knows there is a superposition effect involved; the impact we receive will be even greater. So, when we face the inescapable impact, can we effectively deal with these situations?"

The tea party was supposed to be very relaxed, but He Rui's words made the atmosphere oppressive. Seeing everyone fall silent and no one speak for a good while, Wu Youping felt it couldn't go on like this. Discussing these topics was too scary and too demoralizing. So he smiled: "Chairman, compared to the suffering China has endured, what the US is going through now counts for nothing. What we lack now is how to more effectively exert the organizational capacity of mass production; comrades are very clear on this."

This was forcibly easing the mood; everyone knew it, and He Rui knew it too. Since there was no need to be so depressed at this time, He Rui smiled: "That's right. With the development of large-scale industry, the US system developed into a mode that suits US large-scale industry. What we need to do now is learn from the successful experience of the US, and learn experience from their setbacks! Only in this way can the advantages of our Chinese civilization be fully developed! By the way, comrades, I want to emphasize once again: large-scale industrial society is a new thing. Directly copying old models will definitely not work. And the core of Chinese civilization is knowing not to feel sorry for oneself or blame everyone else, but to adapt to the times and weed through the old to bring forth the new. Only this can let us embark on a new path. If the path is correct, no matter how many problems there are, they can all be solved."

Chen Deli was obviously somewhat excited; he actually opened his mouth to ask again: "Historically, China was very concerned about land annexation. In the industrial age, annexation becomes acceptable. The negative effects are too huge! Can it be solved just by progressive taxation?"

He Rui did not mind some of the impulsiveness of Chen Deli, a comrade from a worker family background. Justice is originally a kind of impulse; if one has no feeling for the people's suffering, an organization will naturally develop in an evil direction internally. So He Rui answered Chen Deli's question: "This requires solving specific problems from a legal perspective, but the law itself certainly has its class attributes. For the state at the current stage, because the strong are destined to be the winners of competition. Any political party that calls itself a party of the whole people and produces a set of rules for everyone without exception is, without exception, firmly serving the strong. Precisely because the society of large-scale industrial production is a very new model, it is very easy for someone to raise the slogan of equality for all to cover up their disgust for ordinary people! Therefore, we are now in a social transition stage. On one hand, the head of our society is entering the era of large-scale industrialization. On the other hand, the majority of the masses do not have the ability to become the mainstream of the large-scale industrialization era on their own. Every stratum will put forward their views for their own interests, while we, the Civilization Party, and the government, must have our own cognition. Our understanding is that at the current stage, our goal is to most efficiently push the entire Chinese people into the era of large-scale industrialization. The trade-offs and choices in this process are very complex and are destined to bring countless painful memories. But one thing will not change: the shorter this gradual process, the less the pain, and the smaller the loss."

Chen Deli felt his mood improve a lot at this moment. Seeing the gap between rich and poor in society change at an alarming speed, although the people had indeed received great improvement, the feeling the social changes gave Chen Deli was that those who were originally rich had become even richer in the new era. Chen Deli felt that the fruits of the struggle of tens of millions of ordinary Chinese people for the country had been picked by this group of people. As soon as such a thought arose, Chen Deli felt pain. Hearing He Rui explain the situation just now, Chen Deli felt he had a backbone again. He Rui was still the one who led the comrades to the Northeast 16 years ago. He Rui was not only very clear about the national crisis and the people's suffering and dissatisfaction, but also viewed them from a very deep perspective. Chen Deli believed that He Rui just needed some time; as long as He Rui was given time, these problems would definitely be solved.

Seeing the reaction of the comrades, Wu Youping finally felt at ease. Now there was strong dissatisfaction within the Party, and thoughts were equally surging in society. Within the Party, at least there was He Rui to hold the fort; everyone had the highest confidence in He Rui. But society was much more turbulent; radical ideas were rising, proclaiming that the Chinese nation is the most excellent nation in the world and China is the greatest country in the world. Therefore, conquering the world is China's responsibility. In Wu Youping's view, the two actually had a commonality: they both hoped to quickly eliminate the vested interest classes abroad and at home, and redistribute their interests to the poor people to solve the suffering of the bottom-level people now. From what He Rui just described, Wu Youping was also very relieved. As long as the source of pain could be clarified, solutions could be proposed for these problems. Moreover, Wu Youping believed that with China's civilizational heritage, the Chinese people would definitely be able to fully enter the era of large-scale industrialization and enjoy the liberation brought to everyone by the new era.

The tea party continued, and the questions discussed next were much more relaxed. When comrades asked about He Rui's views on Britain and France, He Rui's tone was very relaxed: "The population of Britain and France determines that they can never become socialized mass production countries. So they have no future! The era of the carnival of medium-sized countries is over, or rather, what we are seeing now is the beginning of the end." Britain and France had been the world's most important countries for the past few hundred years, so He Rui's relaxed judgment felt to the comrades like a death sentence for the current status of Britain and France. When this death sentence would be executed was just a matter of watching if the time had come.

Apart from these relatively serious topics, other discussions became even more relaxed. Although China had great weaknesses facing the three countries of Britain, France, and the US, facing other countries, China did not take them seriously at all. The current China really had such confidence.

After the tea party ended, news came very quickly that Roosevelt had really decided to run for president and had received the support of the Democratic Party. Even the policies Roosevelt might adopt had been obtained by China's intelligence gathering department through some channels.

Roosevelt's thinking mainly included: **Emergency Banking Act:** The first measure of a potential future Roosevelt administration would be to pass the Emergency Banking Act, providing timely rescue to the US financial system. The passage of this act would not only stabilize the financial market but also create favorable conditions for the recovery of the US economy. **Public Works Programs:** To create a large number of employment opportunities, the future Roosevelt administration would implement large-scale public works plans, including building infrastructure and improving public services. These projects would drive economic growth and create conditions for the US to get rid of the depression. **Agricultural Adjustment Act (AAA):** The Agricultural Adjustment Act aims to increase prices of agricultural products and stabilize farmers' income through government intervention. Through this policy, US agriculture would gradually get rid of the crisis, providing support for economic recovery. **Social Security System:** The future Roosevelt administration might also strengthen the US social security system, providing living security for the elderly, the disabled, and the unemployed. This policy would improve the welfare level of American society and alleviate poverty.

He Rui could see that even the intelligence gathering department felt these were not such big deals. Because if they didn't do this, in China's view, they couldn't find any other choice for the US. Moreover, these policies were not proposed by Roosevelt; even the Hoover administration, which was scolded bloody, was actually doing these things. For example, the Hoover administration was also vigorously promoting various infrastructure constructions; the 'Hoover Dam' was one of the very famous projects.

Therefore, in the intelligence analysis He Rui obtained, the analysis department clearly made a judgment: "The United States at the current stage is attempting to solve the current economic crisis by enhancing US industrial strength. The American elite class has not degenerated, nor has it fallen into comprehensive panic. With such a group of people, American power has not suffered true destruction due to the economic crisis; instead, it has shed many problems due to the economic crisis. This economic crisis should be viewed as a lesson, not a complete failure."

After He Rui finished reading, he asked his secretary to bring him the name and information of the author of this report.
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"Your report will likely be seen as advocating for capitalism," He Rui asked in a flat tone, observing the young cadre in his thirties before him.

The comrade opposite him showed no nervousness at facing He Rui alone. Instead, suppressing his excitement, he answered courageously, "I am not advocating for capitalism, because we have all seen what a truly miserable world looks like. The current situation in the United States is at most a natural disaster; if it were in China, it wouldn't be considered a major event."

He Rui appreciated this comrade's attitude and changed the topic. "Comrade Li Runshi, you are responsible for the work in Upper Burma. How did your report end up with the intelligence analysis department?"

"Chairman, I have been writing articles for the party newspaper. After seeing them, comrades in the intelligence department asked me through the higher-level party organization to forward my observations on this economic crisis to them. Observations on the United States are not the main content of my series of reports; Upper Burma is adjacent to British India, so my observations are mainly directed at Britain, with a focus on reports regarding the Indian region."

"How do you view Britain?" He Rui asked, handing Li Runshi a cigarette.

Li Runshi took the cigarette and lit it. "What Britain is displaying now is its full strength. The power that the so-called world hegemon can mobilize has already been fully utilized." After speaking, he took the newly opened pack of cigarettes He Rui handed him and casually placed it on the armrest of the sofa beside him.

"And then?" He Rui continued to ask.

"The strength Britain is displaying now indicates that it no longer has the ability to lead the world order. Global geopolitics has already torn into several blocs, and Europe, situated on the political and economic fracture zone, will become a new source of turmoil. Any country that wants to solve its domestic problems through war can try to start from this fracture zone."

He Rui smiled; this view was of a very high standard. Li Runshi did not deliberately emphasize Germany. If Li Runshi believed that Germany's rearmament was merely a result, He Rui would have to admit that Li Runshi was a top-tier strategist. So He Rui probed, "Will the upcoming four-power conference between China, the US, Britain, and France heal this fracture zone?"

Li Runshi answered immediately, "The world has already formed a trend of economic tearing. We in China do not have the ability to reverse the direction of world economic development, and even if we did, we probably wouldn't sacrifice ourselves to help others. As long as the trend doesn't change, any of our efforts, from a results perspective, will only provide energy for the tearing."

From this reaction speed, Li Runshi had deeply considered the world situation, which made He Rui even more satisfied. However, the questions that needed to be asked still had to be asked. If his understanding was only at this level, it did not exceed the general cognitive level of the comrades in the Central Committee. He Rui asked as calmly as possible, "Comrade Li Runshi, when you mentioned countries utilizing the European economic fracture zone, were you referring to Germany?"

"Germany is an object that can be utilized, and Germany also has various internal and external needs to launch a war, but the countries wanting to utilize this fracture zone are not just Germany. Any country that wants to overturn the Versailles System hopes to use this fracture zone to trigger a war. As long as a war breaks out, regardless of who wins or loses, it will first destroy the Versailles System, thereby accomplishing the goal of overturning it."

He Rui laughed, "Hehe, even you and I can see the problem; Britain and France should have noticed this possibility."

Li Runshi shook his head. "The Versailles System was built on the relative superiority of Britain and France over the world. In reality, that superiority no longer exists. There must be people in both countries who see this reality, but these people are powerless. If the views of these sober-minded individuals were to become the mainstream in Britain and France, the Versailles System would collapse immediately. Therefore, their views must not become the mainstream opinion in Britain and France."

"The way you say that makes me feel you have a particular bias against the United States," He Rui said, retracting the smile that wanted to surface on his face.

Li Runshi was very focused, but not on reading He Rui's expression. He lit another cigarette and answered while thinking rapidly, "The United States was once a point of global economic growth, which is why it experienced twenty years of rapid growth. After the outbreak of the economic crisis in the US, its domestic international capital and domestic capital are engaging in a brutal slaughter to compete for the US domestic market. As of now, international capital is already at a disadvantage. Even so, the domestic production capacity of the United States is no longer something the US domestic market can digest. If US domestic capital wants to continue developing, it has no other way but to acquire markets on a global scale. With such a demand, the United States will definitely produce a leader who conforms to this demand. Even if US domestic capital has not yet formed a consensus, a US leader who conforms to this endogenous demand will appear in the future."

"Then what about us?"

Li Runshi hesitated. He Rui did not rush him but poured tea for Li Runshi. Li Runshi finished smoking the cigarette before asking, "May I make a guess about the Central Committee's decision?"

"You may," He Rui answered immediately.

"Over the past year or so, the United States has proposed several times that it wants to obtain the same treatment in China as France, but the Central Committee politely refused on the grounds that the Sino-French treaty has not yet expired. Furthermore, the Central Committee proposed holding a four-power conference between China, the US, Britain, and France, and invited the Netherlands as an observer to attend the meeting. Is the Central Committee hoping to create an image that China is doing its utmost to heal the European economic fracture zone?"

He Rui finally smiled. Although he didn't laugh out loud, the joy in his heart was comparable to laughing heartily. For high-level strategists, there was no such thing as being fooled by petty tricks. Geopolitics is neither complex nor profound. The main core of this doctrine has only two points: the first is a country's resource endowment, and the second is whether the country's leader recognizes that the vast majority of human social activities are economic activities, and based on such recognition, constructs an external environment conducive to their own country's economic development.

Of course, the second point naturally eliminates quite a few garbage regimes. For example, the Manchu Qing regime that insisted on "protecting the Great Qing but not China"—even if the Manchu nobles from top to bottom understood geopolitics, it would still be useless. The KMT, which rose and fell rapidly in this timeline, was the same.

He Rui believed that Li Runshi had already demonstrated the vision and height of a strategist. So in Li Runshi's view, since China had no intention of healing the world economic fracture zone, then exhibiting behavior that seemed to heal it must have a deeper plot.

In the eyes of those who have studied strategy but haven't elevated themselves to the level of a strategist, they would think that the 'China-US-Britain-France' four-power economic cooperation is China's grand strategy. This is the difference between a strategist and a non-strategist; they are not on the same channel. The 'China-US-Britain-France' four-power cooperation is China's current domestic economic policy and has little to do with China's world strategy. As for the benefits China gets from it, they are what China deserves in the cooperation, belonging to the normal dividends of economic development.

Since Li Runshi asked at this level, He Rui answered very frankly, "Since Britain and France have chosen war, we also think there is no reason to refuse this war. Then what we need to do is first determine our war needs. Our need is to break the world colonial system and establish a new world order led by China. What the United States wants is about the same as us. At this stage, I am pushing for economic cooperation between China, the US, Britain, and France to take advantage of the Hoover administration's urgent need for political achievements. Through cooperation, we can add power to China's large-scale industrialization. At this stage, we do not yet possess large-scale production capabilities, which Britain, France, and the US know very well. The three countries do not yet understand the necessary conditions and speed for industrialization well enough, so they are willing to borrow our market demand to help them restore economic confidence. But in at most five years, when various industries in China possess the capacity for large-scale production, I feel that a new 'Yellow Peril' theory will appear in the world."

Listening to He Rui's explanation, Li Runshi's brow was filled with excitement. He asked, "Every industry can mass-produce products; can it really be completed so quickly?"

He Rui sighed, "Alas, it will inevitably be unsatisfactory. I can make a prediction: within two or three years, a large number of private enterprises will mass-produce so-called fake and shoddy products. At that time, the people of the whole country will probably be pitted once, and perhaps with every round of industrial upgrading, the people of the whole country will be pitted another round. This will continue until the people's consumption power allows them to afford better goods, and the technological iteration of mass production upgrades to the point where the price of mid-range products is not much higher than low-cost products."

"This seems to be a very complex process?" Li Runshi was greatly interested.

He Rui, however, had little interest in discussing it in detail. He had caught the tail end of low-priced, inferior products. Of course, in that era, the trousers sold for ten yuan a pair by stall owners in the night markets of the urban-rural fringe were already of decent quality. So He Rui really didn't want to bring up those experiences he didn't want to recall, but he couldn't help but explain. He Rui answered, "Comrade Li Runshi, this situation ultimately boils down to the people's insufficient consumption power. Even if the people know that cheap goods are not good, they are still willing to buy cheap, mass-produced, low-quality goods. When the people really have purchasing power, at least the new generation growing up in an industrial society will not buy such goods. As the older generation gradually passes away, these low-quality, cheap goods will naturally be eliminated. Of course, this time will be relatively long. It could take as little as twenty years, or as many as thirty. I very much doubt whether this stage will truly fully arrive before the war breaks out."

Li Runshi did not have the slightest thought of criticizing unscrupulous merchants. He said somewhat expectantly, "For the whole country to be able to afford industrial products, this is indeed a great progress."

"That's right, we must see the progress. Don't throw the baby out with the bathwater just because the water is dirty. By the way, Comrade Li Runshi, what is your view on the current wealth gap?"

Li Runshi did not hide anything. "I really dislike those people; they do not represent truly advanced productive forces. If they could be reformed, the situation would be much better."

"Hehe, Comrade, you are truly a kind person." He Rui sighed with genuine emotion.

Li Runshi also sighed with emotion, "Chairman, I have read your books. You believe that they should be finished off through market competition. Will this idea cause waste?"

"Capitalism developed through waste, and socialism is the same. But the capitalist system has a cold but effective method, which is bankruptcy reorganization. Through more effective recovery, losses are minimized. Since those private enterprises participate in competition in a free market environment, they should know that there are risks! Your kindness might very well lead to the state bearing the risks for this group of private enterprises, which is exactly what they crave."

Hearing He Rui speak so coldly, a look of unbearable reluctance appeared on Li Runshi's face, but soon, he sighed, "Indeed, revolution is not a dinner party."

He Rui slapped the table and praised, "That's right, revolution is not a dinner party! Everyone hates risk and will naturally try every means to transfer risk to others. Since we allow capitalists to exist, we should have a very clear understanding of this. Industrial support policies will have risks, but that doesn't mean the state has to bear the risks that capitalists must face themselves. Comrades have indeed heard lessons from the Party School about what creates productive forces and what constitutes state welfare for the people, but they still lack understanding. After all, everyone hates risk."

Li Runshi knew that these words touched on the struggle over the party line and didn't want to discuss it too deeply. He changed the topic, "Chairman, you said that imperialist countries would feel fear because of our construction achievements. Although they won't unite, their policies will definitely change because of our changes. In which areas do you think the changes will mainly occur?"

"The changes will mainly occur in the understanding of the vast number of oppressed people. The lies of imperialist countries will be seen through by more oppressed people. Previously, oppressed people could only choose one out of two: a terrible imperialist order or a not-so-terrible imperialist order. Now, oppressed people will discover that they can truly be liberated. The unfair world trade order of imperialism will be broken. Even poor countries can possess a certain degree of pricing power and receive financial transfers from the entire new order to help them build the basic parts of social operation as soon as possible.

Just like our current policy towards Korea, the price of minerals provided by Korea is determined by its labor costs and transportation costs. To improve Korea's labor level, the integrated economic organization has already begun providing funds for education and infrastructure to Korea. Moreover, these funds are interest-free loans to be repaid over twenty years. Korea is, after all, a member of the Sinosphere cultural circle; the people know the importance of education. As long as supervision is in place, this money can operate effectively.

Although railway and road construction is carried out by engineering companies from us and Japan, our current policy requires a certain proportion of Korean workers to participate, allowing them to earn wages through labor. This investment can also help Korea obtain certain returns. Furthermore, we accept Korean personnel to study at China's railway colleges and railway schools. These people will become the technical backbone of Korea's railway and road construction after their studies conclude, enhancing Korea's own technical capabilities.

This 'Korea Model' is currently operating acceptably. I believe that in the future, after this model is implemented and perfected in Korea, Upper Burma, and the Assam region, it will also be able to help various oppressed regions in the world step into the ranks of modern nations as soon as possible after their independence."

Li Runshi took it all in. When He Rui finished speaking, he nodded slightly. "If that is the case, the basic system for world revolution has already been completed."

He Rui felt very comfortable being able to have a high-level dialogue with a strategist. Since Li Runshi saw the crux of the problem, He Rui felt much more relaxed and sighed, "If China only destroys other imperialist countries, this world revolution will be like a change of dynasties in China, merely changing the master and doing it all over again. What imperialist countries fight for is markets; the biggest change is merely between direct political and military control versus control through the economic order they construct. The essence is all plundering other countries to fatten themselves. A true world revolution will definitely involve a lot of troublesome matters. But as you said, revolution is not a dinner party. The world must be liberated. If some countries have stagnant governments after liberation, or radicals who think they can skip the laws of development and reach the goal in one step, those who need to be beaten should be beaten, and those who need to be subverted should be subverted. Justice never comes without a cost!"

Li Runshi agreed deeply with this, nodding repeatedly.

Having spoken to this point, He Rui felt very relaxed and thought of specific matters. He asked, "How about it? Do you want to be responsible for the negotiations with the US, Britain, and France?"

"Is this the organization's decision?" Li Runshi asked, his expression surprisingly showing no hint of pleasant surprise.

He Rui deliberately answered, "What if this is my idea?"

Li Runshi answered decisively, "If that is the case, please forgive me, I refuse."

"I understand," He Rui also answered frankly. "Please also forgive my insincere suggestion just now."

Li Runshi smiled but didn't respond. He fully understood He Rui's probing and could also feel He Rui's deeper expectations. Since this probing was within a completely reasonable range, Li Runshi was neither excited nor happy about it; overall, he didn't feel much. He had experienced too much from a very young age, and his nature had long been as strong as steel. What he truly cared about was the world liberation He Rui wanted to accomplish. In recent years, many comrades would often say that the group in the Central Committee had changed and stood on the side of the rich. Li Runshi did not agree with such views; his only worry was whether He Rui had changed. Now that he was certain He Rui was still that cold, resolute, and unwavering leader of a socialist country, Li Runshi felt his heart settle. As for what work the organization would arrange for him, as long as it wasn't deliberately making things difficult, Li Runshi actually didn't care.

Just as he was thinking about whether to take his leave, Li Runshi saw that He Rui suddenly remembered something, so he swallowed his words back. He heard He Rui say, "Soon, I will give you materials regarding Roosevelt. Study them."

Li Runshi's eyes lit up instantly. "Analyzing the materials I've obtained, if this person can be elected, it will be enough to prove that the US upper echelon still has the ability to correct errors."

He Rui nodded. "Perhaps it is correcting errors, or perhaps it is going with the flow. After all, given the current situation in the US, only Hoover truly wants to salvage his personal political reputation for his terrible term, which is why he insists on running for re-election. Others do not have the determination to shoulder this responsibility. I want to emphasize that Roosevelt is one of the many future political successors cultivated by the US aristocratic class. His disability is merely a personal accident. For the US upper echelon, Roosevelt running for president at the age of nearly fifty is not an accident; this person's political energy in the US is very great. Of course, this also proves from another aspect that the US upper echelon still possesses the ability to correct errors."

Li Runshi laughed, "Chairman, it seems the one who really minds the US is you!"

He Rui answered without concealment, "The era of carnival for medium-sized countries has ended! The normal state of great powers dominating the world has finally returned. Looking at territory, endowment, and population, there are two and a half candidates for the future leaders of the world: China, the United States, and the Soviet Union."

Seeing that Li Runshi was not surprised but merely nodded in agreement, He Rui was very happy and couldn't help but joke, "Today, the heroes of the world are only you and I (Cao)!"

Li Runshi did not turn pale with fright. He intended to say something, but saw a writing desk for calligraphy by the wall of the room. He stood up, went to the desk, spread out the Xuan paper, picked up a brush, dipped it in ink, and wrote with flourishing strokes:

Alone in the cold autumn, By the Xiang River flowing north, At the tip of Orange Isle. I see ten thousand mountains turned red, Layer upon layer of dyed forests; The river is translucent green, A hundred barges strive against the current. Eagles strike the vast sky, Fish glide in the shallow bottom, All living things under the frosty sky compete for freedom. Feeling the vastness of the universe, I ask the boundless earth, Who controls the destiny? I once visited with a hundred companions, Recalling the thick years of eventful times. Just when we were young students, In the prime of our youth; With the spirit of scholars, We rebuked the powerful. Pointing at the rivers and mountains,  inspiring writing, Regarding the marquis of ten thousand households as dung. Do you remember, Striking the water in midstream, The waves stopping the flying boats!
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U.S. Secretary of State Henry Lewis Stimson was a middle-aged man with a somewhat distressed appearance. This wasn't because he had a pessimistic personality, but simply how he looked. Looking up from the data on China's recent naval development, Stimson asked the advisor from the State Department's Division of Far Eastern Affairs with a slightly pained expression, "Has China really completely rejected all suggestions regarding naval equipment?"

"Yes, sir. According to our intelligence, China has rejected all proposals for naval technical assistance from Britain, France, the United States, and Italy. Intelligence collected by the Division of Far Eastern Affairs indicates that China's Qingdao Naval Academy has hired Japanese Admiral Yamamoto Isoroku as its superintendent. Lieutenant General Zhou Yinshan, the former dean of China's Northeast Army Academy, has been appointed as the vice-superintendent of his alma mater, the Imperial Japanese Army Academy. Former Chinese Minister of Defense Xu Chengfeng has been appointed as the superintendent of the Army War College in Japan. This means that China and Japan have already integrated militarily..."

Stimson's distressed expression grew even more serious. After the advisor finished, Stimson asked, "The judgment given by the Navy—is that their genuine view?"

The advisor was somewhat taken aback but nodded. "Yes, sir. That is indeed the Navy's genuine view, and it was the consensus of everyone who participated in the discussion at the time."

Stimson remained silent, merely recalling that conclusion: "...Given Japan's weak industrial capacity, maintaining a fleet of that scale will only impose a heavy burden on Japan's finances, ultimately plunging the Japanese government into a predicament..."

During the First World War, all naval powers designed battleships with greater scale and firepower, with main gun calibers rising to 16 to 18 inches. Because the construction and maintenance costs of battleships were extremely high, this expensive arms race obviously became a heavy financial burden after the war ended. During the Washington Conference of 1922, the five naval powers—the United States, Britain, Japan, France, and Italy—signed the *Five-Power Treaty* (Washington Naval Treaty) to limit the tonnage of capital ships (35,000 tons) and main gun caliber (not exceeding 16 inches). It also stipulated the total tonnage ratio for capital ships (battleships and battlecruisers) among the US, UK, Japan, France, and Italy at 5.25 : 5.25 : 3.15 : 1.75 : 1.75. Additionally, it set limits on the total tonnage, standard displacement, and gun caliber for the signatories' aircraft carriers.

The United States' industrial scale was more than ten times that of Japan; some views even held that it was over thirty times larger. The US capital ship tonnage ratio was 5.25, while Japan, a small country, had a ratio of 3.15. The burden of military expenditure on Japan's national power was ten times that of the United States. From any normal economic perspective, the Japanese government was insane.

But the current situation was completely different. The exchange rate between the US dollar and the Chinese yuan was 1:15. China's current GDP (excluding total industrial and agricultural output value) was 80 billion US dollars, which was roughly slightly higher than the United States' total industrial and agricultural output value in 1931. Adding Japan's total industrial and agricultural output, the total for the East Asian region would not be much lower than that of the United States. With such a total output value, the scale of the fleet being maintained became very reasonable.

Secretary of State Stimson believed this was extremely dangerous. It meant that the United States' opponent was in no way inferior in terms of sustainability. And the United States would have to confront such a powerful opponent, or even face suppression by such a powerful opponent!

But these words meant little right now. As the US Secretary of State, Stimson had come to China to attend the Four-Power Conference (China, US, UK, France) beginning on January 13, 1932. Originally, only the Netherlands was to be an observer nation. However, at the request of European and even South American countries, China stated, "There is absolutely no need to hide such matters." The number of observer nations quickly expanded to include Italy, Brazil, Argentina, and Hungary.

Due to opposition from France and Italy, Germany and Austria were unable to become observers. However, China surprisingly invited Saudi Arabia to attend the conference as an observer as well.

With things having developed to this point, Stimson felt he couldn't quite understand what He Rui intended to do. According to the current US assessment of He Rui, he was a world-class leader. This was by no means the US inflating He Rui to boost its own image; enabling a country of China's scale to become a Great Power and restore its rightful status was undoubtedly an achievement only a world-class leader could accomplish.

Wearing his distressed expression, Stimson didn't actually feel that sad inside. He was forced to consider what exactly the He Rui administration sought from this.

If He Rui had heard this question, he would likely have scoffed that Secretary Stimson was overthinking things. Involving the Netherlands and Italy was primarily to signal goodwill to all of Europe. Making Hungary an observer was for the sake of a certain 'United Front.' After all, Europeans considered Hungarians to be descendants of Huns from Asia; as distant relatives, China had no reason not to bring Hungary along.

As for Saudi Arabia becoming an observer, the reason was even simpler. China needed petroleum energy, and since Saudi Arabia was a Middle Eastern country recognized by Britain and France, giving Saudi Arabia a hand now would be very beneficial for future cooperation.

After all, it was only early 1932. With the Rockefeller Company's oil drilling capabilities, they would likely strike oil by the end of 1932. Saudi oil was of excellent quality; with just slight refining, it could produce very high-quality diesel and gasoline. China had no reason to refuse such energy right now.

Therefore, He Rui was currently listening to comrades from the Department of Petroleum under the Ministry of Land and Resources present the latest progress in China's oil exploration. The comrade from the Department of Petroleum, looking serious, presented methodically: "...The oil produced at Daqing Oilfield and Zhongyuan Oilfield is suitable for catalytic cracking refining. However, this requires a massive amount of hydrogen."

He Rui couldn't help but sigh. He raised his hand to pause the comrade from the Department of Petroleum, then stood up with a cigarette dangling from his mouth and walked to the window. In the courtyard of No. 7 Renmin Road outside, there was still plenty of remaining snow. However, in this timeline, the climate belonged to a relatively warm period within the decades. So there wasn't much snow left, mostly remnants from when it had been shoveled earlier.

Thinking of his original timeline, where China could produce hydrogen in large quantities using new energy sources like photovoltaics, and use coal chemical technology routes to process low-quality coal and oil into methane and methanol using almost inexhaustible hydrogen, He Rui felt truly melancholy.

But before long, He Rui suppressed his melancholy and sat back down. "Continue."

The comrade from the Department of Petroleum didn't know which sentence had triggered He Rui's train of thought, and he had no way to discern it, so he could only describe the current situation even more carefully. "Domestically, we are currently seeking cheaper hydrogen production technologies. Recently, Japanese engineers who came to China have achieved very good results using water-gas shift reaction technology to produce hydrogen. Using high-quality coal from Vietnam, very high-purity hydrogen can be prepared. This provides excellent raw materials for China's synthetic ammonia and petroleum cracking.

"Based on current oil supply, domestic crude oil processing capacity has steadily increased from 6 million tons and will reach the level of 10 million tons within the next two years."

He Rui was running out of patience and asked, "What about imported oil?"

"And within two years, imported oil will increase from 3 million tons to 11 million tons. Mainly from the Soviet Union and the Dutch East Indies..."

He Rui really couldn't listen anymore and said, "I understand. Leave the report here, that's all for today."

After sending away the comrade from the Department of Petroleum, who was clearly apprehensive, He Rui stood by the window again. His unhappiness was indeed the problem; He Rui was well aware of this. However, this also confirmed for He Rui that he was indeed not a very meticulous and patient person, but rather someone who hadn't yet shaken off the desire for quick success.

Even after criticizing himself, He Rui still couldn't do much about his current emotions. After all, the achievements of New China in his original timeline were too dazzling; he couldn't forget them even if he wanted to. When new energy became the source of over 80% of China's energy, millions of water-scarce areas in central and northern China received ample freshwater supplies. The Northwest and North, which had always been stereotyped as water-deficient, developed over a billion *mu* of fertile farmland. The entire country thus gained sufficient stamina for continued effective economic development.

But for He Rui, all of this was just a dream from another timeline. China's current reality was that national industrialization had to be built on the foundation of going all-out to build subcritical thermal power plants and frantically polluting the environment.

For the current comrades in the Central Committee, this pollution was proof of China's rapid development. But for He Rui, the guilt brought by this development made him feel he was failing the people. Even though he knew he couldn't really be blamed, He Rui still couldn't easily extricate himself from this emotion.

He stood for a long time before finally suppressing his emotions and dialing Premier Wu Youping. Half an hour later, one of Wu Youping's secretaries arrived to report to He Rui on recent power plant work. "The Soviet Union has already delivered the components for 39 sets of power plant equipment to China according to the plan, and installation has begun. At this stage, many such American companies have submitted requests through the Morgan and Rockefeller consortiums to help our country build more thermal power plants. Moreover, the quotes from the corresponding American companies are lower than the price of equipment we import from the Soviet Union..."

He Rui listened to the report with patience, feeling only a sense of resignation. As for whether to replace the Soviet power plant components, which had lower technical content, with American equipment, He Rui felt Wu Youping could certainly figure it out. Cooperation with the United States was a seemingly very favorable choice in the short term, but cooperation with the Soviet Union was a long-term process.

If domestic demand was particularly large, the State Council led by Wu Youping would certainly send someone over. Just as He Rui expected, as soon as the secretary finished reporting, Wu Youping arrived in person and directly handed He Rui a budget report.

After reading the report, He Rui asked, "Is this the State Council's plan for economic cooperation?"

Wu Youping showed no fear at this moment and nodded immediately. "Yes. Through calculations, we hope to obtain a 1 billion USD interest-free loan quota from the United States. And a 300 million GBP interest-free loan quota from Britain. Furthermore, this money will all be used for purchasing power generation and other technology imports."

He Rui felt helpless and could only ask, "Have you investigated clearly? Is there anything from Britain that we absolutely have to spend money to buy?"

"Britain's situation is rather special. We have discussed it with economic experts on Britain. This 300 million pounds is not to purchase Britain's most advanced technology, but to be used to boost the confidence of British enterprises. Only by completing such a large order can the British economy allow some factories to resume operations, thereby restoring British economic confidence."

He Rui wanted to curse those damn Brits a few times, but only let his lips move for a moment. This was the damn economy; if they wanted the Brits to pause their insatiable probing, they had to do Britain a favor first. And these favors had to involve purchasing large amounts of equipment from Britain to drive the British stock market.

He Rui was extremely dissatisfied with this kind of subsidy inside, but the China of today had to shoulder it! Capital was such an extravagant and wasteful thing; only when it saw orders flooding in, and this situation had to be maintained for quite some time, would it drive investment. Because Britain was a capitalist economy—although He Rui didn't think much of this assessment. After all, Britain had deep feudal traditions domestically; the operation of commerce was subordinate to power, and a large part of that power was controlled by the aristocracy. Therefore, in He Rui's classification, Britain was not a true capitalist country that had shaken off utopian capitalism.

Just as He Rui was trying to calm his mood, Wu Youping said, "Chairman, the State Council has indeed considered Britain's particularities, but while the current British domestic market is large, it isn't large enough. So this time we are preparing to have a more profound discussion with the British side. We absolutely cannot let the list provided by the British side become reality!"

"Very good!" He Rui let out a long breath, expelling the stifling air from his chest. If it were a true capitalist system, or the scientific capitalist mode defined by Marx, then capital operations would necessarily be completely rational behavior. All projects would have to be graded first, followed by open and honest negotiations with investors. And the negotiating partner would necessarily be a cool, ruthless, rational capitalist system.

But the capitalist system in reality, as He Rui had explained to comrades within the Party, naturally developed towards pursuing privilege in order to transfer one's own risks to others. He Rui could accept cold and ruthless rational capitalism, but he absolutely could not accept this so-called capitalism that talked about freedom while actually practicing privilege.

So He Rui pressed, "Have we talked to Britain about these aspects? What exactly is our bottom line!"

Wu Youping gave a bitter smile. "It was only after talking that we could determine that the British side seems to be under enormous pressure. Quite a few enterprises run by powerful figures want to make a profit from this. Moreover, the British side initially very naively thought that we would seem to accept Britain's conditions. So the negotiation with Britain is the most troublesome!"

Hearing this, He Rui sighed deeply. "Sigh... if only the capitalism in the world were all such trash, that would be great. We would just need to raise our swords and chop off their dog heads one by one!"

"Haha!" Wu Youping was made to laugh loudly by He Rui. These words were truly satisfying. After reading the report from the Ministry of Commerce responsible for the negotiations, Wu Youping also really wanted to chop off the dog heads of that group of powerful figures—capitalists in name but aristocrats in reality—in that dogshit country of Britain! Compared to British power-holders, a purely evil capitalist like Rockefeller who frantically suppressed coal miners seemed somewhat refreshingly straightforward.

He Rui also threw the heavy burden to the State Council, merely instructing, "Absolutely do not let those privileged individuals fish in troubled waters!"

Wu Youping nodded vigorously. "Rest assured, I have already spoken with Minister Li Chenggang. For this kind of thing, let the British government bear the risk; we can't help them!"

He Rui immediately switched topics. "So, how are the delegates from Saudi Arabia doing now?"

Hearing this question, Wu Youping's expression immediately became kindly. "They are very frank. They proposed that after extracting oil, they will only collect an export tax. And a fixed tax at that."

He Rui smiled. Saudi Arabia was a very interesting country; knowing how to make such a wise choice, he didn't know how to analyze it. Since Saudi Arabia was being so supportive, China had to cooperate. "Then don't say anything else. In the execution process, try to satisfy Saudi Arabia's needs."
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Dressed in white silk robes, Muhammad bin Al-Saud walked down the corridor leading to the conference hall with his secretary, surrounded by diplomats from Europe and America. Even now, Muhammad could not be entirely certain why China had invited a representative of the Saudi Arabian head of state to attend a conference gathered with the Great Powers. What was more, the initial invitation had come from an American businessman named Rockefeller. Even so, Muhammad bin Al-Saud had accepted his brother's orders to come to China.

The conference hall was rectangular, with a round table in the center surrounded by four chairs. On the table before each chair stood a national flag. Muhammad could clearly distinguish the British Union Jack, the French Tricolor, and the American Stars and Stripes. The remaining one was naturally the Chinese flag.

It took the Saudi Arabian special envoy Muhammad a few seconds to connect the red five-star flag with China. In the British books he had read previously, China's flag was the Five-Colored Flag of horizontal stripes. After Saudi Arabia was invited, Muhammad bin Al-Saud, as the special envoy, had naturally chosen British diplomatic materials, which misled him due to their lack of updates.

Special Envoy Muhammad did not mind this much. On January 8, 1926, Abdulaziz became the King of the territories he ruled. The *Treaty of Jeddah*, signed on May 20, 1927, made Saudi Arabia formally independent of British rule. Using British materials was an instinctive choice for Saudi Arabia.

China was not entirely unfamiliar to Muhammad. There were several lines about China in the scriptures, the most famous being, "Seek knowledge even as far as China." To be able to arrive in the China spoken of by the Prophet to attend this conference gave Muhammad a sense of solemnity. Although he had mistaken the style of the Chinese flag, Muhammad had heard of the major events of the past few years. China had defeated Japan and, under French mediation, had accepted Britain's peace proposal, choosing to cease hostilities with Britain.

In French propaganda, Britain had been beaten by China into throwing away their helmets and armor, collapsing almost completely in Asia and about to flee back to Europe. Out of love for Europe, France had stepped in to mediate the war between China and Britain. To end the war, the British Empire had been forced to cede Upper Burma and the Assam region to appease the anger of He Rui, the Chairman of the Republic of China whose status was equivalent to a Great Emperor of China, thus establishing peace talks.

Saudi Arabia had only been able to establish its state after achieving unification with British acquiescence; naturally, they held a sense of admiration and respect for China, a country capable of forcing Britain to cede territory and sue for peace.

Outside the central round table was a semi-circular long table. Flags, including Saudi Arabia's, were placed at equal distances on the table, with seats behind them. Guided by staff, Muhammad bin Al-Saud sat in the seat behind the Saudi flag. Looking left and right, he found the spacious interval between seats very comfortable.

At this moment, a staff member picked up headphones from the table and taught the Saudi envoy delegation how to use them. Putting on the headphones with their soft padding and hearing a familiar Arabic voice coming from them, Muhammad felt a sense of warmth. He had thought he would have to listen to foreign languages that sounded like bird calls and watch the diplomats gesturing, essentially sitting there dryly waiting for news from others.

Now, the Arabic voice in the headphones said to him, *'The speeches of various countries will be directly translated into Arabic. Please listen with ease, Mr. Muhammad; you will understand what the diplomats of each country are saying in real-time.'* This made Muhammad unable to resist asking, "Brother, can you let me see who is speaking to me?"

The staff member politely invited Muhammad to stand. Soon, the Saudi Arabian envoy delegation arrived at the area beneath the visitor's gallery through another passage. This turned out to be a large room partitioned into multiple small rooms. Once inside a small room, they could hear absolutely no sound from outside. The front of the small room was a glass window, through which they could see who was speaking.

Seeing that the three people inside the small room were all Chinese, Muhammad bin Al-Saud felt very surprised. But as soon as they opened their mouths, one of their voices matched the voice from the headphones perfectly. This prompted Muhammad to step forward and embrace this brother. In Saudi Arabia, no one understood Chinese. He had not expected that in distant China, there were quite a few brothers who understood Arabic.

Although the Saudi envoy delegation experienced various surprises, the other countries attending the conference did not pay much attention to Saudi Arabia. In previous diplomatic communications, the countries had gathered that the Chinese government had invited Saudi Arabia—where oil fields might potentially exist—because of the activities of the American oil magnate Rockefeller.

On May 26, 1908, a scientific expedition conducting geological surveys for Britain discovered the first massive oil field in the Middle East at the border of Iran and Iraq—the Masjid Suleiman oil field. The historical course of the Middle East changed from that point. In the following twenty-plus years, Britain and France discovered quite a few oil fields in the Middle East. These oil fields were basically located in places like Iraq and Iran. Saudi Arabia, covered in desert, had shown no signs of oil fields up to now and was considered an oil-poor country.

Because Britain believed Saudi Arabia had no oil, speculators saw an opportunity. The American oil tycoon Rockefeller, through his investments in China, had reached a cooperative relationship with the Chinese government. Rockefeller, whose style in the commercial field was arrogant, had formed a personal friendship with He Rui. Therefore, in June 1930, the Saudi government signed a concession agreement with the Standard Oil Company of California (the predecessor of Chevron) and the China Petroleum Investment Company under the China Petroleum Corporation. They established the Saudi Arabian-American-Chinese Joint Oil Company. This joint venture, headquartered in Guangzhou, China, obtained the rights to conduct oil exploration in most parts of the Saudi Kingdom.

For this reason, the Chinese government invited Saudi Arabia to send a delegation as observers to attend the Four-Power Economic Conference of China, the US, the UK, and France. Other countries considered this merely a major overseas investment by China and did not care much about the appearance of this young country, Saudi Arabia, on the international stage. Making money was business; there was nothing shabby about it.

During his visit, Muhammad bin Al-Saud had read all available materials regarding the relations between China, the US, the UK, and France. According to the introduction by the British advisors traveling with him, Muhammad concluded that Britain and the United States believed the agreement between China and France constituted unfair trade, preventing British and American investment in China.

Muhammad could not quite understand the thinking of Britain and the United States regarding this explanation. Since China could beat Britain until it cried for its father and mother, then who China wanted to do business with, and who it didn't want to do business with, was China's affair. What did it have to do with Britain and the United States?

China, which could have told Britain and the US to get lost with a single sentence, had actually decided to hold such an international conference. In Muhammad's view, China was also constrained by the power of Britain and the US and had to agree to the meeting. As to whether China was truly afraid of Britain and the US, Muhammad prepared to see the results at the conference.

As the meeting was about to begin, Muhammad put on his headphones, waiting somewhat anxiously. When the translator's Arabic finally came through the headphones, Muhammad felt much more at ease. The Minister of Economic Affairs spoke: "Respected gentlemen, welcome to Shanghai, China, to attend the Shangri-La Economic Conference..."

After a lengthy introduction of the representatives from various countries, the Chinese Minister of Economic Affairs finally entered the main topic. "...China has always believed that the Sino-French Economic Cooperation Agreement is not an exclusionary agreement. Both China and France have always been willing to invite countries around the world to participate with an open and inclusive attitude. However, the foundation of the Sino-French Economic Cooperation Agreement—that is, the Chinese government's use of the Franc as the currency for China's limited international use—conforms to the customs and economic interests of both China and France, so the Chinese government will not make adjustments. Apart from this, China is willing to negotiate with all countries with an open attitude..."

Hearing this, Muhammad felt that China was being coerced by Britain and the United States. France was also an important participant in the Middle East and had many colonies there; Muhammad felt that the French side would likely express opposition. But when the French Foreign Minister spoke, Muhammad listened to more than half of the content and couldn't help but be disappointed. "...Therefore, based on France's lofty moral standards, France believes there is reason for China and France to listen to the opinions of all countries. Because neither French nor Chinese culture is an island culture, and neither aims at aggression. As heirs to great civilizations, France believes that China and France have an obligation to the world economy and even the development of human society..."

If the Chinese Finance Minister's words allowed Muhammad to understand China's thinking, the French Foreign Minister's speech sounded simply baffling to him. But looking at the representatives of various countries, Muhammad discovered that these people were actually listening to this nonsense very seriously. This forced Muhammad to suppress his impatience and continue listening.

Unlike Muhammad's feelings, the diplomatic corps of other countries felt that China and France were very sincere. This meeting had almost no wrangling and went straight to the point. What Britain and the US looked forward to most was breaking up the foundation of Sino-French economic cooperation—China using the Franc as the main international trade currency. Both China and France expressed resolute opposition to this. Apart from this unshakable foundation, China and France did indeed make compromises. China expressed willingness to allow countries to conduct larger-scale investments in China, and the scope of investment was also loosened.

When China stated that since it was willing to purchase equipment from the United States and Britain, China would borrow funds from the UK and the US, the representatives of observer nations other than Saudi Arabia felt their opportunity had finally come. At this stage, China mainly allowed French companies to invest in China. Now, by borrowing money, China was essentially lifting restrictions on investment from countries around the world. All countries in the world had the opportunity to invest and make money in the Chinese market, which meant that the world could finally share the fat meat that had originally belonged only to France.

Hearing this, and seeing the delightful expressions of the representatives around him, Muhammad felt baffled. China borrowing money from Britain and the US seemed to Saudi Arabia like something inexplicable and problematic. According to Saudi daily life, Muhammad believed that when the time came for China to repay the money, it was very likely to break out into conflict with Britain and the US. So he felt there must be something wrong with this agreement.

But after a day and a half of meetings, the first joint statement of the four nations—China, US, UK, and France—was released: "While adhering to the Franc as the priority currency for international payments, China will not renew the Sino-French Economic Cooperation Agreement. Britain and the United States will both establish Special Drawing Rights accounts for China's use in procurement. The Sino-French Investment Bank, headquartered in Shanghai, will provide services to investors from all countries in the world."

After the first joint statement came out, the meeting felt dull to Muhammad. The words of the representatives of the four nations, after being translated into Arabic, were already unrecognizable and completely confusing. Muhammad found that the other observer delegations also gradually lost interest. Conversely, the visitor's gallery was packed; many people who were not reporters had come to audit the meeting. Judging by their attire, many seemed to be students.

The meeting went on for five days before the second joint communiqué was submitted: "The Bank of China will establish a Financial Management Bank targeted at foreign investment to handle international settlement work."

At this time, Muhammad bin Al-Saud did not yet understand the international diplomatic habit where the fewer the words, the bigger the matter. The British and American reporters, however, sent this news back to their countries first and immediately began sending back their own observations and comments.

The BBC's news was: "Major Financial Breakthrough: Sterling Gains Equal Treatment with Franc in China!"

The Wall Street Journal's headline was: "Restrictions on Dollar Investment in China to be Fully Lifted; American Investment Will Have Unimpeded Access to China From Now On!"

Reporters from both Britain and the US knew their reports leaned towards exaggeration. But from the end of 1929 to early 1932, for more than two years, the economies of Britain and the US had been struggling in the Great Depression. Both were powerful industrial nations with huge advantages in technology, capital, and finance. What the two countries needed now was not real profit, but the confidence to make other countries believe their economies were bound to improve. It didn't matter if the headlines were exaggerated; as long as the citizens of both countries had confidence in their own economies, all problems could be solved.

Just as the reporters of the two countries expected, after the convening of the Four-Power Economic Conference, speculative trends appeared in the stock markets of London and New York. Especially in New York, the US stock market, which had already fallen by 90%, finally saw a batch of buyers.

At this moment, Bush and his friends were among these buyers. On the roof of the Morgan building, Bush and his friend held wine glasses, looking down at the street scene of New York below. Two years ago, this building was full of stock traders working through the night, and the streets of New York below were feasting and reveling. Now the building was empty; those financial sector staff had mostly been fired. The remaining small portion was less than one-tenth of before; these people only needed to work during the day to handle the Morgan consortium's financial business.

On the streets of New York, the neon lights were less than one-fifth of what they were two years ago, and there were far fewer streetlights. The New York City government now shouldered massive debt and had to save expenses by every means possible.

The two old classmates from the Skull and Bones society stood on the roof looking down, only to see the muzzle flash of a pistol shot in the dark street. A moment later, a faint gunshot reached the roof. It proved that a crime was taking place in the dark streets.

"My brother, do you think Mr. He Rui will really conduct large-scale procurement from the United States?" Morgan asked, smoking a cigar.

Bush nodded. "I believe Mr. He Rui is a very wise statesman; he understands what the United States needs right now."

Morgan, however, was somewhat disappointed. "Our Morgan consortium is willing to provide offshore settlement services for the Chinese Yuan, but looking at Mr. He Rui's meaning, he hopes that a bank established by China in the United States will be responsible for this. I think the Federal Reserve will very likely refuse."

Bush shook his head. "I don't think the Federal Reserve will refuse the establishment of an offshore settlement bank for the Chinese Yuan. They might worry that China will use such a situation to leverage gold out of the United States."

"You must be joking!" Morgan sneered. His remark was not directed at his old classmate but at the sheer absurdity of such a view.

But the next day's newspaper almost made Morgan, who was eating breakfast, spit out his fried egg. Morgan hurriedly looked away from the newspaper, quickly chewed and swallowed the egg, and washed it down with a mouthful of coffee. Only then did he pick up the newspaper again.

"...With the completion of the credit line between China and the US, Chinese ships coming to the US to transport gold have already set sail from Shanghai port!" Reading this paragraph again, Morgan's first reaction was that this local New York newspaper, which focused on tabloid news, had gone mad. After thinking for a moment, Morgan began to feel that someone must be playing tricks. Immediately, Morgan suspected that people opposed to Sino-US economic cooperation within the Federal Reserve had fabricated this news.

Putting down the newspaper, Morgan immediately called his friend at the Federal Reserve. Hearing the content of the newspaper Morgan recounted, the friend on the other end was stunned. He hesitated for a good while before asking, "You don't believe there's really such a thing, do you?"

Morgan retorted angrily, "Please don't joke with me! Have you forgotten that Morgan Bank is also a shareholder of the Federal Reserve?"

The Federal Reserve System, or the Fed, is a private central bank in the United States. The First and Second Banks of the United States were eventually forced to close because they were not accepted by the public; one important reason was that both banks were located in Philadelphia in the Northeast and were believed by many to serve primarily a few wealthy merchants in the Northeast rather than all Americans. The Fed seriously learned from this lesson when it was established.

In terms of organizational form, the Fed adopted a dual structure of a federal government agency plus non-profit institutions, thereby avoiding the complete concentration of monetary policy in the hands of the federal government. One of the initial intentions of the Fed in setting up 12 Federal Reserve Banks as non-profit institutions rather than government agencies was to hope that when formulating monetary policy, the voices of both the government and the private sector could be considered simultaneously. Although the Federal Reserve Board in Washington is part of the US federal government, the 12 Federal Reserve Banks do not belong to federal government agencies but are non-profit private organizations. But it needs to be emphasized that Federal Reserve Banks are different from general private organizations. Federal Reserve Banks do not aim for profit and, together with the Federal Reserve Board, assume the public functions of the US central bank.

J.P. Morgan & Co. is one of the shareholders of the Federal Reserve. Although it cannot decide the policy of the US central bank, it has a significant voice in the US banking business.

Theoretically, the possibility of China shipping gold away from the US did exist. But in practical operation, there was absolutely no possibility. Morgan had already sensed a threat from such news; obviously, someone wanted to deliberately sabotage Sino-US cooperation. So Morgan asked, "Please be sure to investigate who exactly wants to do this!"

The friend on the other end hesitated for a while before answering, "Do you think it could be the British?"
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Rockefeller Center in Manhattan, New York, is not a single building, but a complex of 19 commercial buildings. The ground floors of the major buildings are interconnected. Many well-known companies have their own independent buildings in Rockefeller Center. Since the design was completed in 1928, even the Great Depression could not stop the Rockefeller Foundation from continuing to push this project forward.

By January 21, 1932, these skyscrapers had basically taken shape. From east to west, they occupied three blocks from 48th Street to 51st Street. From south to north, they spanned three longitudinal blocks from Fifth Avenue to Seventh Avenue.

The evening sun could still illuminate the tops of these buildings. The largest of them was the General Electric Building, 259 meters high with 69 floors. Rockefeller, who had just finished his trip to China and Saudi Arabia, was leading Morgan, General Electric representatives, Carnegie, and others into the Rockefeller Building, which was under construction. The ground floor of the building was quite dim in the evening. Walking through piles of construction materials, the shadowy atmosphere was somewhat eerie.

J.P. Morgan looked at Rockefeller, who was leading the way calmly like a king, and couldn't help but crack a joke, "Where will you lead us in the end?"

Rockefeller answered without turning his head, "Please rest assured, definitely not the *Titanic*."

J.P. Morgan laughed loudly, and the other tycoons had to chuckle a few times to show that they still had the capacity to appreciate Rockefeller's humor at this moment. However, in New York, where vicious crimes were rising one after another, such a construction site was a high-incidence area for various criminal transactions. Looking at those thick concrete walls and thick concrete pillars, those among the tycoons who didn't understand architecture couldn't help but suspect whether bodies had already been poured into them.

If it were a chaotic cement foundation, that might be possible. But high-rise buildings have very high requirements for reinforced concrete, so bodies certainly cannot be poured inside. If that were really done, it would definitely cause problems with the load-bearing structure.

But the current situation of the US economy indeed gave rise to all kinds of ominous imaginations, because the group knew quite a few bankers. In the past year, many of their banker friends had evaporated silently. No one knew where they went, and even their families didn't dare to look for their whereabouts.

Taking the elevator from the first floor to the top floor, and walking along the passage to the observation deck on the top floor of the Rockefeller Building, all uneasy feelings were dispelled by the fiery red sun. The tops of the buildings, which looked shadowy from the street, were dyed gold by the setting sun, like towering thrones. The tycoons stood in the center of these thrones, looking down at Manhattan, the essence of New York. On the broad and straight streets, the crowds were as tiny as ants. The financial center of the United States was gradually being shrouded by night right under their feet.

Some tycoons had a fear of heights and retreated to the center after just a few glances. Others looked down at the commanding scenery with great interest, feeling broad-minded. Not until the red sun began to sink into the horizon did Rockefeller invite the crowd of tycoons to the floor below the observation deck. The room here had been simply tidied up. Although the walls hadn't been painted, at least the glass had been installed. Carpets were laid on the rough concrete floor, and the large chandeliers overhead were filled with candles. The long table under the chandelier was surrounded by chairs. Rockefeller invited everyone to take their seats. As soon as the door opened, waiters walked in carrying silver trays filled with food and served dishes to everyone.

Since there were Jews among the tycoons, the meats were beef, mutton, venison, and poultry. The fish dishes also selected fish with scales and fins. This group of tycoons had all fought their way up on their own, so this environment was not uncomfortable for them in the slightest. Instead, the sumptuous dinner made many people ready to gorge themselves.

As the host of this banquet, Rockefeller stood up. "Gentlemen, everyone knows that I have very good cooperation with the Chinese government, so someone gave me the nickname 'Communist'. I thought I would be the sole owner of this nickname, but I didn't expect that I would have the honor of sharing this honor with Mr. Franklin Roosevelt."

A relaxed laughter came from the tycoons. In recent years, countries and American companies that cooperated with China had made a fortune. For capitalists, as long as they could get such huge profits, they didn't care at all about being called "Communists". If the profits were a bit higher, capitalists wouldn't mind calling themselves "staunch Communists".

After the laughter ended, Rockefeller continued: "Gentlemen, some people think that I refuse to share the opportunities God has given me, so I am not a staunch Christian. Well then, I will share one thing with you all. After careful calculation, the Chinese government believes that China can provide employment opportunities for about 1 million to 1.5 million American workers. And this requires the United States to provide China with a credit line of 1 billion US dollars."

As soon as this was said, the temporary banquet venue immediately fell silent. According to the joint communiqué of the Four-Power Conference a few days ago, the United States' willingness to provide loan credit to China proved that this matter was basically set in stone. And the employment figure of 1-1.5 million American workers proposed by Rockefeller was a very important piece of inside information.

In this silence, the corners of Rockefeller's mouth turned up slightly, pulling out a smile, and he immediately said: "Gentlemen, I suggest you invest in the West Coast. The West Coast has resources and the population is also very suitable. If the economies of the West Coast states are driven up, it will be enough to provide 1-1.5 million jobs. I wonder what views you gentlemen have."

Americans are religious, and tycoons especially need to get a lifestyle and spiritual comfort from religion. California is an important oil producing area in the United States. Rockefeller suggested that the tycoons invest in the US West Coast and gave everyone a reason. The tycoons felt at this moment that Rockefeller was indeed a "Christian" with a spirit of sharing.

The most economically developed region in the United States now is undoubtedly the Great Lakes region, where a large number of cities and factories are gathered. The industrial population numbers in the tens of millions. Even if China's procurement from the United States can drive 1-1.5 million jobs, it is just a drop in the bucket for the Great Lakes region.

But if the tycoons invest in the West, the industrial population of the core cities in the West is about 5 million. Among them, a large number of people are already engaged in mining, petroleum, and other industries, which are not the objects of China's procurement. As long as the machinery processing and other industries can obtain 1 million jobs, it will be enough to make the economy of the West prosperous. As for the economy of the East, that is the job of the US federal government. Capitalists have absolutely no obligation to serve the overall US economy.

Rockefeller watched as the tycoons began to whisper to each other. He felt that if he let everyone go on talking like this, the food would get cold, so he raised his glass. The tycoons stopped talking and looked at Rockefeller. Rockefeller said to everyone: "Before dinner starts, everyone please note, there are no Communists here." Amidst a burst of laughter, Rockefeller raised the red wine that was as red as blood and said in French: *"Bon appétit!"*

Soon, under the bright candlelight of the chandeliers, the tycoons ate, drank, and chatted. In the shadows downstairs, sporadic light gunshots could be heard from time to time, and occasionally Chicago Typewriters joined in the sins of New York after nightfall. But these completely failed to affect the mood of the tycoons. Downstairs, private armies and bodyguards could completely ensure the safety of these people; it was absolutely impossible for anyone to sneak in and start a massacre.

Moreover, what the tycoons were discussing was a brand-new commercial layout. Rockefeller had huge investments in the West, but other tycoons might not necessarily have them, for example, the steel tycoon Carnegie whose main business was concentrated in the Great Lakes region. But the equipment processing industry needs a large amount of steel. Limited by transportation capacity and size, many parts required for production are not easy to transport. Then, for Carnegie to build steel plants in the West to provide raw materials for companies like General Electric is one of the most basic industrial chains.

Each tycoon either had their own specialty industry, money, or connections. At this relaxed dinner party, everyone exchanged and discussed with each other. A prototype industrial chain with a scale of at least hundreds of millions of dollars was formed just like that. The heads of various enterprises and banks were the decision-makers, and the specific details would naturally be solved by the heads of various departments of their subordinate enterprises.

The banquet lasted until late at night, and the tycoons felt that today's meeting was very valuable. Just as they were considering taking their leave, J.P. Morgan stood up, "Gentlemen, you may or may not have heard. There is now a rumor in the financial market that in order to complete the loan, the United States will transport a shipment of gold to China."

The tycoons were stunned. Even tycoons who were not in the banking industry knew that this was indeed a rumor. If someone took some gold jewelry or even a few gold bars out of the United States to China, this would not be strange. After all, when going to distant China, it is understandable to have a few gold bars on hand to deal with emergencies. But what J.P. Morgan was talking about was the large-scale transportation of gold, which was unreasonable economically.

And J.P. Morgan continued: "If you receive any news related to this, especially knowing who is planning this behind the scenes, please share this news."

The tycoons felt they understood J.P. Morgan's meaning and expressed their support one after another. In fact, everyone might not really make their own efforts for this, but everyone also knew that J.P. Morgan didn't expect anyone to really exert effort. The reason for saying this was that J.P. Morgan had decided to take action and hoped that everyone would not intervene.

In the night, the convoy composed of private armies and bodyguards sent the tycoons to the hotel. Although this long convoy attracted the attention of many night walkers, no one dared to come forward to do anything. Just such a long convoy was enough to let the people of the dark world know that rushing forward rashly would only mean hitting a wall with their heads. Money can be robbed at any time, but there is only one life.

At this time, it was 1:30 PM in China. He Rui, the President of the Party School who had finished his working lunch, was preparing to give a lecture to the Advanced Class of the Central Party School. The course had already been prepared: *The Global Economic Fracture Zones Caused by the Response of Major World Countries to the Economic Crisis*.

Just when He Rui wanted to relax his mind, his secretary had already presented a schedule. The special envoys of various countries in China, in addition to attending the collective meeting, all requested to meet with He Rui alone. He Rui felt a little puzzled, "Shouldn't this be arranged by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs?"

The secretary answered cautiously: "The Ministry of Foreign Affairs wants to ask for the Chairman's opinion. They believe that if the Chairman meets with the Saudi Arabian envoy delegation, the diplomatic departments of other countries will feel frustrated. Maybe they will do something. Especially Britain."

He Rui could understand the helplessness of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. For hundreds of years, and even 100 years later, European and American countries have played their robber nature to the fullest. In European and American culture, they must first express to other countries "I opened this mountain, I planted this tree. If you want to pass through here, leave money to buy passage," and then participate in negotiations.

Since Europe and America all follow robber logic, and because of the overall division of Europe, making it easy for countries to disrupt communication lines or exert pressure on regions not so far away, this method appears very effective.

But in Chinese culture, this is a strong hostility. Even if the threat is forced to be accepted, revenge will be taken whenever there is an opportunity. It's just that the current China does not yet have the ability to project military power over long distances, and China's oil cooperation with Saudi Arabia has nothing to do with France. So the Ministry of Foreign Affairs had to consider making some compromises.

He Rui decisively said to the secretary: "Except for meeting the Saudi envoy, I will not meet anyone else alone. If any country causes some destruction because of this, then we will fight back frontally."

The secretary hurried away with the order. He Rui's mood, which he had wanted to relax, was also made somewhat unhappy by this matter. Even if France is unhappy, it will not cause destruction. because the greater the attraction of the Chinese market, the more beneficial it is to France. But Britain is different. Since the Chinese government is still supporting the Franc, even if Britain has received some support and China is willing to provide a market to drive about 500,000 jobs for Britain, Britain is only barely surviving the worst situation. Compared with Britain's 3.5-4 million unemployed workers, 500,000 is indeed not much.

Then Britain has every reason to use some means to cause trouble on the oil transport line from Saudi Arabia to China. The Indian Ocean is now controlled by Britain, and the Sino-Japanese Combined Fleet is probably unable to break through the Strait of Malacca, so it cannot provide escorts.

As long as China makes a move, it can only start border friction with British India. Although doing so can indeed force Britain to negotiate with China, getting into such a state with Britain, He Rui is not sure if there will be the possibility of Britain inciting its other forces on the Arabian Peninsula to launch attacks on Saudi Arabia later.

However, the biggest problem at the moment is that China cannot admit defeat no matter what. Facing robbers, only by hacking at them first can the robbers understand that they must pay a considerable cost. Only then is negotiation possible. Seek peace through struggle and peace survives; seek peace through compromise and peace perishes.

Calming his mood, it was time for class. He Rui walked into the classroom, stepped onto the podium, and looked at the eager eyes of the young cadres. He Rui's mood improved immediately, and he began today's course.

"Students, what we are talking about today is what is happening right now, the global economic fracture zones caused by the response of major world countries to the economic crisis. Through the analysis of the results that reality will bring, students will have a deeper understanding of the definitions between national policy, policy, and the content of execution. Thereby allowing students to understand how to distinguish between national policy and policy."

The students in the classroom had heard many of He Rui's courses and were accustomed to He Rui's teaching mode of mainly explaining methodology. Soon, the premise content was finished. Due to the excessive harshness of the Treaty of Versailles, Lenin once publicly condemned: "It reduces Germany to the status of a colony, to a state of poverty, starvation, ruin, and lack of rights. This treaty binds them for generations to come in a way that no civilized nation has ever been treated."

French Marshal Foch also believed that the conditions were overly harsh, and this harshness was based on the foundation of not destroying Germany's industrial capacity at all, so Germany had the ability to retaliate against France in 20 years.

"Students, based on such facts, can we consider that Marshal Foch's prediction that war will inevitably break out between France and Germany is valid? Then is the factor of this war the hatred between Germany and France, or are there other reasons?"

The students of the Central Party School came to learn methodology. If they couldn't reach such a level, they would probably hardly be qualified to listen to He Rui's personal teaching. Immediately, a student spoke up, "Teacher, hatred can make the probability of conflict breaking out greater. Then how should we view this hatred?"

"For a major power like China, we must define war more seriously. Hatred can make the probability of conflict breaking out greater, but hatred may not necessarily make the probability of war greater. We must define conflict and war more precisely. For example, France entered the Rhineland region of Germany. If fighting broke out between Germany and France, should this fighting be classified as war or conflict?"

The student answered immediately: "Please teacher, state the definition directly."

He Rui continued to ask: "If Germany's goal is to drive France out of the Rhineland, is its purpose for the economy or out of hatred?"

The students immediately divided into two factions. He Rui asked the students to raise their hands. He found that those who thought it was conflict, those who thought it was war, or those who had no opinion of their own each accounted for one-third. He Rui then said: "France entered the Rhineland region, and the German economy was hugely affected. And what was the purpose of the strikes Germany started in the Rhineland region? I will tell everyone a specific detail about this matter. After France entered the Rhineland, it required German enterprises in the Rhineland region to operate at full capacity. Because according to the Treaty of Versailles, Germany had to use the coal and machinery equipment produced in the Rhineland region to pay debts to France."

Hearing this, the students of the Advanced Class of the Party School suddenly realized the truth. Especially those who thought war had nothing to do with the economy were suddenly enlightened. their view was because they did not possess enough information. They did not understand the fundamental purpose of France's invasion of the Rhineland.

Seeing that the students had figured out where the problem lay, He Rui continued, "Therefore, what breaks out out of anger is conflict. But the war we define must have a clear economic purpose. Therefore, our national policy must be a national strategy formulated around one or several economic purposes. And the country's policy is the plan adopted to realize this economic policy."

The student from before asked somewhat unwillingly: "If China launches a war, is our war purpose economic? And is it only economic goals?"

He Rui answered calmly: "That is correct, it must be so. If we raise an army out of anger, it shows that our government's view of politics is very unserious."
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The judgment that the world of 1932 has been torn into distinct economic zones by the economic policies of the Great Powers is not difficult for students in the Party School's advanced class to grasp. After all, one of the primary missions of the world's few truly powerful armies is to protect their economic frontiers from infringement.

"If one wished to shatter this economic status quo, would war be the result?" He Rui asked.

Some students were reluctant to admit it, but eventually, like the others, they had to acknowledge the reality. Even so, one student asked, as if seeking a concession, "Teacher, could the judgment that the vast majority of human activity is economic activity be misleading to the common people?"

He Rui found the students quite endearing, though this was hardly surprising. Humans easily absolutize concepts, subsequently sanctifying them. The Soviet Union, for instance, had successfully theologized Marxism and Lenin's experiences.

He Rui could only explain: "Comrades, the Civilization Party views Marxism as a form of political economy, which is to say, the essence of the Civilization Party is that of an academic organization. What is the greatest function of an academic organization? Is it to establish a theological seminary and formulate doctrines that allow no opposition? Or is it to analyze and research a field of study, and then put it into practice?"

Many of the students were stunned. Although they knew He Rui had said the Civilization Party should be a "team of educators" and a "team of propagandists," this was the first time they truly felt that the role of these teams was so all-encompassing.

Some students were alarmed, and one immediately asked, "Chairman, this will trigger chaos!"

He Rui did not fear chaos; the chaos of 1932 was hardly "true chaos" to someone who had experienced 2030. He Rui addressed the points the students struggled to articulate: "Comrades, we must not fear 'the game' (博弈). The game implies maximizing struggle within the bounds permitted by the system. Without this game, there is no way to extend education to the entire society. If we only know how to use force to enforce policy, the government will shoulder many responsibilities it should not bear. Many people, upon reaching a cliff's edge, know they must not jump. The government need only erect a warning sign on the path to the cliff: 'This road leads to a cliff; approach and you may fall. XX people have died falling this year.' For many, the matter ends there.

"The people know the risk of the cliff and how those who fell died. The government's work ends there! At most, build some railings at the edge so sightseers don't accidentally slip.

"If, to prevent falls, we forbid people from climbing the cliff at all, or worse, prevent them from knowing *how* falling happens, what will the people think? They will think the government is monopolizing the right to climb cliffs, and those with ill intent will claim the government is profiting by monopolizing the road! This is the result of insufficient strategic interaction."

Someone immediately objected, "Teacher, this does not apply to all fields, such as drug enforcement!"

"The reason drug enforcement has received the support of the vast majority of people in China today is that China has undergone a 'full game' in this area. Many have witnessed the damage addicts inflict on society, families, and the nation. Thus, our enforcement receives near-unconditional support. However, this experience is derived from tragic negative outcomes, not a complete strategic interaction. Because humans cannot endure long-term suffering, a demand for pain relief arises. This is the primary source of drug use. So, while our propaganda regarding the dangers of drugs is sufficient, has the popularization of knowledge regarding human needs themselves reached the mark? Can we, through propaganda, enable the people to know themselves? Is this not a test that social progress must pass?"

The Advanced Class curriculum was this cold; He Rui did not mind driving questions to their most essential and sharpest levels. Human cognition moves from spontaneous to self-conscious; one must self-consciously recognize and transform oneself to possess greater inner strength. And such learning is invariably painful.

Watching the varying expressions of his comrades, He Rui spoke in as steady a tone as possible: "Only by letting the people realize that the vast majority of actions in human society are economic activities will they move in the direction of correctly solving problems. I accept that you comrades are clear on this: on the path to a higher level, we will inevitably face all manner of misunderstandings and cognitive errors. And the responsibility of our People's Party is to provide education and explanation to the people; this is one aspect of 'Serving the People.' As an academic organization and a ruling party, since we establish political power and formulate policy based on our understanding of the world, we must shoulder these obligations."

By this point in the discussion, no student wished to ask further questions. In the subsequent coursework, He Rui observed that the students' internal thoughts were reflected in their varying expressions. He Rui felt this was as it should be; the class itself was not difficult. The true difficulty lay in understanding the world and how to respond to the problems that would follow.

In the coming years, China would need to go all out to develop its economy, achieving the capacity for large-scale—even ultra-large-scale—domestic production. To possess such capacity, one could not rely on a command-style model. Instead, one had to analyze and explain the problems triggered by ultra-large-scale production and allow all parties to enter the game, thereby elevating China's overall progress.

He Rui had witnessed with his own eyes how the two so-called superpowers, the US and the USSR, declined and collapsed. Thus, he knew well that even pushing for social progress with all one's might does not guarantee true progress. But he knew even better that without doing so, society would inevitably fall into a self-righteous stagnation, losing its driving force. In a society without drive, idealists would rapidly degenerate and be marginalized. Such a country would quickly become a "giant infant" nation—infants, no matter how massive, are all the same. They possess neither the will nor the ability to face reality. The Soviet Union was so; the United States was so.

Class over, He Rui attended a Central Committee meeting as scheduled. Unlike last year, from Wu Youping down to the Ministry of Industry, no one refused to mention the issue of synthetic ammonia. When Minister of Industry Zhuang Jiaxiong answered regarding this year's agricultural production arrangements, although he tried to suppress his pride, a smile still broke through.

However, Zhuang Jiaxiong was a minister after all, and knew such smugness was inappropriate. Yet the joy in his heart was uncontainable. After a moment's thought, Zhuang looked at He Rui. "Chairman, the facts of these past few years prove that your development strategy of grasping agriculture first was entirely correct. I admire it greatly. The Ministry of Industry can produce over 3.1 million tons of synthetic ammonia this year, which is four times the total output of the rest of the world. The Ministry has finally completed its task!"

Initially hearing this, Wu Youping was stunned. But he quickly understood his old classmate's reasoning. Of the 20 billion franc interest-free loan from Sino-French economic cooperation, China had primarily introduced two projects: synthetic ammonia and internal combustion engines. These were capital-intensive industries, and the problems encountered during development had caused the State Council endless agony until last year. But now that synthetic ammonia output had finally crossed the baseline of national need, the situation was entirely different.

Feeling his old classmate's sense of relief, Wu Youping felt both happy and poignant. Before he could formulate a response, he heard He Rui speak: "Comrade Zhuang Jiaxiong, how does the Ministry of Industry view the current domestic competition in the synthetic ammonia industry?"

"Currently, 35% of synthetic ammonia enterprises are private. The Ministry of Industry only needs to conduct a safety inspection of private enterprises once a year, and experts from state-owned enterprises (SOEs) can determine the direction of technological iteration in the private sector." At this point, Zhuang Jiaxiong smiled slightly. "That is, of course, if the private enterprises have the capability to pursue technological iteration."

This confidence infected the other committee leaders, for they shared the feeling. Originally, many ministries felt that the entry of private capital into production created competitors and trouble for SOEs, or "Central Enterprises." But after a few years of development, the ministry leaders, who fully grasped their own development progress, began to realize that private enterprises were merely a supplement. So what if they held 35% of capacity? The Central Enterprises hadn't been idling these years; they had cultivated their own technical and worker teams. Compared to the Central Enterprises, these private firms were merely "little brothers" trailing behind.

Wu Youping understood He Rui's philosophy and knew that the current thinking of the ministry leaders did not align with it. Sure enough, He Rui continued, "Since current private enterprises are also beginning technical iteration, has Minister Zhuang helped them apply for patents?"

Zhuang Jiaxiong's smile instantly vanished. As a Central Committee member, he certainly knew the development policies He Rui had proposed. Theoretically, patents gave all enterprises a fair chance to profit from R&D. But from a departmental interest perspective, without patents, stronger enterprises could naturally extract more benefits from small and medium ones.

Seeing Zhuang Jiaxiong's reaction, He Rui pressed, "I haven't heard your answer yet!"

Although Zhuang Jiaxiong could have tried to bluff, He Rui was not a feudal emperor; if a comparison were forced, he was a founding monarch. His understanding of state operations far exceeded that of his ministers. So Zhuang answered, "We haven't done enough!"

He Rui immediately turned to the Minister of Science and Technology, He Zudao. "Minister He, the Ministry of Industry can say their work is insufficient. But patent application falls under the Ministry of Science and Technology, does it not? How does the Ministry evaluate its own work?"

Hearing this question, He Zudao felt cold sweat on his back. The Ministry of Science and Technology indeed hadn't *prevented* private enterprises from registering patents, but regarding work... not only was there no encouragement, they had merely sent a document or two to private firms in a very bureaucratic manner. As to whether the private firms read them, the Ministry didn't care.

But to reach the level of Minister, He Zudao was no ordinary person. He immediately replied, "The Ministry of Science and Technology will strengthen its work in this area!"

"Oh? How will you strengthen it?" He Rui asked with a faint smile.

He Zudao's heart tightened, and a plan formed rapidly in his mind. "Strengthen propaganda, strengthen guidance."

Speaking these words, He Zudao knew he was likely to be criticized, as others who spoke this way had been before. So he quickly adjusted the content of his answer. "We must make the Patent Office like the Science Museum or the Planetarium—let the masses know such a unit exists. We will organize students, teachers, and citizens to visit. And we will have dedicated personnel to provide publicity and guidance."

Having outlined a general direction, He Zudao looked at He Rui. Seeing He Rui remain silent, clearly waiting for him to finish, He Zudao hurriedly concluded, "Previous propaganda was insufficient, guidance was lacking. Upon return, we will analyze this, starting from general public awareness and selecting specific fields in urgent need of solutions. We will approach this from both popularization and professional angles. Furthermore, we will absolutely eliminate bureaucracy and personally lead visits. From the security guards at the gate to completing procedural formalities, we will teach it all. Where process links are missing, we will add them. Where they exist, we will adjust them based on the service targets. That is my current view. Please instruct, Chairman."

The gathered ministers felt a twinge of admiration for He Zudao. The guy was a technical expert after all, and relatively grounded. At least he could see his department's problems, and the ideas he came up with in desperation were actually actionable. Those who got roasted by He Rui in meetings were usually the ones who couldn't even produce an actionable direction.

Sure enough, He Rui next asked, "About how long will it take?"

"Professional fields with patent needs are basically in cities or industrial zones. In these areas, we can complete it within the next three months. This includes at least one to three months to first establish the patent offices. Even if we just set up the framework, the patent office can quickly enter preliminary operations. However, the patent office has requirements for information transmission speed; we request manpower support from the telecommunications and archives departments to complete the construction of local patent offices as soon as possible. As for inviting enterprises to visit the patent office, sending documents to enterprises every quarter, and requiring responses—that can be completed within three months."

He Rui didn't want to nitpick, but there was a flaw in He Zudao's thinking. He Rui added, "A platform for technical cooperation between schools, research institutions, SOEs, and private enterprises must be built. Patent R&D promotes productivity, and patent popularization also benefits development."

Hearing He Rui mention this, He Zudao asked about something he was concerned about. "What about foreign capital? Foreign capital is currently very keen on applying for patents!"

"A powerful nation must have a powerful patent system. Although patent barriers create significant resistance, for a major power like China, they also serve as signposts indicating the direction. Furthermore, Germany and the United States were both considered nations of copycats. Naturally, the shorter this process, the better."

Hearing He Rui provide an answer to such a specific question, He Zudao felt he had blundered. This should have been a topic for internal discussion within the Ministry of Science and Technology. That He Rui was speaking on it now proved that He Zudao was unqualified as Minister.

Cold and hot sweat broke out simultaneously. He Zudao looked pleadingly at Premier Wu Youping, but Wu avoided his gaze, looking elsewhere with a bland expression. Looking at the other ministry leaders, no one made eye contact. He Zudao felt his heart plummet straight down; he had a rough judgment of his future—he likely only had this one term left.

However, no one would say these things publicly. In the working meeting, based on previous experience, the Central Committee conducted a preliminary discussion on the 300 million pounds and 1 billion US dollars in interest-free loans they were likely to secure. If they got this money, how should it be used?

He Rui gave his view: "Do not use it on military production; that is meaningless. Use it primarily to introduce systems for mass production. Use it for basic research. Take agriculture as an example: we should introduce foreign experts in soil analysis, crop sunlight duration, and growth cycles, as well as research teams. Thereby, we bring out our own research system and consolidate the foundation. As for those so-called 'instant results,' there is no rush."

"But if we don't introduce military technology, will we be too late in the future?" Wu Youping asked.

He Rui shook his head. "If we can build shipyards with an annual capacity of one million tons within the next five years, it means we can produce one million tons of ships annually. If we have two million tons of capacity, with the largest docks capable of producing 100,000-ton vessels, our shipbuilding capability will crown the globe. At that time, as long as we have enough large-scale equipment, and sufficient teams of technicians, designers, and workers, we can build whatever ships we want, and as large a fleet as we desire. Britain has painstakingly accumulated a fleet of millions of tons over so many years, and they are all old ships. In the future, we will possess a new fleet exceeding the tonnage of the entire British Navy in just one or two years—we could crush the British fleet by sheer numbers alone. For now, the State Council should just focus all its energy on solving the problem of 'existence'—whether we have the capacity or not."

Wu Youping knew this was as much as He Rui would say, and that the State Council absolutely could not dictate to the Military Commission. Doing so could be construed as the Premier trying to seize control of the army, and Wu Youping had no desire to equate himself with rebellion. So he simply nodded and dropped the subject.

But He Rui returned to the issue of patents. "The current fragmentation of the world economy has effectively created barriers to the flow of capital and technology. Why was history previously a carnival for medium-sized powers? Because the industrial supply chains of the world were relatively short; a medium power with a population of a few tens of millions could assemble a complete industrial chain. The Great War in Europe proved that a nation of that size could organize an army of millions, nearing ten million, through a modern militarized system, arming them with equipment produced by a full industrial chain. We can fully utilize these technical barriers to develop ourselves, because the future world will inevitably be an order dominated by Great Powers. Nations without the capacity for ultra-large-scale production will never be Great Powers. They will only be dominated by the order set by the Great Powers!"



★


A Chaotic Future (1)

Volume 6 — Chapter 43

❧ ❧ ❧


On the morning of February 2nd, Hu Lei crawled out of bed to find the room dim and gloomy. Reaching out to pull the light cord, the cord—which had felt tight these past few days—snapped right off. Cursing silently, Hu Lei got up and walked to the window. Outside was a vast expanse of gray fog. Pushing open the window, damp air poured directly into the room, and Hu Lei hurriedly shut it again.

Arriving at the dining room, breakfast was already laid out on the table—fried dough sticks (youtiao), tofu pudding, and the like. Hu Lei's wife was instructing the children to be careful on their way out. Hu Lei picked up today's morning paper from the small table and began to read while he ate.

"...Two days ago, regarding the International Court of Justice's acceptance of the blood-written petition from the people of Indochina, the French government lodged a protest with China... With the wisdom of the Chinese people, one can certainly see from this matter that France's aggressive ambitions towards China have never been eliminated..."

Reading the news in the Asian edition of *The Times*, Hu Lei felt a genuine contempt in his heart, yet he couldn't help but sigh. Just then, Mrs. Hu urged him to hurry up and eat so he could take the children to school. Hu Lei put down the paper and ate his breakfast with a heavy heart.

As a Hebei native, Hu Lei had already grown accustomed to southern breakfasts. Eating today, however, his mood wasn't great. The British were too cowardly—so cowardly that Hu Lei felt all his past perceptions were wrong. But this cognitive dissonance was painful, making him angrier the more he thought about it.

After breakfast, Hu Lei drove his newly purchased domestic car to take the children to school. The heavy fog outside still hadn't dispersed, so he had to drive very slowly. Everyone on the street was doing the same, making the overall traffic speed even slower. The drivers all seemed to be in terrible moods, with car horns blaring one after another. Agitated, Hu Lei also angrily slammed on his horn, joining the ranks of those venting their frustration.

Fortunately, the traffic police were out in force. As the number of people directing traffic increased, the speed of the traffic flow picked up, and he managed to get the children to school without being late. With a belly full of grievances, Hu Lei arrived at his company. Just as he sat down, his secretary delivered several documents to a grim-faced Hu Lei. A glance at the top document revealed it was from the Shanghai Patent Office. He had only heard of this department. Having suffered when dealing with government departments in the past, Hu Lei flew into a rage and cursed hatefully, "What the hell kind of department is this Patent Office? They don't make a peep usually, but now that they're short on money, they think of us!"

Seeing Hu Lei's outburst, the secretary didn't want to get caught in the crossfire and turned to leave, letting Hu Lei curse alone in his office. With no one around, Hu Lei found he couldn't keep cursing. Finally, he simply ignored the documents, changed into his work clothes, and went to the workshop to start working.

As soon as he operated the machine tools, all his worries and unhappiness vanished. Moreover, the quality of the batch of domestic machine tools purchased recently was extremely high, with machining precision far exceeding that of imported ones. The new functions were designed with great ingenuity. Although only Hu Lei and the two technical workers he personally trained could utilize these functions in the factory, it was enough to satisfy the production of parts with special requirements.

After finishing his own share of the work, Hu Lei began to instruct two apprentices on how to use the new functions. By after 11:00 AM, Hu Lei felt the workers' concentration was waning, so he ordered them to rest after finishing the parts in their hands.

Returning to his office, Hu Lei saw a clean-cut, middle-aged man in his thirties sitting inside. Even after washing with soap, the oil stains on Hu Lei's hands hadn't been completely removed. But Hu Lei went up to shake hands anyway. Seeing his old classmate's slightly uncomfortable expression, Hu Lei laughed, "Feng Qian, how long has it been since those hands of yours touched a machine tool?"

Feng Qian waited for Hu Lei to release his hand, then took out a tissue to wipe his hand while sighing, "I guess I'll never compare to you in our major again."

The two sat down, and Feng Qian advised, "Old Hu, even if you don't want to return to Hebei, you could be a workshop director in a factory in Shanghai. You're wasted in a small factory like this."

"I don't want to go!" Hu Lei shook his head in refusal.

"Did you make some prediction again?" Feng Qian asked.

Now Hu Lei became somewhat unhappy. However, he couldn't blame Feng Qian for bringing it up. In 1922, when He Rui went to war with Japan, Hu Lei had just passed the exam for the National Peiyang University. It wasn't that he wasn't patriotic, but he opposed all radical approaches. So Hu Lei had declared that the war would definitely be lost. At the same time, he cursed He Rui for disregarding the country and starting a war just for his own reputation.

By the end of 1923, Hu Lei was criticizing He Rui again for the mass slaughter of foreigners in the concessions in China, saying it would trigger a siege by foreign powers.

When the National Defense Force of the Republic of China sank the British fleet at the mouth of the Yangtze River with suicide attack aircraft, Hu Lei didn't curse, but merely sighed, "Such fine men; if they knew in the underworld, I fear they would regret such a rash decision!"

Whenever it came to He Rui's policies, Hu Lei would always sing a contrary tune. But every single time, the result was different from Hu Lei's judgment. When Hu Lei graduated in 1926, the development of the Sino-British War was again different from what he had predicted; France stepped in to mediate, and Britain had actually decided to cease hostilities.

Hu Lei kept his mouth shut, not wanting to talk about these things, but a wave of unhappiness in his chest was impossible to suppress. He decided to speak his mind freely. "Chairman He is indeed a genius given by heaven. However, he cannot tolerate the heroes of the world; his mind is perhaps not broad enough."

Feng Qian and Hu Lei were old classmates and knew Hu Lei's views. Hu Lei's family were landlords in Hebei. His father had switched to industry and had considered selling all the family land to invest in a factory, betting everything on one throw. As a result, when the Sino-Japanese War started, land prices fell, so they delayed. When He Rui launched the Unification War, land prices fell again, so Hu Lei's family thought to keep waiting. This delay led them straight into the "Land Redemption." This time the land was all sold, but the price was only 120% of the sales price of the average grain yield in a normal year in the past. If Hu Lei's family had sold the land earlier, the price would have been much higher. So it was no surprise that Hu Lei didn't care for the He Rui administration.

But they were alumni after all, both graduates of Tianjin University (National Peiyang University), the spiritual sustenance of the Beiyang lineage. Feng Qian couldn't help but advise, "If you go to a state-owned enterprise, you can use the most advanced equipment and access the most advanced technology. It's much better than being in this small factory. Even if you still want to go it alone, there will be plenty of opportunities once you've learned the skills."

Seeing his old classmate being so loyal, Hu Lei told him the truth. Hu Lei was the second son in his family. Three years ago, he took the investment given by his family and came to Shanghai to start a machining enterprise with a classmate, mainly producing various spare parts. Recently, the factory snatched an order to provide parts for a synthetic ammonia plant, and the profit was quite good.

After explaining the current situation, Hu Lei sighed, "If you had come to find me half a year earlier, I probably would have gone to a state-owned factory. Now, not only have I got orders... come with me, I'll take you to see something."

The workshop was a fairly standard factory workshop. Following Hu Lei into the plant, Feng Qian's eyes lit up when he saw the new equipment. He couldn't help but praise, "Old Hu, impressive! Even many state-owned factories haven't bought this equipment yet!"

Hu Lei responded to his old classmate's praise with a bitter smile. He took Feng Qian behind the machine tools and pointed to some seals for him to see. Feng Qian was stunned. These seals were used in foreclosure situations, meaning Hu Lei's equipment had been seized. Feng Qian felt he might need to help out, so he leaned in to read the contents of the seals carefully, which put his mind at ease. It turned out the seals only prohibited the unauthorized movement of this equipment; it wasn't a seizure.

Hu Lei then explained. He had bought this batch of equipment with a loan. Since the price wasn't cheap and Hu Lei didn't have that much money on hand, he had relied entirely on taking the order contract to the bank to complete the procedures. The bank, fearing Hu Lei couldn't fulfill the repayment, had put seals forbidding movement on his machines, and people came to inspect them regularly.

After finishing, Hu Lei said with some resentment, "If my family's land hadn't been confiscated back then, would it have come to this!"

Feng Qian didn't want to sympathize with Hu Lei now. "If you're just complaining a bit, I have nothing to say. If you want me to judge the rights and wrongs, then there's no need."

"How would you judge it?!" Hu Lei got a bit heated.

Feng Qian, taking the stance of a government official, replied bluntly, "Even if your family sold that one or two hundred *mu* of land, you couldn't afford this equipment in front of you. You were able to get the loan entirely because of current policies. In the Beiyang era, you wouldn't have been able to afford this equipment even more!"

Although Hu Lei was very unhappy in his heart, he knew Feng Qian wasn't lying. Finally, he could only mock himself, "It seems I am unaware of my own blessings."

Feng Qian replied seriously, "Old classmate, national policies have changed hugely these years. I still advise you to go to a state-owned enterprise. With your professional ability, in a few years, you can become a senior engineer and participate in good projects. No matter how hard you try now, you can't keep up with cutting-edge changes. Why waste your talent!"

This was the second time Feng Qian had seriously offered this suggestion. Hu Lei and Feng Qian were both from old Beiyang backgrounds and were considered family friends. Although unhappy, they had graduated from the National Peiyang University. Hu Lei's older brother was a student of Zhao Tianlin, and students of the National Peiyang University from old Beiyang backgrounds all took former President Zhao Tianlin as a role model. Zhao Tianlin had followed He Rui, so no matter how rebellious Hu Lei was, he wouldn't dare to truly deceive his masters and destroy his ancestors.

The factory was located within Shanghai's planned industrial zone, with a commercial service point nearby. It was lunch break, and workers from nearby factories came to eat. The box lunch area, in particular, was crowded with people. The two bought a portion each and took it back to the office to eat and chat.

Hu Lei asked how Feng Qian had come from the capital to Shanghai. Feng Qian replied, "The Ministry of Technology is perfecting patent application matters."

Hu Lei froze, immediately put down his chopsticks, and took out the document he received this morning. Feng Qian looked at it. "This is a document issued by the Ministry of Technology. It encourages all enterprises to apply for patents."

"What does that have to do with a small factory like mine?" Hu Lei finished speaking and threw the document back onto the table with some dissatisfaction.

Feng Qian said while eating, "The country now hopes to make breakthroughs in technological iteration. I thought of you. Back in school, you came up with quite a few new designs."

Hu Lei recalled his glory days, sighing in his heart. If the He Rui government hadn't carried out land redemption back then, he very likely would have accepted the Ministry of Industry's work arrangement. But the He Rui regime had plundered the land of the entire landlord and gentry class, giving Hu Lei a terrible impression of He Rui!

However, seeing his old classmate already shouldering such responsibility, Hu Lei couldn't help but be envious. He asked if Feng Qian could help with something. Although the profits were good, the spare parts Hu Lei's factory produced weren't for high-temperature, high-pressure equipment, but ordinary parts. Yet the responsibility was equally great. Hu Lei's factory not only had to keep all warehousing receipts for five years but also ensure that the processing workers in the factory could be found at any time within five years.

Hu Lei was helpless, but for the sake of the orders, he had to sign five-year contracts with the technicians and workers responsible for processing in the factory. Without contracts, if the technicians and workers left after finishing one order, where would Hu Lei find people to bear the responsibility then?

Feng Qian listened while eating, and by the time Hu Lei finished speaking, he had finished his box lunch. The box lunch tasted really good. It was divided into a 50-cent option with two dishes, and an 80-cent option with three dishes, one of which was meat. Hu Lei had bought the one-yuan portion, two meat and one vegetable. Although it used chicken and fish, there was plenty of seasoning and oil. It was very fragrant. Added to a portion of rice, it was very filling.

Satisfied, Feng Qian wiped his mouth and poured some hot water before saying, "Do you know that state-owned enterprises now sign contracts for a minimum of three years? The first time is a three-year contract. If performance is good, the second time will be a five-year contract. If performance is average, they'll renew for three years. After that, it's signed every five years. This is the latest management model. Without long-term contracts, employees can't feel secure. Why do government employees feel relatively secure? Because of stability!"

"But how can small factories like ours be stable?" Hu Lei felt Feng Qian was standing up without feeling the back pain.

Feng Qian spread his hands. "If you aren't stable, who dares to trust you? If no one trusts you, you can't get high-profit orders. Brother, listen to my advice. Going to a big factory has big factory benefits. Someone capable like you has room to display your skills."

Hu Lei felt he still couldn't accept it, so he sought a compromise. "Is there a way for a small factory like mine to grow big quickly?"

Feng Qian thought for a while before answering, "There is a way. But I'm afraid you won't be willing."

"Let's hear it!" Hu Lei also let go of his arrogance at this point. Working alone in the factory, he could only sulk by himself. Now seeing his old classmate about to take charge of a side, he indeed felt a great setback in his heart.

Feng Qian replied, "You can cooperate with some state-owned enterprises. Now SOEs are also willing to outsource some projects to other small factories. The goal isn't to earn that price difference, but to seek a reserve force for the industrial chain. If you can join, you can get support from state-owned enterprises. At that time, you can at least take on some research projects."

"...Can you help point out a path?" Hu Lei finally lowered his proud head. After all, reality was too cruel. If the scale wasn't large enough and there were no stable orders, any single mistake could ruin all of Hu Lei's previous efforts.

In the following days, the wind finally picked up, completely blowing away the dense fog. When the clear sky appeared overhead again, the citizens of Shanghai discussed it animatedly. This smog was truly strange; they hadn't encountered it much before.

Unlike the Shanghai citizens, employees from British foreign firms who had spent time in London were quite accustomed to it. Over the past century, as the number of factories in London grew, at some point London became perpetually shrouded in fog. Shanghai's little bit of smog dispersed as soon as the wind blew, whereas London's smog seemed like it would never disperse. Moreover, Shanghai's smog at least didn't have that smell of industrial waste gas, which was much better than London.

The British originally had a British Foreign Firms Association in Shanghai, which suspended operations when China and Britain entered the war phase. It had now fully recovered. Seeing the bright sky gradually becoming covered by a faint smog again, a portion of the British merchants couldn't help but complain, "Can those helping with property lawsuits help us sell back the real estate we were cheated out of before? If they can't do that, there's absolutely no value in paying such high legal fees!"

This group of British merchants were those who, fearing harm in China between '24 and '27, had sold their real estate in Shanghai at low prices and fled China. But after '28, they ran back. As British people, they naturally had a tradition of various entanglements. Because they sold in a hurry, the contracts they signed were very incomplete. So quite a few British merchants wanted to exploit this loophole. After trials, a few British merchants who had truly been maliciously extorted out of their houses by bold local Shanghai scoundrels actually got their houses back through court judgments.

British merchants who identified with Common Law case law wanted to follow this path, but invariably hit a wall. Now this group of British merchants had re-established properties in Shanghai at higher prices, but a portion still held a grudge, missing the value of the land and properties they had bought at low prices in the past.

But these people were a minority after all. More merchants sipped authentic Chinese tea and discussed the situation they faced.

A merchant who looked quite aristocratic spoke with an authentic Eton accent, "Chinese factories are developing too fast. Have we misunderstood something about China?"
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Most of the British upper class spoke with a standard London accent, but business was business, and a master from London was merely a merchant in China. Since this gentleman expressed that he had misunderstandings about China, the merchants of the British Chamber of Commerce in China were willing to listen to what those specific misunderstandings were. This British gentleman, who had not been in China for long, said solemnly: "The CIF price of British goods is already much higher than that of similar Chinese products. We once thought that China did not have the capability to produce industrial goods, but now it seems that is not the case at all!"

Hearing this, the British merchants present looked at this gentleman with that characteristic British detached expression. For the British, a polite, detached expression was a display of disdain. These British merchants indeed did not wish to mock a grand gentleman. To inform a gentleman who claimed he wanted to be a merchant that he was completely unsuited for the profession was a cruel thing. The British merchants could only watch impassively as this gentleman continued to make a fool of himself.

This gentleman ignored the detachment of the other merchants and continued: "If we still cannot be cheaper than similar Chinese products even after the depreciation of the Pound, we can only earn profits by providing components for British equipment in China. But is there data available in this regard?"

This remark actually showed some level of insight, because in the past two years, British merchants exporting cheap industrial goods to China had basically all gone bankrupt. Those people eventually had to sell their houses in China and leave the country with some profits earned from the rising property prices. Upon leaving China, the British traders all remarked resentfully, "I finally understand how correct the choice of the Opium War was!"

Yes, British merchants all understood how correct the Opium War was for Britain. Less than ten years after China's complete unification, British civilian goods shipped to the Chinese market had lost their cost-effectiveness. China had defeated British civilian goods with similar commodities that possessed greater cost-effectiveness. But based on the comparison of strength between China and Britain, the British merchants knew these words were merely venting. So, the merchants began to suspect whether this gentleman had some ideas regarding the current personnel selection of British diplomatic institutions in China.

On March 4, 1932, the British Board of Trade received an investigation report forwarded by a member of the House of Lords. This report provided a data analysis of Chinese and British industrial goods and solemnly gave a conclusion: "...The efforts of British goods to obtain the Chinese market are facing increasingly fierce competition. If we cannot conduct a more effective analysis of the Chinese market now, British industrial goods will be driven out of the Chinese market within a few years."

Purely from the perspective of this report, it was a genuine comparison table of similar Chinese and British commodities, possessing considerable academic research value. However, this report was proposed by the House of Lords, and this point alone doomed it to fail in gaining the support of the British House of Commons. Therefore, the British Board of Trade was quite cautious about this report and did not treat it as content that must be responded to.

On March 8, *The Times* reported on this matter and published part of the investigation report's content. For British scholars, this report was attractive, yet it was merely one of the basic research tasks that the academic community should be doing. Apart from some interest from the academic community, various sectors in Britain had absolutely no interest in this.

For a hundred years, the British fleet had run rampant, taking the initiative to attack globally under the banner of free trade, so "Free Trade" had become the faith of the British economic circles and even the public. Now, Britain was in a difficult stage of ideological transition. Although trade with China was important, it was a case of Britain lending money to China to let China buy British goods. The economic circles and the public only hoped that this cooperation could be completed as early as possible. As for the competition between Britain and China in specific trade commodities, the ordinary people did not care at all, and at this stage, few in the British academic community truly cared either.

Even if the columnists of *The Times* noticed this detail with their keen economic literacy, *The Times* itself soon focused most of its attention on the 'London Naval Armament Conference' convened on March 6, 1932.

The participating countries of this armament conference included the signatories of the Washington Naval Treaty—Britain, the United States, Japan, Italy, and France. Moreover, in the previous preparatory meeting, the five countries unanimously passed the decision to 'invite China to participate in the London Naval Armament Conference' and formally submitted the request to the Chinese government.

For this reason, the Parliament of the Republic of China conducted a special vote, and the Parliament passed the proposal authorizing the Chinese government to dispatch a delegation to participate in this conference.

European and American newspapers conducted large-scale publicity on this. China had once been excluded from the World Great Powers because of its defeat in war, but this time it returned to the ranks of the World Great Powers. Furthermore, among the six participating countries this time, two countries, China and Japan, appeared, accounting for one-third of the total number. In the view of European and American newspapers, the comparison of world power had undergone a huge change, and East Asia had become a region that all countries in the world must take seriously.

The total number of people in China paying attention to this matter was not small, but the proportion was not large; Hu Lei was one of them. Chinese people concerned about this matter generally preferred to read the Asian editions of *The Times* and *Le Figaro*. For a newspaper, selling tens of thousands of copies a day was considered very successful. And Hu Lei was undoubtedly the bread and butter of *The Times* Asian edition.

*The Times* Asian edition detailed the content of the Washington Naval Treaty. In 1922, what the countries of the world needed was peace. At that time, all countries were using the experience accumulated in World War I to build a new generation of capital ships. Therefore, the Washington Naval Treaty first required countries to stop shipbuilding, and only then distributed the tonnage of naval vessels for each country based on the naval strength they already possessed.

After reading the introduction, Hu Lei felt that it seemed secretive, appearing to hide some unknown content. But the hands of the clock pointed to 2 PM, so Hu Lei hurried to the workshop. This batch of components was about to be completed, and Hu Lei decided to work for a while longer with his two apprentices, trying his best to finish the work tomorrow. After that, he would take the next batch of orders and finish them quickly. As long as he hurried to finish the work, Hu Lei hoped to pay off all loans this year. As for understanding the Washington Naval Treaty, that could be pushed back.

At 6 PM, the workers finished the component processing in their hands and prepared to get off work. But unlike before, the workers did not leave. They waited until the last worker finished his work. They gathered together, and the squad leader among them walked towards Hu Lei.

Hu Lei's concentration was very intense when working. Even though he knew the workers had something to discuss, it did not affect his precise control of the machine tool. After processing the component, Hu Lei picked up the calipers to measure it, confirming that the tolerance was within the range of excellent products, before putting down the tools in his hand and greeting the squad leader.

Soon, the squad leader and the workers arrived in front of Hu Lei. The squad leader smiled apologetically and said: "Boss, this year's training is about to start. There are four workers in our factory who want to participate in the training."

Hu Lei's expression was not very good. The current Adult Education Law stipulated that adults needed to receive one month of training every year. During the training period, the enterprise had to pay the workers a basic salary. The state would give the enterprise compensatory treatment such as tax rebates based on the number of workers trained and their training results.

The Ministry of Industry had formulated regulations specifically for machinery factories. The regulations stated that every worker had the right to apply for a three-month training period every year, the main purpose of which was to upgrade the worker's skills. During the period when workers participated in training, the enterprise must provide a basic salary. In addition to normal subsidies, the state would also give subsidies to the enterprise based on the workers' training results. Similarly, the state would also support workers in completing their contracts in an enterprise.

If four of the dozen or so lathe operators in Hu Lei's factory left, it would indeed affect Hu Lei's production volume. The workers saw Hu Lei frowning and felt that he might not agree. Some workers were already considering that if Hu Lei did not agree, they would ask the trade union in the industrial zone to come forward and pressure Hu Lei, as discussed before.

"I agree," Hu Lei said.

The workers were stunned for a moment, then revealed smiles. But before the workers could say anything, Hu Lei continued: "Show me the specific content of the training. I will help everyone choose the training subjects."

The workers instinctively rejected the boss intervening in their lives and hurriedly declined: "Boss, wouldn't that be too much trouble for you?"

Hu Lei was already prepared. Even if the damn trade union from the industrial zone came, he would not make concessions. Hu Lei's tone was firm, "The training I choose for everyone must match the equipment in our factory. If everyone learns to operate other equipment, it won't be of much use when you come back!"

Seeing that Hu Lei was not prepared to make further concessions, the workers could only helplessly take their leave. Hu Lei looked at the workers' retreating figures, pursed his lips hard, and continued to process components. Originally, Hu Lei planned to work until 8 PM and then call it a day, but feeling in a bad mood, he worked straight until 10 PM before stopping.

Because it was too late, Hu Lei called home and said he wouldn't be going back. He went directly to sleep in the office.

He slept quite soundly that night and was not woken up by his secretary until nearly 8 AM the next day. The secretary looked at Hu Lei's sleepy face and reminded him: "Boss, your classmate is coming today."

Hu Lei was stunned for a moment before remembering that Feng Qian was indeed coming today. Originally, Hu Lei thought that since he worked too late yesterday, his working state today would not be too good. Now he felt that it was fortunate he worked late; even if his state was not good enough, he could still cope with the conversation with Feng Qian.

At 9 AM, Hu Lei had just finished breakfast and was drinking tea when Feng Qian arrived. Upon meeting, he said: "Old classmate, have you heard about the treatment for demonstration factories?"

Hu Lei thought for a while but could only shake his head. Feng Qian then briefly introduced it. Demonstration factories referred to those factories that were exceptionally outstanding in one of the following areas: management level, equipment advancement, or technical level. They would become demonstration factories. These factories would undertake teaching and training work and could also receive certain support from the state departments organizing the training.

After Feng Qian finished speaking, without waiting for Hu Lei's answer, he added in a low voice directly, "If your factory becomes a demonstration factory, you can enter the list. That's all I'll say."

Hu Lei was originally just annoyed and didn't really want to refuse. Hearing this, he also knew he couldn't let down his old classmate's good intentions, so he immediately replied: "I am willing, but what is there in my factory that can catch the government's eye?"

"We'll talk about that after the Ministry of Industry's assessment personnel complete the assessment." Feng Qian didn't say much and changed the topic, "Also, the latest document from the Ministry of Science and Technology has arrived. People with your education and work experience need to report. It's not impossible that some projects in the ministry will propose cooperation suggestions to you, and you can undertake a bit of research work."

"F*ck me!" Hu Lei cursed, but then he sighed: "Thanks!" Hu Lei knew very well that one shouldn't fail to appreciate favors.

What Hu Lei didn't expect was that the very next day, just as Hu Lei was organizing the shipment, the assessment personnel from the industrial zone arrived. They patiently waited for Hu Lei to arrange the shipping work first, then toured the factory equipment under Hu Lei's guidance, and asked Hu Lei and the two technical workers he personally taught to operate them in practice. After seeing everything and measuring the precision of the components, the assessment personnel took away the produced components and left without any explanation.

This made Hu Lei very unhappy. He couldn't help but call Feng Qian. Feng Qian surprisingly adopted the style of a government official and said nothing. Just when Hu Lei thought he probably wouldn't get any news, he heard Feng Qian say: "I know you like to care about military-related news. You only have *The Times* Asian edition there, why not buy a copy of the *National Defense Journal* to take a look?"

Hu Lei was amused by the sudden suggestion, "Heh, can I still see the enterprise list published in the *National Defense Journal*?"

"I'm just suggesting it. If you don't want to, forget it." Feng Qian on the other end of the phone replied glibly.

Passing the newsstand on his way home at night, Hu Lei had already walked past, but suddenly stopped, walked back directly, and bought a copy of the *National Defense Journal*. After dinner, Hu Lei checked the children's homework and scolded them. Only then did he helplessly go to sleep. While eating breakfast the next day, he habitually prepared to pick up the newspaper to read, when he suddenly saw the *National Defense Journal* bought yesterday. Suppressing his resistance, he picked it up and saw that the front page happened to be introducing the content of the London Naval Armament Conference and the Washington Naval Conference.

After reading for a while, Hu Lei actually got absorbed. The *National Defense Journal*'s commentary on the Washington Naval Conference was much clearer and brisker than *The Times*. Or rather, it suited Hu Lei's taste better. Regarding the allocation of naval shares among various countries, the *National Defense Journal* introduced it this way: "...Based on the situation where all countries have stopped building super-dreadnought battleships, the naval tonnage share of each country has become a compromise of their international strength. The United States obtained the same tonnage as Britain, which is an acknowledgment of America's national power. However, this does not equate to the US fleet being able to win if a naval battle breaks out between the US Navy and the British Navy.

As for the naval tonnage ratio of 3.15:1.75 between Japan and France, it is completely mismatched with the strength of the two countries. France possesses overwhelming strength over Japan from every angle. Such a disparate tonnage ratio means that Japan's status in Asia has been recognized by the Great Powers..."

After reading this passage, Hu Lei felt suddenly enlightened. He originally thought that the Washington Naval Treaty was a purely military treaty, but now he understood that this armament treaty was actually a product of political compromise. Previously, Hu Lei loathed those views of He Rui's government. A few years after graduation, Hu Lei discovered that he seemed to have been somewhat biased.

Since the work was done, Hu Lei participated in the work arrangement after arriving at the factory. With Feng Qian's reminder, Hu Lei spent more than two hours analyzing the courses to be attended with the workers and selected the course content suitable for his factory. Although the training time required for participating in the training for these new devices was relatively long, Hu Lei accepted it. At least the government did not support the termination of contracts after workers received training without encountering intentional difficulties. And among the four workers participating in the training, three had signed five-year contracts with Hu Lei's factory. In the long run, their increased skills were not a bad thing for the factory.

The workers seemed to still have concerns, so Hu Lei simply suggested they go to the trade union for discussion. After the workers left, Hu Lei continued to read the *National Defense Journal*, "...In the ten years since the signing of the Washington Naval Treaty in 1922, the navies of all countries have entered a naval holiday state, during which only Britain had a squadron sunk by our country. At this time, all countries are facing the problem of the construction and practice of the next generation of naval equipment. What this London Naval Armament Conference needs to solve is this matter.

Judging from the current needs of various countries, this conference will make more accurate requirements for various 'treaty-type warships', rather than making general regulations like the previous Washington Naval Treaty. And this requirement will inevitably reflect the needs of the naval powers themselves. In all likelihood, there will be very fierce struggles over these treaty regulations. It is even not ruled out that some countries may choose to withdraw from the treaty.

Even if there is progress in the regulations on capital ships and a breakdown is avoided, in terms of naval tonnage allocation, there will not be the kind of politicized tonnage allocation seen in the Washington Naval Treaty. The economic policies adopted by major powers under the economic crisis have already torn the world economy apart. In order to protect their own economic frontiers and restrict the threat of other countries' navies to their own navies from the source, the tonnage negotiations this time will be unprecedentedly white-hot. After all, the purpose of the last negotiation among the countries was to prevent war. And for this London Naval Armament Conference, the countries are preparing for war.

From a certain perspective, it is very likely that we will see the scenes of various armament conferences before the Great War in Europe..."

Reading this, Hu Lei felt his heart surging. He Rui's government had a feud with Hu Lei's family over land seizure. During the subsequent three-year land reform, some of Hu Lei's distant relatives participated in the resistance against He Rui's government and were immediately met with clean and efficient suppression. Therefore, Hu Lei did not like He Rui, who was privately called 'Living Cao Cao' by the old Beiyang clique.

Cao Cao, nominally the Prime Minister of Han, was actually a traitor to Han. In actual history, during the reign of Emperor Ling of Han, in order to disperse the military power of General-in-Chief He Jin, Emperor Ling set up the "Eight Colonels of the West Garden". These eight people were Colonel of the Upper Army and Palace Attendant Jian Shuo, Colonel of the Central Army and General of the Household for Rapid as Tigers - Yuan Shao, Colonel of the Lower Army and Colonel of the Cavalry - Bao Hong, Colonel of the Dian Army and Court Gentleman - Cao Cao, Colonel of the Assistant Army of the Left - Zhao Rong, Colonel of the Assistant Army of the Right - Feng Fang, Colonel of the Left and Grand Master for Remonstrance - Xia Mou, and Colonel of the Right - Chunyu Qiong. Yuan Shao and Cao Cao were both among the Eight Colonels.

In the eyes of the old Beiyang clique, He Rui, as a member of Beiyang, gained recognition at a young age, and his entire life completely coincided with Cao Cao's. It was just that there was no emperor at this time.
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Hu Lei hadn't expected the *National Defense Journal* to be so much more interesting than he had imagined. Just as he hadn't expected to receive a letter from the Industrial Zone, asking him to choose between two positions: a teacher at the Shanghai No. 3 Vocational School or a teacher for Shanghai Adult Technical Education.

The "Special Appointment Teacher" was a temporary post. The only benefit was obtaining a teacher's certification and a Junior Engineer qualification. Obtaining the engineer certification meant Hu Lei would be on the official register. When the state had relevant needs, his name would appear on the draft list.

Hu Lei still didn't want to work for the He Rui regime, but this time he hesitated. A thirty-year-old man was not a child, after all; he understood the basic priorities of life. If Hu Lei's family hadn't been the "cost" of China's rejuvenation, he probably would have happily thrown himself into serving the government long ago. Even if his family was part of that cost, He Rui's achievements could not be erased. If it were any of the other Beiyang warlords in power, Hu Lei wouldn't have had any hope for China's development.

In the end, Hu Lei chose the option that paid the most: accepting the position as a teacher for adult technical education. The government was fairly decent in its dealings; since Hu Lei's factory would serve as a demonstration factory providing training services, the government would provide financial compensation. Moreover, Hu Lei had his own calculations—he hoped to discover some outstanding young people among the students and recruit them into his own factory. For a factory with a dozen lathe operators to grow bigger and stronger, it needed more outstanding workers.

On the way to the Department of Industry, Hu Lei's mind was full of how to use the compensation money once the factory received it. The best application might not be to pay off debts first, but to add a few other work processes. If a machinery factory wanted to produce more parts, it needed the capability to complete more procedures, and these procedures required skilled technical workers. If they just continued as they were, using purchased high-precision equipment to process purchased metal raw materials, they would only earn hard-earned meager profits. Only by increasing the technical content could they make more money.

The cadre receiving Hu Lei, after hearing that Hu Lei wanted money, answered decisively, "We are willing to provide more orders to your factory. If you need money, you can use these orders to apply for a loan from the bank."

Hu Lei thought this suggestion was reasonable, but he didn't quite dare to believe the cadre's words. He answered frankly, "Doing that would be the death of me."

Facing the cadre, whose expression had turned somewhat unsightly, Hu Lei decisively explained his view. Getting a loan required a lot of procedures. Unless the person in charge was an expert, Hu Lei didn't dare believe he could get the money every time. Hu Lei was already in debt; if just one sum of money didn't arrive in time, the entire factory could very likely collapse.

Having finished, seeing a look of understanding appear on the cadre's face, Hu Lei emphasized slightly, "I've seen so many factories collapse just like that. It wasn't that the factory was incapable; it was just that they hadn't received money for the work in hand, yet they started a new job. If the slightest thing went wrong in the middle, the factory wouldn't be able to pay wages immediately. Once the workers left, the factory would be blind and helpless. Even if the money arrived later, qualified workers couldn't be found immediately. When the deadline came, the factory would be finished. I can't take that risk."

The cadre spread his hands. "I don't think things would be that bad. Engineer Hu, your craftsmanship is so good; many people trust you."

Hu Lei also spread his hands. "My craftsmanship is good, and the workers know it too. But workers come to me to make money. If I can't pay wages, what will they eat?"

"I think you are underestimating the workers," the cadre said somewhat unhappily.

Hu Lei chuckled. "Leader, I've dealt with quite a few workers. Once they learn skills in a factory, they go back to factories that pay more. For me, I think there's nothing to be said about that. But once a factory loses these workers, the work can't be completed. Leader, you are certainly knowledgeable and experienced. There are many people in the industry doing this; some factories operate exactly like this. They screw up other factories, and then they are the only ones left. The orders eventually fall into their hands. Although I never have the heart to harm others, I must always have the heart to guard against others."

The cadre already understood that Hu Lei's technical level was very good and that he was no amateur in business either. Seeing that ordinary words couldn't dismiss Hu Lei, the cadre asked, "Then what does Engineer Hu want?"

Hu Lei felt he was never one to be pretentious and gave a frank suggestion. "If the government gives orders and can pay according to progress, I dare to agree. But that would require the government to send someone to audit. If the government can't send someone, it's fine if the bank sends someone to check. I can only do this much; if the government can't do it, I really don't dare to agree."

The cadre clearly couldn't make the final decision and asked Hu Lei to go back first, saying he would give Hu Lei a reply after some time. After Hu Lei left the Department of Industry, he gave up on this idea. Such things were easy to say, but actually doing them was very difficult. Many factories indeed relied on their skills to eat, like Hu Lei's, but there were probably even more that just wanted to muddle through. those muddling factories would use various means to fool their way through, so Hu Lei's very reasonable suggestion would be completely unsuitable for those slackers.

On the way back, Hu Lei passed by the library. Seeing that it was still early, Hu Lei simply went in. Anyone with a library card could go to the periodical reading room. Hu Lei took the newspaper clamp for the *National Defense Journal*, found an empty seat among the crowd, sat down, and began to read.

The content of the *National Defense Journal* was much better than Hu Lei had thought. He hadn't been interested in reading it before because he thought the *National Defense Journal* would probably publish a pile of sycophantic articles praising He Rui, so he had never had any interest.

Now that he was reading it, although there were one or two articles in the *National Defense Journal* describing the "fish and water" relationship between the military and civilians, they were short, and he could just skip over the unsightly parts. The majority of the content in the *National Defense Journal* was about China's strategic situation, as well as introductions to China's current security situation and the world situation.

The London Naval Conference was the main subject of the last few days. Several articles in the *National Defense Journal* argued that "...currently, all countries place great emphasis on offensive military forces. Although the scale of the East Asian navy can protect shipping safety in East Asian waters, it does not have enough strength to protect the navigation safety of East Asian fleets in other waters. Even with Sino-French economic cooperation, where France coordinates with China on shipping safety, the transportation lines for East Asian goods still cannot cover the entire world. Therefore, China needs to promote a worldwide shipping safety agreement..."

Although the *Times* Asian edition had depth, in terms of national interests, it was obviously based on British interests. Hu Lei was very satisfied that the *National Defense Journal* frankly expressed views based on China's standpoint. Hu Lei felt that China had best secure the greatest benefits for itself at this London Naval Conference. At the very least, China's naval quota shouldn't be lower than Japan's.

At this moment, the London Naval Conference was conducting its initial sessions. Japan was represented by the Minister of Foreign Affairs, while China was represented by Minister of Foreign Affairs Li Shiguang. It wasn't yet the turn of China and Japan to speak; the French Foreign Minister was currently making an impassioned speech. "...As one of the most important countries in the world, the French government believes that France has a necessity to make a greater contribution to world peace. When the Washington Naval Treaty was signed previously, France had just experienced the Great War in Europe. In order to defeat the evil Germany that wanted to rule the world, France paid the price of millions of French casualties. To avoid causing unnecessary misunderstandings, France accepted a very low quota.

"Now, the French government believes that France should possess the same naval tonnage as Britain. Only in this way can the world obtain a true guarantee of peace..."

For China and Japan, France possessing the same naval tonnage as Britain was not a direct threat. The ones who truly felt threatened were Britain, followed by the United States. So the representatives of the two countries just watched the show. The British Foreign Secretary and the US Secretary of State, however, looked very grim. Because the diplomatic departments of both countries knew very well that the French were not bluffing this time; they were serious.

The current Franc had become a strong world currency capable of competing with the Pound and the Dollar. With the support of astronomical amounts of Francs, and France's naval shipbuilding capability being far from weak, France had the complete capability to build capital ships of the same scale as the British Navy. Even if France's current dockyards were insufficient, China had built quite a few new dockyards in recent years and had progressed very quickly in the construction of ships under 10,000 tons.

China currently owed France a lot of money; France could absolutely build those auxiliary vessels of several thousand tons, or even mass-produce civilian ships, in China's dockyards. For France, its precious large dry docks could then be used to go all out in producing capital ships like battleships, battlecruisers, and heavy armored cruisers.

When the French Foreign Minister finished his impassioned speech, the British Foreign Secretary considered whether to express objection immediately. But he decided not to rush; it was better to let China and Japan express their views first. Of the six countries participating in this London Naval Conference, France, China, and Japan could be seen as one group. If these three countries all expressed a strong desire to increase naval armaments, under such immense pressure, Britain could pull the United States and Italy to its side to counter the trio of France, China, and Japan. Britain was very confident in playing this kind of balancing act. If France didn't show a strong attitude, Britain would actually have no way to rope in other countries.

The next to speak was the US Secretary of State. As soon as he opened his mouth, he spoke of the traditional friendship between the US and France. This tone made the British Foreign Secretary feel that something was wrong. In these years, the joke about "Louis XVI being the Founding Father of the United States" had appeared many times. Seeing that the US Secretary of State was practically about to say this phrase out loud, the British Foreign Secretary already had a basic judgment—the United States really wanted to mess up the situation completely. If a war broke out in the world, the US Secretary of State would likely be very happy.

On the strategic level, there is only the contest of strength; the space for conspiracies and deception is very small. Britain had long determined that the United States would be Britain's greatest competitor. America's ambition was clear for all to see: it wanted to replace Britain. There were two ways to replace Britain: one was for the US to actively attack Britain and drag it down from the throne of hegemon. The other was to let Britain fall into chaos and completely drain its strength.

The United States was a whelp spawned by the Anglo-Saxons; Britain was very proficient in offshore balancing and provoking various conflicts. To use a Chinese saying, as soon as the US stuck its ass out, Britain knew what it wanted to do. But unfortunately, choices on this strategic level could only rely on strength. No matter how clearly Britain understood America's ambition, it could only rely on Britain's hard power to respond.

The British Foreign Secretary had already begun to consider Plan B. If the world was going to be in chaos, then let the whole world be in chaos together. No one should expect to have it easy!
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Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang's speech was very brief: "China is a peace-loving nation, and China is willing to contribute to world peace..."

Hearing this, British Foreign Secretary Chamberlain understood that China's attitude was certainly to demand a capital ship tonnage no less than that of France. However, British Foreign Secretary Chamberlain did not particularly care about China's demands. According to various intelligence reports, China's naval equipment manufacturing capability was at best on par with Japan's, and Japan's shipbuilding capability had always relied on imports from Britain. As long as Britain did not provide shipbuilding technology to China, there would be a gap of more than ten years between China's naval equipment level and that of Britain.

In Chamberlain's personal opinion, He Rui would never accept such a large gap between China's naval equipment level and the world's advanced level. In other words, China's current demands were more of a stance. Even if China obtained the same capital ship tonnage as Britain, China would likely not actually start building capital ships.

China expressed its views, and Japan held a similar view. Italy's economy ranked last among the six nations, and the Italian Foreign Minister stated that the capital ship tonnage quota Italy obtained must not be less than that in the Washington Naval Treaty.

After all countries had explained their views, the venue temporarily fell into silence. The French Foreign Minister took this opportunity to say, "France believes that the capital ship ratio for the six nations of France, Britain, the United States, China, Japan, and Italy should be 5:5:5:3:3:1.25."

Before the British Foreign Secretary could speak, the Italian Foreign Minister was already furious. Who did the French look down on?! Standing up abruptly, the Italian Foreign Minister shouted loudly, "I resolutely oppose this!"

The British Foreign Secretary originally thought the French Foreign Minister would pressure Italy, but unexpectedly, the French Foreign Minister replied leisurely, "If Italy does not agree to this ratio, then would Italy be willing if all participating nations possessed equal capital ship tonnage?"

British Foreign Secretary Chamberlain was shocked, and even his displeasure vanished. The current Frenchman had really grasped the key to the problem. France did not care if Italy possessed the same tonnage of capital ships as Britain, and Italy's weak national power could not build capital ships of equal tonnage to Britain anyway. As long as it could cause trouble for Britain, the French did not care about the result at all.

As for whether Italy would accept such conditions, Secretary Chamberlain was actually somewhat skeptical. In 1922, just when He Rui launched the war against Japan, Mussolini also launched the second March on Rome and successfully made the King of Italy actively invite Mussolini to Rome and appoint Mussolini as the Prime Minister of Italy.

In ten years, Mussolini had established a fascist regime. To encourage Italian public morale, Mussolini proposed the slogan "Restore the Glory of Rome." Therefore, Secretary Chamberlain suspected that if Mussolini learned of the proposal made by France, he would probably immediately express support. Because obtaining the same share of naval capital ship tonnage as Britain would undoubtedly be a proof of Italy restoring the glory of Rome.

Hearing the French Foreign Minister's speech, the Italian Foreign Minister's eyes immediately widened, and those small and round eyes were full of great surprise. Originally, the Italian Foreign Minister wanted to fish in troubled waters by setting obstacles for France, but he didn't expect the French Foreign Minister to directly suggest giving Italy naval capital ship tonnage equal to the other five countries. This was not a concession by France, but directly killing the topic!

Although the Italian Foreign Minister could not answer immediately, he chose to temporarily refrain from speaking. Although the French negotiation bottom line could not yet be determined, the Italian Foreign Minister was basically certain that France lacked sincerity for this meeting even before attending the London Naval Conference.

The daytime meeting was not particularly long. By after 3 p.m., the smoggy sky of London was like evening. British Foreign Secretary Chamberlain chatted with the Italian Foreign Minister in a comfortable room in the hotel. Beside the warm fireplace, Secretary Chamberlain's tone was very relaxed, "If France withdraws from the naval arms limitation agreement, what reaction will the Italian government have?"

The Italian Foreign Minister sighed, "If such a thing happens, we can only withdraw from the arms agreement as well."

Secretary Chamberlain felt that the Italian Foreign Minister was very frank, and Secretary Chamberlain could understand Italy's reaction very well. So his topic turned to other aspects, "I see that Italy has many of its own views on China's trade policy. Does Italy have further plans?"

Now the Italian Foreign Minister became somewhat alert. In Europe, "further plans" had a very broad meaning. In dealings with non-European countries, further plans were often closer to fierce conflict. The Italian Foreign Minister simply answered readily, "We do not think we can obtain the same trade status as France at this stage. Under such a situation, Italy feels that trade with China is still within an acceptable range."

Secretary Chamberlain felt somewhat disdainful of the Italians in his heart. Such a second-rate, trailing country, or even a third-rate country, actually wanted to obtain trade status equal to France, which meant Italy actually wanted to obtain world trade status equal to Britain. This was really thinking too much.

However, this could absolutely not be said aloud. Chamberlain laughed and said, "If Italy is willing to join the Sterling Bloc, our British Empire would be very welcome."

The Italian Foreign Minister did not respond to this invitation. If Italy joined the Sterling Bloc, it meant Italy would use the pound as its foreign exchange reserve, and its economy would henceforth be constrained by Britain. What Italy expected at this stage was economic expansion, not becoming Britain's younger brother from now on.

After chatting for a while longer, both sides found that the only common point between the two countries lay in their dissatisfaction with France. Apart from this point, the contradictions between Britain and Italy still greatly exceeded cooperation. Since this was the case, both sides politely took their leave.

It was already 5:30 p.m. The Italian Foreign Minister first returned to the hotel where his delegation was staying, and soon left the hotel. He went to a restaurant in the darkness that had already fallen. This was a Chinese restaurant, and the decoration style was a quiet and elegant Chinese style. As soon as the Italian Foreign Minister put away his wet umbrella, a waiter came to lead the way. The group went straight to a private room. After the private room was opened, Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang was sitting inside.

This time the Italian Foreign Minister was still very frank, and the two sides did not chat about the weather first like the British. After drinking half a cup of hot tea, the Italian Foreign Minister immediately asked, "We in Italy have the world's most creative warship designers. Many of the world's cutting-edge warships are completed by Italian designers."

Li Shiguang nodded, "I have heard of it. We greatly appreciate the unconstrained genius ideas of Italian experts."

Hearing Li Shiguang affirm the ability of Italian designers, the Italian Foreign Minister seized the opportunity to probe, "If Italy and China cooperate to jointly develop the next generation of naval capital ships, I think it would be very beneficial for both countries. Our designers believe that the operating areas of the capital ships China needs are the Pacific and Indian Oceans. The natural environment of these two oceans is completely different from the Atlantic. French designs may not be targeted enough."

After speaking, the Italian Foreign Minister looked at Li Shiguang with some expectation in his heart. He saw Li Shiguang shake his head, "We in China have already decided to design and produce future naval equipment ourselves. We are very grateful for Italy's kindness, but we have no way to cooperate with Italy."

Although somewhat disappointed, the Italian Foreign Minister also knew that China's words were quite sincere, so he asked the next question, "If France withdraws from the London Naval Conference, will China also choose to withdraw?"

"China's main purpose in attending this meeting is to understand the design parameters of capital ships of major world powers. As for whether China will participate, it also depends on whether the designs of these treaty battleships can meet China's needs. If they are too far from our ideas, China can only negotiate with various countries regarding naval tonnage."

Hearing Li Shiguang's frank answer, the Italian Foreign Minister immediately asked, "Minister Li, what do you think France truly hopes for?"

Li Shiguang smiled politely because he felt the Italians were really as shrewd as the investigation described. Lifting the teacup and finishing it, then pouring tea for both sides, Li Shiguang recalled the Central Government's assessment of Italy before sending Li Shiguang to attend the meeting.

Economically speaking, Italy lacked raw materials and markets. With such natural endowments, Italy's gross industrial and agricultural output value in 1928 was half that of France, which was enough to prove that the Italians were very hardworking, but this was also Italy's upper limit.

France's gross industrial and agricultural output value three years ago was about two-thirds of Britain's. Building a navy of the same scale as Britain was a heavy economic burden for France. Three years later, now, France's gross industrial and agricultural output value exceeded Britain's. Just the 5% handling fee earned annually from the nearly 200 billion francs of over-issued currency was enough to build a fleet comparable to Britain's. France had obviously made a decision. If the London Naval Conference could not meet France's requirements, France would likely choose to withdraw from the meeting and develop its navy on its own.

In 1931, Italy's gross industrial and agricultural output value was less than one-third of France's, while the population of the two countries was basically the same. Italy no longer had to consider competing with France economically. Now, the various contents proposed by the Italian Foreign Minister were all intended to improve Italy's status through diplomatic means.

Since the Italians were so shrewd, Li Shiguang thought he could let Italy play that jumping-up-and-down role in this conference. After finishing the second cup of tea, Li Shiguang said, "The French hope to obtain a stable trade route to East Asia to ensure trade with China. I wonder what views the Italian side has on such trade?"

The Italian Foreign Minister did not expect Li Shiguang to actually mention this topic which was very important to Italy, and his attitude immediately became cautious. After thinking for a moment, the Italian Foreign Minister smiled and said, "Does China support Italy having the same naval tonnage as Britain and France?"

"I think France might support it," Li Shiguang advised.

The Italian Foreign Minister was not useless after all. Hearing this, he understood that Li Shiguang had no good intentions. Italy was located in the middle of the Mediterranean. Going from Western Europe to Asia required passing near Italy. Italy's ideal method was to exert influence on this route as a bargaining chip for other things. However, this was the "ideal" plan. Neither Britain nor France wanted Italy to have such ability, and Italy did not have the strength to cut off the Mediterranean route in peacetime.

To obtain frankness from others, one had to show enough frankness oneself. The Italian Foreign Minister spoke his thoughts, "Minister Li, we just think that the naval tonnage division proposed by France before was unreasonable. A ratio of 1.75 for Italy is the most appropriate."

Li Shiguang nodded and answered frankly, "I think Italy can demand a ratio of 3. That is, Britain, France, and the United States possess a ratio of 5. China, Japan, and Italy possess a ratio of 3."

The Italian Foreign Minister calculated in his mind. The two countries, China and Japan, had already begun military integration at this stage. Japanese naval officers like Yamamoto Isoroku took up teaching positions at the Chinese Naval Academy and Naval School. China's former Defense Minister Xu Chengfeng served as the principal of the Japanese Army War College, and China's former National Defense University principal Zhou Yinshan served as the vice principal of the Japanese Military Academy.

If both China and Japan could get a ratio of 3, the total tonnage of the two countries would be 6, exceeding the individual naval tonnage of any one of the three countries: Britain, France, or the US. For East Asia, this was a huge benefit.

With Italy's current economy, if the Mussolini government lived frugally, even if they couldn't produce 300,000 tons of naval capital ships, it wouldn't be too far off, belonging to a completely acceptable range. If they really followed France's proposal that the six nations possess the same naval tonnage, Italy wouldn't be able to produce capital ships of equal tonnage to Britain even if they sold everything they had; it would only be a laughingstock.

Moreover, the attitude France had already expressed also proved that France did not care about the London Naval Conference at all and was very likely to withdraw from this agreement. For Italy, it was instead necessary to make this conference a success. Helping Britain keep France at the London Naval Conference might sell a favor to Britain. Italy could then conduct a certain amount of trading with Britain. For example, the Mussolini government was considering invading Ethiopia, and it might be possible to obtain support from Britain and France through trading in this conference.

Thinking of this, the Italian Foreign Minister confirmed again, "Does China really only hope to get a ratio of 3?"

Li Shiguang laughed, "Hehe, even if China builds three 35,000-ton battleships in the next few years, it is insignificant compared to various naval powers. So China has not decided on the need to join the naval treaty up to now."

Hearing this, the Italian Foreign Minister also revealed an understanding smile. Compared with China's current economic strength, beautifying China's naval tonnage ten times could only be called "having a few ships." Since the Chinese Foreign Minister was so polite, he should make China more valuable to Italy. What the Italian Foreign Minister was thinking in his heart was already how to use France to exchange for benefits from the British, and more importantly, to use China to exchange for benefits from France and Britain.

When Italians had ideas in diplomacy, they would be very hardworking. In the meeting the next day, Italy expressed its attitude, "The naval treaty ensures world peace, and countries must absolutely not withdraw! Moreover, there is a reason to invite China to join!"

British Foreign Secretary Chamberlain heard this and immediately became interested. Just as he was preparing to listen carefully to the Italian Foreign Minister's explanation, the Italian Foreign Minister said, "This is Italy's view." After speaking, Secretary Chamberlain saw the Italian Foreign Minister sit back in his chair, actually ending his speech.

Now Britain, France, and the US were surprised. They couldn't figure out what the Italian Foreign Minister wanted to do. Even the Japanese Minister of Foreign Affairs was greatly surprised, not knowing what medicine Italy was selling in its gourd.

Li Shiguang secretly laughed in his heart and gave a good review of Italy's diplomatic ability. If Italy had made a long speech expressing its views at this time, its cards would have been seen through. On the contrary, stating a clear result directly like this now, but not expressing further views, gave Italy the greatest space.

As long as some countries made decisions different from these two views of Italy in the subsequent meeting discussions, Italy would be pulled over by the relevant countries to help. At that time, Italy could propose its conditions for exchange.

However, making such a judgment required sufficient strength and political determination. It did not quite match the image of Italians as being indecisive and opportunistic. Li Shiguang recalled He Rui's view on Italy at this time, "No matter what, Italy is also a cultured country. The Roman era was a wave of cultural construction, and during the Mongol Western Expedition, a wave of more advanced Chinese culture was inputted into Italy, so Italy won't make big mistakes when picking sides."

Li Shiguang felt that Italy would not really drop the ball at the critical moment, and would not force its head out when it should be cowardly.

At this time, Italy had already expressed its views, and China and Japan had no intention of forcing their heads out either. The meeting soon returned to the track of the debate between the three countries: Britain, France, and the US. Li Shiguang watched the three countries' heated verbal exchange and felt somewhat lost in his heart. If one looked not at countries but at currencies. At the London Naval Conference, the Pound, Franc, and Dollar were engaging in a fierce struggle. Because the Dollar was currently suffering a setback, the Dollar's attitude was relatively weaker compared to the Pound and Franc.

The Chinese Yuan and Japanese Yen were waiting for an opportunity, aiming to ensure the stability of these two currencies, and were not in a hurry to jump into the battle group. As for the even weaker Italian Lira, it was different from the other five currencies. If the other five currencies were pushed too hard, they could flip the table and leave. But the interests of the Italian Lira could only be realized at this conference, so the Lira was the one that truly did not want to flip the table.

Li Shiguang hoped very much that the Chinese Yuan could become a strong currency like the Pound, Franc, and Dollar. But he also knew very well that for a considerably long period of time, the Chinese Yuan could not yet achieve that.
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At the venue of the London Naval Conference, the French Foreign Minister sipped his tea while watching the British Foreign Secretary deliver an impassioned speech. At this moment, a side door opened, and a major from the French delegation walked out briskly, delivering a slip of paper to the French Foreign Minister. With just one glance, the French Foreign Minister's eyes went wide. His expression even caused Foreign Secretary Chamberlain to hesitate slightly in his speech.

Moments later, members of the British, American, Italian, and Chinese delegations entered, delivering small slips of paper. Soon, the venue fell into silence. The diplomatic groups were all led by their respective foreign affairs officials, and upon seeing the sentence written in their official languages on the slips—"General José Sanjurjo has launched a coup in Spain"—no one had the heart to continue the idle chatter.

The British Foreign Secretary began to consider whether to discuss this matter while everyone was present. He spoke, "I propose a recess."

No one objected. Within fifteen minutes, the foreign affairs chiefs of Britain and France were sitting face-to-face in a small room. Secretary Chamberlain asked, "Did France have prior knowledge of the Spanish coup?"

The French Foreign Minister shook his head. "We knew nothing of this." This was not a lie. France did not wish to see Spain become a socialist country, but neither did France have any interest in supporting the Spanish right wing. At this stage, France's primary domestic priority was maintaining political stability; both the left and right wings in the French parliament were striving to promote welfare policies to secure stable voting blocks. If a civil war broke out in Spain, France would have to deploy military forces to resolve the issue. Regardless of whether it was resolved well or not, it would be a loss for France. France certainly would not engage in such a thankless task.

Secretary Chamberlain was not as concerned about a Spanish civil war. Spain was a major European power and a neighbor of France. Britain was generally pleased to see anything that caused trouble for France, provided it did not damage Britain's fundamental interests. Seeing the French Foreign Minister deny knowledge, Chamberlain continued, "Then what is France's attitude?"

This question was difficult for the French Foreign Minister to answer. Whether expressing support or opposition, France would place itself in a disadvantageous position. The French Foreign Minister thought for a while before replying, "We hope Spain can quickly restore order. If Spain enters a stage of civil war, I may very well have to leave London."

Chamberlain understood this was a retreat in order to advance, so he brought the topic back. "The situation in Spain is critical and may require a joint European effort. Therefore, the British Foreign Office is very keen to know France's true view on the naval treaty."

At this point, the French Foreign Minister finally said, "Actually, France is not particularly dissatisfied with the 1.75 quota, but it is possible that China will not sign. I believe it is unreasonable to let a newly independent country in the Far East remain outside the naval treaty. This would only fill the naval treaty with risk."

The British Foreign Office had previously determined in their analysis that the French government did not necessarily want to overturn the naval tonnage allocation. Even if they had ideas, now was not the time. However, France was determined to help China become a member of the global naval treaty. Secretary Chamberlain asked, "Then does the French government not agree with the tonnage opinion proposed by China?"

The French Foreign Minister replied with a confident expression, "The French government has the ability to persuade the Chinese government to join the naval treaty. As a condition, we believe the Chinese government will accept the 1.75 ratio."

Secretary Chamberlain was truly somewhat puzzled. He could understand that China was currently focusing all its energy on domestic construction, but he could not understand how France would benefit from China in this. However, General José Sanjurjo's coup in Spain could potentially trigger a Spanish civil war, and Britain could not truly remain completely aloof. Finally, Secretary Chamberlain could only say, "If it is only 1.75, Britain considers this an acceptable tonnage."

With the compromise of the two European great powers, after an hour-long recess, it was the French Foreign Minister's turn to speak. The Italian Foreign Minister looked at the French Foreign Minister, guessing what kind of reasons he would continue to propose. France definitely wanted to expand its naval tonnage at this stage; as long as France expanded its naval tonnage, it would trigger a chain reaction. Then Italy's opportunity would come.

Amidst such expectations, the French Foreign Minister spoke. "Gentlemen, I believe you all know that a coup has broken out in Spain. This means the world has begun to develop in a more unsafe direction. As a responsible Great Power, France believes it is necessary for all countries to freeze existing naval tonnage. At the same time, France is willing to invite China to join. The Chinese representative proposed possessing a naval tonnage equal to Italy's; I believe this is a reasonable request."

Seeing the Frenchman change his face faster than flipping a page, the Italian Foreign Minister was somewhat stunned. If this was the plan, Italy would gain nothing. But before the Italian Foreign Minister could speak, the British Foreign Secretary had already stated his position. "I believe this is a responsible proposal. Britain agrees."

The Japanese representative immediately stated, "Our side considers this a reasonable view."

Thus, everyone's gaze fell upon the United States. The American Secretary of State had not come to disrupt the situation, but merely to maintain American interests. The French Foreign Minister's proposal caused no loss to America's naval position. Although once China joined, the naval strength in the Far East would be basically on par with the United States, given the national strength of China and Japan, they did not possess the capability to attack the US West Coast. All pressure would be borne by the direction of Southeast Asia.

So the American Secretary of State immediately stated, "I think France's proposal is very reasonable."

Now, the burden was thrown to Italy. The Italian Foreign Minister looked at this group of old foxes, knowing that he had become the one being calculated against. Since the situation was so, the Italian Foreign Minister immediately said, "Italy's naval tonnage is insufficient, so Italy demands to know the parameters of the treaty ships first. If Italy cannot be satisfied, we cannot agree to any proposal."

"Then let us recess temporarily." Secretary Chamberlain once again ended the meeting that had been convened for less than twenty minutes.

During this recess, Italy was excluded, staying alone in the Italian delegation's rest room. Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang felt some regret in his heart. He had thought Italy would be able to make trouble fully at this conference, but he hadn't expected the situation to suddenly become serious. Britain, France, and the US had all made wise decisions, leaving Italy with only one last possibility for making trouble.

Seeing everyone had arrived, Secretary Chamberlain said, "The main guns of battleships in the new treaty ships must not exceed 14 inches. Other matters can be discussed."

Even a civilian official like Li Shiguang was amused upon hearing this. 14-inch main guns meant it was basically impossible to penetrate the armor of treaty ships. Although imperialist countries were vicious when facing oppressed peoples and nations, they truly strove to maintain peace within the imperialist circle.

Seeing Li Shiguang's smile, Secretary Chamberlain asked cautiously, "Does Minister Li not agree with such a regulation?"

Li Shiguang shook his head. "I am not a naval expert, so I do not know if this caliber is reasonable. However, what I care about is whether other countries all agree to such a caliber requirement. If other countries can accept it, China naturally can also accept it."

Chamberlain felt the British Foreign Office's judgment had been proven right again. The Foreign Office believed China might not be willing to build ships on a large scale in the coming years, and Li Shiguang's words proved that China indeed had no such plans. Because currently, let alone battleships, China did not even have standard cruisers. The caliber of new capital ships would completely constrain the specifications of China's future battleships. As long as China agreed to such a standard, the biggest problem in their assumptions was solved.

Since China was so cooperative, Chamberlain continued, "The British government believes that Britain, the United States, and Japan should all abandon the right to replace capital ships under the Washington Naval Treaty, while France and Italy may still replace capital ships in accordance with the International Naval Treaty (Washington Naval Treaty). Britain, the United States, and Japan need to scrap capital ships or convert them into training ships respectively."

Italy's number of capital ships was insufficient; this was the reason the Italian Foreign Minister had objected just now. As long as Italy was allowed to continue building capital ships according to the Washington Naval Treaty regulations, Italy's requirements were met.

France could build new warships, while Britain, the US, and Japan retained retired capital ships; this was also a balance.

Soon, France, the United States, and Japan all expressed agreement.

Seeing that the naval powers had been settled, Chamberlain finally asked, "May I ask Minister Li, is China willing to join the International Naval Treaty?"

Li Shiguang originally hadn't expected the International Naval Treaty was truly intended to maintain peace among imperialist countries. Since the other party was so sincere, he replied, "I will send the content to the Chinese Parliament, and the Parliament will vote on it."

With matters proceeding to this step, Secretary Chamberlain returned to the venue with the other countries. When the Italian Foreign Minister walked back into the venue alone, the conference began once again.
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On the highway leading away from the Spanish capital of Madrid, several thousand defeated Spanish soldiers were fleeing in the direction opposite the capital. Although this defeated army still crookedly held up a few flags of the Kingdom of Spain, their morale had been completely destroyed. Even if some officers wanted to regroup the defeated soldiers, no matter how they shouted or even pulled at them, the soldiers, devoid of any will to fight, simply shook off the officers' hands and continued to flee into the distance.

Behind the defeated troops, the rumble of hooves sounded. The Republican cavalry, having retaken Madrid, held the flag of the Spanish Republic high as they gave chase. On the semi-arid lands of Spain, the horses' hooves kicked up vast amounts of dust. Although the cavalrymen had no love for the dust clouding their vision, from the perspective of the pursued, the dust and the fierce cavalrymen galloping within it looked even more formidable and ferocious.

Soon, the overtaken soldiers immediately laid down their weapons and raised their hands in surrender. Even those officers who had tried to restore order to counterattack reluctantly raised their hands. As all the soldiers who had fled Madrid were captured, the cavalry commander reined in his mount. The Iberian horse reared up, its front hooves hanging in the air for a moment before the two massive hooves slammed back onto the ground. The commander shouted to his communications officer, "Send someone to contact Madrid immediately! The rebel army has been routed. The coup has completely failed!"

The news was sent back to the Spanish capital, Madrid, and then spread at extreme speed throughout Spain and to all of Europe. At this time, the London Naval Armament Conference had entered its final stage. Upon hearing this news, the heads of the various foreign ministries were no longer as surprised as they might have been before. They unanimously decided to solve the immediate problems first.

Regardless of how they had quarreled before the conference began or what probing moves they had made, all nations believed that the current international naval treaty at least maintained a bottom line to avoid war as much as possible. Originally, there might have been various probing actions, but influenced by the news of the Spanish coup, everyone decided to cut the Gordian knot to maintain peace, freeing up energy to deal with the increasingly chaotic world order.

In the current consensus of the Great Powers, navies were offensive forces. By limiting the naval power of each country, even if war broke out, large-scale naval battles dragging in every nation would not occur. China's decision to join the naval treaty eliminated the threat of China becoming a disruptor of the order. The UK, France, the US, and Italy all considered this a very good development.

Just as the signing concluded, the French Foreign Minister invited the Chinese Foreign Minister to visit France. Li Shiguang agreed on the spot. Staying in London for only half a day more, the foreign ministers of China and France successively appeared in the French port of Calais.

On the train to Paris, the French Foreign Minister tentatively asked, "Minister Li, have you heard of a naval lease?"

Li Shiguang felt that France was being too impatient and demurred, " The Chinese Parliament has not yet proposed a review of this year's military budget, nor does it have any plans to enact a Naval Act."

The French Foreign Minister shook his head slightly. "Minister Li, you misunderstand. France does not intend to lease French warships to China."

Hearing this, Li Shiguang felt a significant reduction in pressure. In discussions before attending the London Naval Armament Conference, the Chinese Foreign Ministry believed that Europe and America would agree to China obtaining the same naval tonnage as France. The UK, US, and France would then all attempt to have China build a fleet using their respective shipbuilding technologies. For the sake of China's interests, China absolutely could not agree to the proposals of any of the three nations. Even if they offered old warships for free along with free naval training, China had to refuse.

Li Shiguang hurriedly added, "Minister, China also has no intention of leasing old warships."

The French Foreign Minister nodded in deep agreement. Minister Li Shiguang's answer was similar to the analysis of the French Foreign Ministry. China's energy was currently focused entirely on domestic construction, with no intention of external expansion. Given the East Asian relations, Sino-Soviet relations, and Sino-French relations meticulously constructed by the He Rui administration, China faced no risk of foreign maritime invasion in the coming years. Therefore, while China's shipbuilding would certainly increase, the speed would inevitably be very slow. More importantly, the He Rui administration was highly unified internally; even France could not persuade China to accept French naval technology and equipment by lobbying a few individuals.

"Minister Li, have you considered another possibility? That the French Navy practically leases the hulls of the Chinese Navy." After speaking, the French Foreign Minister revealed a friendly smile.

Li Shiguang was stunned. He hadn't expected this, and neither had the Chinese Foreign Ministry. Li Shiguang composed himself and answered cautiously, "The Chinese Foreign Ministry can only convey France's view to my government but cannot make any decisions."

The French Foreign Minister nodded repeatedly. "I fully understand the scope of the Chinese Foreign Ministry's authority, so I will explain our country's proposal to you in detail on behalf of the French government."

***

When the Civilisation Party's Central Military Commission convened a plenary meeting, even Xu Chengfeng, who was serving as the President of the Army War College in Japan, was called back. Xu Chengfeng did not know what major event had occurred. Seeing He Rui enter, he observed He Rui's expression. Only after confirming that He Rui did not seem to be under any pressure did Xu Chengfeng relax. Immediately, Xu Chengfeng guessed to himself: *Is He Rui preparing to expand the scale of the navy?*

At this time, Cheng Ruofan, Zhong Yifu, Chief of General Staff Hu Xiushan, and Zheng Silang had all arrived. He Rui spoke directly, "France has made a request to us. They want to effectively lease the capital ships we are to build in the future."

Xu Chengfeng couldn't figure out what was going on for a moment, so he listened attentively. France's plan was not complicated. Since China had obtained the same shipbuilding tonnage as France, the French government wanted to sign an order with the Chinese government for France to build four battleships for China. Although in name, these four 35,000-ton battleships would belong to China, in reality, they would be funded, designed, and built by France. The contract would naturally state clearly that if China did not pay, the four battleships would temporarily belong to the French government. Only after the Chinese government paid would the battleships be transferred to the Chinese government.

With Xu Chengfeng's intelligence, understanding this description was effortless, but because of that, he dared not make an immediate judgment. Looking at the members of the Central Military Commission, He Rui looked calm, as if he had no emotions about it. This made Xu Chengfeng feel that such a comical request had no impact on China. Chief of General Staff Hu Xiushan maintained his serious, thoughtful expression. Cheng Ruofan, Zhong Yifu, and Zheng Silang were all pondering the matter, and the expressions on their faces were not very friendly. Zheng Silang, who had a fiery temperament, was already frowning.

Sure enough, Zheng Silang was the first to raise a question. His tone was very unhappy. "Chairman, by pulling a stunt like this, France is essentially using our name to get naval quota for themselves. Is that right?"

He Rui nodded. France was indeed calculating exactly that. Seeing He Rui nod in agreement, Zhong Yifu couldn't help but say mockingly, "If France comes under pressure, they will dump the blame on us. Chairman, I think the French would do that."

He Rui continued to nod. "That possibility is very high."

Xu Chengfeng confirmed he hadn't misunderstood, and then said, "According to the previous international naval treaty regulations, France's capital ship tonnage is 175,000 tons. The request France put forward is for four 35,000-ton battleships. If we agree, it equals allocating 140,000 tons of tonnage to France internationally. The naval tonnage we can build ourselves would only be left at 35,000 tons. Does France really think the Chairman would agree?"

He Rui nodded again. "Although our judgment of the future is completely different from France's, at present, France's request does not affect our strategic arrangements at all."

Xu Chengfeng was somewhat surprised. "Chairman, please be more clear."

"First, the parameters of the treaty ships do not meet our war requirements. And since we joined the international naval treaty, we must abide by it. Letting the French build these warships actually provides cover for our future war preparations.

"Secondly, the world situation is becoming turbulent as most countries fall deep into economic crisis. To solve their own domestic problems, given the current level of civilization of various countries, war is inevitable. In a future where the willingness of countries to use war to solve their economic problems becomes stronger and stronger, the international trend towards disarmament will be completely reversed. I believe the international naval agreement will last until 1936 at most before existing in name only.

"Third, comrades have all seen the technical route we are taking. Because we are adopting the block construction method, rather than the shipbuilding route currently universal internationally, our country's current shipbuilding technology can only build ships under 5,000 tons using this method. It is estimated that by 1937, our shipbuilding industry's technological iteration will achieve the ability to build 30,000-ton ships. Building aircraft carriers and battleships of 35,000 tons or more will not be achievable until 1938.

"Therefore, I judge that the request made by France has absolutely no conflict with our country's naval equipment development. Thus, this can be viewed as a diplomatic issue, not a military one. I wonder what views comrades have on my judgment?"

Xu Chengfeng followed He Rui's train of thought and felt he could understand it, but he felt He Rui's view was perhaps too idealistic. However, Xu Chengfeng did not speak, because he knew Zheng Silang and Zhong Yifu would definitely raise objections. Just as he expected, Zheng Silang's brow was furrowed tight. Before he could speak, Zhong Yifu spoke up. "Chairman, do you completely trust that Japan will sincerely cooperate with our strategy?"

Once this question was raised, Xu Chengfeng saw that apart from Chief of General Staff Hu Xiushan, who remained in that calm, contemplative state, Zheng Silang nodded slightly. Xu Chengfeng was the President of the Army War College in Japan and had much contact with promising young Japanese officers. He felt that Defense Minister Zhong Yifu's view of Japan was somewhat superficial.

Although Japan had now changed its policy of military expansion in Asia to promoting economic cooperative development in East Asia as a key East Asian nation, and although Japan had expanded university enrollment so that large numbers of excellent young people no longer saw military academies as their only path, precisely because of this, the young Japanese officers who were genuinely interested in the military were generally filled with enthusiasm for external expansion. Very many young Japanese officers sought Xu Chengfeng's advice on East Asian world strategy. In conversations, Japan's elite young officers all believed that East Asia needed to at least completely liberate all of Asia first, so they had to be prepared to go to war with the European and American powers.

Seeing that only Zheng Silang seemed to support him, Zhong Yifu asked in some confusion, "Could it be that my judgment is wrong?"

Cheng Ruofan was the first to break the silence. "According to the news I've received, the Japanese teaching staff headed by Yamamoto Isoroku focus heavily on propagating their naval strategy to our academy's teachers and students. My personal feeling is that they are not simply wanting to use China's resources. Or rather, they believe that if Chinese and Japanese resources are utilized effectively, there is a complete opportunity to defeat the world powers."

Zheng Silang did not trust Japan and said immediately, "Although Japan cannot control the Allied Navy, in reality, we still have to bear the vast majority of the heavy lifting."

Xu Chengfeng felt that these words made Zheng Silang seem narrow-minded. The Japanese were shrewd; if one wanted Japan to do more work for less benefit, Japan would definitely quit, or at least obey publicly while opposing in private. Since He Rui had long proposed the strategy of liberating the globe, there was no need for China to play petty tricks on these matters.

Zhong Yifu found that his view was surprisingly not supported by the majority of the CMC members and was quite astonished. In past experience, Zhong Yifu's views had been highly aligned with everyone else's. As the leader, He Rui would propose strategic arrangements that exceeded everyone's scope and which they couldn't accept in the short term, and then, as the meeting progressed, He Rui would stand against the majority and gradually persuade the comrades.

*How did I suddenly become the minority?* Zhong Yifu felt very surprised, and an inexplicable unease rose in his heart.

Chief of General Staff Hu Xiushan, who had been silent all along, finally spoke at this point. "At this stage, our navy is using Japanese naval equipment for training and has achieved the planned results. According to the data collected, our naval shipbuilding route cannot import technology from foreign countries. On the shipbuilding route we have adopted, our relevant technology is already number one in the world. What we need at this stage is to establish a naval liaison group. Chairman, do we need to propose this to Japan now?"

Hearing this, Zhong Yifu initially failed to accurately judge Hu Xiushan's view. Facing such a large divergence from his old comrade-in-arms, Zhong Yifu decisively chose to communicate. "Chairman, can I state my views point by point?"

He Rui nodded. "You may."

Zhong Yifu straightened out his thoughts and spoke slowly, "In terms of the Army, we are completely the main force. Does everyone agree?"

Including He Rui, everyone expressed agreement.

Zhong Yifu continued to ask, "In terms of the Navy, we want to use the experience accumulated by the Japanese Navy to accelerate our naval construction, and to research and perfect future methods of naval warfare together with Japan's Carrier Faction. Does everyone agree?"

Without waiting for others to answer, Chief of General Staff Hu Xiushan said calmly, "It is cooperation with Japan's Carrier Faction and Battleship Faction *on the basis of the shipbuilding industry pointed out by the Chairman*."

Zhong Yifu's eyes widened. A moment later, he completely understood the problem with his line of thinking. Zhong Yifu, as Defense Minister, and Zheng Silang, as Minister of Logistics, were responsible for domestic military construction. Cooperation with Japan was handled by Xu Chengfeng, Chief of General Staff Hu Xiushan, and Cheng Ruofan, who was in charge of military academies.

The Republic of China Defense Force was currently strongest in the Army and Air Force, both of which were built completely according to Chinese industrial standards. Therefore, Zhong Yifu subconsciously assumed that in naval construction, Japanese standards would become the relatively mainstream construction standard. He hadn't expected that in He Rui's vision, the Japanese Navy, which had developed earlier than China's, would only play an auxiliary role in the construction of the East Asian Allied Navy. To put it more bluntly, Zhong Yifu had 'overestimated' Japan. That was why he had become a minority among his comrades.

After understanding this point, Zhong Yifu felt somewhat ashamed, but mostly relieved. Since the naval equipment development was a path proposed by He Rui, Zhong Yifu decided to support it unconditionally as before. Zhong Yifu didn't even notice that he had absolutely no impulse to oppose He Rui on the strategic level. If he had a divergence with He Rui on the strategic level, Zhong Yifu would instinctively assume that he himself must be wrong.

As the Minister of Logistics, Zheng Silang was very clear about the R&D progress of the shipbuilding industry. He just strongly disliked the Japanese military, so he was unwilling to trust them too much. Seeing that Zhong Yifu was no longer objecting, he did not raise any other views.

He Rui then brought the topic back to the initial matter. "So, we will view the French request as a diplomatic issue rather than a military issue. Do comrades agree?"

Hearing the French request again now, Xu Chengfeng suddenly found it inexplicably funny. In Xu Chengfeng's view just moments ago, and one could even say in the eyes of the other world powers, the matter of France wanting to borrow 140,000 tons of China's capital ship tonnage should have been a very major event. But when placed into the world strategy He Rui was constructing for China, it naturally turned into a moderately sized matter that could be handled by the Foreign Minister. Viewed extremely, it was even a trivial matter in China's grand global strategy. The importance of a true strategist to a nation was fully embodied by this matter.

Of course, if one held a mindset of opposing He Rui, there were too many reasons to nitpick, criticize, and even inevitably oppose He Rui's views. But over the past seventeen years, Xu Chengfeng had long since gone through the stages of shock, surprise, opposition, suggestion, to trying hard to comprehend and fully executing.

At this stage, the only thing Xu Chengfeng cared about was whether the technological iteration speed of China's shipbuilding industry could keep up with demand. Xu Chengfeng felt that it was only 1932 now; there were still a full five years until 1937, plenty of time to complete China's warship designs and weapon parameters. Even though Xu Chengfeng was not from a naval background, he could imagine various methods of building full-scale land models to conduct shipborne weapon tests. As they said in the army, as long as one's thinking didn't slide, there were always more solutions than difficulties.

The only two problems were whether China would have the ability to start building the first 30,000-ton warship that met design standards in 1937, and how many required capital ships China could build each year.

But He Rui was not merely a military leader; the country's economic development strategy was also led by He Rui. So Xu Chengfeng had absolutely no doubts. He only hoped that the leaders in the industrial sector had the ability to execute He Rui's plan. If those guys couldn't complete it, Xu Chengfeng felt he would definitely make the responsible leaders pay the price for their incompetence.

Seeing that the comrades of the CMC all agreed with his view, He Rui had his secretary send a document to Premier Wu Youping: "Agree in principle to France's request, and commence negotiations revolving around France's request."
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"So, your country's intention is..."

"In principle, our country agrees to the plan for France to assist us in building four battleships."

Hearing the answer from Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang, the French Foreign Minister's eyes widened in nervous anticipation. He immediately pressed, "May I ask, Minister, have you been authorized to handle the negotiations for this matter?"

Li Shiguang nodded slightly and confirmed in a measured tone, "Yes. Chairman He Rui and Premier Wu Youping have authorized me to take charge of this negotiation."

The next moment, the French Foreign Minister stood up and extended both hands towards Li Shiguang. As Li Shiguang stood and raised his hand, his hands were tightly grasped by the excited French Foreign Minister, who shook them vigorously up and down. A moment later, the French Foreign Minister released his hands, grabbed Li Shiguang's upper arms, leaned in, and kissed Li Shiguang on both cheeks.

Li Shiguang mentally remarked that French passion was indeed as reputed. Of course, he could understand the Foreign Minister's excitement. Not just for a French minister, but for the foreign minister of any Great Power, securing such an agreement would be a massive success in their career and inevitable political capital for future advancement.

At this point, the French Foreign Minister released Li Shiguang's arms, grasped his hand again, and said loudly, "Long live Sino-French friendship!"

"May Sino-French friendship endure forever," Li Shiguang smiled.

The excited French Foreign Minister asked Li Shiguang to sit down again. Forcing himself to suppress his excitement, he inquired, "So, what is the attitude of the Chinese State Council towards this matter?"

Li Shiguang was prepared and immediately asked in a gentle tone, "We have noted that some parties in France seem to have misgivings about expanding imports from China. In reality, China's light industrial goods are high-quality and inexpensive. For the French public, this effectively increases their purchasing power, especially for lower-income groups. Therefore, I would very much like to hear the Minister's views on the current French political parties."

The French Minister knew that what Li Shiguang was raising was not a small matter, but for the current state of Sino-French relations, it wasn't an insurmountable one either. He pressed on, "What about other aspects? For instance, does China have a need for French naval equipment technology?"

Li Shiguang shook his head. "Our country upholds a peaceful attitude and has no plans to build capital ships in the near future. Of course, if we have a need, we will certainly engage in friendly consultations with France."

In diplomatic settings at the ministerial level, one is responsible for every word spoken. Before making demands, France had been worried that China would require France to unconditionally provide key naval technologies—a demand that would have struck a painful nerve for France. Refusing would be inappropriate, but agreeing would be equally difficult. Hearing Li Shiguang avoid this difficult problem in his statement, the French Foreign Minister felt a wave of relief.

"Does your country have requirements in other areas?"

Seeing the French Foreign Minister was still uneasy, Li Shiguang emphasized again, "The Chinese government is focusing all its energy on domestic construction and indeed does not have more budget to spend on military expenditures. Therefore, our country is very concerned about certain proposals raised in the French Parliament. Because these proposals could potentially affect trade between China and France."

The French Foreign Minister wanted to push the warship deal forward quickly, so he nodded repeatedly. "I can understand China's concerns. Please allow me to explain my personal view."

"I am all ears," Li Shiguang expressed his readiness to listen.

The French Foreign Minister stabilized his emotions before explaining, "The previous cabinet successfully completed its term. One of the main tasks of the new cabinet is to maintain government stability..."

The French Foreign Minister's attitude was sincere because the French upper class, and indeed the European elite, knew very well that Sino-French economic cooperation was the foundation of France's high economic activity and unprecedented political stability over the past four years. There was no need for hollow pleasantries with Foreign Minister Li Shiguang.

The world order constructed by the Versailles System satisfied the requirement of maximizing the interests of Britain and France, so France had no ambition for further expansion in Europe. Sino-French economic cooperation had built domestic economic prosperity in France, and economic prosperity, in turn, promoted political stability.

Whether Left or Right, the bills proposed by political parties were all about increasing welfare and strengthening education. The goal was to use these rare good times to buy votes and stabilize their respective political bases.

This was not strange; when life is comfortable, who wants to cause trouble?

The French Left and Right were all converging towards the middle, to the extent that the current French political scene featured the Left accusing the Right of not being right-wing enough, and the Right accusing the Left of not being left-wing enough. Both sides moving towards the center meant that both the Left and Right were more focused on practical economic issues. This led to some proposals that were not originally targeted at China—for instance, proposals to further promote French employment and raise French national income naturally led to the appearance of some trade protectionist proposals.

"Please rest assured, these bills will absolutely not affect Sino-French trade," the French Foreign Minister strove to express his sincerity.

Li Shiguang did not doubt the French Foreign Minister's mood at this moment. At least for now, the Minister would struggle against any domestic forces in France that sought to damage Sino-French relations. But this personal attitude was temporary and not durable. Li Shiguang then presented the State Council's requirement: "We expect France to open up the sale of Chinese light industrial goods in France."

The French Foreign Minister naturally could not make decisions for the French Ministry of Finance, but he asked within the scope of his authority, "France has already increased imports from China, which should alleviate the pressure on China to repay loans."

Li Shiguang shook his head. "From an economic perspective, this kind of procurement does not solve China's problem. I believe people of all nations have the right to purchase the best products. For the French public who pay these taxes, and for French enterprises, they are being treated unfairly. For Chinese enterprises, this is equally unfair. If they cannot compete with similar products from France—the world's strongest industrial nation—Chinese enterprises cannot become the world's best enterprises. Furthermore, I know that products produced by French-invested enterprises in China seem to be facing some tariff troubles at this stage. We in China expect to remove obstacles regarding tariffs and import-export between China and France."

Hearing this, the French Foreign Minister arrived at a rough conclusion. It seemed the Chinese side wanted to sign the free trade agreement that had been discussed between China and France before. If this agreement were adopted, tariff barriers between China and France would be lowered to the minimum. Moreover, very free investment could be conducted between France and China.

Even though Sino-French relations had improved rapidly in recent years, the French Foreign Minister felt this agreement was likely unachievable at this stage. Currently, France proper plus its colonies totaled a little over 10 million square kilometers, less than 11 million. China's land area was over 11 million square kilometers—still larger than the current France. If the two countries opened up completely, while France could certainly invest and trade throughout China, China would have the equal right to trade in France proper and its colonies. The French government could not accept such conditions.

The French Foreign Minister could already sense how intense these negotiations would be, but this was not surprising. France was getting four 35,000-ton battleships; it had to be prepared to pay a sufficient price. The one governing China now was the He Rui administration, not the Manchu Qing or the Beiyang government, which were weak and incompetent enough to be laughable.

"Does the Chinese government wish to negotiate with the French government on economic issues?" The French Foreign Minister made a final confirmation.

Li Shiguang answered explicitly, "Yes. Developing the economy is the core task of the Chinese government at present."

The French Foreign Minister nodded. "Then let us begin preparing to present our respective demands."

Diplomatic negotiations in 1932 were generally divided into three stages. In the first stage, the heads of the foreign ministries represented their countries to exchange views and decide whether to open negotiations in a certain field. In the second stage, the diplomatic teams under the foreign ministry heads would list their side's demands. If the content covered a broad range, they would be divided into several groups to interface with the counterpart's teams for tit-for-tat discussions. In the third stage, if a result was discussed, a treaty would be signed. If no result was reached but there was readiness to continue talking, the second stage would be repeated regarding the new issues.

Of course, things could also collapse in the end. But at this stage, neither China nor France intended for talks on economic issues to collapse. Even if the ultimate goal wasn't reached, both sides would produce a stage-based result, advancing cooperation on the issue by a step.

Li Shiguang quickly transmitted the news back home. Premier of the State Council Wu Youping only instructed the various ministries to provide assistance for this negotiation but did not say much else. Because Wu Youping knew that in He Rui's plan, this was merely the second stage of Sino-French cooperation. Before the negotiations produced results, many things could not be spoken of too freely.

One might not speak, but the brain would not stop thinking. When Wu Youping reported this matter to He Rui, he couldn't bear the internal pressure and asked He Rui, "Chairman, I believe domestic enterprises may not necessarily be able to withstand such a shock at this stage."

Looking at Wu Youping's expression, He Rui sensed the strong unease in his heart. This feeling was not unfamiliar to He Rui; in the early 21st century, before China decided to join the WTO, the country was also filled with such sentiments. At that time, China decided to open up fully to the world, so there was intense worry domestically about foreign enterprises that were about to enter the Chinese market en masse.

Not only did Chinese domestic enterprises think this way, but foreign enterprises thought so too. Both sides felt that foreign enterprises, relying on advantages in technology, branding, and management, would slaughter everyone in China and control the Chinese market.

In fact, after China joined the WTO, many foreign enterprises made money in the Chinese market, and the total amount earned was vast. But looking at it across a 20-year span, Chinese industries developed unprecedentedly during those two decades. Through market competition, they forced foreign countries to abandon industry after industry.

Foreigners indeed made money, but they lost their industries. The high-level foreign figures He Rui had contacted all believed that China was the ultimate victor in that 20-year competition.

"Youping, let's not talk about work for a moment. Everyone is so tired; let's talk about something happy. I had a dream a few days ago; I dreamed of the Northeast," He Rui said, then sighed with emotion.

At the mention of the Northeast, a feeling of nostalgia spontaneously arose in Wu Youping's heart. But the feeling this time was different from before. previously, the Northeast was the vast majority of Wu Youping's world. Wu Youping considered himself forever just a very, very small part of the Northeast. But now, mentioning the Northeast, Wu Youping felt it was merely the home of his boyhood and youth—a warm, beautiful home. But compared to the entire China and even the entire world, the Northeast was like a transparent, warm, beautiful glass house—just a small piece. Wu Youping missed that small, beautiful homeland, but he would not return there.

Seeing the nostalgic look on Wu Youping's face, He Rui smiled, "Do you remember? I had just arrived in Siping not long before and was setting up the tax system. There were barely any people. I was returning to that small courtyard of the Siping Garrison, and you, in a student uniform, popped out from the roadside, blocked my way, and said you had read my book. Haha... sigh..."

Wu Youping himself couldn't remember how he first met He Rui, but with He Rui's mention, he suddenly recalled it. The narrow streets of his hometown Siping, the scorching summer sun, and He Rui with a head full of black hair, unshaven, wearing a Beiyang military academy officer's uniform that looked quite ugly by current standards.

This feeling, as if a lifetime had passed, made Wu Youping suddenly doubt: did his younger self really rush recklessly in front of He Rui and ask him questions using the excuse of having read his book?

But in his memory, it really was so. Wu Youping thought for a moment and recalled even more. Including the conversation with his father before leaving, and the intense panic and unwillingness in his heart at the time regarding the possibility of China being carved up by the Great Powers. Those things... turned out to be events that had truly existed, yet they felt as unreal as a dream.

Suddenly, Wu Youping thought of his father who had passed away a few years ago. The former local leader of the Tongmenghui did not leave instructions for his funeral arrangements on his deathbed; he simply held Wu Youping's hand and said, "Son, I have seen China unified with my own eyes; I have no regrets in this life. You must take care of your health; absolutely do not fall ill. I know if you cannot see the revitalization of China with your own eyes, you will not rest in peace."

Thinking of this, Wu Youping felt a sting in his nose. He hurriedly stood up and walked to the window, reaching out to wipe away tears. But the urge to cry didn't dissipate immediately; Wu Youping took out a handkerchief and wiped his tears several times, took two deep breaths, and only then turned back to sit in his seat, sighing, "Chairman, let's talk about work."

Seeing that he had drawn closer the mutual trust with Wu Youping, He Rui nodded and answered, "Good. Youping, what is the basis of our cooperation with France?"

"Please tell me, Chairman." Wu Youping pushed the topic back to He Rui.

He Rui didn't pause at all and answered immediately, "If Francs are printed, they are just paper. If they aren't printed, they are just some numbers in a bank account. Whether it's French factories invested in China or the debt relationships formed, France's cooperation with China gives those Francs corresponding real objects. Thus, these Franc currencies have value. From the perspective of value, France has made a fortune, and the French people can live a very comfortable life. But from the perspective of national power, France's national power has not become as strong as it appears on paper."

Wu Youping had long understood what national power referred to. After a moment of thought, he nodded in agreement. "Correct, because most of this production capacity is in China, not in France."

"So there is no need to fear foreigners investing in China. We have not opened up those resources that concern China's lifeline, the channels for bulk commodities, or the domestic pricing power over bulk commodities. We have only opened up industrial sectors we do not possess, and competition in civilian goods. If foreigners make money in China, they earn it through capability. Moreover, Chinese people are smart and capable; seeing foreigners make money, they will naturally think of ways to participate in the competition. Since everyone is competing, a France of 40 million people compared to a China of 500 million—France will definitely lose. Even adding Europe, America, the Soviet Union, and Japan together, it's only 500 million people. And they are scattered countries, whereas we are a unified country of 500 million, a unified market. In normal competition, we are the side with the advantage. Do you think this is so?"

Wu Youping was stunned. Although he was considered knowledgeable in his youth, he was still young then. Plus, China was extremely weak at that time, so he developed a strong rebellious psychology, feeling that Chinese people were the smartest and most capable nation in the world. Over the years, as his status rose and he met many outstanding talents in the world and saw so many countries, hearing He Rui actually praise the intelligence and wisdom of the Chinese people, he was momentarily at a loss.

He Rui looked at Wu Youping's expression and couldn't help but want to smile. However, He Rui felt that Wu Youping was under too much pressure inside and couldn't take much stimulation, so he stood up to make tea. Pouring hot water into high-quality glass tea ware with a built-in filter, He Rui compared his state of mind with Wu Youping's. He Rui felt that he had always been a "volunteer patriot" at heart, distinct from the capitalist-roaders and the comprador bourgeoisie—standing in two opposing camps of struggle.

The "China faction" within the socialist camp, when feeling powerless, would naturally choose nationalism as a shield against pressure. He Rui used to write posts online, expressing the view that China was the most excellent nation in the world, so there was no need to fear challenges. But everyone was educated after all; deep down, they knew this view, which bordered on racism, didn't actually hold water. Wu Youping was also a knowledgeable politician; receiving such stimulation, he naturally couldn't accept it immediately.

Returning to the table with the teapot and cups, pouring tea for Wu Youping, He Rui continued as he refilled the water, "In recent years, comrades feel that I am getting along very well with European countries, as if the goal is to ease relations with Europe and America. In fact, these are all means. Our cooperation with France is a trick of supporting France to play the balance of power among Great Powers. In the past, European countries acted as foreign forces supporting factions in East Asia to manipulate the situation. Now, we in East Asia are doing the same to Europe in reverse."

Hearing this, Wu Youping was stunned at first, then immediately understood. He couldn't help but smile bitterly. "Indeed."

He Rui put down the kettle and continued, "After easing relations with Europe and America, I want to open market access. The purpose is to stimulate China's industrial development through European and American investment in China. The biggest gap between us and Europe/America is not science or technology, but the gap in mass production. Only by accepting European and American investment in China can we narrow this gap most quickly. And on the foundation of European and American mass production, we will develop our own Chinese super-large scale industrial production capability. Whoever masters the capability of super-large scale industrial production will be the leader of the future world."

Wu Youping had heard this before, and his mood could keep up this time, so he had no thought of refuting. However, Wu Youping sighed, "This matter is not easy."

"No!" He Rui shook his head decisively to express opposition. "This matter is very easy. Youping, the depth of a civilization determines the civilization's upper limit. The depth of Chinese civilization is simply not comparable to foreign countries. China's upper limit is also beyond what foreign countries can imagine. More importantly, current global supply chains are very short. Within ten years, China will definitely be able to reach and surpass foreign levels of mass production. At that time, in order for China's domestic economy not to explode, China must go global. This is not a question of whether you or I are willing, but an objective, inevitable economic requirement. If China does not go global at that time, China's economy will definitely explode internally. America's today is China's future."

Wu Youping was stunned, then a moment later, he had a sudden realization. When discussing with some comrades in the Central Committee and economics scholars previously, he had touched upon matters in this area more or less. At that time, everyone didn't go too deep into this question because comrades and scholars didn't have a complete train of thought on how to develop to such a degree, let alone policy.

Moreover, He Rui had proposed launching military operations to liberate the world after 1939, with the goal of establishing a fair world. This also made Wu Youping dare not use simply solving domestic economic requirements as a line of thought. Now hearing He Rui explicitly point out the internal reason for China's foreign wars, Wu Youping felt a sense of sudden enlightenment.

Without waiting for Wu Youping to speak, He Rui continued, "At that time, whether the China that goes out into the world is a heinous imperialist China, or a seemingly mild hegemonist China, or a socialist China that truly establishes a rational international order—this is a great test. It is also a test we cannot escape. I absolutely do not believe that the imperialist system is a system with a future."
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The first Prime Ministers' Conference of the Asian Coal and Steel Community was scheduled to convene in Pyongyang on April 4th. The President of the Republic of Korea, Kim Koo, very much wanted to attend in person, but was emphasized by the Korean Ministry of Foreign Affairs that the Prime Ministers' Conference could only be attended by the Prime Minister of the Republic of Korea, Park Yeong-hyo.

Thinking that the traitor Park Yeong-hyo would represent Korea at such an important meeting, Kim Koo felt truly disgusted. Of course, what Kim Koo considered a "traitor" was merely the view of the Korean government-in-exile at the time regarding the local Korean elite. In order to maintain stability in Korea, China and Japan had tried their best to retain local Korean officials from the Japanese occupation era. Park Yeong-hyo had been retained and, due to his consistent pro-Japanese stance, was appointed as Prime Minister in the transitional government.

Park Yeong-hyo was naturally aware of the disgust that restorationists like Kim Koo held for him, so he prepared the Korean side's content for this meeting with great care. However, on April 1st, Park Yeong-hyo received a letter from President Kim Koo, in which Kim Koo proposed to give a speech at the beginning of the conference. Park Yeong-hyo rubbed his somewhat swollen eyes, feeling a needle-like pain in his eyelids. As the host, the relentless work over the past half-month had become unbearable for the 61-year-old Park Yeong-hyo, who had to ask his secretary to bring him a wet towel for a cold compress.

The secretary helped cover Park Yeong-hyo's eyes with the towel and then asked, "Prime Minister, how should we reply to the President?"

Park Yeong-hyo was a man of insight. with Korea as the host, it would actually be quite appropriate for President Kim Koo to give a speech at the opening. East Asia placed great importance on hierarchy and status; there was absolutely no reason for President Kim Koo to treat the Prime Ministers of China and Japan as subordinates. Moreover, Japan still operated under a cabinet-parliamentary system, and the current Prime Minister, Ishiwara Kanji, was the actual wielder of power in Japan for this century. He said, "Inform the President that we will arrange it. However, it would be best if the speech is not too lengthy."

Hearing this, the secretary felt that Kim Koo probably wouldn't be that cooperative and sighed, "Prime Minister, I believe the President intends to show off in front of the Chinese and Japanese Prime Ministers no matter what."

"Hehe, if the President wishes to do so, what can we do? We can only let him be," Park Yeong-hyo laughed with apparent open-mindedness. Although there was truth to that, Park Yeong-hyo's real thoughts were quite different. The restoration of Korea meant that the Japan-Korea Annexation had been completely overturned, and the pro-Japanese factions had fallen into a disadvantageous political position.

Furthermore, the Yi Dynasty had not been restored; instead, a Republic of Korea had been established, with the National Assembly as its highest authority. This was even more unfavorable for the pro-Japanese faction. Members of the National Assembly had to rely on votes to get elected, and the broad masses of the Korean people were not pro-Japanese. Given the rule of Japan and Korean landlords over Korea, the domestic populace deeply hated the old upper class. The pro-Japanese faction feared they would not get any votes.

Therefore, Park Yeong-hyo was actually looking forward to Kim Koo making a fool of himself at this first Prime Ministers' Conference of the Coal and Steel Community, causing the Prime Ministers of China and Japan to lose confidence in him. Among the Chinese and Japanese Prime Ministers, Park Yeong-hyo especially hoped that China would lose confidence in Kim Koo. The reason the Korean people could still tolerate the current Korean government was largely because the Korean transitional government had completed land reform, solving Korea's land issue. The Korean people were well aware that this land reform was inevitably driven by the Chinese government. Moreover, Korea had always acknowledged China as its suzerain state, so as long as the Chinese government considered Kim Koo unfit for great responsibility, and Park Yeong-hyo could demonstrate his ability to govern the country at this meeting, there was still hope.

After all, the so-called pro-Japanese faction in Korea didn't care at all about becoming a pro-Chinese faction. What they really cared about was the power in their hands. If China could grant them power, the Korean pro-Japanese faction would embrace China with ten or a hundred times the enthusiasm.

Soon, April 4th arrived. Inside the venue, Korean President Kim Koo walked onto the podium. Kim Koo no longer looked like the man living in exile in the Shanghai French Concession; he wore a Chinese Sun Yat-sen suit, his short hair was trimmed neatly, and his beard was shaved clean. Walking onto the stage, Kim Koo nodded to the Prime Ministers of China and Japan, and then began to read his speech: "As East Asian relations return to the harmonious old times, Korea is also entering a new era of industrialization together with China and Japan. The entire citizenry of the Republic of Korea feels deeply honored to be the host country for this Coal and Steel Community conference. The respected Chairman of the Republic of China, He Rui, has expounded on the significance of the Asian Coal and Steel Community: under a supranational organization, the domestic steel demands of each country can be met, and in order to satisfy these steel demands, the resources of China, Japan, and Korea will be utilized most rationally, allowing the people of all three countries to receive reasonable benefits.

"I have noted that Chairman He Rui emphasized the unique status of steel in a modern industrial nation. The Coal and Steel Community promotes mutual military trust among China, Japan, and Korea, avoiding the recurrence of tragic wars between the three countries. Therefore, on behalf of the government of the Republic of Korea, I welcome the first Prime Ministers' Conference of the Coal and Steel Community and wish the conference the greatest success. Thank you all."

The Chinese and Japanese Prime Ministers offstage, as well as the gathered ministers and delegation officials, applauded Kim Koo's opening remarks. Korean Prime Minister Park Yeong-hyo also clapped along, but was truly disappointed in his heart. There was nothing brilliant about Kim Koo's speech, but there were also no problems with it. As the President of the Republic of Korea, this was exactly what he should say, and the only thing he could say. However, since Kim Koo had presented the proper demeanor of a President, if Park Yeong-hyo failed to do his job as Prime Minister well, the pressure on him would be immense.

Park Yeong-hyo looked at the Prime Ministers of China and Japan. He saw that both Wu Youping and Ishiwara Kanji looked calm, but they were obviously pondering some issues and were not truly focusing on the opening ceremony. This reassured Park Yeong-hyo a little. Just then, Park Yeong-hyo saw Wu Youping and Ishiwara Kanji turn their heads and exchange a glance. Wu Youping then turned to Park Yeong-hyo, "Prime Minister Park, as the host, please preside over the meeting."

Park Yeong-hyo hurriedly replied, "Please rest assured, I will do my best."

Wu Youping didn't say much more, simply nodding. The reason this meeting was held in Korea was to show the world that the Korean model following colonial independence could operate very well. Therefore, China and Japan had already sent quite a few advisers to Korea to help with preparations. Wu Youping was not worried about the meeting itself.

What Wu Youping really cared about were affairs within China. Before his departure, He Rui had emphasized to him, "Currently, the industrial supply chains in the world are short, very short. Since Europe and America are suffering from the Great Depression, and our country allows foreign capital to establish wholly-owned enterprises in China to gain profits from China's development, we will not face a joint technological blockade from Europe and America. In particular, it is impossible for France to implement technological barriers against China at this stage. Our military industry does not rely on foreign countries, so in at most ten years, China will generate a large batch of enterprises possessing world-class standards."

In He Rui's strategic design, China had to first master large-scale, or even super-large-scale, industrial production capabilities. As the foundation of industrial production, the significance of steel was paramount. According to the assessment of the Coal and Steel Community Liaison Group, the steel production capacity of the United States was approximately 80 million tons. Since this liaison group consisted of as many as 1,100 people, all excellent talents from China and Japan, Wu Youping did not doubt this staggering figure.

In 1932, the steel output of the United States was roughly 25 million tons, while East Asia's steel output was about 12 million tons, roughly the same as France. However, East Asia and France were currently experiencing economic prosperity with robust demand, whereas the United States was still deeply mired in economic crisis, with half of its blast furnaces shut down. Compared to the world's number one industrial power, the United States, the gap for East Asia remained enormous.

Thinking of this, the pressure in Wu Youping's heart grew heavier. Fortunately, although it was a Prime Ministers' level conference, the ones really doing the work were the ministers and their teams. The Prime Ministers didn't actually have to do too much; at least the responsibility for running the meeting was borne by the Korean Prime Minister. Wu Youping still had time to think.

Ishiwara was likewise considering a great many issues. On the evening of the first day of the conference, after attending the banquet, he held a meeting with Lieutenant General Nagumo Chūichi, the Chief of the Defense Agency who had come to attend the conference, as well as Yamamoto Isoroku, who had rushed over from Qingdao, and Lieutenant General Yamaguchi Tamon.

"Yamamoto-kun, did He-kun ask you to discuss the future development of the Chinese Navy?"

Yamamoto Isoroku looked grim. Seeing that the attendees were all core members, he spoke somewhat indignantly: "He-kun asked me to convey that China has given the order for four 35,000-ton battleships to France."

At this, the expressions of both Nagumo Chūichi and Yamaguchi Tamon turned ugly. It wasn't that giving the order for four 35,000-ton battleships to France was completely inappropriate; what the two cared more about was that this matter had not been discussed with Japan beforehand. Although Nagumo Chūichi was a scholar-type naval admiral, he couldn't help but say at this moment, "For He-kun to do this is truly improper!"

Yamaguchi Tamon had a much more fiery temperament than Nagumo Chūichi, but since even Nagumo Chūichi had actively voiced dissatisfaction, Yamaguchi Tamon actually didn't know what else he could say. He couldn't very well jump up and curse He Rui for being disloyal to the Sino-Japanese Alliance.

Ishiwara was not as agitated. He asked Yamamoto Isoroku, "Please explain in detail, Yamamoto-kun."

Yamamoto Isoroku then relayed He Rui's reasons for this Sino-French cooperation, and that the four 35,000-ton battleships were entirely a concession to France in exchange for deepening Sino-French economic cooperation. Hearing this, Ishiwara nodded slightly and continued to ask, "Did He-kun have any other message for Yamamoto-kun to convey?"

"He-kun would like Japan to send a delegation to China," Yamamoto Isoroku replied. After saying this, he sighed, "I think the lion's share has already been given to France. China only has 35,000 tons of tonnage left; Japan won't get a share of anything. He-kun probably wants to appease us a bit by giving us some more merchant ship orders."

Yamaguchi Tamon, who hadn't had a turn to speak all this while, couldn't help interjecting, "Based on my view of He-kun, he is not such a petty person. To compensate only after owing a favor—He-kun would absolutely not do such a thing in major matters!"

Nagumo Chūichi's eyes lit up, while Yamamoto Isoroku fell silent. Ishiwara spoke up at this point: "Yamaguchi-kun is right. He-kun is not a man who likes to play tricks. Gentlemen, you should all know that the domestic political situation in Spain is turbulent. I have a thought: perhaps the moment the Spanish Civil War breaks out will be the prelude to the outbreak of a great European war."

The group of Japanese officers, especially the naval officers, were stunned by such a judgment. Spain was a major European power, at least its territorial area was not small. Although the Strait of Gibraltar was controlled by the British and Spain probably couldn't get it back, Spain's geographical location remained extremely important.

But Ishiwara Kanji's judgment was too abrupt, so much so that the generals didn't know how to interpret it. Out of respect for Ishiwara, Japan's only current strategist, the few generals continued to listen silently.

Ishiwara smiled, "Spain is located in a corner of Europe. Even if a civil war breaks out, the direct impact would merely be on neighboring Portugal and France. Portugal is a tiny, insignificant country. France has strong national power and a formidable army; it can completely withstand the impact of a Spanish Civil War. However, once a civil war breaks out in a major country like Spain, it means that the European nations are already powerless to solve the economic collapse of a major power within their region. It represents that the European nations are already powerless to prevent war. Judging by the current global economic situation, war in Europe can no longer be stopped."

Even though Yamamoto Isoroku, Nagumo Chūichi, and Yamaguchi Tamon were all top Japanese generals, it took them some time to digest Ishiwara's analysis. With this, the atmosphere of the meeting immediately became active. Nagumo Chūichi was the first to speak, "Could it be that He-kun already made the same judgment, which is why he wants to curry favor with France?"

Ishiwara nodded, "France has already obtained the maximum benefit it could get. Through Sino-French cooperation, the Franc has become a strong international currency. By acquiring another four battleships, France will naturally be considered a force stabilizing the European continent. Moreover, with China giving France so much naval tonnage, the European and American nations will all believe that France will receive China's firmest support. But strategically speaking, does France really have such great value? I believe not necessarily. The *I Ching* says: 'If virtue does not match one's position, disaster is inevitable; if virtue is meager but the position is high, if wisdom is small but the plans are grand, if strength is small but the burden is heavy, few escape without calamity.' How could He-kun not know France's true strength?"

Yamamoto and the others savored the phrase "'If virtue does not match one's position, disaster is inevitable; if virtue is meager but the position is high, if wisdom is small but the plans are grand, if strength is small but the burden is heavy, few escape without calamity.'" The more they thought about it, the more profound it seemed. Nagumo Chūichi, who had always been sensitive to such theoretical content, sighed, "France is indeed in such a situation. However, I believe that if He-kun is as Ishiwara-kun says, then he should have communicated with us first, or at least proposed the establishment of a Sino-Japanese Naval Liaison Group."

Ishiwara saw that both Yamamoto and Yamaguchi were nodding in agreement with Nagumo Chūichi's view, so he laughed, "We can naturally blame He-kun for this. However, I feel that looking at the problem from He-kun's perspective, before communicating with France about these battleships, less trouble is better than more. 'If the ruler is not secretive, he loses his state; if the minister is not secretive, he loses his body.' For such a major event, one cannot be hasty. Moreover, public opinion in China is currently surging, similar to Japan at the end of the Russo-Japanese War. What if someone wanted to use public opinion for their own ends?"

Yamamoto Isoroku didn't want to empathize with He Rui's difficulties at all. At the Qingdao Naval Academy, Yamamoto had placed great emphasis on inciting the offensive spirit of China's future naval officers. Compared to the Army, the Navy was definitely not a watchdog, but true claws and teeth, the vanguard for projecting military power outwards.

So Yamamoto deliberately kept a straight face and said, "I feel He-kun lacks his former straightforwardness. This is not good."

Yamaguchi Tamon had a friendship of over a decade with He Rui and didn't want to fiercely attack He Rui right now. He asked Nagumo Chūichi, "Nagumo-kun, if it is as you say, has He-kun already prepared a naval development plan?"

Nagumo Chūichi did not answer immediately. After thinking for a while, he replied, "Combining Ishiwara-kun's judgment, I believe that should be the case."

Everyone thought Yamaguchi Tamon was just asking, but they didn't expect that after hearing Nagumo Chūichi's judgment, Yamaguchi Tamon would slap the armrest of the sofa, "Then that's it. Recently, a Chinese naval officer discussed aircraft carrier operations with me. From what he said, he already has quite a comprehensive line of thinking regarding aircraft carrier operations. Most importantly, that person discussed with me how to conduct operations carrying a full air group, as well as the concept of the carrier itself."

The group of Japanese generals were all stunned. Yamaguchi Tamon had a boisterous and rough personality and was considered a typical straight-talker. As a staunch radical carrier proponent in the Japanese Navy, no one expected Yamaguchi Tamon to be able to keep a secret so well. Nagumo Chūichi felt he might have to look at Yamaguchi Tamon with new eyes, but still didn't quite dare to believe it, so he asked, "Then, Yamaguchi-kun, have you conceived of the tonnage for that type of aircraft carrier?"

Yamaguchi Tamon sighed, "Since that discussion, I have been calculating with all my might. The conclusion I reached is that the tonnage for this type of aircraft carrier would require approximately 40,000 tons. So I spent nearly another month adjusting this, and only in the last two days did I barely reach a conclusion: it must be at least 37,000 tons."

Nagumo Chūichi was also startled upon hearing this number. Even the Washington Naval Treaty stipulated a maximum tonnage of 35,000 tons for aircraft carriers. By the recently concluded London Naval Treaty, Article 3 redefined aircraft carriers: aircraft carriers are warships designed for the purpose of carrying aircraft and allowing aircraft to take off and land therefrom, and their tonnage was no longer considered [in the same restricted way/or context implied].

The three naval experts all had their judgments. The Navy was inherently more radical than the Army, and among naval equipment, aircraft carriers were tools more inclined towards offense than battleships. China's thinking on aircraft carriers was extremely radical, even more radical than Yamaguchi Tamon, the most radical radical in the Japanese Navy.

Yamamoto Isoroku couldn't help but ask, "Yamaguchi-kun, you only reached this conclusion in the last two days?"

"Precisely. I haven't even had time to tell anyone else," Yamaguchi Tamon replied immediately.

The other generals felt that this made sense; it seemed Yamaguchi Tamon hadn't changed his personality.

Seeing the discussion reach this point, Ishiwara said, "Since that is the case, I ask Yamamoto-kun to return to China and request a meeting with He-kun."

"What should I say?" Yamamoto asked.

Ishiwara smiled, "You only need to say one sentence. As for other matters, He-kun will naturally be very clear."



★


East Asia League (1)

Volume 6 — Chapter 51

❧ ❧ ❧


Yamamoto Isoroku could not understand Ishiwara Kanji's perspective at all. He didn't try to guess Ishiwara's train of thought, but asked directly, "Why do you say that a single sentence can solve the naval issues between China and Japan?"

Ishiwara stopped smiling. "Because once the Coal and Steel Community agreement is finalized, He Rui's biggest concern will be resolved. With the completion of the East Asian Common Market, all that remains between China and Japan is cooperation."

Yamamoto Isoroku knew Ishiwara was talking about politics. He didn't like politics, so he continued to ask, "Will there be no friction afterwards? I thought that in a common market, there would only be more friction."

Nagumo Chuichi couldn't help but interject, "Yamamoto-kun, differences will always exist. If we only consider it from our own country's perspective, Japan would certainly want to occupy the entire market. But do you think that's possible?"

Yamamoto Isoroku nodded, "Exactly, Nagumo-kun. That is precisely why I believe conflicts will not decrease."

Nagumo Chuichi admired Yamamoto's military accomplishments, but he felt Yamamoto's strategic vision wasn't high enough. So he said in a steady tone, "So is Japan prepared to destroy the common market? If the common market is destroyed, where is the benefit for Japan?"

Yamamoto shook his head. "Nagumo-kun, I think you have misunderstood my view. I know very well that one cannot smash the pot while eating from it. But the pressure within Japan is great, and the pressure within China is equally great. can a single common market really solve all problems?"

Ishiwara spoke up at this point. "Everyone understands this logic. Therefore, the common market must absolutely not be under the unilateral command of any one party. China cannot order Japan, and Japan cannot order China. The function of the league lies in the fact that all league members can frankly raise their own issues at various meetings and seek to solve the problems facing their own countries together with other member states."

Seeing that Yamamoto Isoroku still wasn't convinced, Ishiwara continued to explain, "Yamamoto-kun, although East Asia has restored its traditional borders, East Asia will absolutely not implement the traditional Celestial Tributary System again. The tributary system was the method for resolving the East Asian order in the agricultural society era. Now that East Asia has entered the era of industrialization, there must be a model that conforms to the industrial era."

Although Yamamoto Isoroku understood these words, he still couldn't truly accept them in his heart. However, the conversation could not be pushed any further at this point. Yamamoto Isoroku asked, "Ishiwara-kun, what should I say to He Rui?"

"Tell He Rui that Japan expects to fully understand China's naval construction thinking," Ishiwara replied.

Hearing this, Yamamoto bowed slightly. "I will do as Ishiwara-kun says, but... excuse me."

Leaving the conference room, Yamamoto Isoroku felt both anticipation and unease. In Asia, this level of cooperation had never appeared before. Looking at the world, this level of alliance had also never appeared. Because this alliance was built on a foundation of complete frankness and sincerity. Everyone was not a fool; no one could be deceived. As long as there was any deception or shifting of blame, the mutual trust of this alliance would be shaken to its foundations. Once the construction of the alliance failed, the relationship between the two countries would regress comprehensively, perhaps even back to a state of hostility.

Initially, Yamamoto Isoroku's mind was filled with these pessimistic views. When he returned to his room in the hotel and sat down to smoke for a while, Yamamoto suddenly felt as if he had just woken from a dream. It turned out that the hurdle in his own heart was stuck on the 'grievance' deep within him.

In 1922, if He Rui had not gone to war with Japan but had instead marched south to unify China, Japan might not have actually gone to war with He Rui in 1923. By 1924, Japan might not have dared to go to war with China. Then the current Japan would not have suffered consecutive years of heavy blows. In the current alliance relationship between Japan and China, Japan would be much more relaxed.

But after feeling aggrieved for a moment, Yamamoto also knew that this was just his own wishful thinking. If He Rui really hadn't attacked Japan in 1922, Japan, after surviving the Great Kanto Earthquake, would definitely have chosen to become a tool for extra-regional powers to balance the East Asian situation. At that time, China and Japan would still have had to go to war.

If He Rui had not defeated Japan in 1923, the various warlords within China would absolutely not have truly shown weakness to He Rui. The civil war would absolutely not have ended in 1924. After Japan went to war with He Rui in 1924, the flames of war would have swept across the entirety of China. A strategist as brilliant as He Rui would absolutely not have chosen such a dangerous situation.

Sighing, Yamamoto decided to abandon this feeling of 'grievance' and wholeheartedly promote cooperation. At least He Rui's strategic judgment was coldly realistic. Perhaps only under He Rui's leadership could the East Asia League truly have a possibility of defeating the Anglo-American brutes.

On April 7th, Yamamoto had returned to Qingdao. On April 6th, through the Secretary of the Civilization Party Committee at the Naval Academy, he had already passed that sentence—'Japan expects to fully understand China's naval construction thinking'—to He Rui. At this moment, Yamamoto was looking at the newspaper content regarding the victorious conclusion of the Asian Coal and Steel Community.

In the joint declaration issued after the meeting, the equality of East Asian countries and equality in cooperation were emphasized. All parties would use productivity and the technological content of equipment as standards to set prices for iron ore, coal, and various smelting auxiliaries. Technology sharing would be implemented, and various enterprises in China, Japan, and Korea would be mandatorily enrolled in the technology cooperation system to share technological achievements.

As a soldier, Yamamoto couldn't read any special content from the joint statement, so he gave up. He picked up the *National Defense Daily*, and saw that it had actually published an article about Europe: "Alert to European Fascist Ideology and the Rise of Fascist Regimes."

In the discussions over the past two days, Ishiwara Kanji believed that the outbreak of a real Spanish Civil War meant that the security situation in Europe was about to spiral out of control. Yamamoto Isoroku read it with great interest, fearing that this article might have been written by He Rui. After reading for a while, just by the writing style and the characteristics of the vocabulary used, he could determine that it was not He Rui's style.

The use of a large number of new vocabulary words and the special feel of the writing mode were He Rui's style. This article's writing was full of the flavor of traditional Chinese, which actually suited Yamamoto Isoroku's taste better. Moreover, aside from the difference in style, the logical thinking of this article was absolutely not inferior to He Rui's.

The author believed that the economic collapse made the traditional political structures of some countries unable to solve problems. The people who felt this result expected the appearance of political groups or even political strongmen who could solve the problems. Whether it was political groups or political strongmen, in the era of economic crisis, their means of solution would without exception adopt high efficiency, which created conditions for Fascism centered on centralization of power.

As for whether Fascism could truly solve the problems, it was actually not optimistic. But at least Fascism dared to admit the existence of problems and use the means they could display to solve them. This was much more reliable than those vested interest classes whose primary goal was protecting their own interests. Therefore, the more a country's social economy collapsed and its order was swept away, the more Fascism would rise.

But Fascism is unreliable because what Fascism promises is 'relief from pain', not facing the fundamental problems of society and solving them from the level of true economic contradictions. Therefore, Fascism is highly likely unable to smash an old world institutionally, but has a high probability of causing huge destruction to the world...

After reading this "Alert to European Fascist Ideology and the Rise of Fascist Regimes," Yamamoto Isoroku found that he actually resonated quite a bit with the description of Fascism thoroughly destroying the current world. However, Yamamoto was a military scholar after all. Because He Rui always called himself a communist, like most Japanese officers, he had carefully studied the basic documents and manifestos of communism.

Yamamoto knew that at the end of the *Communist Manifesto*, Marx wrote with generous and heroic prose: "The Communists disdain to conceal their views and aims. They openly declare that their ends can be attained only by the forcible overthrow of all existing social conditions."

So Yamamoto was very sensitive to the author's emphasis that 'Fascism is highly likely unable to smash an old world institutionally'. It could be seen that this author was indeed a communist. Looking at the author's name again, it was Li Runshi. Yamamoto thought for a good while, feeling like he had heard of this person somewhere, but couldn't remember clearly where. He decided to ask around when he had time.

Reading the whole article, Yamamoto's mood inexplicably improved. Although this article did not mention war, but only analyzed the development of public opinion in Europe, in the eyes of a military scholar, such public opinion meant war. The ancient Roman historian Livy said that to those who need war, war is just; to those who have lost all hope, war is reasonable.

Yamamoto had heard some things about the current status of Spain, Italy, and Germany. Italy had already elected the Fascist party led by Mussolini. The Nazi Party, Germany's Fascist party, had fallen to rock bottom in 1929, but with the arrival of the Great Depression, the Nazi Party was gaining advantages in one electoral district after another in Germany like wildfire. As for the Kingdom of Spain, it had forcefully produced a Prime Minister who persisted in dictatorship for seven years, after which the Kingdom of Spain was overthrown and the Spanish Republic was established. However, the domestic government of the Spanish Republic was even shorter-lived than the cabinet of the French Third Republic. It seemed that there was a high probability that Spain would also become a Fascist country.

When Yamamoto Isoroku heard Ishiwara say that the Spanish Civil War would become the fuse for the outbreak of war in Europe, he still felt that Ishiwara's statement was a bit far-fetched. After reading Li Runshi's article, Yamamoto Isoroku felt a sense of sudden enlightenment. Putting down the newspaper, Yamamoto suddenly sighed with emotion. He had originally thought that China only had He Rui as a strategist, and the others were just riding on his coattails. Li Runshi made Yamamoto discover that China was indeed producing heroes in large numbers. Although he didn't know whose strategic level was higher, Li Runshi or He Rui, at least Li Runshi was indeed a strategist.

How to fight a specific war is the work of a tactician. The work of a strategist is to judge why a war will break out, and after determining that a war will break out, formulate strategic arrangements beneficial to one's own country's interests. That is to say, who are our enemies, who are our friends. What path should we choose to defeat the enemy.

Just as Yamamoto Isoroku was engaging in the reflections of a military scholar, there was a knock on his office door. The person who entered was the Secretary of the Naval Academy's Party Committee. The Secretary formally told Yamamoto Isoroku, "Chairman He invites Principal Yamamoto to depart for the capital immediately."
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Just as mentioning the French government brings the Élysée Palace to mind, and the British government is synonymous with 10 Downing Street, mentioning China now habitually evokes "No. 7 People's Road."

As a Japanese man, Yamamoto had a fondness for the number seven. There was no particular reason; Japanese people were just inexplicably enthusiastic about the number seven.

Therefore, Yamamoto quite liked No. 7 People's Road. However, the Chinese side actually preferred the designation "No. 1." The reason it wasn't used was that the building at No. 1 People's Road, located at the intersection with Yellow River Road, was suitable neither in terms of security nor habitability.

This was Yamamoto's first visit to No. 7 People's Road. As the car passed along the ten-lane People's Road, the first thing he saw was the massive People's Square. The square, spanning tens of thousands of square meters, shocked Yamamoto; this was indeed a square befitting the capital of a China with such vast territory. Compared to the Chinese capital, Tokyo, Japan, seemed extremely pocket-sized. Or perhaps one should say, extremely exquisite.

The compound at No. 7 People's Road was very quiet. Looking in through the front iron gates, one could see a four-story building. This was not He Rui's residence, but the location of the Chairman's General Office. He Rui's residence was in the courtyard behind the General Office.

Guided by staff into a conference room inside, Yamamoto saw Ishiwara Kanji, Nagumo Chūichi, and Yamaguchi Tamon sitting to He Rui's left. Zhong Yifu, Cheng Ruofan, and Hu Xiushan sat to his right.

Yamamoto saluted He Rui, and He Rui pointed to the empty seat on the Japanese side. "Yamamoto-kun, we were just waiting for you."

"Apologies," Yamamoto said, quickly taking his seat.

He Rui spoke, "I invited everyone here today to discuss two matters. First, we wish to introduce China's naval development plan to the Japanese side. Second, regarding this plan, we wish to form a liaison group with the Japanese side. I will ask Minister Hu Xiushan to introduce China's naval development plan."

By the time He Rui finished speaking, Chinese secretaries had already placed a book of materials in front of each Japanese officer. As Hu Xiushan stood up, Yamamoto noticed Ishiwara's posture shift slightly. Seeing that Ishiwara still had some reaction to his former opponent, Hu Xiushan, Yamamoto found it amusing. During the Sino-Japanese War, Hu Xiushan had commanded a motorized corps of the Northeast Army in a fierce assault. It was only Ishiwara's desperate resistance that barely slowed Hu Xiushan's offensive, giving Nagata Tetsuzan time to organize the Seoul defense line. That experience was certainly not a fond memory for Ishiwara.

No change in expression could be seen on Hu Xiushan's face as he began to introduce the Chinese naval development plan at a measured pace. Yamamoto's attention was instantly captured, and he was soon shocked by the plan.

Yamaguchi Tamon had previously mentioned that Chinese naval personnel had discussed with him an aircraft carrier capable of carrying a wing of 90 to 100 fighters of various types. Yamaguchi had calculated based on parameters that a displacement of about 40,000 tons would be needed. The Chinese design had now emerged: it was a 35,000-ton aircraft carrier. What shocked Yamamoto most was that this aircraft carrier not only had a straight flight deck but also an angled flight deck to the rear of the straight one.

Yamaguchi Tamon immediately asked about the purpose of this design. Hu Xiushan explained with the attitude of an expert that this was an angled deck used for aircraft landings. Both Yamamoto and Yamaguchi slapped the table in praise. Even Nagumo Chūichi nodded continuously, and appreciation for the design could be seen on his usually impassive face.

Although he admired it greatly, Yamaguchi Tamon still raised a question. "Such a design greatly improves the efficiency of aircraft takeoff and landing. So why not enlarge the hull slightly and design it as an aircraft carrier capable of carrying 120 fighter planes?"

Hu Xiushan asked Yamaguchi Tamon to turn to page 15. When Yamamoto opened it, he saw a large number of tables. Glancing at the numerous formulas in the introduction, Yamamoto understood that these were parameter settings made after extensive practical testing.

"Based on massive calculations and tests conducted, we believe that 120 fighter planes of various types would only lower combat efficiency. The optimal number of fighter planes is 90. As for insufficient fighter numbers within a combat zone, we can solve that by increasing the number of aircraft carriers."

Yamamoto was stunned for a moment, then felt a surge of confidence. Fighting with superior numbers was the way war ought to be waged, but Japan lacked the national power, so it could only dig for potential in performance. Now that China had decided to win through superior numbers, it was indeed the most correct choice.

Yamaguchi Tamon quickly browsed the parameters and asked another question. "Is there only this one type of carrier?"

"We have also designed an 18,000-ton escort carrier, intended to target enemy submarines, but we are currently still discussing whether this is necessary," Hu Xiushan explained.

Yamaguchi said no more. He personally felt that 35,000-ton carriers were enough. At least in the Pacific theater, once the East Asian Coalition Forces took the various islands of the Pacific, it would be impossible for the enemy to build submarines capable of crossing the Pacific to attack East Asia. As for the Indian Ocean, as long as the British lost India, they wouldn't necessarily really need escort carriers.

Nagumo Chūichi looked calm, but he was already excited inwardly. He had just quickly browsed the Chinese naval designs and confirmed that China's naval gunnery equipment consisted only of battleships, cruisers, and destroyers. The battleships included two types: 35,000 tons and 45,000 tons. There were also two types each of cruisers and destroyers.

As an expert in gunnery equipment, just a quick browse made Nagumo Chūichi feel spirited. A total of six types of warships, three of which had tonnage conforming to the provisions of global naval treaties, could be considered for production immediately. Moreover, in the design, the 35,000-ton battleship was originally designed for 410mm naval guns. The Japanese Navy had been using 410mm guns for ten years; they were incredibly familiar with them.

The same applied to the first types of cruisers and destroyers. There was ample redundancy from the start. More importantly, the Chinese Navy placed great emphasis on radar. As early as World War I, the British had developed a type of radar used to search for German planes and airships. By 1922, research in this area was continuing to develop in countries around the world. According to the data before them, the Chinese Navy was developing both search radar and fire-control radar. It was evident that China's research was also ongoing.

During Hu Xiushan's introduction, Nagumo Chūichi asked several questions, all of which received detailed explanations. This made Nagumo feel increasingly that although the Chinese Navy appeared not to be building ships, they were actually very serious about their preliminary preparations.

After these discussions concluded, He Rui made a gesture. The secretaries drew the curtains, and the conference room instantly darkened. The old smokers took the opportunity to light up cigarettes to satisfy their cravings. Meanwhile, the film projector at the other end of the conference table began to run.

The film had a voiceover; it was an introduction to China's block construction method for shipbuilding. Currently, the global shipbuilding industry used a method where only one ship was built inside a dry dock at a time. The block construction method involved dividing the ship into several, or even over a dozen, sections during the design phase. After the various sections were built, huge gantry cranes were used to hoist the completed hull sections into the dry dock, where they were welded together to complete the ship.

Although the Japanese naval experts could all understand that this construction mode could greatly improve dry dock utilization rates—and time was money, so the higher the efficiency in the same amount of time, the lower the shipbuilding cost—they did not feel unconditionally optimistic. A great many technical difficulties immediately popped up in their minds.

The film was shot very professionally. The latter half introduced China's progress in electric welding technology, including inert gas welding and solder technologies developed for different welding targets. Of particular note was the development of welding technology for thick steel plates and ultra-thick steel plates. What surprised the Japanese naval experts even more was the use of Chinese laser measuring instruments.

Current Japanese shipbuilding still used the traditional European and American shipbuilding models; it was too late to change now. Yamamoto Isoroku lamented that the Chinese shipbuilding industry could adopt such a radical technical route because it had no historical burden, yet he also suspected the weakness of China's shipbuilding industry—could they really complete such a design?

In the final segment of the film, the introduction of the Chinese vacuum tube computer left Yamamoto dumbfounded. Vacuum tube computers capable of over 50,000 operations per second helped Chinese engineers complete massive calculations. Every aspect of ship design underwent calculations ten to dozens of times greater than those done by Japanese engineers before being put into practice. The subsequent collection of tracking data also provided a vast amount of basic data for the analysis of various ship problems.

Yamamoto felt that either he was a fool, or the Chinese ship engineers were fools. Taking paper-based work to this extent exceeded the limits of imagination.

It was Ishiwara Kanji who asked, "May I ask, how does China provide so much electricity?"

Yamamoto Isoroku sobered up immediately; indeed, this was a major issue. Hu Xiushan answered calmly, "We have built computing centers in areas rich in hydropower, utilizing the electricity there for continuous operation."

After the film ended and the curtains were drawn open again, a layer of smoke already lingered over the conference table. He Rui asked Hu Xiushan to sit down, then turned to the Japanese officers. "We have introduced the overall situation of China's future naval development to you all. I wonder if you have any other questions?"

Nagumo Chūichi pointed to the thick stack of materials in front of him. "He-kun, may I ask if I can take this with me?"

"Of course," He Rui answered, his tone seemingly relaxed.

Yamamoto Isoroku felt a wave of relief in his heart. Although these materials were important, it was absolutely impossible to truly understand the true face of Chinese naval equipment relying solely on them. So-called technology blockades didn't mean preventing the other side from seeing the produced product, or even caring much if they knew the design philosophy. The devil is in the details; the massive amount of details in actual work is the key that determines technological development. If China did not transfer technology to Japan, Japan would have no way to figure out China's shipbuilding route in a short time, even if they tried to copy it.

More importantly, the shipbuilding industry required huge investment and was heavily reliant on skilled engineers and technical workers. Different trades are like different mountains; Japan groping its way forward sounded inspiring, but in reality, it would mean throwing countless amounts of money into the water.

Therefore, Yamamoto Isoroku's feeling of relief came from the candor of the Chinese side. With such candor, there was a foundation for continuing true cooperation. Thinking of the painful blow the Anglo-American brutes were about to suffer, Yamamoto Isoroku felt great joy in his heart.
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After introducing the direction of China's naval construction, He Rui was about to raise the second issue, which was the establishment of a China-Japan naval liaison group. Ishiwara Kanji spoke first: "He-kun, may we be permitted to take our leave first?"

Cheng Ruofan felt a bit unhappy immediately, but heard He Rui answer: "Good."

Ishiwara Kanji stood up, bowed slightly to He Rui, "He-kun, we have too many things to prepare and must leave first. Please excuse us."

Nagumo Chūichi and others also hurriedly stood up, bowed to He Rui, and then left quickly with their documents. Watching the backs of the Japanese generals, Cheng Ruofan walked to He Rui's side and commented somewhat unhappily, "Chairman, the Japanese haven't really improved much!"

He Rui smiled: "Don't underestimate the current Japan. At least they have enough courage to change Japan's national polity. On the level of national interest, it's not about good or bad, only about stance."

Cheng Ruofan thought of the messy affairs in the exchanges between the Chinese and Japanese armies and said helplessly: "Chairman, will there be a situation where Japan helps but only makes things busier?"

He Rui felt that Cheng Ruofan's judgment wasn't necessarily entirely due to prejudice. It was just that the National Defense Force was built according to the PLA model, especially regarding the political work of officer-soldier unity and equality between superiors and subordinates, which was executed very strictly. Therefore, the National Defense Force was fundamentally different from the strictly hierarchical military models of other countries in this era.

This era-transcending advantage seemed logical to He Rui, but other countries actually felt that the National Defense Force's political work was heresy. Facing a problem that couldn't be discussed, He Rui turned to ask Cheng Ruofan another question, "How is the new conscription standard for the troops progressing?"

Cheng Ruofan's expression was a bit complex. He wanted to answer that it was going very well, because it was indeed very well. Starting from 1931, the new conscription standards began to be applied across the board, where only junior high school graduates were eligible to enlist. Cheng Ruofan initially felt this standard was really a bit too high, but he didn't expect that after the service period was adjusted to two years and the troop size reduced to 1.5 million, the requirement that only junior high graduates were eligible was actually met.

But since the work had reached this step, Cheng Ruofan simply proposed the Ministry of Defense's suggestion, "Chairman, can we raise the conscription standard to high school graduates being eligible to enlist starting from 1937?"

He Rui was just about to answer when he saw Zhong Yifu and Hu Xiushan walking over, standing beside Cheng Ruofan waiting to hear He Rui's answer. He Rui decided not to answer directly; instead, he asked back: "Since you have this idea, why not talk about the basis for your thinking?"

Cheng Ruofan was naturally prepared. He immediately described the current situation. After completing unification in 1924, a national census began in 1925. From 1925, the number of newborns in China exceeded 13 million annually, and was gradually increasing. With the increase in education funding and the implementation of compulsory education where school-age children must attend school, newborns from 1925 would be graduating from junior high exactly in 1940. It is estimated that the number of fresh junior high graduates then will exceed ten million.

Letting 15-year-old children join the army is still a bit early. 18-year-old high school graduates and graduates of technical schools and vocational secondary schools with equivalent high school education are actually more suitable. According to population statistics and the enrollment numbers of high schools and equivalent schools, the number of fresh graduates at this level in 1936 should exceed 3 million. If the three-year conscription service is restored then, recruiting 400,000 annually won't affect the army's quantity.

A National Defense Force composed of young people where even ordinary soldiers have high school education—just thinking about it made Cheng Ruofan tremble a bit. The future Chinese army would not be the kind of troop where anyone carrying a gun counts as a soldier, but a mechanized, motorized, air-ground integrated army. This gestating National Defense Force needs every soldier to possess professional skills, unlike the current European and American armies where carrying a rifle makes one a soldier. Cheng Ruofan was convinced that the National Defense Force was already on the right path.

He Rui didn't nitpick, but simply asked: "How is the progress of our automobile factories, truck factories, and tractor factories now? Can they produce enough equipment for so many high schoolers starting from '36?"

Cheng Ruofan was stunned. This question indeed stumped him. In his discussions with the General Logistics Department, comrades felt that the government's lack of large-scale construction of arsenals led to insufficient production capacity. If it were the new-style army on paper, a squad should at least be equipped with a troop transport carrier. 6 million new-style Army troops would need at least 500,000 troop carriers, while others would drive tanks and self-propelled artillery. To allow such an army to reach the combat zone, fuel trucks, engineering vehicles, and equipment needed for various distribution points—compared to that, 500,000 troop carriers felt somewhat insignificant. Currently, let alone satisfying 6 million troops, military industrial capacity couldn't even satisfy 300,000.

In the multiple Military Commission meetings over these years, He Rui had explicitly stated that in the future, what would produce massive amounts of equipment for the army should be various domestic enterprises, with a large part being private enterprises. Cheng Ruofan knew that logically speaking, this was reasonable. But Cheng Ruofan still felt uncomfortable. It was just that he was unwilling to negate He Rui's decision. At this moment, he could only refrain from expressing his position.

He Rui knew that the comrades still couldn't accept it, but there was no way to explain it clearly right now. After all, China's current industrial development hadn't reached that level yet. Now, if the troops really gave an order, the equipment that industrial enterprises could immediately equip the troops with universally would probably be bicycles.

At this time, he couldn't dampen the comrades' enthusiasm either, so He Rui said: "Conscripting high schoolers for compulsory service—when the situation arrives, we will naturally do it. Next, everyone should prepare a bit. I estimate that before long, you will have to go on a business trip to Japan. By the way, regarding the number of people in the China-Japan Naval Liaison Group, I think it can be set at 4,000."

Cheng Ruofan was shocked. A working group of 4,000 people—if it were the Army, that would be almost the establishment of two regiments. And in the ordinary Army, the number of soldiers is far greater than officers. But for an organization like a liaison group, the number of officers vastly exceeds soldiers. Even if he supported He Rui, Cheng Ruofan couldn't help but ask: "Chairman, Japan will be scared by us. If it's a 4,000-person working group, Japan would have to put up at least 1,000 people. If they put up 1,000 people, it would be tantamount to hollowing out the Japanese Navy General Staff!"

He Rui wasn't surprised at all, instead he smiled, "Ruofan, if there aren't this many people, the Chinese and Japanese navies won't be able to truly unite within the next few years."

Cheng Ruofan looked at Zhong Yifu and Hu Xiushan, hoping the two of them could persuade He Rui, but saw these two actually remaining silent. Now Cheng Ruofan was unhappy too. Everyone stays silent, leaving Cheng Ruofan to take the responsibility? In a moment of displeasure, Cheng Ruofan simply answered crisply: "Chairman, I will propose this matter at the meeting!"

Just as He Rui expected, on the 10th day after Ishiwara Kanji and the others returned to their country, they sent a telegram inviting Chinese Ministry of Defense personnel to Japan to attend a meeting. The meeting content was the development strategy of the Japanese Navy.

In order to respond to China's candor, the Japanese Ministry of the Army prepared by working overtime. Seeing that there was only one day left before the meeting convened, Japan's Defense Ministry Director-General Nagumo Chūichi left his office with a stern face and went straight to the Navy General Staff under the Defense Ministry. Arriving at the General Staff, without asking for the Navy Commander, Nagumo Chūichi went straight to the Operations Section. He saw a group of officers all with dark circles under their eyes; some officers, facing large amounts of documents, had their heads drop sharply like chickens pecking at rice, then suddenly woke up, working almost numbly.

Seeing the Navy's Operations Section tired like this, Nagumo Chūichi immediately called over the Navy Operations Section Chief Mikami Isamu, whose eye circles already resembled a panda's. He slapped the table with a palm and questioned loudly: "Exactly how many people have you transferred from other departments? Are there enough people!"

Hearing this, Navy Operations Section Chief Major General Mikami Isamu suddenly roused his spirit. He hurriedly answered: "Many data involve secrets; we really have no way to temporarily transfer more personnel."

After speaking, Major General Mikami Isamu stood up straight, waiting for Lieutenant General Nagumo Chūichi's subsequent reprimand. Unexpectedly, Lieutenant General Nagumo didn't get angry, but thought with a stern face for a moment, then ordered: "Let these people rest first. You rest too. Meeting at 6 a.m. tomorrow morning. Show me the content you've prepared then."

Major General Mikami Isamu felt as if granted a great pardon, but was still a bit worried and probed: "Director-General, will it delay the work?"

"I will take responsibility for everything, you just execute the order," Nagumo Chūichi answered.

Soon, the hundreds of Operations Section personnel who heard the order to rest stood up unsteadily and walked towards the temporary rest dormitory. Falling onto the beds in various postures, without even taking off their uniforms, they entered dreamland. The Navy General Staff immediately became quiet. Nagumo walked calmly into the Navy Commander's office, picked up the completed content and began to read.

Just as Nagumo expected, the content to be discussed with the Chinese military had actually all been completed. What the Navy General Staff was struggling to complete now was the Defense Ministry's requirements, and this part of the requirements concerned Japan's arrangements for the next few years or even more than a decade—how could it be completed in ten days or so?

Nagumo finished reading the work progress record, then asked for the development outline and read it carefully. The Chinese side's naval development left a deep impression on Nagumo. Although that program was very radical, it was very solid. Every step of progress was built on a clear process and had extremely high operability. The gap between Japan and China lay in the fact that the strategy was not clear, so detailed arrangements couldn't be formulated. But Nagumo was actually very relaxed at this moment. Since China had clear strategic arrangements, what Japan had to do was to undertake the part within its capabilities based on the abilities Japan currently possessed.

For the next two days, Nagumo communicated frankly with the Chinese military in this manner, and the results were greater than Nagumo imagined. Japan possessed 500,000 tons of naval capital ship tonnage. Article 1 of the London Naval Treaty stipulated that between 1931 and 1936, Britain, the United States, and Japan all waive the right to replace capital ships in the Washington Naval Treaty, while France and Italy could still replace capital ships according to the Washington Naval Treaty.

Article 2 listed the capital ships that Britain, the United States, and Japan respectively needed to scrap, as well as the capital ships that could be converted into training ships.

China and Japan agreed that Japan's capital ships could undergo "scrapping disposal" according to needs—that is, be converted into training vessels. This kind of conversion meant installing the most advanced auxiliary devices such as electronic equipment onto the warships, allowing both Chinese and Japanese sides to fully familiarize themselves with the application of new equipment. And with the unused naval tonnage Japan still had, an 18,000-ton aircraft carrier could be built for the Chinese and Japanese navies to conduct training.

The modification of these "scrapped warships" would be completed in Chinese shipyards. Japan would introduce the block construction method from China and implement it in one of Japan's shipbuilding bases, while other shipyards would go all out to provide merchant ships for China.

After discussing these matters, as for what He Rui proposed, it would be established immediately.

Nagumo Chūichi said calmly: "Chairman He proposed establishing a China-Japan Naval Liaison Group. We on the Japanese side are prepared to provide 1,500 personnel. I wonder if China can agree?"

Cheng Ruofan was a bit stunned. He had thought Japan would probe on this issue, but didn't expect the Japanese side to be so forthright, and the number of personnel proposed was 500 more than the 1,000 people He Rui thought.
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A liaison group of 4,000 personnel meant that essentially all admirals and field-grade officers from both the Chinese and Japanese navies would participate. Since the Japanese side was so sincere, Cheng Ruofan suppressed his skepticism and smiled. "Since that is the case, what reason do we have to disagree? The total number for the Naval Liaison Group will be tentatively set at 4,000. What does Director-General Nagumo think?"

Nagumo Chūichi thought for a moment before responding, "That is excellent. However, how should the offices for this liaison group be set up?"

Cheng Ruofan then laid out the plan He Rui had proposed before his departure. "One office will be established in Japan and one in China. The heads of each office will be recommended by their respective countries, and the two offices will be responsible for work in China and Japan respectively. A regular meeting system will be established, held in rotation between the two countries. If a specific problem is encountered by either office, a meeting will be held in that office's host country to resolve it on the spot."

Nagumo heard He Rui's style in this proposal. This kind of magnanimity was not something ordinary soldiers possessed. Even if a soldier had such boldness, they wouldn't have the sufficient rallying power to realize such a plan. Since this was the case, Nagumo replied, "We have no objections. Let us discuss the specific details at the preparatory meeting for the joint working group."

A plan that should have required deep deliberation and various consultations was thus settled in just a few words. After scheduling the subsequent preparatory meeting, the Chinese representatives ended the meeting. However, they did not rush to leave. Instead, at the invitation of the Japanese side, they undertook a three-day tour.

China's capital was on a plain, and Japan's Tokyo was also on a plain. So Cheng Ruofan had thought Tokyo could be built into a very grand city. Even if it couldn't be achieved immediately, one should at least be able to see the embryonic form of a magnificent capital. However, as the car drove through the streets of Tokyo, the more he looked, the further it seemed from his imagination. The scale of Tokyo felt like a prefecture-level city, and the street level was about the same. It was just that Tokyo's population was indeed incomparable to an ordinary Chinese prefecture-level city, and its prosperity far exceeded many.

The car passed through several streets and stopped at the gate of the Army War College. Cheng Ruofan got out of the car but looked toward several girls passing by on the street. Although Cheng Ruofan didn't look for too long before withdrawing his gaze, the Japanese personnel responsible for accompanying him were surprised to notice this small detail. Was a figure like General Cheng Ruofan lecherous? The Japanese escorts were quite puzzled. Moreover, looking from the back, those girls didn't seem to have anything particularly eye-catching about them.

Such things could absolutely not be spoken aloud, so the group did not mention the matter. The Japanese side simply considered whether to temporarily add an itinerary item to invite Japanese geishas to entertain Cheng Ruofan.

Cheng Ruofan himself wasn't thinking about that. He was simply surprised by the recent changes in the attire of Japanese citizens. In the photos Cheng Ruofan had seen, the clothing of quite a few Japanese citizens was very "mixed and matched." Wearing a brimmed hat on the head, a Western-style button-down jacket on the upper body, traditional Japanese wide-legged trousers below, and wooden clogs on the feet.

However, what Cheng Ruofan saw on the streets of Tokyo was not like this. The clothes worn by most Japanese were no longer mixed and matched; they were either Western-style clothing or Japanese-style clothing. One could already distinguish job classifications from their clothes: work clothes, business suits, and clothes worn by students and scholars. The reason those girls had attracted Cheng Ruofan's gaze just now was that they were all wearing work clothes—and at a glance, they looked like the kind of work clothes that required some physical labor—and they were all wearing hard hats woven from thin willow branches on their heads. At first glance, they looked very much like construction workers.

Specialized clothing meant an increase in professionalism. Just as on the 1:1 land-based carrier platform built in China, all personnel wore bright-colored clothing according to their duties. This was the case in China's Railway Corps, Construction Corps, and large military industrial enterprises.

At this moment, Cheng Ruofan walked into the Japanese Army War College and saw that the scale of this school was not large. Although he had long known this to be the case, he couldn't help but be disappointed. Entering the teaching building, he saw photos of the school's famous principals hanging on the corridor wall. In the row directly below the principals' photos was He Rui's photo. The frame and the glass covering the photo were wiped very clean, showing that the Japanese side respected He Rui very much.

Cheng Ruofan couldn't help but feel a burst of envy. He had long heard that He Rui had considerable prestige in Japan, but he hadn't quite believed it. Japan had once erected a statue for the commander of the American fleet from the Black Ships incident as a symbol of Japan's modernization. Now they had torn that statue down. He Rui had graduated from the Japanese Army War College as the top student, and was not a foreign conqueror. Cheng Ruofan couldn't help but feel he had been a bit narrow-minded.

The current principal of the Japanese Army War College was Xu Chengfeng (Note: This seems to be a placeholder or error in the raw text, possibly referencing a fictional character or misremembered name, context implies a Japanese principal but name is Chinese-styled. Given the context of "Japanese Army War College", the principal would be Japanese. However, sticking to the text: "Xu Chengfeng". Wait, "Xu Chengfeng" (徐乘风) sounds like a Chinese name. Is the principal Chinese? Unlikely. Let me check the raw again. "日本6军大学现任校长是徐乘风". This is strange. Maybe a localized name or He Rui installed someone? Or a pseudonym? Given the context, I will translate it as "Xu Chengfeng" but be aware it might be a specific character in this universe).

*Correction/Refinement on "Xu Chengfeng"*: In this novel, He Rui has deep influence. But a Chinese principal of the Japanese Army War College? That implies Japan is a vassal or deeply integrated. The chapter title is "East Asian Alliance". It's possible. I will translate strictly as "Xu Chengfeng".

*Resuming translation:* The current principal of the Japanese Army War College was Xu Chengfeng, but Xu Chengfeng had gone to the Japanese Ministry of Defense for some matters at this time and could not personally welcome Cheng Ruofan and the others who came to visit. Of course, this might also have been specially arranged by Xu Chengfeng. Since the campus of this school was not large, Cheng Ruofan and the others only visited the school's curriculum arrangements. Through the introduction of the vice-principal, they learned that the organization of the Japanese Army had also undergone comprehensive adjustments after exchanges with China. Various military academies had adjusted their majors to form specialized schools.

The purpose of the Army War College was to cultivate general officers. Every student who entered was already considered a promising officer and would complete advanced training here. When asked how many Chinese students were currently in the school, the vice-principal replied with some regret, "Only one."

This was not strange. Just as Chinese naval officers would go to Japan for advanced training, current Japanese army officers all hoped to go to China for advanced training. For the newly established Japanese Air Force branch, studying at China's Air Force Academy was considered an important stage in one's life. Cheng Ruofan felt that this change, triggered purely by teaching strength, was quite reasonable.

The Japanese Army War College was not big. Just as the visit was about to be completed, they heard a commotion outside. Soon, someone ran in, saw Cheng Ruofan and the others were there, and immediately turned to leave. The vice-principal's mouth twitched slightly. Everyone present was a high-ranking officer; how could they not know that students had gotten into a conflict? Running over like this and then running away only made it more obvious.

Cheng Ruofan smiled and said, "We will take our leave."

After seeing Cheng Ruofan and the others off, the vice-principal immediately went back to ask what had happened. The class monitor said excitedly, "Puyi-kun and Takakura-kun started fighting."

Hearing it was Puyi, the vice-principal also felt a bit surprised. Puyi had firmly stood on the side of the Revolutionary Army during the Japanese Revolution. Moreover, this fellow was Chinese, and the former Emperor of China. The Japanese side could only let him serve in the troops for a period before arranging for him to take the entrance exam for the Japanese Army War College.

Unexpectedly, this last emperor of the Qing Dynasty, Puyi, had quite good grades. Although his talent was not outstanding, his grades were at least completely passing. Of course, truly talented officers were a minority to begin with. If He Rui, Nagata Tetsuzan, and Ishiwara Kanji were taken as the standard, the Japanese Army War College could just close its doors.

Moreover, although Puyi did not have the talent of an outstanding military strategist, he at least strictly observed discipline and his personality was not arrogant. The vice-principal could not imagine why Puyi would fight with a classmate. Furthermore, this was a military academy; it was not uncommon for a group of young men in their twenties to break into fights. Originally, the vice-principal wanted to call the students over, but after thinking about it, he just asked the monitor, "Was anyone injured?"

The monitor immediately answered, "No."

"Why did they fight?"

"They were talking about whether cavalry can still exist. Takakura-kun mocked Puyi-kun, saying didn't the Qing Dynasty conquer the world with horse archery? Puyi-kun then fought with Takakura-kun."

Hearing this, the vice-principal wanted to intervene even less. From an educator's perspective, young people needed some stimulation to promote their development. For example, fighting like this, there was a slight possibility that both of them would consider the future of cavalry. And the matter of cavalry was indeed troublesome. The Japanese Army infantry major was now divided into armored specialties and mountain warfare specialties. The cavalry specialty, which originally had a status above infantry, had become of little value.

The Japanese Army had seriously considered whether to completely abolish the cavalry specialty. However, because of the various terrains of its vast territory and the space for cavalry usage, the Chinese Army retained a portion of its cavalry. Although the Japanese Army knew that Japan did not have such great needs, in order to maintain parity, they still hadn't made up their mind to abolish it.

At this time, Puyi had already returned to the dormitory. As long as he thought of Takakura's sentence "Didn't the Qing Dynasty conquer the world with horse archery?", Puyi felt his heart rate speed up and just wanted to find something to vent his anger on. Puyi was about to graduate from the Japanese Army War College soon. If he continued to stay in the army, Puyi would have to face a choice. Although the Qing Dynasty had been overthrown and Puyi didn't feel he was a Chinese national (in the modern republican sense), Puyi had never considered giving up his Chinese citizenship. If he continued to serve in the Japanese army, it would undoubtedly make Puyi very laughable. If he returned to the Chinese Army to serve, Puyi believed he would absolutely never have a day to stand out.

Although Puyi also knew that he probably had no hope of restoring his country, thinking that he would eventually end his life as an ordinary person was something Puyi always felt unable to accept. What exactly should he do? Puyi couldn't figure it out. In the end, Puyi suddenly felt that he still needed his teacher's guidance. His teachers were either top scholars or Hanlin academicians, and the one Puyi identified with most was Chen Baochen.

He would graduate in a few days. There was no need to be particularly anxious about where to go after graduation. After all, the Army War College had indicated to Puyi that if he was willing, he could stay in the Japanese Army.

A few days passed quickly. Puyi finally graduated from the Japanese Army War College with the 11th best score in his grade. At this time, the Emperor was gone. Although the Japanese Army War College still had the "Military Sword Group" (top graduates), they were no longer Imperial Gift Military Swords. Looking at the six classmates in the front row, Puyi suddenly thought of He Rui. He wondered what kind of high spirits He Rui had when he accepted the military sword as the valedictorian under everyone's gaze. Although Puyi had studied with all his might these years, Puyi knew himself that he was only of average talent. If it weren't for the fact that he had received a good education since childhood and the Japanese side had been exceptionally accommodating, he might very well not have passed the exam for the Japanese Army War College.

After graduation, there was naturally a farewell banquet. Everyone toasted each other and talked about their future plans. Puyi's alcohol tolerance was average, and he didn't love drinking. Even so, drinking a few Japanese under the table was not a problem. Puyi looked at his classmates who were quickly becoming a bit debauched from drink, and a strange nostalgia suddenly arose in his heart. Although Puyi didn't like these guys very much, in Puyi's life up to now, these classmates of different temperaments and considerable talent were no longer simple acquaintances, but companions and classmates who had truly spent their youth together.

Thinking of this, Puyi carried his wine cup to Takakura, who had unbuttoned his military uniform and bared his chest. "Takakura-kun, I toast you."

Takakura was stunned, then immediately raised his cup. "Puyi-kun, I offended you a few days ago, please don't take it to heart."

"We are all classmates, no need to say so much." Puyi raised his glass and clinked it with Takakura's, and both drank it in one gulp. The surrounding classmates cheered together and poured more wine. The monitor shouted, "Fellow students, let everyone drink a cup together. May the military fortunes of all students be long-lasting!"

"May military fortunes be long-lasting!" everyone responded loudly.

Although Puyi wanted to open his heart and drink freely with his classmates, he was full of worries. Especially listening to his classmates talking about Japan's possible future combat targets and the majestic power the future Sino-Japanese coalition forces would have, Puyi was even more melancholy. Even if he stayed in the Japanese army, Puyi would probably have to fight under He Rui's command along with the Japanese army.

But leaving the army to attend Tokyo University as discussed before... Puyi was unwilling to give up the opportunity within the system that he had obtained with such difficulty. In the army, he could at least command a unit. Moreover, after graduating from the Japanese Army War College, Puyi would be awarded the rank of Major. He could at least become a regimental commander and command several thousand people. Becoming an ordinary scholar, Puyi would return to being a loner again.

With so many emotions in his heart, Puyi drank cup after cup until he actually got drunk.

Two days later, Puyi boarded a plane to Beiping. Although his head was still a bit uncomfortable from drinking too much the day before yesterday, Puyi hoped even more to return to his teacher's side immediately to ask for advice. In this world, the only person Puyi could trust was his tutor.

The plane took off from Tokyo Airport and flew straight to Beiping Airport without any stops in between. Arriving at the address his teacher had left before, he found that this place was completely different. The former hutong was gone, and in the location of the former hutong was a large area of buildings.

Had the teacher already moved back to his hometown? Puyi suddenly felt burning anxiety. Fortunately, there were also some people from the Aisin Gioro clan in Beiping now. Puyi hurriedly went to visit them. After asking around, he learned that his teacher Chen Baochen had moved to Tianjin. Puyi hurriedly bought a train ticket and went to Tianjin again.

Along the way, seeing patches of dense crops on the fields, Puyi was very puzzled. The crops in the past seemed much sparser. The green in the fields now was so rich, as if completely different crops were planted.

As soon as the train arrived in the suburbs of Tianjin, Puyi was even more surprised. On both sides of the railway now, two-story, three-story, and even four-story buildings could be seen everywhere. Although the houses were not dense, these buildings alone proved that this city was already much more prosperous than what Puyi had seen. That is to say, China under He Rui's rule had really prospered somewhat.
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Puyi had bought a house in Tianjin, but he didn't go home first. Unwilling to discuss these matters with his useless father, Zaifeng, he went directly to find his teacher according to the address.

Having not returned to China for several years, the magnitude of the changes in Tianjin forced Puyi to admit that the praise for China in Japanese newspapers over these years was actually true. Every few days, Japanese newspapers would publish articles reflecting on why Japan couldn't compare to China by contrasting the development of the two countries. The more extreme segments would even question whether there was something wrong with the Japanese national character.

Puyi's feelings toward Japan were complicated. However, reading the endless articles in Japanese newspapers and recalling what China looked like when he left, he realized it was completely different from the China in his memories. After the Great Kanto Earthquake, Tokyo's urban construction had been done quite well; after the original single-story houses and shantytowns were demolished, multi-story buildings were built in their place. Puyi had never seen such vibrant development in China, so he naturally suspected that these newspapers were deliberately disparaging Japan to puff up He Rui. He had developed a strong distrust of Japanese newspapers.

At this moment, he saw that the streets in Tianjin's urban area had widened several times over, with beautiful green belts on both sides. Beyond the green belts were blocks of six or seven-story buildings. Those buildings stretched on almost endlessly, and at regular intervals, towering water towers could be seen. Although Tokyo's construction far exceeded the Chinese cities Puyi had seen in the past, compared to the Tianjin before his eyes, it had actually fallen behind.

Moreover, the number of bicycles on Tokyo streets also paled in comparison to Tianjin. What surprised Puyi even more was that the number of automobiles on Tianjin's streets vastly outnumbered those in Tokyo. In Tokyo, one might see a car every minute. In Tianjin, cars in the middle of the road followed one after another, in various shapes and with many different emblems on their fronts.

Seeing this with his own eyes, Puyi wondered if he just happened to be in the most prosperous area. Seeing a bicycle rental spot ahead, he rented a bicycle. Puyi's physical fitness had improved greatly after joining the military, and he felt quite relaxed riding the bicycle. Riding forward along Jiefang Road through several intersections, he saw quite a few old houses, but the ratio of old houses to new ones was only about one to one. That is to say, more than half of the old houses in the entire Tianjin area had already been demolished.

Estimating that he had ridden for five or six *li*, Puyi entered a factory district. The number of trucks on the streets increased dramatically. He saw continuous factory walls topped with steel bars strung with barbed wire, looking heavily guarded. Pedaling his bicycle, Puyi passed two huge factories. One was an automobile factory, the other a machinery manufacturing plant. The machinery plant was one thing, stretching only a few hundred meters, but the automobile factory's walls went on and on; he rode for two *li* and still hadn't reached the end. Seeing an intersection opposite, Puyi changed direction to head back toward the city center.

Along the way, he saw a great number of trucks coming and going. Fortunately, there was a green isolation belt between the bicycle lane and the road for trucks. Puyi felt that if he were riding in the motor vehicle lane, his life might be in danger if he were hit by a truck.

Recalling that he hadn't seen automobile manufacturers of this scale in Tokyo, he understood the gap in national power between China and Japan much more clearly. However, Puyi also felt that Tianjin had been the number one industrial city in the North for decades, while Japan was just a small island nation. Although Tokyo was Japan's capital, compared to China's major northern industrial cities, it indeed didn't have much of an advantage.

But thinking of this, Puyi suddenly realized that if he considered it this way, what those Japanese domestic newspapers said turned out to be true. Given the Japanese personality of going to extremes, it wasn't strange for them to reflect on this, or even to reflect on the inferiorities in the Japanese national character.

Although he had cleared up this misunderstanding, Puyi didn't feel happy. A thought suddenly popped up: "This should have been *my* realm." As soon as this thought emerged, Puyi's mood plummeted, and a feeling of grief and indignation arose spontaneously. His pedaling speed involuntarily increased.

There were quite a few people on the bicycle lane. Puyi zoomed past people, startling the other cyclists. Some with short tempers couldn't help but curse, "What are you riding so fast for? Rushing to be reincarnated?"

Puyi ignored their curses, only slowing down a little and continuing to ride forward with his head down. Reaching the residential area again, he asked traffic police along the way and soon found the community where his teacher, Chen Baochen, lived.

It was a community called Wenlin Garden. The guard at the gate stopped Puyi to inquire when he entered. Puyi didn't want to haggle with a doorkeeper, so he stated his purpose in a mild tone. He thought the doorkeeper might ask for some money, but unexpectedly, the doorkeeper just asked Puyi to make a record in the visitor log.

Among the signatures in the log that completely lacked aesthetic sense, Puyi saw a few lines of very beautiful calligraphy. glancing casually, he saw that in the 'Purpose' column, it was written 'To visit Mr. Chen Baochen.' He immediately became excited. hurriedly looking down, he saw it was from yesterday.

The visitor's name was Li Qinghong; Puyi had no impression of him. However, confirming that his teacher indeed lived here, he quickly filled out the content. The guard just took a look and waved Puyi in, also telling Puyi how to get to Building No. 5.

Puyi hadn't expected a doorkeeper to be so rule-abiding. He quickly thanked him, got on his bike, and went in the direction pointed out. It was past ten in the morning, and there were no young people to be seen in the community. There were only some elderly men and women returning from grocery shopping, greeting acquaintances, or old ladies sitting in the cool shade of the community walls holding one or two-year-old toddlers.

Seeing Puyi approach, everyone looked at him curiously. Puyi vaguely heard an old lady say, "This young man is quite handsome."

Puyi's appearance was not ugly, and at this time he was only twenty-six years old, in the prime of his life. However, Puyi was not happy about receiving praise from others at this moment; he just wanted to see his teacher quickly. Sure enough, after passing a few buildings, he saw a plate nailed to the side of a building facing the road, with 'Building No. 5' painted on it.

Arriving at the stairs, he saw that the entrance also clearly marked the unit numbers, which made Puyi feel much more at ease. He couldn't help but recall the Japanese newspapers' praise for China's strict urban planning. Although he hadn't thought much about it while searching, recalling it now, he vaguely remembered that the Japanese descriptions were exactly the same as his experience.

With a sigh, Puyi walked into the stairwell. going up to the second floor, he looked at the door plate diagonally above the door. The person who visited yesterday recorded in the logbook had written the door number clearly, so Puyi knocked on the left door. Not long after, the door to his teacher's home opened, and a middle-aged woman came out. Judging by her dress, she didn't look like Chen Baochen's wife, but rather like a servant.

Even so, Puyi almost instinctively wanted to raise his hand to salute. Having been in the military for so long, he had become accustomed to it. But in an instant, he felt it was inappropriate, so he quickly asked, "Is Lord Chen at home?"

The middle-aged woman looked curiously at the bespectacled but rather heroic-looking young man in front of her and asked, "May I ask who you are..."

Puyi quickly replied, "I am Lord Chen's student, specifically here to request an audience with my teacher."

Unexpectedly, the woman didn't announce him but just invited Puyi in. The entrance opened into the living room, which was furnished very simply and neatly. The woman went to the room on the south side, pushed open the door, and said, "Mr. Chen, your student is here to see you."

"Oh." Puyi's familiar voice came from inside the room; it was indeed Chen Baochen. Puyi couldn't hold back anymore and quickly walked to the door and shouted, "Teacher, it's me..."

He wanted to say more, but felt his throat choke up, and he couldn't speak the rest of the words.

Chen Baochen inside the room was stunned, then hurriedly turned around and asked, "Is it the Emperor?"

The woman was stunned, not understanding what Chen Baochen meant. But Chen Baochen also realized that his words were inappropriate at this time, so he quickly said, "Come in quickly."

A moment later, the door closed. Chen Baochen stood up tremblingly, wanting to bow to Puyi. Puyi felt a warmth in his heart; for so many years, no one had treated him like this. He quickly supported his teacher, asked him to sit down, and then performed the student's bow to his teacher.

Chen Baochen lowered his voice slightly, "Your Majesty, how have you been these years? How are your studies?"

Puyi's nose soured, and his eyes grew hot. As the saying goes, a teacher is like a father; others wouldn't care about his studies immediately like caring for a child. Suppressing the emotions that were about to surge out, Puyi slowly introduced his experiences over these years to his teacher. Finally finishing telling him that he had already graduated from the Japanese Army War College, Puyi stopped his narration temporarily. He really wanted to hear what his teacher would ask next.

He saw his teacher Chen Baochen pause for a while before opening his mouth to ask, "Your Majesty, do you want to return to China?"

Puyi was unable to answer for a moment. He wanted to return to China, but he didn't want to return like this. This hesitation allowed Chen Baochen to see through Puyi's thoughts. Chen Baochen sighed, "Your Majesty, it is better to return."

Puyi hesitated for another moment before asking, "Why?"
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Chen Baochen was born in 1848. In the 7th year of the Tongzhi reign (1868), he passed the imperial examination as a *Jinshi* and was appointed as a *Shujishi* (Bachelor) of the Hanlin Academy, successively serving as a Compiler and Expositor-in-Waiting. Known for his outspoken admonitions, he, along with Zhang Zhidong, Zhang Peilun, and Bao Ting, became known as the "Four Remonstrants of the Grand Council."

He served as the Education Commissioner of Jiangxi and was promoted to Academician of the Grand Secretariat and Vice Minister of Rites. After the Sino-French War, he was demoted and removed from office because Tang Jiong and Xu Yanxu, whom he had recommended, failed in their duties. He returned to his hometown in retirement, where he developed local education.

In the first year of the Xuantong reign (1909), he was recalled to the capital to serve as the Director of the Institute of Rites, Advisor to the Privy Council, and Deputy Commander of the Bordered Red Banner Han Army. He became the tutor of the Xuantong Emperor, Puyi, and supervised the compilation of the *Veritable Records of Emperor Dezong*.

At this moment, seeing his student Puyi hesitating about returning to China, a feeling of pity spontaneously arose in Chen Baochen's heart. Chen Baochen probed, "Your Majesty, this old subject has lived in Tianjin for several years and has seen the changes in Tianjin with his own eyes. Counting from the day Your Majesty left Tianjin for Japan, in just six years, Tianjin's prosperity has increased more than tenfold. Although other places in Hebei are not equal to Tianjin, they are all flourishing day by day. Viewing this, the world today can be described as a land of splendor."

Hearing his teacher speak like this, Puyi could not help but feel somewhat sad, and even felt an inexplicable sense of shame. After a moment of silence, Puyi sighed, "Teacher, We... the Great Qing's land of splendor has been lost just like that. We truly have no face to see Our ancestors."

Chen Baochen had confirmed that Puyi still could not accept the reality that there was no hope for the restoration of the Qing Dynasty. Thinking of the changes in China now, Chen Baochen felt pain in his heart. He staggered to his feet, intending to kneel before Puyi. Puyi was by no means the unaccustomed-to-labor youth of those years; with quick eyes and hands, he grabbed hold of Chen Baochen. "Teacher, why go this far?"

Chen Baochen was helped into a chair by Puyi. He grasped Puyi's arm, his face already covered in tears, and choked out, "This old subject... this old subject has served as an official for decades. Internally, I could not settle the country; externally, I could not quell foreign aggression. Clearly, the nation could have awed the Four Seas, yet I could only watch helplessly as the Imperial Court suffered defeat after defeat, forfeiting sovereignty and humiliating the nation. Holding a sinecure like a corpse, muddled and incompetent, I have failed the Court, failed Your Majesty..."

Puyi felt equally sad in his heart but hurriedly comforted him, "Teacher, this matter should be borne by the Grand Councilors and the Senior Grand Secretary. How can it be blamed on Teacher..." Saying this, Puyi also could not help but shed tears.

Master and disciple wept opposite each other. After a good while, Chen Baochen wiped away his tears and asked Puyi to sit down. "Your Majesty, if He Rui were to proclaim himself emperor, Your Majesty could move overseas to plan for restoration. However, the imperial system has now been cut off. If the Great Qing is restored, it would be making an enemy of China. If someone wants to restore Manchuria and wants to use Your Majesty, Your Majesty must absolutely not be deceived by such villains."

Puyi was shaken internally and hesitated to speak. Studying in Japan had indeed broadened his horizons. Previously, he had only learned statecraft from his teachers, but he actually didn't understand it at all. In the military academy, he learned many subjects including Organizational Engineering, acquiring a knowledge system of the middle and high levels. Only then did everything connect from top to bottom, making him suddenly see the light. He understood what the "methods of emperors" were, and what supported those methods. Therefore, Puyi was very clear that for his own people to want to proclaim himself emperor again was a fantasy. The theoretical method to restore the country was to first have a territory. Just like He Rui back then, first control the Northeast, accumulate strength, and then plot for the world.

Of course, this was only a theoretically feasible plan. Puyi also knew this was actually impossible.

However, Chen Baochen being so explicit in telling Puyi to cut off the thought of rebuilding Manchuria was equivalent to telling Puyi there was absolutely no possibility of restoration. If Puyi were already willing to accept such a result, he would have chosen to return to China to develop long ago. How could he be hesitant on this matter?

Chen Baochen did not want to persuade Puyi to give up the idea of restoration; he knew such things could not be persuaded away. Chen Baochen knew that if he himself encountered an opportunity to truly restore the Qing, he would also strive for it with all his might, let alone Puyi. So just as Chen Baochen wanted to continue persuading Puyi, Puyi spoke first, "Teacher, if I can establish achievements like He Rui, can the country be restored?"

Hearing this, Chen Baochen only wanted to smile bitterly. Yet he replied, "Don't speak of establishing achievements like He Rui; even if it were only half, the whole country would certainly ask Your Majesty to resume the throne."

After speaking, Chen Baochen saw Puyi purse his lips and remain silent. Although Chen Baochen did not want to strike a blow to Puyi, he had to harden his heart and continue, "However, right now, Your Majesty would have to establish achievements surpassing He Rui. Therefore, this old subject still asks Your Majesty to return to the country and enter politics as soon as possible. Only in this way can Your Majesty serve the country at an early date."

Puyi had long considered this path. If the current situation were the chaotic times of earlier years, it would be one thing. But now He Rui's government had already established order. If he wanted to build up Puyi's reputation under He Rui's order, the He Rui government would absolutely not allow it. So Puyi had long since given up on this idea. Since the problem could not be solved relying on forces within China, the only thing left to rely on was foreign countries.

While he was thinking, he heard Chen Baochen advise, "Your Majesty, this old subject knows that Your Majesty certainly excelled in studies in Japan and broadened your horizons, able to include the entire world in your planning. But what Your Majesty must ultimately strive for is to be the Master of China. Back then, Sun Wen plotted rebellion. The southern rebel party all waited for Sun Wen to return from overseas with a large sum of money. When Sun Wen returned penniless, the rebel party feigned compliance with Sun Wen. In the end, it was Yuan Shikai who became the Grand President. If Your Majesty stays far away from China, China will not know Your Majesty's name. Even if there is a change in China, it will only allow the likes of Yuan Shikai within the country to profit."

Puyi of course knew Chen Baochen was right, but to truly admit this matter would be equivalent to Puyi admitting that restoration was completely hopeless. Puyi could not admit such a thing no matter what.

Seeing Puyi like this, Chen Baochen had to ask, "Your Majesty, this old subject knows Your Majesty has succeeded in your studies, so I would like to ask Your Majesty about a few international matters."

Puyi then replied, "Please ask, Teacher."

"Will the current Japan be willing to be an enemy of China?"

Puyi smiled bitterly in his heart. If Japan were willing to be an enemy of China, Puyi would not be considering returning to the country. He answered, "No."

"Then will France and the Soviet Union be willing to be enemies of China?"

Puyi was very helpless, shook his head, and answered, "No."

"If Britain and the United States were to be enemies of China, could they win?" Chen Baochen pressed.

When Puyi was attending the Army War College in Japan, when the school taught strategy, they had conducted such strategic war games. If the United States wanted to attack China, it could only rely on its navy. Although the US Navy had a ratio of 5.5, the Japanese Navy also had a ratio of 3.75. Therefore, the US Navy's Pacific Fleet had absolutely no ability to defeat the Japanese Navy and occupy Japan. Naturally, it was powerless to launch an attack on China.

If Britain wanted to attack China, it would first have to annihilate China's military forces in Upper Burma and Assam. This would require Britain to deploy 2 million army troops in British India now. Just the money for conscription and troop transport would probably be more than the British government's current finances could sustain. But Britain had to do this, because a Britain that lost India would be no different from a castrated eunuch.

For China, the worst situation would simply be Britain and the United States joining hands to launch an attack on China. But if Britain and the US wanted to go to war with China, they would need to get France's support, or at least let France remain neutral. France's old enemy was Germany. If Britain and the US wanted to persuade France, they would have to accept France's plan to dismember Germany.

Once Germany was dismembered and became a pile of small states, France would naturally become the hegemon of the European continent. Britain's strategy for hundreds of years had been to strike at any hegemonic power attempting to rule the European continent. Britain would rather lose India than allow a hegemon to appear on the European continent. And although the United States was separated from the European continent by an Atlantic Ocean, it would not be happy to see a unified power appear on the European continent either.

If Britain and the US gambled, believing France would not intervene in the war with China, as long as Britain's army and navy main forces left Europe, Britain would run a huge risk: losing India while also having France control the European continent.

The result of the Japanese Army War College's strategic war game was that China's current strategic situation was extremely superior. Surrounding countries either had mutual security trust with China or were already on the path of strategic cooperation. Countries that presented a war risk, because the strategic risk of starting a war against China was too great, would not start a war against China.

Such a superior strategic situation did not fall from the sky. It was He Rui who, with keen judgment and precise grasping of timing, decisively established economic cooperation relations with France when the franc's status was at a low point and French finance was weak and powerless. Through cooperation, the franc returned to a position where it could compete with the pound and the dollar. Based on the needs of its own fundamental interests, France could only firmly support the China-France quasi-alliance relationship.

The instructors of the strategy course at the Japanese Army War College highly praised the China-France cooperation, considering it a classic case of "the skilled warrior has no illustrious merit." As a country outside the European region, China achieved a strategic construct through completely peaceful means that war might not necessarily have achieved. The China-France alliance constructed France's economic strength in Europe, promoted cooperation between China and France on a global scale, and also excluded the intervention of extra-regional powers in East Asia without moving a single soldier. This was undoubtedly a masterpiece of strategic construction.

Puyi knew that this strategy of He Rui's was definitely not targeted at him, but the China-France quasi-ally strategy promoted by He Rui for China had indeed created insurmountable difficulties for Puyi's restoration strategy. If Britain and the US could not construct a strategy to defeat He Rui, then why would Britain and the US support Puyi's restoration?

Chen Baochen did not know that Puyi already possessed the ability to understand strategy. If he knew, he would certainly be moved to strike the table and stand up. But Chen Baochen's eyes, having experienced the ways of the world, also saw that Puyi had indeed lost confidence in using foreign powers to restore the country. This reassured Chen Baochen quite a bit.

Although the Manchu Qing was unwilling, it had at least chosen to actively give up imperial power. If the Manchu Qing loyalists once became traitors to the country, the undercurrent of hostility towards the Qing Dynasty in society would instantly erupt, and everything remaining of the Manchu Qing would inevitably suffer a thorough liquidation. As a loyal minister of the Manchu Qing, Chen Baochen did not wish for the Manchu Qing's ending to be like this.

Puyi did not notice his teacher's reaction at this moment. Even just reviewing strategic thinking made him feel exhausted, and his mood became exceptionally heavy. Strategic judgment was called "temple calculation" in China; once it failed, it could very well lead to the result of the Imperial Ancestral Temple being destroyed.

Puyi's lips quivered slightly. He had another idea, but he dared not say it. Knowing clearly that this idea was actually unreliable, in his despair, this idea became increasingly striking like a life-saving straw, so much so that Puyi could not drive this idea out of his mind no matter what. As he struggled with this thought, the thought instead expanded, eager to burst out. To hold back this thought from exiting his mouth, Puyi expended a great deal of energy.

Seeing Puyi hesitate to speak several times, Chen Baochen said, "Does Your Majesty have something to say to this old subject?"

Puyi could not help but lick his lips first, then bit his lips. He really couldn't hold it back, and finally lowered his voice and said, "Teacher, He Rui likes to show his face in public, and his whereabouts are also easily known. If a group of loyal and devoted men suddenly launched an attack..."

Just as he said this, Chen Baochen had already stood up abruptly. The 84-year-old man's eyes were already wide with rage, and he asked loudly, "Which dog of a thief gave Your Majesty this idea?!"

Puyi was suppressed by his teacher's imposing manner and actually dared not answer that it was his own thought. But apart from this method, Puyi could already think of no other possibility that could reverse the current strategic situation. The Manchu Qing had been destroyed for 21 years now, and the Beiyang government had changed masters three times in these 21 years. Yuan Shikai, Duan Qirui plus Xu Shichang, and He Rui. He Rui truly taking charge of the world could count from 1924, only 8 years ago. Killing He Rui was undoubtedly the only feasible plan that could change China's situation. If He Rui died, the world would certainly return to strife and turmoil. He Rui's subordinates, the ministers who rose with the dragon, were now all between thirty and forty-five years old. Facing immense power, this group of people would absolutely not easily yield to others. Fierce internal strife would inevitably erupt.

Facing He Rui, Puyi felt he was probably really not up to it. But facing He Rui's subordinates, Puyi felt he probably still had the ability to contend with them...

"Your Majesty, speak! Who exactly gave you this idea!" Chen Baochen's voice, which could almost be considered a roar, interrupted Puyi's thoughts, making Puyi's body tremble.

And at this moment, Chen Baochen only felt as if his whole body had been struck by lightning, and as if being roasted by a raging fire. Having lived 84 years, passing the imperial exam and entering the court as an official at 20, what hadn't Chen Baochen seen in 64 years! The so-called loyalty and righteousness, the so-called fearlessness of death, were all bullshit. As long as they were caught, there wasn't one who didn't just beg for a way to live.

...No, Chen Baochen only knew one person in his life like that, and that was Shi Dakai of the Taiping Heavenly Kingdom. Back then, Shi Dakai was deceived by Luo Bingzhang into surrendering in exchange for his subordinates' lives, and was sentenced to death by *lingchi* (slow slicing). *Lingchi* execution really involved cutting a thousand times. Shi Dakai did not utter a word during the torture, did not cry out in pain, and did not beg for mercy. Those who saw it with their own eyes were all shocked, believing his liver and gall were cast of iron.

Where among the Manchu Qing loyalists were there such people? As long as they really assassinated He Rui, as long as they were captured, they would certainly confess. There was no need to consider these people taking poison to commit suicide immediately upon seeing things fail.

And even if these people really had the courage to take poison and commit suicide without leaking information, how could people not understand what was going on if a group of Manchus went to assassinate He Rui?

Nowadays, almost every family among the Chinese people had invited He Rui's portrait to hang in their halls. The world all believed He Rui had rebuilt the mountains and rivers, his merit comparable to Qin Shi Huang and Emperor Wu of Han. If He Rui didn't die, perhaps He Rui wouldn't be too excessive. It would just be the total destruction of the Manchu Qing loyalists. Even if He Rui died, those people under him wouldn't be dead. The first thing this group of people would do would inevitably be to avenge He Rui. At that time, the Manchus would certainly have no way to live, and at least half of the former Manchu Qing officials probably wouldn't escape clan extermination.

Chen Baochen stared at his student Puyi's guilty look, wishing he could read directly from Puyi's brain who exactly had given Puyi the idea. Suddenly, Chen Baochen only felt a buzz in his brain, and then lost all consciousness.

Puyi looked at his teacher Chen Baochen staring at him like an angry guardian deity at this moment, and only felt the shirt on his back had been soaked with sweat. He originally just couldn't think of a way at all, so he said this sentence casually. Puyi himself had studied in military school for so many years, how could he not know how hard it was to want to assassinate a head of state? Moreover, China was not like those places in Europe where assassination was a trend. Did he really think He Rui would deliberately seek death like that foolish Crown Prince Archduke Ferdinand of the Austro-Hungarian Empire?

The reason Ferdinand was successfully assassinated was that he ran to Sarajevo, a major city of an enemy country. Even if He Rui showed his face in public, he only went to places like villages, factories, schools, mines, and military camps. With He Rui's current prestige, the people in those places regarded He Rui as an emperor, or even as the Son of Heaven. The talk of assassination was a big joke.

Seeing his teacher so annoyed, Puyi did not dare to speak either. He only wanted to wait for his teacher to cool down first, and then muddle through this topic.

But his teacher remained motionless in a posture pointing a finger at Puyi. Not long after, his teacher's body began to sway slightly, and a moment later he collapsed to the ground in a posture like a puppet with cut strings, his head even knocking against the chair with a thud.

Puyi was scared and hurriedly went forward to help his teacher Chen Baochen up, only to see Chen Baochen's eyes only opened a slit. In the slit, only the whites of the eyes were visible, not the pupils. Terrified, Puyi was already shouting at the door, "Come quickly! Someone come quickly! Send him to the hospital, quickly send him to the hospital."

A moment later, Puyi sobered up. He directly carried his teacher Chen Baochen on his shoulder, pulled open the door, and walked out. But he didn't expect the nanny had already rushed to the door, and the two collided. Enduring the severe pain in his chin, Puyi shouted at the nanny who was covering her forehead in pain, "Quickly open the door, go to the hospital!"
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As a famous remnant of the old dynasty, Chen Baochen's passing only became known to those acquainted with him after his obituary was published in the *Tianjin Daily*.

Most of the apartments in the Xinyuan Residential District, diagonally opposite the Wenlin Garden, were 140 square meters in size. In the living room on the fourth floor of Building 3, four people sat around a table. The man sitting on the east side flicked ash into the ashtray with his left hand, while his right hand felt a mahjong tile. Without even looking at it, he discarded it, saying simultaneously, "4 Dots."

The player to his right (downstream) did not possess such tactile skill. He picked up the tile, looked at it, and then discarded it. "East Wind. Do you gentlemen intend to offer incense before Elder Chen's spirit tablet?"

"Looking for trouble?" The man on the west side laughed, drawing a tile at the same time. He immediately smiled, swapped a tile from his hand, and hesitated for a moment before choosing one to discard. "Red Dragon."

"Pong!" The player on the east side immediately shouted. Taking the tile and displaying the set before him, he sighed, "If *that person* wasn't keeping vigil, I would actually like to go. 9 Dots."

"Chow." The player to the east's right took the discard. "I heard that person wants to emulate the Current High Official, having finished military academy in Japan. But I don't know if he will return to China. 1 Bamboo."

"Emulate the Current High Official? Hehe. Who said that? Elder Chen? Red Dragon."

"Anyway, that's what people say. This reminds me of something I heard Elder Zhang say recently. 2 Bamboo."

The other three stopped their hands and asked, "What did Elder Zhang say?"

"Elder Zhang said, if you don't have a diamond drill, don't take on porcelain work. The children of the Zhang family won't go into entrepreneurship; they just learn a trade. If they have ability, they can become scientists, engineers, doctors, or teachers. If they lack ability, they can drive a taxi or work as a chef. If they really can't do anything, delivering packages or sweeping streets is fine. If the family is fortunate enough to have someone who truly has no skill but also causes no trouble, letting them be a professional student for a lifetime, reading books every day—that is the family's good fortune."

Hearing this, the man on the east side sighed. "Sigh... hurry up and draw."

The interrupted cycle of tiles resumed. "East Wind. I say..."

"Don't say anything. You missed drawing a tile; if you play another, you'll be a *Xiang Gong* (ineligible to win due to wrong tile count)!" the man on the east warned.

"Oh..." The player who almost went ineligible drew a tile. "I feel Elder Zhang can now be described as having the air of an immortal sage."

"2 Dots. What does Elder Zhang lack in this life? Of course, he has an immortal air. Although they say wealth doesn't last three generations, if the Zhang family descendants can truly listen to his exhortations, I'm afraid their family's money couldn't be exhausted even in ten generations."

"Hehe. Ten generations of prominence? Concealed Kong! Come, come, come, pay up quickly." This player already had a smile on his face.

The other three each pinched two paper slips and threw them in front of him. The man on the east sighed, "Speaking of which, Chief Duan's son is quite disappointing to no one; he's already a National Master. Although playing Go is useless, staying in the Go Academy every day means he isn't squandering the family fortune. Look at how he spent money like water in the early years; the money he's spent in these past few years is probably less than what he used to spend in a single month."

"6 Characters. In the early years, only people in Tianjin Wei knew of Young Master Duan, holding his stinking feet to curry favor with Chief Duan. Now the whole world knows him. A few days ago, Old Zhang from Yunnan wrote a letter asking if the person mentioned in the newspapers was Young Master Duan. Tsk tsk tsk. Looking at it this way, Elder Zhang's family instructions are the true path to preserving a family."

"Mm. That's what they say, but seeing those factory owners making money, it doesn't feel good in the heart. 1 Character."

"Kong!" shouted happily. He rubbed his hands together. "Wait a moment, let me get a 'Blossoming on the Kong'! Haha! 3 Dots! I'm waiting on 3, 6, 9! Mahjong!"

"Ha! Then why didn't you win on a discard?"

"How much is a discard worth? With 3, 6, 9, of course, I want to self-draw."

The other three paid up. Amidst the clattering sound of shuffling tiles, the man on the west sighed, "Which industry should we invest our money in now?"

"Leave it to fate. None of us understand business; it's better to just buy some shares and wait for the year-end dividends. Besides, investing in anything makes money now, so why think so much?"

"If only state-owned companies sold shares too."

"What are you thinking! You want to fish for money from the Current High Official's coin purse?"

As they spoke, music drifted in; the performance of the funeral band from the funeral home could be heard outside the window. As the men stacked their tiles, the topic returned to Chen Baochen.

"Do you say *that person* will stay in China?"

"Stay in China to do what? Who would dare use him?"

"For *that person* to send off Elder Chen can be considered fulfilling the sentiments of a master and disciple."

"...Hehe." Someone just chuckled. Some matters always gave rise to associations, but regarding Puyi, these former Qing officials were unwilling to say too much.

The previous round was won by the South player. He picked up two dice and threw them into the ring of mahjong tiles. The dice rolled around and stopped steady. "6, opposite."

The North player picked up one die and knocked it against the other. The two dice collided and flipped, resulting in two red 4s facing up.

"Oh, a Leopard (pair)," the East player laughed.

"Missing two dots." The North player's expression turned serious. "Now the government prohibits pornography, gambling, and drugs. It's fine for us to play a few rounds of mahjong with small stakes. But if anyone violates government regulations, don't come to my house, and definitely don't come looking for me."

The other three were stunned for a moment, then the East player laughed. "The Current High Official has written several masterpieces on psychology, and we have studied the books of sages for so many years. If we can't even achieve this, then we are seeking our own deaths. I haven't played those things for a long time either; I was just speaking casually."

In this round, South was the dealer. South cut the deck and took two stacks. The others took their tiles with crisp sounds. After each took three stacks, the dealer took the jump tile. After arranging his hand, a smile appeared. He discarded a tile, "North Wind."

"Pong!" The East player took the tile and continued, "Gentlemen, my family has opened a car rental company. I wonder if anyone is interested in buying a few cars to join in. 1 Dot."

"Pong!" The North dealer said, "You need shareholders for bicycles? 1 Bamboo."

"Pong!" The East player said, revealing his two 1 Bamboos. "Not bicycles, trucks."

The other three were stunned. The East player was leisurely and content. "3 Characters."

The player to his right asked while drawing a tile, "Isn't opening a trucking company good? Why go into rental? North Wind."

"Yes, who can afford to rent a truck?"

The East player shook his head. "Now the government is heavily promoting vocational training. There are many people who can drive, but few who can afford to buy a vehicle. Have you gentlemen not seen how many roads have been built now? National highways, provincial highways, even the townships have dirt roads. With roads, trucks can run."

"5 Characters. What if those people break the trucks? What if they crash? What if someone gets killed?"

The East player lit another cigarette. "Originally, I didn't know what to do about these things either. Now the government has promulgated the Contract Law; we handle things according to the contract. I have already hired some experts and asked them to help me work out the regulations for cost control and risk control."

The other three were quite interested upon hearing this and chatted while playing. After eight rounds of mahjong were finished, the four stopped and went with the East player to his company.

Walking out the door, they saw that Wenlin Garden was no different from usual. The number of people entering and exiting had not increased or decreased because of the mourning hall set up for Chen Baochen. Listening to the playing of the funeral band in the courtyard, someone sighed, "Speaking of which, the Great Qing has been gone for twenty-one years."

The other three also felt somewhat emotional. The East player said, "There are still this many remnants of the old era now. In a few more years, we probably won't see any of them."

Puyi was currently dressed in mourning sackcloth, greeting guests together with Chen Baochen's family. When visitors offered incense and kowtowed to Chen Baochen, Puyi would kowtow in return along with Chen Baochen's children who had rushed back. But there were few visitors, and Puyi spent most of the time waiting numbly. The initial remorse had already numbed Puyi; he had never imagined that he would be the one to personally send his teacher off. At this moment, only one thought remained in Puyi's mind: leave China as soon as possible and never return to this sad place.

After keeping the wake for three days, Puyi personally carried the coffin for his teacher's funeral. On the fourth day, Puyi bought a plane ticket back to Japan and returned there.

The Security Bureau was not very clear about the cause of Chen Baochen's death. According to the hospital's death report, Chen Baochen died from a sudden stroke. Although there was an impact to the head, this impact was not the cause of death.

Moreover, in the intelligence gathered by the Security Bureau, the relationship between Puyi and Chen Baochen was very good, with no animosity. Therefore, there was no plan to detain Puyi for investigation. Seeing Puyi board the plane with absolutely no intention of staying in China, the Tianjin Security Bureau felt much relieved. The Security Bureau's work was already strenuous enough; they truly did not want to spend more energy on Puyi.
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On July 13, 1932, at the Ministry of Commerce's monthly work meeting, Minister Li Chenggang listened carefully to the summary of data for the first half of the year.

"...We applied textile technology introduced from Japan to our own equipment, finally producing cotton yarn of quality surpassing that of France. Fabrics made from this yarn have received a good response in the French market. Although our fabrics have begun to sell in France, French acceptance of our ready-made garments remains very low... In terms of metal products, at this stage, only sales of multi-speed bicycles and the 'Type 28' agricultural bicycles have been successful in France, with annual sales volume for both exceeding 30,000 units... Traditional advantage items such as porcelain and silk are performing well... Tea sales achieved huge success after we opened direct-sale stores... Pharmaceutical sales are very successful..."

The data on the long list was summarized into a report for the Minister. Li Chenggang scanned it and basically understood the situation. In the aggregated data, for the first six months of 1932, China exported goods worth 2.9 billion to France, mostly light industrial products. Imports from France amounted to 4.1 billion Francs, mostly bulk commodities and heavy industrial products. The deficit was as high as 1.2 billion Francs, or approximately 20 million Pounds.

Looking purely at the data, only half the time had passed. The annual deficit could potentially reach 2.5 billion Francs. For China's current GDP of 120 billion Chinese Yuan—roughly 120 billion Francs—this did not seem like a large figure. But if this situation was not reversed, it would inevitably become a major issue.

However, at the State Council work meeting the next day, the Ministry of Commerce didn't mention this at all. Minister Li Chenggang quietly listened to the Minister of Finance's report. "GDP reached 70.4 billion Yuan in the first half of the year, exceeding the plan. Repayment of French loans begins this year. Due to this excess, we do not plan to increase taxes or issue bonds in the second half of the year..."

These reports had to be made public. Seeing these numbers, the private financial press immediately got excited. Various editors began to write articles around these figures. On July 16, the headlines of several private newspapers were *China Begins to Fall into Debt Crisis*.

These newspapers were not fabricating things; the data they cited was official data released by the state. Starting in 1932, the 20 billion Francs borrowed from France had to be repaid over 10 years, at 2 billion Francs per year. The trade deficit with France was 1.2 billion Francs in the first half; multiplied by two, the full year might reach 2.5 billion. For just France alone, the deficit would be 2.0 + 2.5 = 4.5 billion Francs.

For example, the Asian edition of *The Times* did a simple calculation: China now has a population of about 500 million, so on average, every Chinese person loses 9 Francs per year.

Those concerned with this news were concentrated in the cities. Having read many foreign newspapers over the years, and with Chinese officials having written some commentary articles on this, Chinese readers had a concept: the Asian editions of various national newspapers served their motherlands, not truly China. Furthermore, the relationship between Britain and France was no secret to current Chinese readers. People reading these newspapers understood that the current exchange rate between the Chinese Yuan and the Franc was roughly 1:1. Even if every Chinese person bought 9 Francs worth of goods annually, it wouldn't impact life for current Chinese people. The British newspapers wrote this to incite Chinese public aversion to French goods.

There was no lack of pro-British elements in China, and many of them were in the press. For various purposes, the articles written by this group somewhat echoed British views. The number of educated people in China had exploded, and many readers among them, while not pro-British, had begun to care about national affairs. After seeing this news, their emotions were inevitably affected.

By August, the Security Bureau discovered some fake news. For example, that 1 Franc exchanged for 10 Chinese Yuan. The Security Bureau immediately reported this, and Minister of Propaganda Li Runshi soon received the transferred file. Li Runshi thought for a moment and understood where the problem lay. He immediately requested official newspapers to publish introductory articles with "China's Exchange Rate and International Rates" as the propaganda point.

He Rui did not say anything after learning of this news, but he greatly appreciated Li Runshi's quick reaction. He Rui ordered the Security Bureau to investigate which channels these fake rumors were released from.

At the end of August, a report was delivered to He Rui. According to intelligence collected at this stage, the fake news that the exchange rate between the Franc and RMB was 1:10 was not released by pro-British figures, nor by pro-French figures. The likely source was some Chinese radicals with low cultural quality.

The Chinese public currently did not like foreign countries. It had only been eight years since He Rui unified China in 1924. From 1840 to 1924, 84 years had passed. The humiliation accumulated over 84 years could not possibly disappear completely in eight years. And those radicals were fierce nationalists, with political stances similar to radicals in foreign countries. They all high-profilely praised the Chinese nation, believing China to be the most excellent nation in the world, with the duty and responsibility to rule the world.

He Rui, who had similar experiences in his youth, understood this group very well. Although their cognitive level was not high due to a lack of knowledge structure, they could not be discussed as a "hate-the-country party." Moreover, China's radicals were Chinese after all. Although they would loudly sing "Hungrily feasting on the flesh of the barbarians, laughingly drinking the blood of the Xiongnu" from *Man Jiang Hong*, Chinese radicals would not truly do so themselves. At least while the Chinese government was not a fascist government like that of the little mustache, they would never be that radical.

Although He Rui did not care, some comrades in the Central Committee had to care. At a central meeting, someone asked Li Runshi how to deal with the domestic talk about the 4.5 billion Franc annual deficit with France.

Li Runshi looked calm. "Regarding lies, we can conduct propaganda. This emotional concern is based on reality; the Propaganda Department does not believe we need to make any targeted response to the people's normal emotional reactions."

Hearing Li Runshi speak to this extent, the other ministers who asked questions did not continue. Because asking further would be equivalent to questioning whether the Minister of Propaganda was stating his personal will as the decision of the Propaganda Department. Questioning to that degree would be trying to force the Minister of Propaganda to step down, belonging to the realm of fierce political struggle. Although the current public sentiment made some ministers feel perhaps they shouldn't let it be, this was just personal opinion. In the current government which emphasized professionalism, they could only wait for things to develop further.

He Rui did not interject, because it was not appropriate to say anything at this time. The central meeting continued with work briefings. The Minister of Finance introduced the current financial problems, "...Since the conclusion of the Prime Minister-level meeting of the Asian Coal and Steel Community, Japan has begun to adjust its industrial chain. Based on current data, total steel demand for 1932 is around 18 million tons. Our country's steel production has reached 11.59 million tons, and Japan's steel production is about 5.41 million tons. Since a portion of steel demand can be released next year, the gap of nearly 1 million tons of steel will lead to an increase in steel prices this year. Currently, domestic inflation is appearing in various fields. Regarding views on controlling inflation, we hope the Central Bank can provide ideas for a solution."

After the Ministry of Finance finished speaking, the Governor of the Central Bank spoke. "According to the Central Bank's assessment, the inflation problem will continue for 2-4 years before production capacity is insufficient and the import process for bulk raw materials is optimized..."

Even though the central leaders were all quite self-possessed, they couldn't help but be a bit unable to endure at this point, and a stir went through the conference room.

He Rui, however, appreciated the Central Bank's current performance. In a modern country, the main work of the Ministry of Finance is to reduce unemployment by developing the economy, while the main work of the Central Bank is to control inflation by controlling currency issuance and circulation direction. If a country's economy develops at high speed while simultaneously being in a situation of low unemployment and low inflation, this stage will inevitably become a famous Golden Age in that country's history, and "good old days" that its nationals will miss later. The good old days are missed because such a situation rarely occurs.

Under normal circumstances, it would be this kind of situation where the Ministry of Finance and the Central Bank seem to be running in opposite directions, yet have to discuss with each other, compromise with each other, and each issue part of the policy, trying to seek a current optimal balance point between high growth, low unemployment, and low inflation.

That the current Central Committee could build to this extent meant that China had already entered a considerable degree of industrialization. He Rui was very satisfied with this. However, what He Rui was satisfied with were the construction achievements; the immediate problems had not been solved.

The Governor of the Central Bank explained the source of high inflation to the comrades of the Central Committee. China was currently in a process of rapid urbanization. The core cities in the economic circles planned by the central government were all experiencing a stage of rapid expansion in urban scale. The weak consumption power of the Chinese people at present was insufficient to buy houses in full, and China's urban planning did not accept the appearance of slums. Therefore, cities built large numbers of small apartments and provided loans for buying houses. This generated huge debts, which were manifested in the form of currency.

Enterprises and laborers participating in infrastructure construction all received large amounts of currency. Consumption generated by large amounts of currency directly pulled up prices. At this stage, China had borrowed huge foreign debts and invested them in the synthetic ammonia and internal combustion engine industries. These two industries promoted rural growth and the improvement of logistics and transportation capabilities. A considerable part of infrastructure construction was roads. With roads, logistics became even fiercer. This led to a greatly increased circulation volume of various commodities, which was different from the agricultural era economy. After huge demand was released, it directly led to price increases.

Moreover, huge market demand led to more private capital pouring into the production field. This caused the speed of price increases to increase a lot.

After introducing the recent data, the Governor of the Central Bank said very firmly, "At this stage, the Central Bank can only continue to release currency in response to demand. If we do not release so much currency for loans, it is very likely to lead to the bankruptcy of a huge number of enterprises."
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After the Central Bank Governor explained why the money supply would not be reduced, he continued, "However, the peak of additional currency issuance will end within two years, and domestic consumption power is expected to peak within four years. At that time, prices will fall. Moreover, a large number of enterprises will go bankrupt due to poor management. Therefore, the Central Bank assesses that this round of inflation triggered by massive investment will end in two to four years."

The central leaders were all pondering this; such an uncontrolled state made the comrades very unaccustomed. Especially hearing that a vast number of enterprises would go bankrupt, which would bring more uncertainty.

What Li Runshi thought of at this moment was what He Rui had said to him even earlier: "You are too kind; you always hope that enterprises won't go bankrupt."

Hearing the speech of Central Bank Governor Ping Jin, the shock in Li Runshi's heart was far greater than he had imagined. For those enterprises, bankruptcy would affect a very large number of people. However, He Rui's attitude was much "less kind." He Rui only cared about the survivors of cruel competition; the losers would get no sympathy from He Rui at all.

The only thing that made Li Runshi feel somewhat better was probably that He Rui attached great importance to the masses. Universal education, providing adult training, striving to increase employment opportunities, ensuring minimum wages, establishing labor laws and trade unions, and ensuring the legal rights of workers.

Li Runshi could feel that in He Rui's spiritual world, there probably did not exist the "beautiful pastoral life" imagined by agricultural society. Improving the people's strength was to enable the people to have the strength to survive in a society full of competition. As for how painful this competition was, He Rui was very clear. He Rui had absolutely no intention of restricting legitimate competition.

Li Runshi did not oppose legitimate competition, but he could clearly feel that the cost of this competition was tremendous waste. Li Runshi had never spoken his thoughts; in Li Runshi's worldview, human history spiraled upwards, not in a straight line. Viewing development from this angle, waste was a necessity. Li Runshi believed that there was theoretically no problem with the policies currently implemented in China. As for the tragedies generated within, perhaps they could only be described as inevitable.

After the central work briefing meeting ended, Li Runshi determined that the Center's current focus of work remained on fully promoting economic development. The urgent task at this stage was to improve the efficiency of circulation through infrastructure construction, thereby improving the integration of the industrial chain.

After attending the meeting, Li Runshi returned to his office and began writing a report. But as he wrote, he felt he couldn't continue, so he simply started writing an article. During the writing process, Li Runshi's secretary came twice to remind him that it was late, but although Li Runshi heard it, he turned a deaf ear. By the time the article was finished, Li Runshi looked at his watch and saw it was already 3:00 AM. Without even washing up, Li Runshi went to the bed in the small side room, lay down, and fell asleep in the blink of an eye.

According to regulations, if Li Runshi's article was to be published, it needed the approval of the Party Committee. So Li Runshi's article was quickly sent to the Party Committee, while what He Rui saw were the views of various central leaders on this work briefing. He Rui immediately asked his secretary to get the full text of Li Runshi's article.

Li Runshi's reports and articles were vastly different from He Rui's highly professional style, and He Rui himself was very convinced by Li Runshi. Because in He Rui's view, being grounded meant facing various problems directly and solving them with the mindset of an engineer solving industrial problems. And Li Runshi's articles were equally grounded.

He Rui felt he could see a methodology with Li Runshi's strong personal style from that article Li Runshi was preparing to publish. Using terms from the very traditional Chinese culture Li Runshi possessed, it could also be called "Virtue" (De Xing). It was a virtue of seeking truth from facts, being firm and unwavering, never retreating, not taking anger out on others, and not making the same mistake twice. All of Li Runshi's speeches, reports, and articles were without exception built upon such virtue, but Li Runshi himself never highlighted these. Instead, he started from specific matters and chose the solution most beneficial to the revolutionary work. Profound literary skill, full emotion, and a sunny and upward personal style made He Rui feel as if bathed in a spring breeze while reading. After finishing it, He Rui sighed in his heart: indeed, an Unparalleled National Scholar.

Looking at his own articles again, although He Rui envied Li Runshi's sentiments, he had no way to make his articles like Li Runshi's. Because He Rui firmly believed that the future era would inevitably be a more scientific era, which meant a colder era. The development of technology required human understanding of oneself to reach the level of touching the origin, and the generation of human consciousness itself was based on the human physical body.

Hundreds of millions of years ago, humanity's ancestors in the ancient oceans, resembling fleshy worms, once degenerated their primitive brains. But with changes in the natural environment, humanity's worm-like ancestors evolved new brains. This evolution allowed humanity's ancestors to break free from the brain mode of primitive life and develop a brand-new nervous system. From then on, they were no longer playing the same game of chess as the creatures of that era.

This evolution, in a certain sense, was very similar to the emergence of industrial civilization in human society.

In the tens of millions of years after humanity's worm-like ancestors evolved brains, humans remained a very weak species. Sea scorpions, ammonites, and other creatures were still the overlords of the ocean. It was not until humanity's ancestors evolved jaws and began to possess biting ability that the chess game of tens of millions of years finally underwent a fundamental change. The old overlords were defeated one by one. Hundreds of millions of years later, the creatures dominating the Earth without exception possessed new types of brains and jaws. Although the descendants of other old overlords did not go completely extinct, they were thoroughly kicked out of the ranks of contending for global dominance, only able to struggle for survival in various corners of the Earth.

Just as European civilization, whose civilization level was far inferior to China's, ravaged the world; although they committed monstrous crimes, they still grasped the world's richest resources.

But industrial civilization is a kind of software, not hardware. The Chinese people can completely learn it and continuously advance China's industrialization according to the laws of industrial development itself. The development of industrialization touches upon the essence of humanity, which is also the reason why He Rui could never turn into a literati.

Because He Rui's understanding of the world was extremely materialistic. The human body could originally process a vast number of signals. Any signal that required the brain to realize it needed processing was inevitably a problem the physical body could not solve. Therefore, the signals processed by the brain were destined to be signals processed by the physical body.

If described in the cruel style He Rui favored, the signals received by the brain were destined not to be the truth. If one wanted to face the real world, what was needed was "imagination." The so-called imagination was a ability attempting to restore the essence of the world. This gave rise to the so-called "Geniuses."

The greatest difference of geniuses was, first of all, that their brain structure was different from others. In a certain field, geniuses possessed natural imagination. No matter how complex a problem appeared to others, it was simple and clear in front of geniuses. Geniuses' brains were capable of generating imagination and understanding close to the essence of facts. So from a certain angle, everyone is a genius. To use the words science and engineering men love to say, "That is the manifestation of human genetic diversity."

If this matter were not spoken within a knowledge structure, it would destined to be distorted into views like pedigree theory or racism. But in He Rui's view, this explanation itself was opposing pedigree theory and racism. The uniqueness of a child's brain development was simply not something current science could monitor. So it could only be described by randomness. Since every child's characteristics were random, didn't that precisely prove the natural fallacy of pedigree theory and racism?

For human society, possessing the ability to correctly understand this problem also required a certain amount of talent. Moreover, having talent alone was not enough; one also needed someone to teach them, and through repeated experience and introspection, to accept this matter. This brought about another gateway for social class transition: "To become the backbone of society, first, one must have someone to teach; second, one must be able to afford to lose."

He Rui believed that if human society could develop to a civilization level where everyone had someone to teach and could afford to lose, humanity could probably begin to enter the next stage.

Thinking of this, He Rui read Li Runshi's article once more, feeling truly emotional in his heart. At least Chinese civilization was more progressive than other civilizations in the world. The core of this civilization, which had lasted for ten thousand years, was to admit its own deficiencies, admit it faced problems, and continuously make progress. Rather than the core of European civilization, which pushed blame onto others whenever problems were encountered. That was why Chinese civilization could give birth to an Unparalleled National Scholar like Li Runshi.

Thinking of the gap between himself and Li Runshi in terms of humanism and virtue, although He Rui felt regret, he did not regret it. Humanity had walked to today relying on the division of labor. His own work was obviously not radiant, but rather hacking through thorns and brambles. He Rui believed he must accept such a destiny arrangement.

Putting down Li Runshi's article, He Rui quickly browsed through the reports of other central leaders. It could be seen that everyone was very clear about the urgent task at hand. The first was to enable China to possess large-scale production capabilities in various fields. The second was to continuously improve technological content during investment.

Although Premier Wu Youping and others had not yet been able to see with their own eyes the huge role of the industrial chain in China's industry, at least they had understood the huge role the industrial chain possessed in theory. Especially Wu Youping; as Premier, Wu Youping had also gradually shaken off the "Daddy flavor" (paternalism) within the government in traditional Chinese culture.

The government's job is to provide reasonable policies, not to be both an athlete and a referee. Even for state-owned enterprises, when an enterprise's lifespan reaches its end, preparations should be quickly made for the funeral of the state-owned enterprise dying of natural causes, and the remaining assets should be reorganized. Rather than forcibly extending the life of an enterprise that should have finished, based on the human instinct of fearing death.

The road leading to the next era is destined to be paved with the bones of losers and those who died of natural causes. This is the truth of the world.

If Wu Youping knew He Rui praised him like this, he would definitely smile bitterly. But at this moment, Wu Youping didn't even have the mood to smile bitterly. For a major country like China, a deficit of 4.5 billion Francs in one year was not a major event. Economic operation required confidence; how to release the correct signals was what a major country should care about.

At this moment, sitting before Wu Youping were Commerce Minister Li Chenggang and Propaganda Minister Li Runshi. Li Runshi's job was to understand these things through listening in, and conduct propaganda according to the country's needs. As the Propaganda Minister, Li Runshi must possess the ability to understand the entire government's work and must be able to accurately grasp the level at which the country currently stood. Therefore, although Wu Youping had never voiced his admiration for Li Runshi, his evaluation of Li Runshi in his heart was extremely high.

Facing Commerce Minister Li Chenggang, Wu Youping stated straightforwardly, "In Sino-French economic cooperation, the China Yuan can be directly exchanged for Francs in settlement. Without even an extra handling fee, if China deposits China Yuan directly into the Sino-French Settlement Bank, the settlement bank can exchange it for Francs according to the exchange rate and return it to the Bank of France. So, Minister Li, just introduce the Ministry of Commerce's judgment on exports."

Li Chenggang nodded. He believed Wu Youping would not become flustered just because of that bit of deficit. Hearing Wu Youping's words, Li Chenggang was even more sure his judgment was correct. "Premier, some people will definitely think that with a deficit of 1.2 billion in half a year, the annual deficit will be 2.5 billion. According to current data from the Ministry of Commerce, the share of our industrial products in the French market is constantly expanding. Moreover, our advantageous products are not only traditional products; like in the shipbuilding industry, our advantages are manifesting. Under new shipbuilding processes, the cost of merchant ships using internal combustion engines has already dropped to a level with a certain profit margin. And France is not a major coal country either. We hope the government can communicate with France in this regard. As long as we can sell a batch of merchant ships, our deficit can be greatly reduced."

Wu Youping had read the report. Currently, the international price of a 5,000-ton merchant ship was about 600,000 US dollars, roughly 9 million Francs. Selling 11 ships would be 100 million Francs. If a batch were really sold, several hundred million Francs would be obtained. Furthermore, France's economy was currently booming, and the demand for merchant ships was very large; this was indeed a very good entry point.

"How much will our profit be?" Wu Youping asked. Although specific profit was not something Wu Youping had to manage, Wu Youping was indeed very curious.

Li Chenggang answered confidently, "At this stage, the price of 600,000 US dollars is very competitive. Our profit is about 24%. Later, when the industrial chain is more complete and we no longer need to import some components from foreign countries, our profit could potentially reach 50%. Moreover, the tonnage of ships is also constantly increasing. Being able to produce ten-thousand-ton ships will only take two years."
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Wu Youping was calculating the import and export data in his mind when he heard Li Runshi ask, "Premier, our only significant trade deficit this year is with France. If we publicize this, public sentiment would naturally stabilize. Why not do so?"

Since Li Runshi had grasped the key point, Wu Youping explained, "Because France needs this kind of propaganda. Capital operation under the capitalist model requires confidence. Seeing France running a huge surplus with China gives investors confidence in the future of the French economy. As for the 4.5 billion Francs itself, it doesn't impact China much. We need to immediately increase production capacity and acquire more advanced technology at this stage, so we spend money to buy from France. But ordinary people, and even most people investing in France, don't want to consider these things. Nor do they have the ability to view problems from a macroeconomic perspective. China's GDP reached 120 billion in 1931, so 4.5 billion is only 4%. The growth of our enterprises above designated size reaches 10% annually; a deficit of 4.5 is only one-third of our economic increment. There is no need to deliberately counter this with information."

Li Runshi thought for a moment and continued to ask, "Is this to make investors worldwide believe that they can earn very rich returns in China?"

"Yes. Because we have financial controls, the money earned by foreign companies cannot be easily remitted out of China. Minister Li, in reality, of the 4.5 billion used to repay the Bank of France, 2 billion was transferred into the Bank of France's account at the Sino-French Cooperation Bank. The Bank of France has been lobbying us for years, hoping to allow the Sino-French Cooperation Bank to conduct financial business in China. Even if they can't get the rights for deposit business, they at least hope to get the rights for lending business. We have never agreed. The Sino-French Cooperation Bank can only provide deposit, lending, and exchange services to French companies in China. And provide loans and exchange services to Chinese companies that have obtained import and export licenses and approval.

"As for the so-called potential 2.5 billion surplus money, this is a final statistic. There is no 2.5 billion Francs flowing out of China. There isn't even 2.5 billion Francs. This is denominated in Francs; many French merchants used RMB directly when purchasing goods from China."

Although Li Runshi hadn't been the Minister of Propaganda for long, he had completed a large amount of learning during this period. After listening to Wu Youping's explanation, Li Runshi compared these explanations with the knowledge he had learned and the contents of the Central Committee documents. They matched perfectly, and he already had ideas for the propaganda content in his mind.

Most Chinese people didn't understand foreign trade, and while these summary figures weren't lies, they were numbers derived from various statistics and exchange rate conversions. The Chinese public didn't understand the knowledge involved, lacked the interest to acquire it, and had no scenarios in which to apply it.

Thinking of this, Li Runshi didn't immediately voice the matter he was already considering. He prepared to find a specific time after this meeting to discuss his views on 'social practice' with Wu Youping. For the Propaganda Department, this was not just a job, but also a matter of significant policy perspective.

Seeing that Li Runshi's questions were over, Li Chenggang continued to discuss exports. "Premier. At this stage, China's shipbuilding has gained a huge technological advantage, but this advantage is only available vis-à-vis France. Our main markets are domestic. We currently look forward to expanding trade with Thailand. Thailand also has huge export potential and is also a very good market. The Ministry of Commerce's efforts have reached their limit at this stage; if we want further development, we can only rely on the state coming forward. The Ministry of Commerce has prepared the materials; if the Premier needs them, we will send them over immediately."

Wu Youping just nodded. At this stage, China's main external strength was focused on diplomatic dealings with world powers; diplomacy and commerce with other countries were just beginning. Even for an Asian country like Thailand, since both Britain and France were trying to control the Thai regime, they were full of vigilance against Chinese intervention. It was not easy for China to expand trade with Thailand at this stage.

So Wu Youping turned to inquire about trade with the Soviet Union. Speaking of the Soviet Union, Li Chenggang answered confidently, "At this stage, the Soviet side has already felt the improvement in the quality of our products..."

Li Runshi watched the unconscious change in Li Chenggang's expression and found it interesting. After listening for a while, the content Li Chenggang described made Li Runshi feel even more amused. Although most of the Soviet Union's territory was in Asia, the Soviet Union was essentially a European country. Being in a favored position, geographical reasons made the Soviet Union no stranger to European commodities. So every time the Soviets came to China to purchase, they would take out similar European commodities to compare with Chinese ones.

In terms of large-scale industrial products, there was indeed a gap between China and similar European products. But the Soviet Union currently lacked foreign exchange and didn't have the money to import these finished industrial goods from Europe. Moreover, Western Europe's blockade of the Soviet Union made it impossible for the Soviets to achieve a trade balance with Europe through normal trade. More importantly, the Soviet public couldn't afford European goods. So the Soviets could only brag when purchasing, but in the end, they still bought a large amount of Chinese light industrial goods.

However, starting last year, the quality of light industrial goods provided by China had greatly improved, with cost-performance ratios reaching or even starting to slightly exceed similar European products. Although the Soviets continued to brag while holding European goods, the quantity of their purchases had indeed seen a significant increase.

Li Runshi was somewhat surprised to hear this. Because this specific content seemed to conflict with the news Li Runshi had received.

Li Chenggang continued, "At this stage, the direction of our exports to the Soviet Union is being adjusted. We are preparing to expand imports of crude steel and pig iron from the Soviet Union. The goal is to balance the surplus caused by exporting trucks, tricycles, cars, as well as transistor radios, record players, and similar products to the Soviet Union."

Wu Youping had great confidence in this. "I'm just waiting to see your year-end report." After speaking, he looked at Li Runshi, wanting to hear if Li Runshi had any questions.

Li Runshi asked, "Didn't we transfer the technology for these products to the Soviet Union? Why has there been an increase in Soviet import demand?"

Hearing this question, Li Chenggang felt truly emotional. Seeing that Wu Youping didn't signal to stop him from answering, he explained, "The Soviet system does very well in the field of distribution; the state provides fairly equitable distribution to the people. The Soviet distribution model is crafted very meticulously; individuals and families can receive very good distribution..."

Li Runshi did indeed understand this, so he quietly waited for Li Chenggang to say "but."

"...The Soviet government does very well in the field of public services and the production arrangement of necessities. But regarding the personal needs of the Soviet people, the Soviet government can't figure it out. Because people's personalized needs, differentiated needs, are a market demand. The Soviet Union has no way to satisfy such demands. Under the Soviet system, private enterprises oriented towards differentiation and personalization have no room for survival. So even if the Soviet Union obtained the technology transfer for light industrial goods, they could only produce many fixed types of products. Thus, the Soviets found that placing orders with our companies was more cost-effective than building factories themselves."

Li Runshi understood this content, and this content was precisely not what Li Runshi wanted to know most. He continued to ask, "According to some statistical content I obtained, Soviet enterprises seem unable to fully satisfy the needs of the Soviet people even in production? Why is this?"

Li Chenggang didn't answer immediately but looked at Wu Youping. He saw Wu Youping just pick up a report to read, showing no reaction at all. Only then did Li Chenggang turn to Li Runshi. "Any product, when it first appears, will satisfy the core demand. I have read Minister Li's articles. According to Minister Li's description of the principal contradiction and secondary contradictions, after the principal contradiction is eliminated, the secondary contradiction will transform into the principal contradiction. The main purpose of Soviet enterprises is to complete production quotas, not to continuously satisfy the needs of the Soviet people. The Soviet Union also faces a big problem: among the Soviet Union's competitive products, civilian goods are not included. So the Soviet Union cannot produce too many civilian goods; if they produce too many, it will naturally be waste. As for Soviet civilian goods, anyone who uses them knows. So for the Soviet Union, it must possess its own production capacity. Our country has a great demand for the Soviet Union's advantageous products, so importing light industrial goods is very beneficial to the Soviet Union."

Li Runshi thought while listening, and in a blink of an eye, he understood the principle. As a socialist country, the happy life of the Soviet people is obtained through labor, so the Soviet system stipulates that more work brings more pay. Among the Soviet Union's advantageous products, timber and ore are the current main products. Countless piles of timber and ore are piled up within the Soviet Union, unable to create value for the Soviet Union at all. So they must be sold.

Foreign exchange obtained from exports is meaningless if left in accounts; commodities must be purchased. Foreign commodities are good and cheap, better than domestic Soviet civilian goods, so buy more.

Li Runshi followed up with a question, "How long will it take for the Soviet Union to produce commodities equivalent to our domestic ones?"

"If it's civilian goods of equal quality and cost-performance, I think we might not see it in this lifetime," Li Chenggang answered with a lack of confidence.

Even if Li Chenggang wasn't very confident, this answer was enough to surprise Li Runshi. Li Runshi didn't think Li Chenggang would deliberately belittle the Soviet Union, nor was it possible for him to be hostile to the Soviet Union, which was also a socialist country. But Li Runshi momentarily didn't know how to ask, because what seemed like a single manifestation actually involved very broad content. He feared that even raising a dozen questions might not necessarily achieve the foundational knowledge to understand this issue.

Li Chenggang held the same view. However, the work responsible by the Minister of Propaganda was very important. Previously, there had been some propaganda issues domestically. Because the previous Minister of Propaganda had insufficient understanding of China's development theory, contradictions appeared between his explanations of some issues and later explanations.

To avoid these troubles, Li Chenggang said, "I will have my secretary send some reports to Minister Li."

Li Runshi nodded. Although he preferred to talk directly with comrades familiar with the situation, if the problem was too complex, reading those detailed reports would be equally effective.

At this time, Wu Youping put down the report in his hand and asked, "What is the Ministry of Commerce's analysis regarding the interior of the Asian Economic Community?"

"At this stage, Japan no longer has much of a surplus. Moreover, Japanese enterprises have already begun to differentiate. Differences have appeared between Japanese enterprises that regard China as their main market and those cultivating the Japanese market. The difference between the two is growing. Furthermore, we had better not make any propaganda that triggers ill will towards the Asian Economic Community."

Hearing Li Chenggang mention this first, Wu Youping chuckled lightly in his heart, asking with an unchanging expression, "Do you think the principal contradiction within the East Asian Economic Community does not lie in industry?"

Li Chenggang answered decisively, "Yes. Japan lacks domestic resources and its economic development relies heavily on imports. Therefore, the Japanese economy has reached a degree of refinement that China can by no means compare with. This refinement is not Japan's advantage, but a means it had to adopt to cope with the disadvantage of resource scarcity. It seems meticulous to the finest detail, but it is actually to provide more employment opportunities. If Japan adopted China's operating model, their economy would collapse.

"Korea's situation is similar to Japan's; Korea's disadvantage lies in their industrial development being even more backward. Therefore, for the Korean economy to develop, the requirements on its government are higher. If the Korean economy has problems, it must be that their government's policies have problems, not that the Korean people are not working hard. So for Korea and Japan, how to coordinate national policy is the most important thing; there is actually no need to interfere with their specific economic content..."

After the meeting, Li Runshi felt he had gained a lot. As long as the economic policies at the time were conducive to rapid economic development, a surplus or deficit of a major power for a few years was not a problem in itself. Propaganda work was to understand the essence of the problem and then conduct propaganda targeting the public's emotions. It was not to scream and shout as if the sky had fallen immediately after encountering a problem. This approach would not only fail to solve the problem but would instead intensify contradictions and trigger issues unrelated to the matter.

Li Runshi was very confident in how to do his job well, and he very much liked the process of perfecting his understanding of the entire country through work. When the truth unfolded before his eyes, Li Runshi would instinctively feel the joy of acquiring knowledge.

However, when Li Runshi received the materials promised by Li Chenggang and read them for more than half an hour, his mood became somewhat heavy.

This was an investigation report on the Soviet economy. Placed at the very front was a report on Soviet industrial enterprises. The report introduced the factory situation during the Northeast Government period. At that stage, the Northeast Government also operated a command economy, the purpose of which was to produce products, guided by maximum production efficiency. This economic model relying on financial allocation soon revealed huge waste, and the main waste existed in every link.

A relatively obvious case: in early factory management, because wages were generally not high, the waste of necessities like labor gloves and soap was heinous. The act of 'shearing the sheep' could not be solved no matter what.

Theoretically speaking, everyone has the need to maximize their own interests. When labor cannot generate sufficient remuneration, 'shearing some sheep' in passing becomes a means to increase personal income, and the risk is very small.

This problem was finally solved after the Unification War ended. With the improvement of factory treatment, when calculating wages, labor protection supplies changed from being distributed to increasing wages so workers could purchase them themselves. The problem of 'shearing the sheep' was immediately solved.

But Soviet enterprises still adopted the Northeast Government's model, with welfare accounting for a large proportion. Li Runshi's mood was somewhat heavy, but he read even more carefully. And the report did not disappoint Li Runshi; the explanation for these problems was not moral criticism, but simple and brisk economic analysis.

The enterprises producing labor protection products were also state-owned enterprises. If their products weren't purchased, those state-owned enterprises would also have to go bankrupt.

This cold analysis even made Li Runshi give a bitter smile.
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"...Since 1928, the primary objective of enterprises under the Soviet command management model has been to fulfill the production plans issued by the Central Committee of the CPSU and the Soviet government. The Soviet Union has also established a management system to ensure the completion of these production plans. With the rapid development of the Soviet economy, this planning system is constantly expanding, gradually covering a larger social space.

At this stage, within the Soviet planned management system, enterprise efficiency is very high, and distribution is quite reasonable. The income of the Soviet people has risen rapidly, satisfaction with the government is high, and enthusiasm for production is soaring. However, high efficiency itself requires the exclusion of accidents, and accidents often equate to change. This world, however, is in a state of eternal change.

The current economic model of the Soviet Union will exert powerful force to drive the rapid development of the Soviet Union. After completing this stage, how the Soviet Union responds to more complex demands and continuously increases enterprise expenditure is one of the important contents we need to observe."

Li Runshi finished reading the last paragraph of the report, feeling that the content regarding the comparative cases of Chinese and Soviet enterprises in the report could not yet satisfy his needs at this moment. Li Runshi then asked his secretary to inquire if they could borrow relevant materials from the Ministry of Commerce. After listening, the secretary tentatively asked, "Minister Li, we can consult the Ministry of Commerce, and we can also consult the Party School."

Li Runshi replied, "Find a think tank."

The secretary was stunned. The Civilization Party was the ruling party, but it also positioned itself as an academic organization, so members of the Civilization Party had to participate in studies regularly, and the Party School was an academic research institution. Think tanks, on the other hand, were consulting bodies composed of scholars outside the Civilization Party system. At this stage, these think tanks could only register as commercial institutions, which meant that current think tanks were organizations selling knowledge and forecasts.

"Minister, think tanks are fee-charging institutions," the secretary reminded him.

The Publicity Department was not lacking in the most basic departmental funds. Li Runshi knew the Publicity Department was not short of this money, and he was quite certain that what the secretary cared about was not the funds, but how to report these funds. Li Runshi calculated slightly in his mind and made a decision, "Find a think tank that researches this field. We will pay."

After the secretary left, Li Runshi felt quite apprehensive in his heart. A centralized political party faced a systemic question: "If an organization is not outside the leadership of the Party, what is the value of this organization's existence?"

If it were the Soviet system, organizations outside the Party were all harmful, or at least their harmfulness outweighed their benefits.

Under China's traditional system, "Learn the literary and martial arts, and sell them to the Emperor's family." An organization capable of providing the public with a complete explanation of society, if not subordinate to the imperial court, was a threat to the court and needed to be exterminated. If such an organization refused to submit to the court's jurisdiction, Han Fei had long made it very clear in *The Five Vermin*: "The Confucians with their learning bring confusion to the law; the knights with their sword violate the prohibitions. Yet the ruler treats them both with respect. This is the cause of disorder. Those who turn their backs on the law should be treated as criminals, but the masters of learning are given office. Those who violate the prohibitions should be punished, but the gangs of knights are maintained by the great families. Thus, what the law condemns, the ruler accepts; what the magistrate punishes, the high officials maintain. Law, interest, high, and low—these four are mutually contradictory and have no fixed standard. Even if there were ten Yellow Emperors, they could not bring order."

Translated into modern Chinese, it means Confucians use literature to disrupt law and discipline, and knights-errant use force to violate prohibitions, yet the monarch treats them all with courtesy; this is the root of national chaos. Those who break the law should be sentenced, but those scholars obtain employment through articles and theories; those who violate prohibitions should be punished, but those knights-errant are kept by acting as assassins. Therefore, what the laws oppose has become what the monarch reuses; what the officials punish has become what the powerful keep. What the laws oppose and what the monarch reuses, what the officials punish and what the powerful keep—these four are contradictory to each other, and without establishing a definite standard, even ten Yellow Emperors could not govern the world well.

To be even more blunt, when Jiang Taigong was enfeoffed in the State of Qi, there were two sages in Qi at that time who were very proficient in state governance. The monarch of Qi, Jiang Taigong, invited the two to serve as officials in the Qi government, but both refused. The monarch of Qi, Jiang Taigong, immediately sent people to execute these two men. The reason was very simple: people in the opposition should not have such capabilities.

If it were the European and American ballot system, the opposition party and the ruling party would take turns in power. The opposition party is the future ruling party, so having the ability to understand national operations is also a matter of course. But at this stage, it is impossible for an opposition party to become the ruling party of China. Therefore, if opposition figures possess the ability to understand the country but refuse to join the ruling party, their definition can hardly be positive.

These concepts churned in Li Runshi's mind, making Li Runshi involuntarily think about issues at the level of national systems. But for thousands of years, the relationship between the opposition and the ruling power has never been completely clarified.

In history, Emperor Taizong of Tang attached great importance to the imperial examination system, saying, "The heroes of the world have entered my trap." That was because under the imperial examination system, the circulation channel between the upper and lower layers was finally opened up. Under the imperial examination system, educated people stopped thinking about overthrowing the imperial court and instead focused on taking exams to seek office, which was conducive to consolidating imperial power.

But these words were just talk. Three generations—Li Shimin, Li Zhi, and Wu Zetian—promoted the imperial examination and struck at and weakened the powerful families. During the Wu Zetian era, cruel officials like Lai Junchen and Zhou Xing were even produced to frantically strike at the power of the noble clans. But eventually, by the generation of Li Longji, the upward channel was still controlled in the hands of the Guanlong noble clans, ultimately leading to the An Lushan Rebellion.

By the Song Dynasty and Ming Dynasty, although the imperial examination system destroyed the noble clans, it formed regional interest groups, and the country was still dragged down.

The Manchu Qing era engaged in minority privileges, oppressing the vast number of other ethnic groups, and finally destroyed China's creativity completely. Faced with foreign aggression, it suffered crushing defeats and surrendered its sovereign rights under humiliating terms. Trying to solve the problem purely through education, historical experience is also not optimistic.

Li Runshi lit a cigarette and thought silently. That set of European and American systems was even more nonsense. Spain and Portugal once created the "Line of Demarcation," dividing the earth into two. Now these two countries have long since shrunk back to Europe, becoming insignificant.

The current Britain and France rely on the Versailles system to occupy the greatest benefits of the global order. The countries capable of overturning the Versailles system include China and the United States. At this stage, it is just that both countries are based on their own interests, plus they are not well prepared and the strategic timing has not arrived, so the two countries have not launched an attack.

Whether it is China or the United States, there is still no mature solution to the relationship between the ruling power and the civil society. Although under the leadership of the He Rui regime, civilian think tanks are just professional organizations, and the Civilization Party as the ruling party is unprecedentedly powerful. It is in an overwhelming position in terms of knowledge structure. However, a final solution to completely resolve the relationship between the ruling party and the opposition cannot be seen for the time being.

Li Runshi finally made a decision to first look at the capabilities of the think tank. In the future, with the diffusion of knowledge, the capabilities of opposition intellectuals will indeed rise rapidly, but the capabilities of current think tanks may not necessarily reach a level exceeding that of the ruling party.

Three days later, the think tank members came by invitation and conducted a training session for the Publicity Department. It could be seen that these civilian think tank members were high-spirited and prepared to give the government members a good lesson. The course had only started for twenty minutes when most of the Publicity Department members who came to listen frowned.

These members of the civilian think tank all felt they had professional knowledge, but in terms of political understanding, they began to expose their completely unsystematic knowledge structure. The understanding methods that these civilian think tanks considered their original creations—the Civilization Party had long since ended discussions on such analytical methods, and their depth and breadth were simply not comparable to what this group of civilian think tanks offered.

Li Runshi heard the civilian think tank even bring out some theories from the time of the Debate on Salt and Iron in the Han Dynasty to explain, and he almost laughed out loud. It would be one thing if they couldn't understand the theories of grand industry, but not even understanding the economic theories of the Debate on Salt and Iron meant they were inferior to even those officials with real economic brains among traditional Confucians.

When the course finally ended with difficulty, Li Runshi had already made a judgment. At this stage, there was absolutely no need to worry about so-called civilian think tanks. Since the ideological field has always been a situation where one wanes and the other waxes, one advances and the other retreats, the Civilization Party must strengthen its propaganda to society and propagate the Civilization Party's model of understanding the world.

What He Rui initially saw was Li Runshi's evaluation of that think tank. In the process of reading, He Rui laughed heartily. The approach of civilian think tanks is just "using the small to gamble for the big," attempting to gain others' attention through various seemingly fancy remarks in a certain field.

However, He Rui did not mind Li Runshi spending a little money to hear the views of civilian think tanks, because Li Runshi's summary was very much on point. Even just this summary had enough value.

After reading this report, He Rui felt physically and mentally happy. He continued to study the materials of the 1932 US election. In He Rui's view, the most powerful opponent in the world at this time was Roosevelt of the United States. And the planning scheme for the future world order proposed by the American elites represented by Roosevelt.

During World War II and after World War II, although there were various accumulated struggles between the United States and the Soviet Union, they always cooperated in dismantling the British and French colonial systems. Because without dismantling the colonial system established by Britain and France, the American world order could not be established.

What He Rui was implementing was also a world order. The order established by the Soviet Union after dominating Eastern Europe could only be considered a regional order, which was not a strategic consideration on the same level as the world order He Rui wanted to implement.

The joy brought to He Rui by reading Roosevelt's campaign platform was about the same as the joy brought by reading Li Runshi's report. Roosevelt's campaign platform was based on two things: the American bourgeoisie could no longer do whatever they wanted and must establish a bottom line for American laborers. Moreover, the United States must restore financial order, and the financial industry that once grew savagely must accept stricter supervision.

Just with these two campaign cores, American traditional forces and the small-government advocates in the US Republican Party had already labeled Roosevelt a "Communist." but from the current stage, the negative impact of this title on Roosevelt was far less than the positive impact.

The US economy was in such a terrible state that the American people needed change. It didn't matter if the changer was a Communist.

It could even be said that precisely because the US economy had reached a point where change was imperative, the American people were willing to believe that the change a Communist could implement would definitely be more thorough than the change proposed by a spokesperson for capitalism.

Seeing He Rui smilingly looking at the report, the secretary did not want to disturb He Rui's reading for a moment. However, He Rui asked, "What is it?"

The secretary hurriedly said, "Chairman, Rockefeller wants to see you."

"I won't see him. Let him go find Premier Wu," He Rui replied decisively.



★


The Campaign (2)

Volume 6 — Chapter 62

❧ ❧ ❧


Upon hearing that He Rui was unavailable, Rockefeller did not pause but went directly to request a meeting with Wu Youping. Wu Youping did not know what Rockefeller intended, but the American's opening sentence brought a smile to his face.

Rockefeller did not smile. His statement—"If China is willing to provide insurance services, I am willing to purchase a batch of oil tankers from China"—was not an attempt to curry favor with the Chinese government. It was based on very realistic grounds: China's 5,000-ton vessels were of excellent quality and possessed a significant price advantage.

Rockefeller continued, "Mr. Premier, at this stage we require a large number of tankers. Given the stakes involved, these vessels need insurance."

Wu Youping did not answer immediately. For the Chinese government, state-owned enterprises in the shipping sector did not particularly require insurance. If a vessel was lost, it was a loss of state assets, and the state naturally bore that loss. To avoid such losses, the state provided guarantees for shipping.

Shipping losses were primarily caused by improper operation or severe weather, resulting in damage or sinking. A more dangerous threat came from pirates or warships controlling specific maritime regions. This required the support of national power.

The cooperation between China's state-owned oil companies and the Saudi oil company, led by Rockefeller, was currently the largest petroleum partnership between Rockefeller and China. The main shipping routes for transporting oil from Saudi Arabia to China passed through British India, the American Philippines, and French Indochina. At this stage, Britain, France, and the United States posed no immediate threat to China, so Wu Youping could not quite understand Rockefeller's insistence on insurance services.

Rockefeller proceeded to explain. After some time, he realized Wu Youping was in a state of "understanding but not quite accepting," and he felt a pang of regret. If he were talking to He Rui, Rockefeller was eighty percent certain the deal would already be done.

Marine insurance has a long history, originating in Italian intermediary trade in the late 11th century. By the 14th century, a relatively commercialized and specialized maritime insurance industry had formed. As the industry progressed, maritime insurance law also developed and matured.

Marine insurance is a type of property insurance where the insurance company provides economic compensation to the insured for losses caused by various natural disasters or accidents at sea. The principles of marine insurance refer to the behavioral norms that both parties must observe when engaging in insurance activities. These primarily include the five principles of indemnity, insurable interest, proximate cause, utmost good faith, and subrogation.

Since Wu Youping lacked He Rui's grasp of these mechanics, Rockefeller simply emphasized the fundamental reason again: "Mr. Premier, we also need to satisfy our shareholders."

Wu Youping actually understood Rockefeller's meaning. After thinking for a moment, he replied, "Please wait a moment. We will reply to Mr. Rockefeller as soon as possible."

Soon, Wu Youping personally met with He Rui to discuss the matter. After listening, He Rui understood Wu Youping's difficulty. If China provided underwriting, it would entail significant costs—costs that could far exceed the premiums earned. More importantly, China's current navy was very weak. Although it had signed agreements with the Great Powers regarding maritime investigations, it lacked experience.

However, just as Rockefeller had anticipated, He Rui believed it was necessary to sign the agreement.

Wu Youping did not object, for he also knew the benefits were immense. The Saudi oil company currently had a huge demand for tankers. If they signed this order, several shipbuilding companies would immediately be operating at full capacity.

The matter was quickly settled. However, a week later, Foreign Minister Li Shiguang personally reported to Wu Youping, "The French side has expressed an opinion to us. They hope to share a portion of the order."

Wu Youping was stunned. The insatiable greed of the French astonished him. France hadn't even recommended Chinese ships, yet they were already running over to grab orders?

After thinking for a moment, Wu Youping asked Li Shiguang to explain the details. Ten minutes later, after Li Shiguang finished, Wu Youping replied, "Let me get this straight."

Li Shiguang waited quietly for Wu Youping to think it through. Wu Youping stood up and walked to the window. A lot had happened in the past week. Following the custom of cooperation with China, the Rockefeller Company had first released a news item. Upon seeing this news, several famous shipyards around the world became very interested in this batch of tankers totaling 200,000 tons. Even though Rockefeller had announced they expected to order from China, these shipyards sent telegrams asking if Rockefeller would open the ships to public tender.

French enterprises naturally hoped to get a slice of the pie, but French shipyards were currently running at full load. According to unreliable intelligence Li Shiguang had gathered, France was contacting China on one hand, while urgently contacting Dutch shipyards on the other, hoping to sub-contract a portion of the order to Dutch shipbuilding companies. The French intended to act as middlemen and pocket the price difference.

Wu Youping determined that he would absolutely not agree to the French request. He turned back to Li Shiguang and said, "You are going to Lausanne, Switzerland, for a meeting. The French will likely discuss many things with you then. If they mention this matter, tell them to talk to the Ministry of Commerce."

Li Shiguang knew this was a refusal. Although he had conveyed the French request to Wu Youping, Li Shiguang himself was firmly opposed to France's attitude. Hearing Wu Youping's crisp response, Li Shiguang felt his mood improve.

Soon, Li Shiguang boarded a plane for Lausanne, Switzerland. As soon as he arrived at the airport, he noticed significant changes in the aircraft's appearance. Compared to previous planes, the one before him was obviously larger.

Entering the cabin, he found this to be true. Originally, there were two seats on each side of the aisle; now, it was three on the left and two on the right. Furthermore, the cabin length had increased, expanding from 14 rows to 19 rows.

This simple math problem did not take Li Shiguang long: 4 times 14 is 56; 5 times 19 is 95. The nearly doubled passenger capacity astonished him. He calculated it again mentally and found the numbers correct. This puzzled Li Shiguang greatly; he hadn't expected that a seemingly small increase in space could result in such a massive change in capacity.

Amazement aside, checking the flight time, Li Shiguang found that the flight speed had not changed significantly. As Foreign Minister, he was quite interested in this. At this stage, Chinese airliners had a range exceeding 3,000 kilometers, which meant a long time in the air. He planned to chat with the flight crew for a while to make the dull journey less boring.

Once the plane took off, Li Shiguang discovered the changes were indeed substantial. Although the vibration was still present, the noise inside the cabin was much lower. More than half an hour after takeoff, the plane entered a stable cruising phase. The cabin crew announced over the broadcast that beverages and food were now available and that the lavatories were open. The passengers immediately relaxed.

Li Shiguang, sitting in first class, waited a while longer before inviting a flight attendant over to chat about the plane.

The attendant replied with a professional smile, "Minister Li, we have only received technical training and mastered the use of various equipment on this model, as well as routine and emergency procedures. We have no understanding of the aircraft itself."

Li Shiguang didn't know if this was just their training or if their training had actually shaped their understanding this way. Faced with such a professional explanation, he could only let it drop. Given the professionalism displayed by the attendant, Li Shiguang had no complaints. What the current China—including the Foreign Ministry—needed most was highly professional practitioners. So Li Shiguang gave up asking about the plane, feeling that with his busy schedule, he wouldn't have time to understand it later anyway.

Closing his eyes to think for a while, he felt his secretary nudge him. Li Shiguang opened his eyes to see a young man in a pilot's uniform walking over, his gaze fixed on Li Shiguang. It was the co-pilot, surnamed Wang. As the secretary had anticipated, Co-pilot Wang invited Li Shiguang to the crew rest area at the front of the plane.

The rest area was small. Apart from a wardrobe and a few necessary appliances, there was nothing else. Even the seats were folding ones, designed to save as much space as possible.

Seeing these working conditions, Li Shiguang felt a surge of respect for the flight crew. "Co-pilot Wang, seeing you up in the sky every day, flying expensive planes, dressed well and speaking elegantly, I thought your working environment was like a palace. Now I understand it was my illusion."

Co-pilot Wang hadn't expected Li Shiguang to say this. Stunned for a moment, he quickly replied, "We are just doing what we should. Besides, the new aircraft is already much better than the previous ones. Future conditions should be even better."

Li Shiguang used this topic to continue the conversation. Facing the Foreign Minister, Co-pilot Wang had nothing to hide and told him everything he knew. It turned out that both Co-pilot Wang and Captain Li were retired Air Force pilots who had entered civil aviation after passing the airliner pilot exams.

After retiring from the Air Force, pilots mostly went to research departments, high-tech enterprises, or the civil aviation system. Co-pilot Wang also mentioned that the highly professional flight attendant from earlier was a retired female soldier. This enlightened Li Shiguang.

Co-pilot Wang first explained to Li Shiguang that he couldn't discuss specific aircraft parameters. Li Shiguang laughed, "I don't understand mechanics anyway. I just felt the plane was much bigger, so I was curious about the update speed of our aircraft models."

Co-pilot Wang replied calmly, "I don't do R&D, I just know that a new engine model came out. Other technologies also made great progress, resulting in this new model."

After chatting for a while longer, Li Shiguang found that the information he received was full of imaginative space for a layman who knew nothing. What was certain was that China's aviation industry was following national planning. Since the number of Air Force pilots was less than that of civil aviation pilots, the civil aviation system had to train its own pilots every year.

Moreover, civil aviation pilots were different from Air Force pilots. Air Force pilots needed combat courage and talent, while civil aviation pilots needed a cautious and meticulous flying style. Therefore, the bravest and most skilled Air Force pilots might not necessarily pass the civil aviation pilot exams.

When he first heard this, Li Shiguang was surprised. After thinking for a moment, he naturally accepted this reality. Comparing it to the Foreign Ministry: Foreign Ministry members needed to be loyal to the country; any selling out of national interests for personal gain would cause major losses to the state.

But loyalty alone did not necessarily make one suitable for Foreign Ministry work. Loyalty was merely the necessary foundation; Foreign Ministry personnel needed professional ability to complete the tasks, or even missions, given to them by the country.

Although the chat was short, Li Shiguang felt he had gained a lot when he returned to his seat. Furthermore, Li Shiguang was certain that, at least in the aviation industry, national policies were being continuously advanced.
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Switzerland is located in the center of Europe, atop the mountains. Since ancient times, it has been a poor place. Surrounding great powers moved in and out of Switzerland, and what Switzerland was most famous for before 1900 was not Swiss watches, but Swiss mercenaries, who prospered for 500 years and were known for their savagery, toughness, and loyalty to their employers.

In 1572, the Holy Roman Emperor dispatched 20,000 troops to attack Rome. The Swiss Guard of the time fought to the death to protect the Pope. Of the 189 men, only 42 survived the battle. This Guard’s fight to the death won time for the Pope to successfully escape. Therefore, even now, the Vatican Pope's Guard is still a mercenary unit composed entirely of Catholic Swiss.

Due to Switzerland's geographical location, becoming a permanent neutral country was in the interests of the surrounding countries, especially the various great powers. Thus, Switzerland became a permanent neutral country at the Congress of Vienna in 1815, which established the new order after the European countries defeated Napoleon.

Foreign Minister Li Shiguang had been to Switzerland twice and his impression of the country was passable. So occasionally, when he recalled He Rui's private evaluation of Switzerland, Li Shiguang always felt that He Rui's remark that "Switzerland is a country that eats off the graves of the heirless" seemed a bit harsh.

Li Shiguang had just checked into the hotel when an old acquaintance came to visit. Li Shiguang welcomed the guest in the parlor. Upon meeting, the other party spoke with a thick German-flavored Northeast accent: "Hello, my dear friend."

Li Shiguang also stepped forward to shake hands with Professor Karl Haushofer. "Hello, Professor Karl." Karl Haushofer had once been invited by He Rui to the Northeast Government to teach geopolitics. During the one-year course, Li Shiguang was deeply impressed by this Professor Karl, a former Major General of the German Empire.

Professor Karl had no airs about him. After greeting Li Shiguang, he called over the square-faced German middle-aged man beside him and introduced him to Li Shiguang: "This is Rudolf Hess, my student."

When Li Shiguang shook hands with Hess, he noticed that Hess had a round badge pinned to his chest. The badge had a red background with a white center, and the symbol in the center was a black swastika. That was the party emblem of the Nazi Party (National Socialist German Workers' Party), which was currently gaining momentum in Germany. According to information from the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Rudolf Hess was a confidant and secretary to the Nazi Party leader, Adolf Hitler. The two were imprisoned in the same prison after the Beer Hall Putsch. Hitler's book *Mein Kampf* was dictated by Hitler and typed by Rudolf Hess.

In the German federal election on September 14, 1930, the Nazi Party won 6.4 million votes, accounting for 18.3% of the total votes, and secured 107 seats in the Reichstag.

Nearly three years had passed since the Great Depression began in the United States. The German economy had collapsed, and the unemployment rate was as high as 40%. Now that the Nazi Party was gaining momentum in the German elections, it should be able to become the largest party in the German Reichstag. Rudolf Hess was bound to become a new dignitary in Germany.

But Li Shiguang did not have any good feelings towards Hess just because he was about to rise to power. If Hess were not Professor Karl's student, Li Shiguang would not even want to pay attention to him. So he just nodded to Hess, said "Hello," and invited Professor Karl to take a seat.

"The great success Chairman He has achieved in the last four years is a classic case study in my broadcasts," Professor Karl said after sitting down. His tone contained neither flattery towards He Rui nor boasting about his own academic ability; it was merely the plain tone of discussing academic research.

Li Shiguang had seen materials in this regard. Professor Karl Haushofer founded the *Zeitschrift für Geopolitik* (Journal of Geopolitics) in 1924 and had great influence in German academic circles. This professor did not just use China's strategy over the past four years as a research case; since 1924, He Rui's various decisions had been Professor Karl's cases. In the few articles Li Shiguang had read, although the analysis inevitably suffered from a European perspective and was inevitably a bit of "hindsight" over-interpretation, on the whole, it was not far off and could be considered quite insightful.

Li Shiguang smiled: "I respect Professor Karl's academic research ability very much. If Professor Karl is interested in returning to China, there will definitely be many top invitations from China for the Professor."

Professor Karl nodded. "If I have time, I will definitely go to China. However, at this stage, I still have very many topics that need to be researched. For example, in order to gain the same influence in China as France, Britain will likely quickly execute the previously mentioned £300 million loan. And although the United States has verbally said it will provide $1 billion, I think the new U.S. government, out of geopolitical needs, will reduce the amount in this regard."

Li Shiguang did not answer immediately. As a scholar, Li Shiguang wanted to have a deep discussion with Professor Karl. But as the Minister of Foreign Affairs of China, Li Shiguang had to protect national interests first. Many things could not be said.

After a struggle in his heart, Li Shiguang said: "Professor Karl, this is just a private meeting between us. Even so, I would prefer to hear Professor Karl's analysis of the current situation."

Professor Karl nodded; he could understand Li Shiguang's difficulty. As early as the period of the Northeast Government led by He Rui, Professor Karl had observed the uniqueness of the He Rui regime. In European and American governments, bureaucrats were scholars or people who passed exams. In the Chinese government, bureaucrats had to learn to become scholars and experts.

This directly led to high-ranking officials of the Chinese government having a far greater understanding of the core layer than those in Europe and America. Because when formulating policies, these departments all had to participate. Therefore, what Li Shiguang knew now was not just the professional field of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, but the various specific plans of the central leadership. Especially since China's central government was a highly centralized regime, and each department was an executor within a huge system, those plans had been refined down to each department. This led to the situation where, to avoid suspicion, Li Shiguang could say nothing.

Professor Karl could only pretend not to mind this matter, because no special deception could be pulled off at the strategic level, especially between high-level strategists. He said: "At this stage, Germany is no longer prepared to bear the debts stipulated by the Versailles system. Even France, due to the change in the stance of Britain and the United States, has to accept such a choice. The future world will enter a stage of full-force development, and the challenges facing each country are very difficult. I think Mr. He Rui is already prepared for this."

Li Shiguang appreciated Professor Karl's view in his heart. Because it was not until 1931, when the rest of the world was deeply mired in the economic crisis, that Li Shiguang fully accepted a view: He Rui had begun preparing to face the world economic crisis as early as 1928.

Accepting this conclusion was not easy for Li Shiguang. Because after 1928, China's economy developed at high speed, while foreign countries fell into economic crisis, which had a minimal impact on China. So looking purely at what happened in China, it was easy to think that China had just entered its own stage of high-speed development. It was just that during this stage of China's high-speed development, foreign countries fell into an economic crisis.

Looking back now, He Rui had chosen the most favorable path based on his prediction of the world economic crisis, avoiding various unfavorable factors that might affect China. Without the judgment of the economic crisis, China might very well have fallen into the impact brought about by various crises.

Hearing Professor Karl speak like this, Li Shiguang felt that Professor Karl might not be purely talking about China. Germany was currently deep in crisis, but in Li Shiguang's view, Germany was not without good news at this stage. In the 12 years from 1919 to the present, Germany had been tortured to the brink of death by the economic crisis triggered by World War I and the reparations under the Treaty of Versailles. And the content of the discussion at this Lausanne Conference in Switzerland was whether to accept Germany's request made in January 1932 to stop paying reparations.

At least in the orders Li Shiguang received, there was absolutely no content refusing Germany's request. The Central Committee's view, or rather He Rui's view, was that China did not need to make reparation requests to Germany. Nor should it support France's requests. After all, France's attitude towards Germany was well known. Unless Germany was crushed, France would not be fully satisfied.

But China's attitude towards Germany next could not be called friendly either; this was based on China's judgment of the Nazis.

The Nazi concept of nation advocates the absolute centralization of state power, that is, totalitarianism, but it is not completely equivalent to fascism in the traditional sense, though the Nazis and the Italian Fascist ruler Mussolini eventually became clear allies.

Nazism is not a strictly defined ideology, but the state control policies and concepts pursued by the Nazi Party, including some political views and extreme thoughts with religious colors: racism, anti-communism, totalitarianism, theologicalism, anti-semitism, extreme nationalism, anti-homosexuality, anti-laissez-faire capitalism, and limiting religious freedom contrary to its ideology. It emphasizes the "Führer" principle in all fields, declaring that the "Führer" is the representative of the will of the nation as a whole, and state power should be held by him alone. A government managed from top to bottom by a huge bureaucratic system according to the Führer principle, promoting racism and anti-semitism as the ideological thought of Germany's National Socialist movement, emphasizing the collective and revering authority and military force.

National Socialism advocates "nation" as the "basic unit" of human group life, promotes racial superiority, and believes that the Aryan race is the best race and the only one that has contributed to human progress. It believes that the "master race" has the right to enslave or even exterminate "inferior races" as the ideological basis for shaping specific cultural and political propositions. In terms of ideology, it defines the nation based on clear criteria to distinguish it from other nations, advocates Social Darwinism, and discriminates against nations different from it. It claims that the Aryan-Nordic Germanic people are a race endowed with "dominating power" by God, advocates that the world is a jungle where the weak are the prey of the strong and the fittest survive, and that all nations must seek victory in fierce survival competition. It implements external aggression and expansion, and strongly advocates using war as a means to seize living space and establish global hegemony for the nation.
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"Professor Karl, I seem to have heard that the Nazi Party went to the United States to study their segregation policies."

Karl Haushofer hadn't expected Li Shiguang to ask such a question, causing the scholar's eyes to widen in surprise. He turned to look at Rudolf Hess beside him. Seeing the surprised look on Hess's face, Professor Karl made his judgment. What Li Shiguang said was very likely true.

Meanwhile, Li Shiguang also observed the change in Hess's expression. Although there were differences between the facial expressions of foreigners and Chinese people, it hadn't reached the point of mutual incomprehensibility. In Li Shiguang's view, Rudolf Hess was an honest man, not a sinister or cunning one.

Since Hess's expression had already explained too much, Li Shiguang said to Hess, "Mr. Hess, I have read *Mein Kampf*. In that masterpiece typed by your hand, Mr. Hitler explicitly stated that in dealing with inferior races, the United States is a model worth learning from. The sentence went something like this: it has achieved great success in creating a healthy racist society."

Hess was stunned, feeling a mix of surprise and joy. Throughout Europe, *Mein Kampf* had not been embraced by the upper class; in a sense, the powerful European elite hadn't read the book at all. Conversely, He Rui's works were highly sought after by the European upper class. So, the fact that the Chinese Foreign Minister had carefully read *Mein Kampf* and was very familiar with its content was completely unexpected to Hess. A sense of pride welled up in Hess's heart.

Li Shiguang's expression was similar to those big shots Hess had met. Hess instinctively felt that Li Shiguang, like those hypocritical German elites, did not agree with the Nazi Party's basic philosophy. Hess had come with Professor Karl this time because Hitler hoped to reach cooperation with China. Even if a single meeting wasn't enough to make China agree to cooperate with Germany, Hess hoped to advance the foundation for bilateral cooperation. However, Li Shiguang's reaction made Hess intuitively feel that Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang would likely not be willing to cooperate with Germany.

Just as the situation looked like the talks might collapse, Professor Karl forcibly interjected, "Minister Li, do you believe that in the coming years, all nations of the world will focus all their attention on the economy?"

Li Shiguang didn't immediately tear into Hess either. He turned to Professor Karl. "Mr. Professor, in my view, Germany's current situation is very favorable. The greatest economic pressure has disappeared. Although the Weimar Government's policies caused immense suffering to the German people, they cleared out many of Germany's internal problems. Germany is now in a stage of travelling light. As long as the new German government can adopt policies suitable for economic development, I believe the German economy will develop rapidly."

Professor Karl held a similar judgment. Viewing Germany from a geopolitical perspective, at this stage, the only strong country surrounding Germany was France. Although France posed a huge threat to Germany, neither Britain nor the United States wanted to see Europe dominated by France, so France's efforts to dismember Germany had failed.

To use a Chinese saying, although the German Weimar Government had done many wicked things that would leave them without descendants, the Weimar Government wasn't entirely devoid of merit. In the era of the German Second Empire, there were still many states within a state in Germany, such as the Kingdom of Bavaria. In an era where the Kingdom of Bavaria could establish its own consulates in various countries, Germany's unification could hardly be called complete. Now, the various kingdoms within Germany were finished, and the various regions of Germany existed in the form of "Länder" (states); Germany had become a truly unified country.

Professor Karl liked the Chinese language very much. He believed that Germany at this moment was in a stage where "everything is ready, all that is lacking is the east wind." The Nazi Party led by Hitler represented the east wind of the German national movement. When this east wind blew across all of Germany, it would surely set a new course for Germany.

"Minister Li, I greatly admire Mr. He Rui's strategic ability. The East Asian Alliance and the surrounding mutual security trust system he constructed have enabled China to avoid the possibility of war with neighboring countries, allowing China to fully develop its economy. I believe that China now has the choice of freedom of action; China can choose its own partners in the direction that maximizes China's interests."

After speaking, Professor Karl stared at Li Shiguang, expecting to hear Li Shiguang's views.

Li Shiguang nodded. "If Germany can reach mutual security trust with France, China will certainly launch comprehensive economic cooperation with Germany."

Hearing this, Rudolf Hess felt as if he had been struck by lightning, and his heart immediately became agitated. The Nazi Party was a movement of the German nation. Unless France was completely defeated and withdrew entirely from competition with the German nation, mutual security trust between France and Germany was impossible.

Seeing Li Shiguang's calm expression, Hess felt even more angry. He couldn't help but ask, "May I ask, why did the Chinese government refuse to accept the Boxer Protocol?"

Professor Karl wanted to stop Hess's outburst, but he didn't say anything. Rudolf Hess was a German patriot, but not a true scholar, so many deep geopolitical issues couldn't be discussed with him. Not because Hess wasn't smart enough, but because Hess absolutely could not accept many perspectives.

Hess's anger made Li Shiguang feel a sense of nostalgia, because many comrades in the Civilization Party had raised similar views. In the early days, even up to 1926, many Civilization Party comrades maintained intense anger towards foreign countries. This anger triggered fierce xenophobic sentiments. Even worse, this emotion led many comrades to firmly believe that foreign governments were evil.

He Rui had spent a vast amount of time educating the comrades, liberating them from the prejudices triggered by such intense emotions. Foreign governments themselves were merely tools executing the will of the rulers; what was evil were the people formulating the policies, not the tool that was the government.

Moreover, foreign policy makers were also the elites of their respective nations. They might be evil, but they were by no means stupid. Elites of all countries could understand that China had undergone tremendous changes and would formulate new policies based on China's capabilities.

Since the Chinese Foreign Ministry's records noted that Hess was responsible for the Nazi Party's strategy and ideological construction, Li Shiguang replied, "The terms in the Boxer Protocol threatened China's national security. For China to develop, the Boxer Protocol had to be destroyed. Germany, at this stage, has basically broken free from its security crisis. Through the events of this economic crisis, Europe has realized that the Treaty of Versailles caused huge damage to Germany's national and economic security, and this damage collaterally harmed the European economy. Germany's shackles have been unlocked. China, on the other hand, only ended the situation of being blockaded and rejected by the world after the conclusion of the Sino-British War. The Germany of today has already obtained the peaceful situation that the China of 1926 had to win through war."

Listening to Li Shiguang's words, Rudolf Hess was so angry he didn't know how to organize powerful language to counterattack.

Li Shiguang also wanted to see the reaction of Hess, who was responsible for strategy within the Nazi Party, towards strategy. Without waiting for Hess to organize his words, he asked, "Mr. Hess, Germany at this stage wants to rebuild its military and recover the Rhineland region. Personally speaking, I don't consider these demands unreasonable."

Hess was just preparing to denounce Anglo-French oppression of Germany starting from the French occupation of the Rhineland. Li Shiguang's words left Hess with nowhere to continue, so for a moment he could only keep listening to Li Shiguang.

"So, what are Germany's subsequent demands? Is it to completely restore the territory of the Second Empire, or to establish a larger state for the German people? In *Mein Kampf*, the future direction Mr. Hitler proposed was to establish a state for the Germanic people. Regarding these points, Mr. Hess, what explanation would you like to offer me?"

Hess was originally full of pent-up anger, determined to speak his mind. After hearing Li Shiguang's serious inquiry, he opened his mouth wanting to say something, but found he couldn't get it out. But Hess was Hess after all; he switched from defense to offense, asking back, "Does the Chinese government consider the demands imposed on Germany by the Allied Powers to be reasonable?"

Li Shiguang asked calmly, "Which Germany is Mr. Hess referring to? The German Second Empire, or the current Weimar Republic? Or perhaps a brand new Germany?"

Hearing this, Professor Karl finally spoke up to interrupt the conversation between Hess and Li Shiguang. Ignoring Hess's lack of understanding, Professor Karl said, "Minister Li, shall we go outside for a smoke?"

Li Shiguang casually picked up a pack of cigarettes and walked towards the balcony beside the living room. Lausanne was the capital of the canton of Vaud in Switzerland. In the mountainous country of Switzerland, Lausanne was located on the southern slopes of the Bernese Oberland. Standing on the hotel balcony, one could overlook the distant blue Lake Geneva. Facing such scenery, Professor Karl lit a cigarette filled with emotion, momentarily unsure of what to say.

Hess's feelings were the feelings of the majority of Germans in the German movement. This feeling, born of intuition, naturally had a fierce conflict with Li Shiguang's scholarly attitude. For Hess, Germany was a feeling like a mother; it was Hess's belonging. To a child, a mother is that special person, incomparable, and the thought of comparison never even arises.

True scholars who had undergone cognitive training would not view the problem this way. Just like the question Li Shiguang had just posed to Hess: exactly which Germany had been damaged by the Treaty of Versailles?

If Li Shiguang were asking Hitler, Karl believed Hitler would immediately answer: "It is the German people who have been damaged! The great German people want to build a brand new German state that is not damaged!"

Although the Nazi Party's main means of gaining popular support was not through pure theoretical propaganda, but by forming various social organizations to provide free food and free housing services to the wailing German commoners under the economic crisis, and providing some employment as much as possible. However, Hitler's firm will to build a new Germany had indeed gained the support of the German petty bourgeoisie.

Although Hess had once been Professor Karl's student and assistant, Professor Karl had to admit that Hess had no achievements in academics, yet possessed the blind impulsiveness of the petty bourgeoisie. So when Hess met Hitler, a man with strong will and subjective initiative, a weak petty-bourgeois element like Hess quickly became Hitler's staunch follower.

Professor Karl did not enjoy seeing Hess's current situation, but Professor Karl was also powerless. Becoming a scholar-bureaucrat like Li Shiguang was no easy task.

Seeing that the cigarette was about to finish, Professor Karl ended his internal reflection and emotion, asking, "Minister Li, my intuition tells me that China does not wish to cooperate with Germany."

Facing Professor Karl's view, which was close to the correct answer, Li Shiguang replied, "China never opposes cooperation with Germany."

Professor Karl sighed, "A movement is rising in Germany right now, and no German can stay out of it."

Li Shiguang could understand Professor Karl's emotion, because within China, similar tides of thought were also surging. As the He Rui government rapidly pushed China into the industrial nation phase, these tides of thought would only become more intense in the future. Leaders elected by the ballot system had absolutely no ability to harness these tides; only a strong leader like He Rui could guide the future direction of these tides.

"Professor Karl, do you believe this movement is a continuation of Germany in 1914?" Li Shiguang asked.
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"Now that the German nationalist movement has shaken off the shackles of the Second Empire and embodies both centralization and the will of all German people, it will inevitably build a brand new Germany." Professor Karl finished speaking, though he felt a slight twinge of guilt. After all, to some extent, Germany was now walking the path that the Chinese government had already trodden.

Li Shiguang shook his head. "I believe that if the so-called 'New Germany' executes the geopolitical logic of the 'Old Germany,' then there is nothing new about it. It is merely retracing a dead-end road using new technology to see if it can be traversed this time."

Professor Karl wanted to ask if this was He Rui's view, but he held his tongue. Based on his understanding of the Chinese government, what Li Shiguang said basically represented the views of the upper echelons of the Chinese government. If He Rui did not agree, such a view could not be established.

Gazing at the beautiful Lake Geneva, the mountain lake was a patch of azure blue, like a mirror. Yet Professor Karl felt his thoughts were a bit chaotic. After composing himself for a moment, he asked, "Minister Li, what do you consider to be Germany's 'old logic'?"

"If the contradiction between Germany and France cannot be resolved, Germany is walking the old path. I am very amazed by Chairman He's promotion of the Asian Coal and Steel Alliance; this alliance has established security mutual trust among the participating countries."

Karl was stunned. He couldn't help but frown. "Do you think the French-German contradiction can be resolved?"

Li Shiguang originally did not believe that the deep-seated hatred accumulated between the two countries over centuries could be resolved. However, when Li Shiguang asked He Rui about this issue, He Rui proposed the idea of forming a European Coal and Steel Community. Although Li Shiguang still didn't believe that a Coal and Steel Community alone could solve the French-German contradiction, he felt that this proposal could indeed alleviate the security concerns between the two nations.

Hearing Professor Karl ask this, Li Shiguang wanted to test Professor Karl's analytical ability, so he tried his best to put himself in He Rui's perspective and answered: "Can Germany and France really conquer each other? Germany is an industrial nation; other countries can defeat Germany, but they cannot turn Germany into a colony like those in Africa. So, how should Germany express its sincerity regarding security to France? The Coal and Steel Community is a very good method. Moreover, the Coal and Steel Community doesn't have to include only France; the Netherlands, Belgium, and Italy can also join. In this way, the major countries of Western Europe not only gain markets and important industrial resources but also gain security mutual trust. With such security mutual trust, Germany can naturally request France to withdraw from the Rhineland."

"No!" Professor Karl waved his hands repeatedly, a rare display, and asked in an agitated tone, "Do you believe France would agree to such a request? And even if France were willing, do you think Britain would be happy to see it? Many things can be done in East Asia, but they cannot be done in Europe. As a Chinese person, you must have heard the story of 'marking the boat to find the sword'?"

"Every country hopes for peace. If, during the Wars of German Unification, Prime Minister Bismarck sought peace after every war... If Germany proposed such a suggestion, what would be the reason for France's initial refusal to believe it? Is it because France wants to expand across all of Europe? I believe the Versailles System has already satisfied the maximization of France's international interests; France no longer has ambitions for territorial expansion in Europe. Then, is the reason for France's refusal the fear that Germany's influence in Europe will expand? Doesn't the Coal and Steel Community exactly satisfy France's need to expand its influence?"

"...The German people may not necessarily accept it," Professor Karl finally gave an explanation.

Hearing this explanation, Li Shiguang suddenly felt his thoughts clarify. Just eight years ago, Japan still wanted to continue invading China, but in the face of reality, Japan obediently chose to maximize its interests. With a sense of intellectual superiority, Li Shiguang advised, "Anyone with a bit of logical thinking ability can figure out that a Coal and Steel Community is beneficial to peace. If this proposal is made by Germany, it means that Germany is striving to promote true peace in Europe. Even if France rejects it, Germany will have shown the world that the German nationalist movement is moving towards a strategic direction focused on peace. If Germany and France cannot reconcile, once Germany recovers its strength, it will still walk the path of 1914."

"...Is this Mr. He Rui's judgment on the future of the world?" Professor Karl asked.

"That is why you Europeans cannot understand these things," Li Shiguang sighed. He felt that European civilization was truly lacking; they simply couldn't understand traditional Chinese wisdom. In Li Shiguang's view, Germany could gain benefits just by showing a peaceful attitude. The global economic crisis had developed to a stage where the Versailles System was already teetering. Now, the ones who needed peace the most were precisely Britain and France; only in this way could they maintain the maximization of their interests. As long as this key point was grasped, Germany would have immense strategic space to maneuver.

The Nazi ambition to conquer Europe was already lagging behind reality. Britain and France were still powerful at this stage, but their advantage was diminishing. Even if Germany defeated Britain and France, Europe could not maintain its status as the center of the world. If looking at the problem from a global perspective, Germany could accumulate strength and gain huge benefits in the future great changes of the world.

However, Li Shiguang did not know that the European Coal and Steel Community was originally an idea spearheaded by France and Germany (in the future timeline). If he knew, he probably wouldn't be so confident.

Professor Karl, meanwhile, felt extremely exhausted. Li Shiguang's views drained the last of Karl's mental energy and patience. He said, "Minister Li, if you have the opportunity, please convey my regards to Mr. He Rui. The strategic vision he displays truly commands my utmost admiration. Furthermore, what France can give China, Germany can also give. And Germany's sincerity in cooperating with China is more genuine than France's."

Li Shiguang simply replied, "I will certainly convey them."

***

After seeing off Karl and Rudolf Hess, Li Shiguang sat back on the sofa and continued to organize his thoughts. This Lausanne Conference seemed extremely chaotic, with every country having its own propositions. But thanks to the "wicked" but diligent management of the Weimar government, which had successfully reduced the wealth of all ordinary German people to nothing, every country knew that not a single drop of oil could be squeezed out of Germany anymore. Therefore, no country had any interest in continuing to squeeze Germany. China's position was to agree to cancel Germany's debts.

Just as Li Shiguang expected, at the Lausanne Conference, the German representatives did not make long speeches. Instead, they used simple and clear figures: Germany's domestic unemployment rate had reached 37%, hundreds of banks had gone bankrupt, and they couldn't take out a single penny. Therefore, Germany came here only to clearly inform the countries that Germany would no longer repay any debts.

The French representative spoke first, "If that is the case, France can only forcibly compel Germany to fulfill its debt obligations!"

Hearing this, the British representative immediately stood up to oppose, "No agreement supports France's statement just now."

Which participating country didn't know France's thoughts? At this moment, they were quite dissatisfied with the attitude of the French representative. The British side immediately issued a motion, "I suggest that the participating countries vote to decide whether to support debt collection by force."

The US representative did not want to create unnecessary trouble and said, "I believe the countries represented by you gentlemen are all civilized nations, and no one will support violent debt collection. The current problem lies in whether Germany has the ability to repay the debt!"

As soon as this was said, the representatives of various countries heard the US attitude. Whether the current Germany had the ability to repay the debt depended on the concept of repayment. If they really took all of Germany's factories, carved up Germany's mines, and sold all the Germans as slaves, they could probably pay off the debt.

But all countries knew that things definitely couldn't be done this way.

If looked at from the perspective of German national tax revenue, Germany indeed could not pay now. Not only now, but they also wouldn't be able to pay the reparations in the future.

The US representative did not speak useless words. Seeing that the representatives of various countries had no intention of taking up the French proposal, the US representative continued, "The US government believes that Germany's war debts and war reparations can be waived."

The Treaty of Versailles stipulated that the money owed by Germany was divided into two parts. One part was war debts, and the other part was war reparations. War debts were the national debts that Germany had to assume for the money other countries had to borrow to invest in the war. War reparations were compensation for personnel and property losses caused by Germany when it invaded other countries.

Because the war was mainly fought in France, Belgium, and Tsarist Russia—and Tsarist Russia had collapsed while the Soviet Union was excluded from the Euro-American system—war reparations were mainly paid to France and Belgium. This was also the reason why France and Belgium later sent troops to the German Ruhr area to force the Weimar government to repay the debt.

Compared to countries like France and Belgium, where war reparations exceeded war debts, the homelands of Britain and the United States were not invaded by Germany, so both countries had more war debts than war reparations. Now that the United States proposed to waive both aspects of compensation, the countries could already determine that the United States no longer wanted to persecute Germany regarding reparations.

The representatives of other countries did not chime in for the time being, but saw the Chinese representative Li Shiguang request to speak. Li Shiguang's statement was simple: China waived its rights to these two aspects of debt. After Li Shiguang finished speaking, the Japanese representative also spoke, making the same statement.

Three countries from outside the European region expressed their attitudes successively, and their attitudes were unexpectedly consistent. The remaining ones who had not expressed their attitudes were all countries within the European region. These countries were very aware of Germany's current miserable state. Except for France, which still held an unrelenting attitude, other countries really had no interest in continuing to press for debt. Moreover, since the countries outside the region had already expressed a tolerant attitude, the representatives of European countries also felt there was no reason to be excessive.

After the first day of the meeting, the French Foreign Minister came directly to the door and frankly expressed his dissatisfaction to Li Shiguang. Li Shiguang listened to a long speech from the French Foreign Minister without saying a word, and then replied, "France and Germany are neighbors who cannot move away. Does France really intend to maintain hostility with Germany for a thousand years?"

"We believe it is necessary for Germany to pay for the damage done to France starting from 1870!" The French Foreign Minister's tone was firm.

Li Shiguang did not answer, just gave a light chuckle.

Seeing Li Shiguang like this, the French Foreign Minister wanted to continue saying something, but suddenly remembered that France had once burned the Old Summer Palace. For a moment, he felt that he shouldn't say this to China. So he changed the subject, "We believe it is necessary for Germany to compensate the member countries of the Entente for their losses."

Li Shiguang did not want to continue entangling on these issues, so he replied decisively, "Our Chinese culture emphasizes that 'evil must be completely uprooted.' But we in China also have an old saying: 'Leave a thread of leeway in life, so we can meet on good terms in the future.' Therefore, the Chinese government believes it is necessary to waive those war reparations."

The French Foreign Minister could actually understand the Chinese side's attitude. China was currently expanding its influence over countries around the world, and at this stage, it was naturally best to maintain a peaceful and friendly attitude. But France now regarded China as a quasi-ally of France, so it was very dissatisfied with China's current stance. In France's view, this was clearly not what a quasi-ally should look like. He tried to persuade Li Shiguang again, but failed to make Li Shiguang waver in the slightest. Helpless, the French Foreign Minister could only leave resentfully.

***

Meanwhile in Berlin, the core meeting of the Nazi Party was underway. Hitler was in high spirits, holding a meeting with Goering, Goebbels, and other senior Nazi Party personnel. Although Hitler performed with incomparable passion during public speeches, he did not speak particularly much within the Nazi Party.

Goebbels was recounting, "My Führer, we must resolutely not accept the Young Plan. Every party branch is telling the people that if the Führer becomes Chancellor, we will never pay another Mark to the Entente Powers!"

Hitler just nodded. Given Germany's current situation, the people truly could not bring out even a single Mark. So what emerged in Hitler's mind were the national leaders of the current Weimar government. These people had left the German people impoverished and destitute over the past decade or so. These people were finally doing something they should have done before the government was completely overthrown, but it was too late. The people were completely disappointed in them and would never trust this batch of politicians again. Even if the dying struggles of those in the Weimar government could waive Germany's debts, it could not stop Hitler from taking over the government.

The most important thing for Hitler right now was that German President Hindenburg was still strongly opposed to Hitler serving as Chancellor. Even the Nazi Party had no way to bring down this old man. What Hitler had to do now was to get rid of all the other people Hindenburg could appoint as Chancellor.

While he was thinking, he heard Goebbels ask, "My Führer, I think the urgent task is to first solve your German citizenship problem."

Hitler was stunned, and the others at the meeting were also stunned. Hitler joined the German Army in 1915 to serve, and after the war, he continued to be responsible for spying on various private political parties in the intelligence agency under the Army. During one operation, he met the early Nazi Party and subsequently joined it.

But Hitler's nationality was Austrian. Although Hitler had announced that he renounced his Austrian citizenship, he was currently just a stateless person staying in Germany. According to German law, the German Chancellor must be a person with German citizenship. A person who had been in Germany for 17 years and had struggled for Germany for 17 years was actually not a German and did not possess German citizenship. This made the straightforward Goering unable to help laughing out loud.

However, Goering was really not mocking Hitler. Thinking that the comrade-in-arms who had fought heroically for Germany together with him in the European War was actually not a German, Goering, this German air hero, felt it was absurd. Even though he clearly knew Hitler was Austrian, Goering still felt that something must have been mistaken somewhere.

Hitler's first thought was, "Will anyone within the Nazi Party use this matter to attack me?" The Nazi Party was a grassroots party; in fact, no one cared whether the Nazi Party's Führer, Hitler, was Austrian or German. Moreover, in the eyes of Germans, Austria was originally a member of the German Confederation. It was kicked out of the German Confederation because of its defeat during the Wars of German Unification. Ordinary Germans felt there was absolutely no problem with an Austrian from the German-Austrian border area calling himself a German. But now that the Nazi Party was about to take power, this matter became a very troublesome issue. If the Führer of the Nazi Party could not become the German Chancellor, then no matter who in the Nazi Party became Chancellor, it would directly trigger an internal split in the Nazi Party.

The Nazi Party had already split several times internally, and each time it was finally united by Hitler's iron fist. On the eve of electoral victory, no problems could be allowed to occur no matter what.

With a confident smile, Hitler said to Goebbels, "Then you will be responsible for resolving this matter."

Goering smiled and didn't make a sound. He couldn't be bothered to get involved in this. Although Goebbels felt some unease in his heart, he tried hard to show a confident and relaxed expression. "My Führer, this is a piece of cake."

Himmler saw that both Hitler and Goebbels looked relaxed and neither showed any unhappiness, so he just smiled. He also felt that this matter was nothing. The Nazi Party had now drawn elite and reliable personnel to form the SS (Schutzstaffel). With the strength of the SS, they could completely and easily solve a small problem like citizenship. It was just that Hitler did not hand this matter to Himmler, but to Goebbels, which made Himmler feel that Hitler obviously trusted Goebbels a bit more.

Hitler and Goebbels' gazes swept over the other core members of the Nazi Party as if unintentionally. Seeing that most members, including the leader of the Stormtroopers (SA), Röhm, had an expression of not taking it seriously, the leaders within the Nazi Party who had always advocated the path of parliamentary struggle seemed to be thinking about something in their expressions. Both men committed these names to memory. But from beginning to end, both looked very relaxed.

In fact, this matter itself was not difficult. The Nazi Party had won 37.3% of the votes, and there were Nazi Party supporters everywhere. Furthermore, naturalization in Germany did not require the consent of the central government; the head of the immigration bureau of any state could accept Hitler's naturalization request. This matter proceeded very quickly. By July 19, 1932, with the help of the Minister of the Interior of the State of Brunswick, Hitler officially obtained German citizenship in the State of Brunswick in 1932.

As if a naturalization gift for Hitler, on July 20, the Lausanne Conference ended. The Lausanne Agreement stipulated: Germany could be exempted from war reparation obligations but must hand over a lump sum of 3 billion Marks as compensation for the exemption of reparation obligations. The "Lausanne Agreement" regarding the issue of German reparations finally relieved Germany of the heavy burden of war reparations.

He Rui learned the result immediately. He wanted to write something himself, but suddenly stopped and asked his secretary to call Li Runshi.
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July 29, 1932. The final debate of the US Democratic Party primaries.

Franklin D. Roosevelt listened intently to his opponent's speech. When he heard the rival declare, "I believe Mr. Roosevelt's physical condition makes him unsuitable to be President of the United States," a genial smile appeared on his serious face.

When the opponent finished, Roosevelt picked up the microphone. "I believe that being able to do a backflip is the job of an acrobat. The job of the President of the United States is to provide a future direction for the country."

Hearing this, the audience in the hall paused for a moment, then many burst into applause.

Roosevelt was not moved by the support of these Democratic voters. He knew very well that his ability to reach this final stage was largely due to the efforts of the Republican Party and his competitors within the Democratic Party to paint him as a "communist." In the United States today, the American people needed the most radical reform, not the indecisive "bourgeois proxy" that was Hoover.

As the applause died down, Roosevelt turned to the voters. "People of America, we face a difficult situation, and what is even more difficult is whether we have the courage to admit the situation we are facing. Fear is a human instinct, but fear itself is nothing to be afraid of. What we should fear is fear itself. Because of fear, we refuse to acknowledge reality; because of fear, we pretend that everything will change. But if we do nothing, nothing will be solved!"

A round of enthusiastic applause rang out from the audience. In the eyes of the voters, Roosevelt's competitors dared not face America's current predicament, offering only various excuses. Only Roosevelt dared to propose to the voters, "We must pay attention to the lives of American labor. To allow workers to live with dignity, we must set a cap on working hours and establish a minimum wage. Only on such a basis can the United States restore confidence."

Although the voters did not know exactly *how* Roosevelt would achieve this, compared to the other Democratic candidates, they believed Roosevelt was the one who had grasped the crux of the problem.

Sitting at the edge of the venue were several Chinese men. They were not Chinese-Americans, but staff from the Chinese Embassy and Consulates in the United States. To grasp the most timely information in the US, Chinese diplomatic personnel personally attended the campaign rallies of both the Democratic and Republican parties to hear the candidates debate.

Roosevelt's debate not only surpassed the other Democratic candidates in scope, but the audience's reaction also far exceeded that for the others. When the Democratic primary debate ended, the group left the venue.

Getting into their car, they began to chat. "If Roosevelt isn't elected, it might be because some power behind the scenes is determined not to see him elected."

"There doesn't seem to be any such power visible right now."

These diplomats held Roosevelt in high regard because his fearless fortitude in the face of difficulties gave them a feeling similar to that of He Rui.

Someone offered an intuitive view: "The United States won't become a socialist country, will it?"

The Chinese diplomats were stunned. Someone asked, "A socialist country? Even more socialist than France?"

At this, everyone laughed. The car had started and left the parking lot amidst their laughter. In the global economic crisis, France's performance was remarkable. While other countries were desperately cutting welfare... *if* those countries provided welfare to their people at all... France had significantly increased welfare for its citizens. Compared to France, what Roosevelt was offering could at best be called "security."

However, the Chinese diplomats did not wish to mock Roosevelt. Unlike China, ordinary Americans were wealthy to a degree incomparable to the Chinese masses because they did not lack land. The current problem in the US stemmed from a loss of confidence in the economy and the banks, not because the US itself could not produce enough wealth.

At this moment, the views of the American tycoon Rockefeller differed from those of the Chinese diplomats. The Rockefeller Foundation had been studying Roosevelt's policies, and the experts hired by the consortium believed that if Roosevelt fulfilled his campaign platform, it would not be favorable to the Rockefeller interests.

The Rockefeller consortium had already contacted a group of large American enterprises to invest in the West Coast. After President Hoover signed the executive order, China received $1 billion in credit loans to purchase American goods. China did not buy American agricultural products, nor consumer goods; the money was used entirely to purchase industrial products and patents. Machinery and equipment sold to China by major American companies, led by the Rockefeller consortium, were loaded onto ships directly on the West Coast for shipment to China.

Experts hired by the Rockefeller consortium worried that after Roosevelt was elected president, he would require China to purchase products from other regions of the United States. Although this practice would likely violate American tradition, Roosevelt's own intention to establish unions and let workers negotiate with capitalists was already a violation of American tradition.

Despite these extreme predictions, Rockefeller was helpless. He could only choose to sign the orders as quickly as possible; presumably, Roosevelt would not go so far as to demand China cancel existing orders. Before Roosevelt took office, asking the Chinese government to spend that $1 billion credit line first was the most advantageous move for Rockefeller.

This request was directly rejected by the Chinese Ministry of Commerce. Li Chenggang did not quite understand why Rockefeller was so agitated, nor was he interested in finding out. He simply had his subordinates tell the Rockefeller Company's commercial representative office in China, "The Chinese government imports American goods according to its own needs and will not suddenly change its plans."

Li Chenggang had considered reporting this to Wu Youping, but finally decided not to disturb the Premier.

Four years after the comprehensive introduction of synthetic ammonia and internal combustion engines, huge changes had erupted within the Chinese economy. According to the projections of the National Five-Year Plan, the productivity released by the early land reform and water conservancy projects should have been exhausted, entering a plateau period. Unexpectedly, with the promotion of synthetic ammonia, improved seeds, chemical fertilizers, and close-planting techniques, agricultural capacity had stepped up to another level.

To understand these agricultural changes, Li Chenggang had been visiting the countryside for the past two years. The most intuitive change was the close-planting technique. Especially in the north, the density of grain plants per *mu* had increased by at least 50%. Li Chenggang had seen the old farmlands, where crops were planted quite sparsely. Now, the fields were densely packed with neat rows of plants; at harvest time, the mature crops completely obscured the ground.

Farmers initially dared not plant so densely, and the "old hands" at farming were particularly opposed. The experience accumulated by their ancestors told these old farmers that land fertility and water sources were limited. Even without drought or pests, farming this way would inevitably result in terrible crops the following year. And if a drought or insect plague broke out, the blow to the grain harvest would be fatal.

However, thanks to the water conservancy construction of previous years, the popularization of nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium fertilizers and pesticides, and the introduction of internal combustion engine water pumps into the countryside, the northern farmers—though worried every year—had achieved bumper harvests in both seasons every year. Now, obtaining 600 *jin* of grain per *mu* over two seasons was common. Just eight years ago, in 1924, the annual grain yield per *mu* in the north was only 200 *jin*.

Farmers were earning three times what they had a few years ago. Combined with the policy of unified purchase and sale, purchasing power in the countryside rose rapidly. Previously, the Supply and Marketing Cooperatives sold mostly salt and cloth. Now, in the northern plains, after setting aside money for next year's fertilizer, every household would buy bicycles and tricycles on installment. To meet the people's needs, enterprises expanded production one after another, and a large number of new enterprises appeared, directly leading to an outflow of rural labor.

In principle, this was a very good development. But as the saying goes, "you can't have your cake and eat it too"; the reduction in rural labor also changed the agricultural production model. The number of "wheat guests"—migrant harvesters—in the regions north of the Yangtze River exploded. The massive flow of labor directly created a host of problems, most notably public security issues and economic disputes.

Just eight years ago, China was a thoroughgoing "acquaintance society." The advantage of an acquaintance society was that no matter what one did, there would be someone to vouch for them, and if something happened, it wouldn't be impossible to find the people involved. Now, groups of migrant harvesters had begun to move with the grain ripening line. These were strong laborers appearing in strange places. If a county didn't have a few homicides every year, the County Magistrate and the Party Secretary would be heavily commending the grassroots staff after the summer harvest and planting season ended.

At this stage, Wu Youping's greatest attention was focused on these matters. Compared to the agricultural security issues of the entire China, the commercial request of an American consortium like Rockefeller was completely trivial. There was no need to disturb Wu Youping at all.

But Li Chenggang went to see Wu Youping anyway. After being invited into the office, he saw Wu Youping, who had just returned from an inspection, looking dark from the sun and having lost quite a bit of weight. As the two sat down facing each other, Li Chenggang noticed that Wu Youping's hand was wrapped in gauze; he was obviously injured.

Seeing Li Chenggang's reaction, Wu Youping laughed. "I'm out of shape. I've been sitting in the office too much; I even hurt my hand cutting wheat."

Li Chenggang was not surprised that Wu Youping had gone down to the fields to harvest. Everyone had done this farm work back in the Northeast; doing a little occasionally was actually quite refreshing. Feeling nostalgic, Li Chenggang asked, "Harvesting now isn't the same as back in our day, is it?"

Wu Youping couldn't help but nod. "In the past, steel production was low, and metal farm tools were very precious. Every harvest, we'd pick up tools in the morning, and if the sickle got dull in the middle of the day, we had to go to a special administrator to exchange it. Now that steel production is up, and 'a workman must sharpen his tools if he is to do his work well,' the migrant harvesters carry an average of ten high-carbon steel sickles each. They sharpen them all and lay them out in a row by the field. As soon as they feel the sickle in their hand isn't fast enough, they immediately go back and swap it for another."

Sharpening was now done with electric grinding wheels. *Cha-cha* sounds by the field, and in the blink of an eye, a razor-sharp edge capable of splitting a hair was ground out. Wu Youping's hand had been accidentally cut with a large gash.

Recalling the bustling labor scene, Wu Youping sighed, "I didn't expect the migrant harvesters to solve a small link in farm tool management. The working people truly have wisdom."

"How so?" Li Chenggang was very interested.

"When the migrant harvesters harvest wheat, sickles were often lost, causing a lot of trouble. Now, the harvesters no longer hire someone specifically to look after the sickles. Before harvesting, however many sickles the harvesters give to the village, the village gives the harvesters a corresponding amount of money as a deposit. The village organizes the custody. After the harvest, however many sickles the harvesters return to the village, the village refunds that amount of money to the harvesters."

Hearing Wu Youping's introduction, Li Chenggang praised, "That is a good method."

Wu Youping nodded. "Most of the migrant harvesters are outsiders. Naturally, they are afraid of being bullied, so their reactions to certain things are particularly intense. It's definitely not worth risking a life for a few farm tools. But psychologically, one can understand their reaction. When all risks are resolved economically... the harvesters are there to make money, not to vent anger. As long as they don't suffer an economic loss, they easily choose to avoid conflict."

Li Chenggang felt that Wu Youping seemed to be implying something, but he couldn't immediately figure out his specific thoughts. But the sentence itself actually had little hidden meaning, because an ordinary division-level cadre should be able to understand this logic. However, whether a division-level cadre could truly apply it flexibly was uncertain; after all, every person saw different interests. At times, the interests seen by the central government and those seen by the ordinary people were vastly different.

He didn't want to probe too deeply, but Li Chenggang couldn't resist asking, "Premier, can you speak more clearly?"

Wu Youping sighed slightly. "We have to invest more in infrastructure to provide a relatively fair platform for the people."

Now Li Chenggang understood completely. The government was currently serving the production of the migrant harvesters, providing a lot of organizational help. Achieving this was not easy; it required a massive amount of information transmission to realize. Currently, the cost of information transmission was still too high, making many ideas impossible to implement. Even so, the solutions proposed by the state, as well as the major road construction in recent years and the popularization of internal combustion engine vehicles, allowed migrant harvesters to travel by bus rather than walking on two legs as before. Just this degree of change was the result of massive capital investment.

As for the investment in water conservancy, chemical fertilizers, and so on required for increased production, it was even more enormous. It was precisely this huge investment that provided the grain for the migrant harvesters to harvest.

Just as Li Chenggang was lamenting in his heart, he heard Wu Youping ask, "That's enough small talk. Let's get to work."

Li Chenggang hurriedly composed himself and said, "The Ministry of Civil Affairs has given us the quantity of grain to be imported. The Ministry of Commerce has formulated a plan to import grain from the UK, France, and the US based on the Ministry of Civil Affairs' figures. Please review it, Premier."

Wu Youping did not immediately open the document. Even with Chinese grain production increased to its current level, the Chinese people were merely not starving to death; there was still a considerable distance to go before they were full. To solve the domestic grain gap, China was already importing grain from the Soviet Union.

The Soviet Union was also a socialist country, and Wu Youping believed the Soviet Union would naturally prioritize its own national grain supply. Moreover, the Soviet grain-producing areas were in Eastern Europe. If one wanted cheap transport, the best method was to go through the Suez Canal into the Mediterranean, then through Turkey's Bosphorus Strait into the Black Sea, and load the grain at Odessa to return to China.

Such an optimal shipping route required China to have strong transport capacity. At this stage, China's shipbuilding industry had just begun to exert its strength; although progress was rapid, accumulation was still insufficient.

Apart from the Soviet Union, the countries with cheap grain in the world were Britain and the United States. The United States went without saying; the Great Plains were suitable for large-scale planting, so US grain production was huge. And now, prices for US agricultural products were extremely low; American farmers didn't even have the desire to harvest. It was said that due to insufficient domestic demand in the US, there had even been "milk dumping" incidents where dairy farmers poured milk into the Mississippi River. According to news obtained by China's intelligence collection system, this was done by various farm owners to seize the market by dumping their competitors' milk...

In any case, the price of importing grain from the United States was very low. Even with shipping costs added, it was cheaper than from the Soviet Union. The only issue was preventing various harmful organisms within the American grain.

Another importer that was very cost-effective for China was Britain. The price of grain in the British homeland was not cheap; the grain the British obtained was levied from India. Britain, like other colonial powers, did not act humanely in its colonies. Britain simply did not care about the lives or deaths of the Indian people; every year, they constantly levied grain to sell cheaply on the international market. Therefore, the price of grain in British hands was low, and the distance to China was close, making it very cost-effective.

As for France, China actually bought grain and meat products from the French homeland. The reason was simple: it wasn't that France acted humanely in its colonies and thus the exploitation wasn't heavy. Rather, it was because the French government, in order to provide high incomes for its own people, bought grain from French farmers at French market prices and sold it to China. This increased the income of native French farmers.

Now that the French government was no longer changing like a revolving lantern, both the French government and the French people cherished the current stable political situation and never wanted to face the crazy turnover of the previous decades again. So the French government spent big money to raise the income of the French people. Even knowing that French grain shipped to China had absolutely no market competitiveness, the French government did it firmly.

China didn't really lose out, either. As a return, the French government opened up access for many Chinese goods in both the French homeland and its colonies.

Of course, this didn't mean France acted humanely in its colonies. France, like Britain, still did not act humanely in the colonies. On one hand, France exported grain to China at high prices; at the same time, massive amounts of grain exploited from the colonies were shipped to the French homeland to provide cheap food supplies to the urban lower-income classes.

Britain stripped India of grain, starving at least 300,000 Indians to death every year; in disaster years, it wasn't rare for millions of Indians to starve. In France's colonies, tens of thousands starving to death annually due to French policy was a given. Added to the colonial people massacred by France every year, the death toll was at least 150,000 upwards annually.

Therefore, Wu Youping was very resistant to this plan; if possible, he did not want to study these plans. But as Premier, Wu Youping ultimately opened the proposal and began to read.
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The Ministry of Agriculture had formulated a plan to import as much as 20 million tons of grain annually. Although Wu Youping was aware of this, reviewing the figures still made him feel somewhat helpless. According to the latest census, China's population had grown from 480 million in 1925 to 560 million, an increase of over 80 million people.

The current China was neither the Qing Dynasty nor the Beiyang government. The 80 million people born after liberation, like the other 480 million from before, were all citizens of China and deserved the treatment due to the people. They needed social security and services in safety, health, and education. Just keeping the children from hunger required massive amounts of food. Added to the need to store enough basic grain reserves for the entire population for a year, even with the tremendous increase in China's grain production, there was still a need to import 20 million tons of grain to fill the gap.

Commerce Minister Li Chenggang showed no anxiety on his square face. In recent years, after China introduced a great deal of French engineering technology, its mass production capabilities had improved rapidly. "Sci-tech" referred to science and technology; scientific breakthroughs relied on genius scientists, while technical capability relied on accumulation through mass production. China had spent a great deal of money introducing engineering technology, but it was well worth it. It had indeed saved China a significant amount of time.

At this stage, in a few sectors such as the textile industry, China had leaped to a world-advanced level after simultaneously introducing French equipment and technology as well as the technology Japan had accumulated in mass textile production. In other areas of industrial production, after introducing the most advanced production organization and process technologies from Britain and the United States, China was at least developing toward the world's most advanced levels. It was no longer the situation of the past where they were completely in the dark.

Moreover, China had a large population with strong learning abilities, coupled with low labor costs. The massive domestic market provided ample space for subsequent industrial development. Currently, apart from the military industry, every other industry in China had begun to turn a profit. And since the scale of China's military industry was not large, its consumption was entirely within the economy's capacity to bear. Therefore, Li Chenggang believed that Chinese industrial products could certainly earn the foreign exchange needed to purchase grain on the international market.

Premier Wu Youping did not raise many questions, and the meeting ended quickly. Li Chenggang had just returned to his office and was about to have lunch when his secretary came in and told him that Wu Youping wanted to see him immediately.

Something major must have happened. Li Chenggang turned around and hurried back. As soon as he arrived at the office, he saw the Minister of Agriculture was also there. Wu Youping told his secretary, "Go to the cafeteria and get three working lunches."

As soon as the secretary left, Wu Youping asked the Minister of Agriculture to explain the situation. The first sentence Li Chenggang heard from the Minister of Agriculture was, "The Soviet Union just informed us that it is impossible for them to sell us grain this year."

"Why?" Li Chenggang asked in astonishment.

The Minister of Agriculture looked solemn and began to speak from his notes. Under persistent high temperatures and humid climate, the Soviet Union's agriculture had suffered a huge crisis. In addition to floods caused by heavy rains east of the Dnieper River, Soviet wheat and other crops had been hit by rust disease, weeds, and other agricultural disasters, causing grain production in 1932 to plummet, making it impossible to export grain to China.

After hearing this, Li Chenggang was truly shocked. However, before he could ask questions, the Minister of Agriculture added, "The Soviet side also proposed that if their grain reduction is severe, they hope China can help them purchase grain. They are willing to increase their exports to China [of other goods] in return."

Faced with such a drastic change, Li Chenggang actually felt himself calming down. He asked, "What exactly is going on?"

At this moment, Wu Youping's secretary brought the three working lunches, and the three men talked while they ate. The Minister of Agriculture was an expert and started directly from the root cause. After experiencing a major drought in the north in 1920, China's climate began to develop towards warmth and humidity. Since 1924, although there had been various natural disasters, the general trend was a warming climate and increased rainfall. coupled with the rapid promotion of new fertilizers, pesticides, improved seeds, and new planting methods in recent years, China's grain production had seen consecutive years of overall bumper harvests.

Hearing this, Li Chenggang suddenly felt a sense of enlightenment. From 1924 to the present, more and more ordinary people had hung at least one portrait of He Rui in their homes. Although the government's policies were very radical and various ideologies among the people were becoming increasingly intense, there were basically no remarks opposing He Rui. Instead, the saying "The Sage Emperor is on the throne" had appeared. Originally, Li Chenggang thought some people were deliberately flattering, but now he felt that these words might not be entirely insincere. In a time of rapid population growth, relying on rapid grain production increases to maintain food supply without problems, and with no particularly severe natural disasters occurring... in traditional Chinese culture, this was indeed a situation that could only occur when a Sage Emperor was on the throne.

Feeling a little happy in his heart, Li Chenggang asked, "What is the matter with the Soviet Union?"

The Minister of Agriculture took a few mouthfuls of rice before answering, "We have been cooperating with the Soviet Union and other countries on climate change in recent years, and domestic climate experts have also collaborated on some projects with experts from other countries. According to the data, in the last few years, the average surface temperature has risen by 0.5 degrees."

Hearing 0.5 degrees, Li Chenggang couldn't help blinking. The Ministry of Commerce also engaged in some grain trade, but mainly focused on industrial products and bulk commodities. For industry, high temperatures of thousands of degrees were nothing strange. So he couldn't understand what magnitude a 0.5-degree change represented for agriculture.

Fortunately, the Minister of Agriculture didn't make Li Chenggang guess. He explained, "Most of the agricultural problems encountered by the Soviet Union are caused by this 0.5 degree."

Li Chenggang immediately clarified his thinking. This 0.5 degree covered the entire earth; the entire territory of the Soviet Union was within this change and could not escape. Li Chenggang continued to ask, "Can the Soviet Union solve the problem?"

The Minister of Agriculture hesitated for a while before answering, "Theoretically, yes."

At this point, Wu Youping, who had finished his meal quickly in silence, wiped his mouth with a napkin and asked, "We can discuss that later. Can we determine now that the Soviet Union has really encountered problems, and is not deliberately terminating the grain trade with us?"

The Minister of Agriculture answered decisively, "We can determine that."

Wu Youping made a decisive decision: "Then distribute the grain import quota from the Soviet Union to other countries, and reserve some quota for the Soviet Union as well."

Li Chenggang thought quickly about which country to increase orders from and found that the United States was the most suitable. Having determined this direction, a thought suddenly popped into Li Chenggang's mind, and he couldn't help asking, "If we increase our orders by so much, will it affect the US election results?"

Wu Youping was stunned; he hadn't expected Li Chenggang to think of such a thing. After a moment's thought, Wu Youping replied, "Hoover had at least two years to restore confidence in the financial industry, but he never found a way. No matter how many orders we have, it's not enough to give the United States the confidence to fully recover its economy, so Hoover is bound to fail. This is not a problem of orders, but a problem of the system."

When Wu Youping elevated the issue to the level of the system, Li Chenggang suddenly understood and no longer held any imagination about the possibility of Hoover's re-election.

President Hoover received the news five days later, on August 27, 1932. President Hoover, who had been tortured by the economic crisis for three consecutive years to the point of being somewhat neurotic, immediately had his eyes light up. He immediately ordered someone to call the Secretary of State. But the secretary quickly informed President Hoover that the Secretary of State was not in Washington at the moment but had gone to communicate with the French Foreign Minister regarding global disarmament.

Hoover was not disappointed. Although he was not an agriculture major himself, he was no stranger to agriculture. Since the Secretary of State was away, Hoover asked the US Secretary of Commerce and confirmed that the Chinese Ministry of Commerce indeed hoped to purchase 20 to 30 million tons of grain in the next two years.

In 1932, there was almost no market for US grain. Hoover immediately ordered the Secretary of Commerce to finalize the contract immediately and instructed, "Go and allocate the grain at the ports now, load the ships and set off for China. I hope to sign the grain contract with China before the ships arrive."

The Secretary of Commerce wanted to say something, but only replied, "Understood, Mr. President."

Walking out of the White House office, the Secretary of Commerce just sighed. Before becoming president, Hoover had served as Secretary of Commerce for many years under Coolidge and Coolidge's predecessor. He was very familiar with commercial contracts. although Hoover's request was very tight, it could really be done if they hurried. Faced with an expert, the Secretary of Commerce didn't want to play any little tricks. Moreover, the Secretary of Commerce knew very well how urgent President Hoover was at this time.

After ordering the Secretary of Commerce to act immediately, President Hoover immediately invited the head of his re-election campaign team. The person in charge was a middle-aged man wearing a loose coat with a rather greasy, balding forehead. After hearing Hoover talk about this grain trade, the campaign manager was overjoyed, "Mr. President, please announce this news immediately."

But Hoover did not answer, which puzzled the campaign manager. Just as he was about to make a suggestion, he stopped. During this time, Hoover had become increasingly neurotic, but now the gaze of the Hoover in front of him no longer shifted evasively, and his hands and feet, which seemed to have nowhere to be placed and moved frequently, suddenly fell naturally into their proper positions. The campaign manager discovered that the Hoover before him seemed to be turning back into that familiar former Secretary of Commerce. Although Hoover himself didn't do it intentionally, the calm and composed temperament honed by experiencing great storms was returning to him.

Faced with the unique temperament of a person in power, the campaign manager fell silent unconsciously. After a while, he suddenly saw Hoover look up and say, "Do not announce this news yet."

The campaign manager hadn't expected Hoover was thinking about this issue just now and quickly advised, "Mr. President, we need to build momentum for you immediately. Such news will immediately boost your popularity."

Hoover's eyes were already bright at this moment. He shook his head gently, "No. Start buying all the grain at the docks and train stations now. Transport the grain from warehouses near the ports to the seaports."

"Why?" The campaign manager couldn't figure out what Hoover wanted to do.

Hoover now had the mood to discuss specific issues. He explained to the campaign manager that if they suddenly announced such a big deal, it wouldn't be possible to raise grain prices immediately. Only by first buying out the warehouses that were already stuffed with grain could those people have the money to continue acquiring grain immediately after the announcement.

The current situation left Hoover no chance; this matter absolutely could not go wrong. Even if it was announced a few days late, there could be no problems.

The campaign manager still didn't quite understand what was going on, but he already felt that Hoover himself was no longer the confused president from before. At least in Hoover, the campaign manager saw the determination to fight with his back to the wall.

"Mr. President, I will immediately formulate the next publicity strategy for you," the campaign manager said somewhat excitedly.

When only Hoover was left in the office, he sighed, looked up at the sky, and murmured, "Thank you, my God. At least you did not let me continue to suffer punishment."

After speaking, Hoover closed his eyes and continued to pray silently. Hoover always believed that this economic crisis was a sudden disaster for him. In the past three years, articles analyzing this economic crisis in the United States were abundant. The general view was that the laissez-faire policies of the Coolidge era led to the arbitrary behavior of those unscrupulous and greedy capitalists, leading to the outbreak of the economic crisis. No matter who was on stage, they could not have prevented the outbreak of the economic crisis.

And Hoover himself had done everything he could to deal with the situation without any slackening. Hoover had once despaired; he thought he would be defeated by the disaster that fate had unjustly inflicted upon him. But fate had given Hoover another chance at this moment. As long as he could drive up the prices of US agricultural products again, farms would need a large number of hands again. Those unemployed people would go to the farms in large numbers to participate in production. The thing farms lacked least was food. As the number of unemployed people in the cities decreased, coupled with the large amount of industrial equipment China purchased from the United States, the situation in the United States would improve. At this stage, as long as Hoover was given a chance, as the former Secretary of Commerce, he could display all kinds of means.

As Hoover's prayers became more and more devout, two trails of tears hung on his cheeks at some point.

As a president, Hoover might not be qualified. As a Secretary of Commerce, Hoover was definitely qualified. Following his orders, buyers sent by the federal government began to appear at many grain depots in the United States. By this stage, US grain prices had hit a new low, only 10% of the price in 1929.

So upon learning that the federal government had sent people to acquire grain at a reasonable price, those grain merchants immediately couldn't wait to sell the grain. Following this were the trains, steamships, and trucks that hadn't been seen for some days, taking the grain away.

For the United States, where unemployment was everywhere, there was absolutely no lack of porters. For a little money and food, the porters completed the moving with amazing efficiency. It was so fast that local reporters were alarmed. When reporters from various places arrived, the warehouses had either been emptied or were being emptied.

Newspapers everywhere reported this news, and some shrewd businessmen had already keenly smelled the change. They quickly started going to the countryside to restock.

After a week, as more and more such things happened, the news fermented quickly. Newspapers in many major cities began to speculate that perhaps the federal government had found a mysterious big buyer. As for who this big buyer was and how much grain they could sell, the press discussed it spiritedly. But President Hoover's reputation in recent years was too poor. Those unemployed people lived in temporary sheds made of cardboard boxes and slept wrapped in old newspapers. So the cardboard houses were called "Hoovervilles" (Hoover houses), and the old newspapers were called "Hoover blankets."

Suddenly saying that Hoover had found a big buyer for American agricultural products—the press, which had scolded Hoover for two years, didn't believe it themselves.

But around the tenth day, the *Washington Post* suddenly published an article. Because the *Washington Post* had helped Hoover with a lot of crisis public relations and failed this time, being spat upon, it had become much more cautious. This article stated very conservatively that recently there seemed to be negotiations for grain sales between China and the United States. If the negotiations were successful, the United States might be able to secure a grain sales contract of about 20 million tons.

Although most readers did not believe it, and even the US press dared not believe it, there was simply too much bad news. So much so that many newspapers, even if they didn't believe it, began to reprint this news. Of course, some newspapers inclined towards the Republican Party received hints and also began to reprint this news.

Soon, some newspapers began to sing a different tune. They listed Hoover's various incompetencies over the past three years, mocking this news as fake news manufactured by Hoover to win the general election.

The American public had long been disappointed in Hoover. Seeing this news, they felt it was to be expected and considered it all fake news. But during this period, the government was constantly buying grain and transporting it to the ports without stopping. Moreover, grain prices were steadily rising. As the warehouses were emptied, the federal government began to announce in newspapers that farmers should sell grain to designated warehouse areas. Although the price was far from that of 1929, the grain purchase price had indeed recovered to a relatively reasonable level.

Although harboring strong uneasiness and disbelief, grain was not durable for storage. Especially since last year's stored grain in the granaries hadn't been sold yet, and this year's grain was about to be harvested. If the grain wasn't sold, there would be no place to store the new grain.

With a try-and-see attitude, many farmers began to sell grain. To their surprise, the acquisition points designated by the federal government were in those warehouses. Now the warehouses were empty, and the grain sold by farmers at relatively reasonable prices was immediately sent into the warehouses. Just a few months ago, no matter how the farmers begged, grain merchants would no longer collect grain. Some grain merchants even opened their warehouses to let the farmers see the mountains of grain with their own eyes.

Now, the farmers who sold a batch of grain first immediately mobilized, seizing the time to sell their grain first. The news spread like wildfire, and farmers everywhere were alarmed. Everyone went to try it out first.

After interviewing the endless stream of horse-drawn carriages with their transport volumes, local newspaper reporters faced a dilemma when writing reports. They really couldn't figure out what was happening. If it wasn't that son-of-a-bitch President Hoover who had found a mysterious big buyer, then who was this grain being sold to?

Just as newspapers everywhere began to inquire about the news, the White House finally held a press conference. A large number of reporters filled the White House lawn. President Hoover appeared before the reporters and said, "The US government has signed an agreement with the Chinese government. In the next two years, the Chinese government will purchase 23 million tons of grain from the United States."

At this time, every larger newspaper had sent at least two people. Hearing this news, the one responsible for transmitting the news left the front of the White House immediately, while the other reporter tried every way to get a chance to ask the President questions.

As a former Secretary of Commerce, Hoover was all too familiar with this. He constantly answered reporters' questions about the negotiations. The content of his answers was authentic and reliable. Some veteran reporters discovered that the Hoover they used to know had returned. Smart, witty, calm, rather than the increasingly neurotic president of the past two years.

Before the new round of harvesting began, this news spread throughout the United States in the blink of an eye. Following it was the news that various farms began to hire people. Those unemployed people who had relatives in the countryside began to leave the cities in groups. Hoover also issued a presidential order that railways provide cheap or even free train tickets to several major agricultural states to provide transportation services for laborers returning to work on farms.

As soon as this news came out, the entire United States was shaken. It seemed this matter was true.

As a large number of unemployed people left the cities, Washington also became much quieter. In the ubiquitous cardboard "Hoovervilles" and the "Hoover blankets" of old newspapers all over the ground, there was no longer the movement of the past. The summer wind blew past, and there were no human voices in the patches of garbage piles.

And the summer wind blew past the hair tips under MacArthur's military cap, his sweating cheeks and neck. It was warm, yet somewhat cool. MacArthur finished smoking the tobacco in a corn cob pipe, spat casually, and cursed in a low voice, "Fuck, in the end, I'm the one taking the blame."

Although he cursed, as a high-ranking officer from an "Old Stock" American background, MacArthur also knew he couldn't escape this fate. He turned his head and looked. Behind him, the cavalry of the US Federal Army rode on horses, holding clubs, with sabers inserted beside their saddles. Turning around again, behind the cavalry were the silhouettes of several tanks.

Looking further to the end of the road ahead, the "Hooverville" inhabited by the veterans who had come to Washington to demand back pay since June 17 was hazy. Compared with those of the homeless, the veterans' Hooverville was very regular. Worthy of being built by soldiers with cardboard, it revealed the neatness that an army should have.

MacArthur called the adjutant beside him, "Go ask them one more time. The government has promised that it will definitely pay the pension according to the law, and the President has also promised to give them free train tickets. Now there are jobs in the countryside. Are they willing to go back?"

The adjutant was still somewhat unbearable. He asked tentatively, "General, if they refuse, how should I answer?"

MacArthur looked at the adjutant unhappily and replied coldly, "If they refuse, come back and tell me the news!"

The adjutant knew that this eviction operation was imperative. In the end, he didn't dare to say more and urged his warhorse towards the Hooverville where the salary-seeking American veterans lived.

The horse's hooves stepped on sheets of newspapers, making a noise mixed with the rustling of paper, which was very obvious on the empty street.

MacArthur spat a large mouthful of saliva again. Although he didn't want to add some immoral records to his military career, as the Army Chief of Staff and a four-star general, MacArthur knew he had to do this.
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With a bang, the door to the White House Oval Office was forced halfway open. Amidst the obstruction of the guards, Hoover's campaign manager shouted into the room, "Mr. President, I must... see you."

President Hoover was in a meeting with the Secretary of Commerce, the Secretary of Agriculture, and the Secretary of Labor. Although he was very dissatisfied with being interrupted like this, he did not lose his temper. He just looked solemn and said to the three secretaries, "Gentlemen, please wait a moment." Then he got up and walked to the door.

After the President left the Oval Office, although the three secretaries did not know what had happened, they felt much more relaxed because of the changes in the current situation. The Secretary of Labor whispered, "Wages have started to rise, but companies are still keeping wages very low when hiring."

The Secretary of Agriculture nodded slightly. With the rapid recovery of American agricultural product prices, farmers entering the harvest season began to hire people, and a large number of unemployed people found work. In this period of extreme competition, many laborers no longer dared to hope for wages, only asking for a bite to eat. Although farm work was exhausting, the farmers at least provided full meals.

The Secretary of Commerce hesitated to speak. He had made a great contribution this time, but he was actually not optimistic about future changes. Although grain prices had risen and commercial enterprises serving grain had suddenly regained vitality, China's orders had not been able to comprehensively drive corporate employment. Although the current changes were inspiring, it was difficult to see follow-through. What the Secretary of Commerce looked forward to was not President Hoover's re-election, but his own dignified stepping down. As long as he could publicize to the US that the reason for the terrible domestic economy in recent years was the lack of demand from countries around the world, not the incompetence of the US Department of Commerce, the Secretary of Commerce could salvage some honor.

Of course, the Secretary of Commerce knew very well. It was not the world economy that dragged down the United States, but the economic crisis of the United States that dragged down the world economy. But such words must never be spoken, because the domestic ethos of the United States was never to admit mistakes. Admitting mistakes meant weakness, meant surrender. Even if something was done "insufficiently," it had to be someone else's responsibility.

At this time, President Hoover and the campaign manager had arrived at the adjacent office. As soon as they entered, the campaign manager immediately closed the door and said anxiously but in a low voice, "Mr. President, we absolutely cannot violently disperse those veterans asking for back pay."

Hoover looked grim; he did not feel he had made the wrong choice.

In World War I, American soldiers who participated in the war received an additional 25 cents as an overseas living allowance on top of their daily wage of one dollar. But during the war, this salary was not issued to the participating American soldiers. After the war, because the US government could not afford this expense, the *World War Adjusted Compensation Act* was enacted and passed in 1924. In the act, the US government first issued a bonus certificate to WWI veterans, promising that the owed salary would be paid in cash twenty years later at a rate of one dollar per day based on the number of days served.

In 1932, nearly one-third of the employed population in the United States could not find work and urgently needed relief. So these veterans demanded that the US government immediately pay the salaries that should have been paid in 1945. The Veterans of Foreign Wars believed that promising a starving man money to buy food twenty years later was unreasonable.

However, the American upper class generally believed that the demands of the twenty thousand veterans who came to Washington to ask for pay were unreasonable. Because the US Congress had already enacted the law and promised to pay. At a time when one-third of the people in the United States were unemployed, it was unreasonable for this group to demand this money in advance. This was not Hoover's personal view, but the common view of the entire American upper class.

The campaign manager certainly understood Hoover's choice to maintain the same front as the American upper class. He did not evaluate the right or wrong of the matter, but asked, "Mr. President, do you think the support of those people during the election will win you more votes?"

Hoover hesitated for a moment. He also knew that his chances of winning were not great, so the decision to disperse the veterans was more due to Hoover's own displeasure with this group of people. Moreover, many people, represented by Army Chief of Staff MacArthur, believed that this was the result of Communist agitation.

Seeing Hoover's hesitation, the campaign manager immediately continued to persuade, "Mr. President, do you think Mr. Roosevelt is a Communist?"

Hoover was stunned; he didn't understand what the campaign manager meant. Although many people attacked Roosevelt as a Communist, this group attacked Roosevelt's policies; they did not believe that Roosevelt himself had defected to the Communists and stood on the opposite side of capitalism.

The campaign manager explained what he had just said, "If even Roosevelt is not considered a Communist, naturally no one will think these veterans asking for pay are Communist elements. Mr. President, there are only three months left in the election. These people cannot cause your votes to continue to drain away. But violently expelling these people will make those who sympathize with you think you are too cold-blooded."

Deep down, Hoover still didn't want to let these veterans off. Watching them protest in Washington D.C. every day made Hoover feel very uncomfortable. These people were challenging the authority of the government. But the current Chinese grain orders made Hoover feel as if he still had a chance. At this time, his judgment as a politician made Hoover feel that he should still make more preparations for winning the election.

Finally, Hoover walked out of the room and called his secretary, asking him to contact MacArthur to temporarily suspend this eviction operation.

After handling this matter, Hoover returned to the Oval Office and continued the previous talk. The grain sales of 23 million tons in two years had indeed boosted American agriculture, but this also triggered the problem of insufficient transportation capacity. Even if a ship could carry 10,000 tons, it would have to travel back and forth to the United States 2,300 times, and where did the United States have so many 10,000-ton ships?

In order to complete the transaction as soon as possible, the United States could only let some Chinese ships come to the United States. And this triggered opposition from some Democrats, who demanded the exclusive use of American ships to solve American unemployment. Although this group's propaganda did receive the support of unemployed dockworkers, it failed to form an advantage in the entire Congress. However, Hoover was also a little worried about whether the Democrats would resort to extreme measures.

The Secretary of Labor was not very worried. Now this group of Democrats felt the pressure, so they began to fight back. Although Hoover was notorious in the past two years, when it came to the election, Hoover was a figure eagerly awaited by the people across the United States. The Democratic Party generally believed that as long as Hoover was given time, many problems could be solved. When utilizing this grain order, Hoover indeed showed the ability expected of a former Secretary of Commerce and a skilled politician, causing great pressure on that group of Democrats.

"Mr. President, I don't think there's any need to worry. The Democrats have no time to pass a motion," the Secretary of Labor said, unconcerned. Although he didn't say it, the Secretary of Labor still felt that Hoover's chances of winning were not very high.

The Secretary of Commerce offered a suggestion, "If China can send ships for transport, I believe grain prices will continue to rise. Some banks will also be able to recover loans."

President Hoover thought for a moment and felt that the current Secretary of Commerce's judgment was wishful thinking. At present, tens of thousands of small banks in the United States had collapsed. These small banks mainly provided services locally. Farmers had no money to repay loans, causing many small banks to fail. Just going through the legal process would take a long time; it was absolutely impossible for such a large batch of banks capable of supporting operations to re-emerge in just two short months.

After thinking for a while, Hoover said, "Before the liquidation of those banks is completed, the federal government will temporarily provide grain payment services. Also, request the Chinese fleet to speed up their departure."

Hoover was being a bit presumptuous. There was no need for the US Secretary of Commerce to urge them; China's various shipyards were already operating at full capacity, and now they were doing their utmost. The hotels near the shipyards were full of people coming to pick up ships, especially near the Jiangnan Shipyard in Shanghai, where the hotels were completely booked.

Hu Lei's factory was in the industrial zone. Because it had become a model teaching factory, many dormitories had been added. Now, the dormitories meant to accommodate more than 300 people were housing more than 500. Actually, strictly speaking, a little over 100 were company personnel, but the majority were trainees.

After finishing today's classes, Hu Lei felt exhausted. Looking at the trainees smoking in the factory's smoking area, Hu Lei tried hard to convince himself inwardly, "Do not get angry at yourself. Do not feel you must teach them all to graduation! I just need to finish my own work!"

The government's money was not that easy to take. As a model factory, as a training center, the learning content for every trainee had strictly defined regulations. But with the number of industrial enterprises increasing, orders seemed like they would never decrease. Skilled old technicians couldn't increase that fast, so workers who had learned to operate the most advanced machine tools became sought after.

In addition to using the factory's equipment for training, Hu Lei's factory production tasks were also full. Jiangnan Shipyard was building ships like crazy, and the demand for high-precision general parts seemed endless.

Returning to his office in exhaustion, Hu Lei sat on the sofa, not wanting to move even a finger. But Hu Lei felt panic recently because he had purchased another nine pieces of equipment. To pay off all the equipment money, Hu Lei's factory had to produce like this for fourteen months.

Due to his mood, Hu Lei suspected he must have been crazy at the time to dare to make such a huge investment. As long as there was any sudden problem with domestic demand, Hu Lei would be miserable. Although it wasn't to the point where Hu Lei would have to sell himself and still not be able to pay the debt, what Hu Lei was looking forward to was making a big profit and buying these expensive machines outright.

At this moment, the secretary pushed the door open and came in. "Boss, the Adult Training Division of the Education Bureau called again, asking if we can take in another batch of people."

"Can't take them!" Hu Lei answered feebly but decisively. Now, as soon as he heard about recruiting students, he had a headache. It was truly a case of "when the radishes are selling fast, one doesn't wash off the mud"; the Adult Education Division was stuffing just anyone into the school. In Hu Lei's observation, many people were not suitable to be mechanical production workers.

The secretary explained with difficulty, "Boss, the Adult Training Division said this is a mission from above."

Hu Lei felt the superiors of the Adult Education Division were messing around. If the people trained were not suitable for the machinery industry in the first place, it would be better not to recruit them. As a graduate of the Beiping Railway Institute, Hu Lei didn't want to ruin his reputation at all. He struggled to stand up, "Give me their phone number, I'll call them."
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Hu Lei had originally only intended to explain to the adult training institution the reasons why he could not expand the scale of training, never expecting to get into an argument with the government. Faced with the problems Hu Lei raised, the other party repeatedly acknowledged that his points were valid, yet insisted that Hu Lei solve these problems himself. Hu Lei felt a surge of anger and couldn't help but retort over the phone.

The other party finally dropped a cold remark, "Headmaster Hu, you must shoulder the responsibility," and hung up. Furious, Hu Lei slammed the phone down and sat back in his chair, fuming. After this rather unfriendly exchange, Hu Lei felt that things were not quite as he had imagined. At the very least, it sounded to him as if the government side treated his training site as a school.

Initially, Hu Lei was displeased, feeling they were deliberately making things difficult. But after calming down for a while, a thought occurred to him: had he misunderstood something? or perhaps his old classmate Feng Qian had gotten something wrong when helping arrange the training site and technical development in Shanghai?

Thinking of this, Hu Lei dared not act on his own initiative. He wrote a long letter detailing what had happened to Feng Qian. After finishing it, he found the address Feng Qian had left behind, thought for a moment, and then, following telegraph regulations, wrote six characters: "Address unchanged, please reply." He then sent someone to dispatch the urgent telegram.

The next afternoon, Hu Lei received the reply: "Unchanged, write letter."

Only then did Hu Lei send the letter via Credit Aviation Express. Two days later, Feng Qian received the letter. Reading it through once, he too felt quite puzzled. According to what Feng Qian knew, such training institutions should provide sufficient teachers, or the labor unions should provide assistance. It shouldn't be as Hu Lei described in his letter, with Hu Lei responsible for everything. Even a single factory had various departments with different people in charge. How was it that when it came to Hu Lei, he was the only commander without soldiers? And for such a large factory, where was the organization?

He wanted to write back, but after thinking it over, Feng Qian went to the ministry to apply for a business trip. The ministry leadership frowned slightly after reading the trip report. Hu Lei's case was interesting; clarifying exactly what had happened would make for an excellent typical incident report. However, precisely because it was unclear what was happening at this stage, there was a possibility that the Shanghai Education Bureau's work was lacking. Reading Hu Lei's letter again, the leader found Hu Lei's views on worker quality somewhat jarring. Hu Lei clearly had objections regarding the quality of the workers, and some of his phrasing was quite sharp. This conflicted with the policies currently being implemented.

After pondering for a moment, the leader said, "Little Feng. The Central Committee has recently begun implementing '3+1' education for citizens who have not previously attended school. This policy will absolutely not be shaken."

Feng Qian couldn't quite gauge the leader's intent, so he could only nod. The leader continued, "Your classmate's factory and training scale are not small. He graduated after 1924, so he counts as the new generation. If you go, you must be prepared to conduct a thorough investigation. If you're thinking of acting like an Imperial Envoy or a 'Blue Sky' magistrate, then there's no need to go."

Hearing this, Feng Qian subconsciously sat up straight. The leader's requirements were not low, and the tone had been set. The so-called "3+1" referred to the policy where, following the start of compulsory education in 1925, the population that had already passed school age would undergo mandatory education over the next few years to reach a third-grade primary school level, followed by one year of technical education.

The "3+1" program was designed to give eligible workers in rural and urban areas who had missed educational opportunities a chance to enter factory work. Given China's massive population and the intensity of education efforts, the chances for an illiterate person to enter a factory were already very low. But China was currently undergoing large-scale infrastructure construction, and many assembly line positions requiring repetitive labor were emerging. "3+1" was intended to provide industrial employment opportunities for these eligible laborers.

Although it was not yet certain what level of workers Hu Lei looked down upon—since Hu Lei had only expressed general displeasure with the workers he found unsatisfactory, providing neither educational statistics nor employment figures for them—this letter, which could have been an excellent case study, had been written by Hu Lei as a prose piece for complaining and expressing personal demands.

Feng Qian finally spoke, "I plan to start with the gap in thinking between entrepreneurs and government personnel. To see if I can write a good research report."

The leader immediately approved of this angle, and his concern about Feng Qian instantly diminished by more than half. The He Rui administration had been in power for eight years, and the country had been completely stable for four. Hu Lei had graduated after 1924 and was an alumnus of Premier Wu Youping. Now throwing himself into industrial manufacturing and making a small name for himself, such a person could be seen as a part of China's future. Carefully studying the problems Hu Lei encountered and understanding his thoughts was research into the future.

Feng Qian now had a train of thought, and follow-up ideas came naturally. "It seems the education received by enterprise managers is far from sufficient to become a capitalist. Hu Lei is just a domestic business owner, far from the level of a capitalist. I suddenly feel, should we perhaps implement a '3+1' training for business owners as well?"

"Haha." The leader laughed. "If you can carry the investigation to that extent, Little Feng, I'll take you to see the Minister."

Hu Lei had no idea what kind of good fortune was about to fall on his head. Until his old classmate pushed open his office door, Hu Lei was still fuming. That morning, he had scolded someone; the person scolded was a trainee worker who had failed to master the basic techniques for operating the new equipment. If not for Hu Lei's quick eyes and hands stopping the guy's erroneous operation, there might have been an accident.

The basic skills of this batch of trainee workers were too poor. Hu Lei realized he had truly overestimated them. To turn these people into qualified skilled workers—or at least skilled workers who wouldn't cause trouble—was no longer something that could be accomplished with simple training. Although Hu Lei kept telling himself not to get angry, not to mind, he really couldn't help it, because he himself was someone with a super-strong sense of responsibility toward work. If he accepted that such things were inevitable, Hu Lei could not accept himself.

When Feng Qian pushed the door open and entered, he saw Hu Lei ask without lifting his head, "What happened now?"

Seeing his old classmate looking both angry and dejected, Feng Qian deliberately teased him, replying in a calm tone, "You called me here with a single letter, I don't know what happened either."

Hearing this, anger rose in Hu Lei's heart, and he immediately looked up to retort. But seeing that the person before him was actually Feng Qian, he froze with his mouth open. Feng Qian pulled two packages of snacks from his bag. "Kaifeng peanut crisp, mint cakes. Brought them specially for you."

"I... damn." Hu Lei sighed deeply.

Half an hour later, Hu Lei, mouth dry, had roughly finished recounting the events. Feng Qian, who had been listening quietly, thought for a moment before asking, "Since so many people are being trained, hasn't a study management committee been established in your factory? Hasn't a Party group been established?"

"...You, do you think I'm a state-owned enterprise?" Hu Lei asked back, feeling Feng Qian must be joking.

Feng Qian was not joking at all. He had begun to feel that his old classmate's complaints were likely because the classmate himself hadn't managed things well. Or perhaps he simply didn't truly understand what he was doing. However, Feng Qian wasn't angry; instead, he felt this matter had become interesting. If he could help his old classmate Hu Lei truly straighten out the management model, the content of this investigation report would be even more substantial.

"Hu Lei, let's first write down everything you need to do and go over it. I think once it's written down, you'll be able to figure it out more clearly," Feng Qian suggested.

Hu Lei shook his head. "Where would I find the time for that? I can't even finish my work."

This time, Feng Qian did not let Hu Lei decide. "Since I'm here, you have to give me an explanation. Cut the crap, start working!"
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Hu Lei's hand hesitated before pushing the door open. But he didn't hesitate for long; he pushed it open. He expected to see Feng Qian, with whom he had just had a fight, sitting on the sofa fuming. But when he looked up, there was no one on the sofa.

Turning his head, he saw Feng Qian sitting on a pulled-out stool, facing a blackboard. On the blackboard, a chalk line divided the space down the middle. On the left and right were written the respective views and requirements of Hu Lei and Feng Qian—representing the business owner and the government—regarding the operation of the enterprise.

Hu Lei quickly stepped forward and said, "Feng Qian, I don't want to quarrel anymore."

"Quarreling is useless. I don't want to either," Feng Qian turned back and replied earnestly.

Hu Lei knew that Feng Qian came with good intentions. Although they had argued several times over what Feng Qian called "matters of principle," Hu Lei still felt that Feng Qian truly wanted to help him. Despite his lingering annoyance, Hu Lei pulled up a stool and sat next to Feng Qian, puffing his cheeks as he said, "I think I just need to do my part well."

Feng Qian shook his head. "Your management of 'your part' is too poor because you don't understand management."

Hu Lei shook his head in return. "I still think, it's the money I took... at any rate, it's money I borrowed. Those people should be considerate of me."

"You put up the money, but does that matter? If it mattered, why would you hire so many people? Don't tell me you're running a charity!"

Hearing this, a burst of anger rose in Hu Lei's chest. Although he had talked with Feng Qian several times, he was still greatly displeased. "If they insist on using the Communist Party's rhetoric and saying I'm exploiting people, let them say it. I feel my conscience is clear."

"Do you feel very wronged?" Feng Qian asked calmly.

Hu Lei didn't want to answer. He and Feng Qian had argued about this twice in the past two days, and both times had ended very unpleasantly. Hu Lei also felt he couldn't refute it, because Feng Qian had asked a question: The He Rui administration has done so many things, so why doesn't the He Rui administration feel that its efforts are thankless?

Even Hu Lei couldn't refute the He Rui administration. This group of people had dedicated so much to the country; they hadn't proclaimed themselves emperors or nobles, nor had they amassed private property. Even the land reform, which Hu Lei disliked the most, resulted in land being state-owned and then distributed to the people, allowing them to escape a precarious existence. For the country, the land reform policy was indeed a benevolent governance.

Suppressing his anger, Hu Lei asked, "I don't want to argue with you. Just tell me directly, what should I do!"

Feng Qian immediately replied, "First, correct your thinking. The money you borrowed wasn't lent to *you* by the bank; it was lent by the bank to this enterprise. As the legal representative, you must bear the responsibilities of a legal representative. Only by establishing this mindset can we discuss further."

Hu Lei felt a strong resistance in his heart. Since he was the one who would ultimately bear the responsibility, why couldn't it be simplified to think of it as his own affair?

However, having communicated, debated, and quarreled so many times, Hu Lei could also understand Feng Qian's perspective. As Feng Qian said, the bank really didn't lend the money out of regard for Hu Lei's face. They lent it to the enterprise for which Hu Lei was the legal representative only after assessing the value and prospects of his factory, so that the enterprise could purchase equipment and maintain production.

After struggling internally for a moment, Hu Lei replied, "Fine, I'll think of it that way. What next?"

"Next, consider problems with the mindset of operating an enterprise. That means rights and obligations. What rights do you think the members of this enterprise should have, and what obligations must they bear? This enters the level of management."

"My factory... forget it, you continue." Hu Lei compromised helplessly for the moment.

Seeing that Hu Lei was no longer being stubborn, Feng Qian naturally softened his stance. "This is just a discussion. After all, you are the legal representative. I can't really help much, I'm just talking."

Hearing this, Hu Lei immediately retorted, "If you were willing to help, I'd be willing to let you be the General Manager. No, wait, I'd be willing to pay 'three visits to the thatched cottage' to beg you to be the General Manager. Brother, name your price!"

Not wanting to lose momentum, Feng Qian laughed, "Don't call me brother, that shows no lack of vision. Call me Comrade."

The word "Comrade" instantly suppressed Hu Lei's momentum. Holding his breath for a long time, Hu Lei finally replied, "You continue."

Feng Qian also suddenly felt inspired by the word "Comrade." "How exactly do you view this factory? Do you want to treat it as a career, or do you just want to make some money and take it one step at a time?"

Without thinking, Hu Lei replied unhappily, "Do you think I don't want to make a name for myself in this industry? But business isn't that easy to do. I only expanded the scale now because I got lucky. But once the business is gone, I'll close the doors immediately."

"This issue is very good. Have you ever thought about why you have so many orders?"

Hu Lei frowned. "No flower blooms for a hundred days. Do you think these kinds of orders will continue endlessly?"

"Why would they continue? Why wouldn't they?" Feng Qian asked.

Hu Lei was instantly speechless. He knew the country currently needed a large number of ships, and modern ships required a large number of universal parts with precision requirements. This was Hu Lei's livelihood. But exactly how long this round of shipbuilding orders would last, Hu Lei truly didn't know.

After hesitating for a moment, Hu Lei lowered his voice. "Do you know some news?"

"Why would I need to know? This news is all public. You know we signed a grain contract with the United States, and you know the state has joint ventures with the U.S. developing oil fields in Saudi Arabia. Transporting grain back home and transporting oil back home requires a large number of ships. Not to mention our trade volume with France, the Soviet Union, and Japan, which also requires a massive number of merchant ships."

Hu Lei immediately replied, "I know all this, that's why I dared to borrow money to expand capacity. But there will come a day when these orders are finished. It doesn't even need to be that day; right now, many people are investing in manufacturing. Sooner or later, someone will be better at grabbing orders than me. When that time comes, I'll definitely have problems."

Feng Qian nodded. Hu Lei had a very intuitive attitude towards future failure and never shied away from the doctor, which was something Feng Qian appreciated about him. Feng Qian spoke according to his view, "Are you afraid that if you invest more, you'll lose everything? And regarding your current situation, you can't even solve it yourself."

"Yes." Hu Lei was quite frank.

"Then learn to improve the enterprise's management capabilities. What's important right now is people."

"Just those people?" Hu Lei was not very optimistic about the people he could contact.

"First determine your own development philosophy, then ask the government and the Party organization for help based on that philosophy."

Hu Lei was stunned, then sighed, "Sigh, old classmate, I want to ask *you* to help. Forget about anyone else, my temple is too small, I can't afford those great gods."

"Exactly. If the temple is small, don't invite great gods. But do you know how big your temple is right now? Do you know what constitutes a great god and what constitutes a little ghost?"

Hu Lei didn't answer immediately. His biggest disagreement with Feng Qian over the past two days lay in whether to bring in higher-level management personnel. Hu Lei was actually unwilling. However, the various arguments with Feng Qian over these two days had shaken Hu Lei's thinking somewhat.

The crisis of worrying that his family business would be controlled and usurped by others was still heavy. But Hu Lei also knew that, at least, he couldn't see the future clearly. If he continued like this, he would only spin in circles at his current level. If he wanted to make a breakthrough, he had to take risks. After deliberating for a good while, Hu Lei finally replied, "If you can help me analyze it and convince me, I'll listen to you."

"I don't understand it either. I'll find a few experts for you."

Hearing the word "experts," Hu Lei couldn't help but frown. Seeing Hu Lei's expression, Feng Qian replied, "Don't worry, the ones I find will be experts who have had a few years of experience working in factories and have also worked in government departments—people very proficient in practical affairs. We won't look for bookworms who only know how to talk on paper."

Feng Qian wasn't bragging. He soon found a Division Chief named Huang Ping who was proficient in practical work. Huang Ping was a Shanghai native. After the war between the Northeast Government and Japan broke out in 1922, he immediately went to the Northeast to join the army and was assigned to work in a machinery factory. Later, he went to the Shanghai Municipal Department of Industry, and then transferred to bank work.

Having seen big scenes, Huang Ping didn't make a sound from beginning to end while listening to the two young men recount their vision for the factory. He was truly composed. Hu Lei wondered if Division Chief Huang was pretending to be deep, deliberately maintaining an image by not saying a word. Unexpectedly, just as he finished speaking, Huang Ping spoke up. "If that is the entirety of what you have to say, I don't think your enterprise has any special future. Just continue in your current direction."

Hu Lei was startled. Huang Ping clearly didn't think highly of his enterprise and was ready to wash his hands of it. He hurriedly said, "I plan to introduce talent and change the existing management model."

Huang Ping didn't intend to waste more time on Hu Lei. He spoke very directly, "There are too many areas your enterprise needs to adjust. I don't think you necessarily can accept them."

Hu Lei had gained some awareness. "As long as the cost doesn't increase much, I can accept it."

Huang Ping replied with equal frankness, "It's not about cost, but the mode of organization. Your distribution method is no different from other factories; this is a cognitive issue. It requires how broad your mind is. Moreover, I can't determine your technological prospects right now either."

Hu Lei felt that only incompetent people would be busybodies trying everything. Those who could reject decisively were mostly capable. Huang Ping gave Hu Lei the feeling that if it weren't for Feng Qian mediating, Huang Ping would have rejected Hu Lei long ago. Since Hu Lei believed Feng Qian wouldn't deceive him, he decisively requested, "Division Chief Huang. I really want to accomplish something in the machinery industry, and I've always tried my best to seize opportunities. Although my family gave some money, I came to Shanghai alone to struggle. If I can't at least try, I won't be reconciled."

Huang Ping didn't think highly of Hu Lei's current factory; Shanghai didn't lack factories of this level. However, the straightforwardness of the "science and engineering man" in Hu Lei at this moment made Huang Ping feel that Feng Qian's assessment of Hu Lei was correct—Hu Lei wasn't a businessman, but had a character more similar to an engineer. He was somewhat moved, considering the government currently wanted to support such young enterprises. Huang Ping said, "I'll recommend someone. Lei Baxi from our bank. He has very unique ideas about the formation of enterprises."

Feng Qian was startled. The phrase "has ideas" usually implied that Lei Baxi might be a guy lacking practical experience. But Feng Qian didn't say anything. In the government, cadres were expected to have experience in enterprises as much as possible so they wouldn't turn into bureaucrats who only understood government paperwork. To be sent out for a temporary post showed that Lei Baxi was a cadre the organization viewed favorably.

Hu Lei hadn't worked in the government and didn't know the implications of these terms. Hearing Huang Ping say this, Hu Lei replied, "If the views proposed by this Comrade Lei fit the development of our factory, I will certainly do as Comrade Lei says."

Huang Ping felt that this guy Hu Lei really didn't understand government work, but what he said was truly the mindset of a business owner. Since Feng Qian was the intermediary, Huang Ping didn't intend to fuss. He said, "Give me the report. I'll go back and ask."

Feng Qian took the opportunity to invite Huang Ping to a meal, but Huang Ping declined. "Let's talk after they meet."

Seeing Huang Ping's car off at the factory gate, Feng Qian felt that this Lei Baxi might not be easy to get along with.

Neither Feng Qian nor Hu Lei expected that Lei Baxi would arrive the day after meeting Huang Ping. This man was tall and handsome, looking like someone people would like. Even his Sichuan accent became completely acceptable.

The three sat down. Lei Baxi was also very straightforward. When Feng Qian asked about Lei Baxi's thoughts on business management, Lei Baxi immediately stated, "I believe that to become a medium-sized enterprise, one must rely on the rationality of management. I've roughly looked at the scale of Boss Hu's enterprise, but I don't know the specific situation. Let me ask a question first: Does Boss Hu want his enterprise to be an autocracy or a voting system?"

Hu Lei hadn't expected Lei Baxi to ask such a sharp question right off the bat. He could only ask, "What is the difference between the two?"

"An autocracy means you, Boss Hu, make the decisions. Others only have the right to suggest, not the final decision-making power. A voting system means everyone has a certain voting right. When problems arise, they are decided by vote. The minority obeys the majority."

Hearing Lei Baxi speak with such assurance and straightforwardness, Hu Lei was actually a bit troubled. He continued to ask, "May I ask what the pros and cons of both are?"

"With Boss Hu's current strength, adopting either of these will have no impact on the success or failure of the enterprise."

Hu Lei was a bit confused. He felt that according to his understanding, Lei Baxi meant that these two choices would be of no particular help to whether Hu Lei's factory could successfully develop into a medium-sized enterprise. At least, no special help at this stage.

But Hu Lei dared not be sure, so he could only ask. Lei Baxi replied straightforwardly, "That is indeed the case."

"There must be some difference between the two, right?" Hu Lei pressed.

Lei Baxi smiled. "The difference lies in Boss Hu's confidence in himself. If Boss Hu lacks strength, then adopt the autocratic system; at least there will be fewer regrets afterward. If Boss Hu has confidence in himself, then adopt the voting system."

Hu Lei thought for a moment. He already felt that if he went on like this, he would be eliminated sooner or later. Seeing Lei Baxi being so straightforward, he didn't struggle with it. "I choose the voting system. But I'm very curious, if I had chosen the autocratic system, what would Mr. Lei have done?"

"I would have bid farewell immediately," Lei Baxi laughed.

Hu Lei nodded. "So that's how it is. Then please, Comrade Lei, explain how the voting system works."

"To adopt the voting system, 'virtual shares' must be established within the enterprise. The proportion of virtual shares owned by enterprise members is divided into several levels. Each level is assessed based on the skill level possessed by the member and the completion rate of the work that must be undertaken at that level. Enterprise members of each level must have speaking rights corresponding to that level and must undertake the work of that level. At the end of each year, dividends are distributed according to virtual shares."

"This is... a partnership system, right?" Hu Lei asked somewhat uncertainly.

Lei Baxi continued to reply straightforwardly, "It is different from a partnership. In a partnership, a minority of people become partners. With virtual shares, apart from work like cleaning, all members who participate in production have virtual shares and everyone has speaking rights. To put it more bluntly, the funding side and the operating side of this enterprise are separated. Furthermore, in principle, this enterprise only borrows money and will not introduce equity. The enterprise itself, as a career, belongs to all working employees."

Hearing this, Hu Lei fell silent. Feng Qian, on the other hand, basically understood why Huang Ping hadn't been so confident about this meeting with Lei Baxi. The average business owner couldn't possibly accept such conditions—absolutely impossible.
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"The core of virtual shares is that non-laborers are absolutely not permitted to hold shares. This is completely different from the shareholding systems in Europe and America. Comrade Lei, your concept has truly opened my eyes," Hu Lei praised sincerely.

Feng Qian didn't speak, only observing Lei Baxi. He saw that Lei Baxi looked composed, not showing the slightest bit of smugness at Hu Lei's praise. Feng Qian felt he couldn't quite read Lei Baxi's thoughts, so he continued to watch.

It was the first time Hu Lei had encountered such a unique corporate organizational model, and he was quite excited. He couldn't help but continue praising, "If this were implemented in my factory, I imagine it would be very effective."

Only then did Lei Baxi reply, "Boss Hu, don't engage in wishful thinking. Virtual shares can mobilize those who already have strong abilities, or those who are willing to constantly improve themselves for higher income. If someone is just here to earn money through repetitive labor, the stimulus effect of virtual shares is very low."

Feng Qian agreed. Improving oneself is an arduous process; the feeling of pain is intense. Although repetitive labor makes one numb, at least—like a monk tolling the bell for a day just to get through the day—one knows the ratio of effort to reward. Comparing the two, although most people may not necessarily like repetitive labor, the majority ultimately have no choice but to choose it.

Hu Lei asked, "You said this elimination system isn't a 'last-place elimination' system. Can you explain that more clearly?"

Lei Baxi smiled. "The elimination system of virtual shares is built on the foundation of high wages. What the enterprise eliminates is not the person in the last place, but the person who has lost the ability to continue progressing. If someone, through study and work, possesses the ability to learn and can constantly improve themselves through the platform provided by the enterprise... such a person's output value at a certain stage may not necessarily be high, and the enterprise may still need to invest in them long-term. Before they produce results, these people are in the last place in terms of output value. In the final analysis, you must first understand what development path your enterprise is actually preparing to take. If it's a high value-added technical direction, you can do this. If the route is aimed at constantly researching to lower costs and expand scale, this model is not suitable."

Hu Lei fell silent. After thinking for a while, he couldn't help but smile bitterly. "I wonder how Comrade Lei evaluates my factory?"

"The possibility of upgrading is not great," Lei Baxi laughed.

Such a frank evaluation made Feng Qian feel a bit disappointed, but he had a higher opinion of Lei Baxi. Seeing that Lei Baxi was only around thirty years old, exactly the age of being full of confidence. Daring to speak so sharply suggested he was very confident in his own thinking.

Hu Lei also looked full of regret, but he continued to ask, "Comrade Lei, surely my enterprise isn't without even a single point of possibility?"

Lei Baxi nodded. "The virtual share system is of little help to an enterprise in its early stages. For an enterprise like yours to want to survive this critical juncture... it is too difficult."

"I wonder if Comrade Lei would be willing to come to my factory to guide the work," Hu Lei did not give up.

Lei Baxi hesitated, a rare occurrence. Seeing that it wasn't completely hopeless, Feng Qian hurriedly said, "I can stay here for another half month. After that, I'll come to see whenever I have time. I wonder if I can be of some help."

Hearing Feng Qian say this, Lei Baxi finally spoke. "Since Comrade Feng Qian can stay for half month, I will also stay for half month to see."

Hu Lei was overjoyed and quickly said, "When shall we start? Should we start understanding the factory's situation now?"

Lei Baxi shook his head. "Boss Hu, are you certain about which specific market your enterprise is attacking?"

Hu Lei was just about to state the part his enterprise focused on, but heard Feng Qian interject, "I wonder how the banks view economic development now?"

"The central government currently focuses on two key points. The first is whether production scale can be increased. The second is whether the technological content of the industry is high enough. Everything Boss Hu has done in the past... was it spontaneous, or was it conscious?"

Hu Lei couldn't help but chuckle awkwardly. "Hehe, I count as knowing the *what* but not the *why*. I just felt that I had the ability to master how to use the latest equipment, so I used the latest equipment. I didn't truly understand the government's needs. Besides, I'm just a factory operator; how would I understand the government's thinking?"

"Relying on intuition then... I wonder what the enterprise's profit margin is at this stage?"

Hu Lei wasn't sure either. He had wanted to call Feng Qian out to discuss it. But looking at Lei Baxi's straightforward expression, Hu Lei intuitively felt that this Lei Baxi might not have the patience to waste time with others. Steel himself, he said, "Please wait a moment, I'll get the ledger."

Feng Qian hadn't expected Hu Lei to put all his eggs in one basket; he was quite astonished. After Hu Lei got up and left, Feng Qian asked, "Is Comrade Lei a Brazilian from Sichuan?"

"I am from Chengdu, not a Brazilian. I was merely born in São Paulo, Brazil, in South America, so my parents named me Baxi (Brazil)."

"So that's it. Were your respected father and mother from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs or the Ministry of Commerce?"

"Neither. They were just merchants who went to Brazil to do business. When they learned that the country was unified and the warlords were eliminated, they brought me back to China."

Feng Qian hadn't expected Lei Baxi to be a returned overseas Chinese. His interest increased greatly, and he started chatting with Lei Baxi about foreign countries. However, Lei Baxi obviously had no interest in this topic. Feng Qian quickly changed the subject to whether the banks had formulated new methods for enterprises to increase their success rates.

Only then did Lei Baxi show some interest. "Now, in order to establish venture capital departments, the banks hope that we can take up posts in enterprises to increase our understanding of them. Only by understanding enterprises can we make relatively reliable judgments about their risks."

"Does the scope of venture capital include my classmate's enterprise?" Feng Qian pressed.

Seeing Lei Baxi smile without answering, Feng Qian was somewhat certain that Hu Lei, by stumbling around, might have approached the threshold. Feng Qian asked again, "The real reason shouldn't be about profit, right?"

Lei Baxi finally revealed a look of concern. He stared at Feng Qian for a moment before answering, "At least I hope making money is just the process, and the goal is to realize one's ideals. If an enterprise wants vitality in its development, it must have an idealistic attitude. But having only ideals won't work, so professional ability and judgment that conforms to reality are needed."

Hearing this, Feng Qian felt admiration but also some unease. Realizing ideals is a wonderful thing, but realizing ideals requires paying a huge price. Not everyone can be like He Rui, possessing the ability to perceive the direction of world development. Therefore, the ideology education classes within the Civilization Party always emphasized: ideals are plump, reality is bony.

"Is it all idealism?" Feng Qian probed.

Lei Baxi finally revealed a bitter smile. "Hehe, finding a new model for enterprise development is my ideal. If it can be realized, China will see a great many excellent enterprises emerge, greatly promoting the development of productive forces. I have also experienced many failures I don't wish to recall."

Hearing the consistently confident Lei Baxi actually admit to having encountered failure, Feng Qian felt this man was very grounded. Feng Qian didn't ask about specific cases of failure. One of the courses in the Civilization Party's latest economics curriculum was 'Enterprise Lifespan'. Any simple enterprise will have its own lifespan; even the powerful and noble who possess the privilege of "resting with the country" will be destroyed in the three-hundred-year dynastic cycle.

Hu Lei's enterprise was the same. How long it could live, no one knew. But for this enterprise to close within a hundred years was an event of extremely high probability. Feng Qian didn't want to waste time considering when the destined closure would appear. He said, "If you put it that way, I actually feel Hu Lei's side is worth looking forward to. This classmate of mine is not a simple merchant."

Lei Baxi just nodded and didn't respond. At this moment, Hu Lei brought over several ledgers. Lei Baxi didn't stand on ceremony and quickly flipped through them. A professional was a professional; for ledgers that were very difficult for Feng Qian, Lei Baxi recorded while flipping through. Occasionally, he would ask Hu Lei a question.

Half an hour passed. Lei Baxi closed the ledger. "Your enterprise's profit rate is passable, so although there are many problems, you can still hold on. I suggest you do two things first. First, adjust your enterprise management system to improve your enterprise's operational capability. Second, your thinking on loan repayment is to pay it off in the short term, which causes the amount of cash in your hands to be too low. If you are willing to bear higher interest, you can adjust the repayment time to ensure you have more cash in hand."

Hu Lei thought for a moment and answered, "Can Comrade Lei help me use this cash more effectively?"

Lei Baxi thought for a moment. "Let us both confirm our feelings again. In three days, if you are still willing to adjust, contact me. At that time, I will also probably be able to determine if I am willing."

Hu Lei wanted to confirm right then, but Feng Qian interjected, "Good. It's settled."

Lei Baxi stood up and shook hands with Hu Lei and Feng Qian, then took his leave. Feng Qian had his secretary drive Lei Baxi. Watching the car drive away from the factory gate, Hu Lei sighed, "I actually regret it now."

Feng Qian smiled and didn't answer. It would be strange if Hu Lei didn't regret it.

Hu Lei continued, "Listening to what you said about the enterprise life cycle, I understood one thing. I still want to give it a shot. 'Desiring to exhaust the sight of a thousand miles, one climbs up one more story.' I'm not doing this to make big money, but because I feel I should try and see."

"I'm a little worried I've led you down the wrong path," Feng Qian sighed.

Hu Lei shook his head. "You just helped me understand one thing. 'Land lasts a thousand years, masters change eight hundred times.' In this world, we bring nothing at birth and take nothing at death. If there really is something that can last forever, it is only a true cause."

"Hehe, I don't believe it," Feng Qian laughed.

Hu Lei got a bit anxious. "I don't even care about that bit of land at home anymore, what is there for you not to believe?"

"You saying that makes me believe it even less."

"Then I'll put it another way. Talents like you and Lei Baxi are willing to work with Chairman He Rui not just to be officials. Chairman He Rui hasn't bestowed anything on you, but he gave you a dream of building a powerful China. This was originally your dream too, right? Being a corrupt official is meaningless; anyway, none of us are interested."

Feng Qian was somewhat astonished. Not because Hu Lei's sentiment was too melodramatic; Feng Qian knew that this fellow Lei Hu had good character and a decent background, and looked down on the nature of those officials from the Qing and Beiyang governments. Feng Qian was astonished that Hu Lei actually dared to go all out; this kind of reaction would only appear after receiving some major stimulation.

Thinking for a while, Feng Qian probed, "Are you being crushed by work now?"

"Yes! I'm going crazy!" Hu Lei answered refreshingly. "Since I'm going crazy anyway, I've decided to pull a group of people to try and see. Haha!"

Three days later, Hu Lei personally went to the bank to meet Lei Baxi. Feng Qian felt it wasn't appropriate for him to appear there, so he waited at the factory. At this time, the factory was bustling with noise and excitement; for a factory with 700 people, it was hard not to be lively. The trainees were learning under the leadership of the masters, and the workers continued production. It looked no different from an ordinary enterprise.

Perhaps it was because he had thought too much about enterprise lifespan recently, but looking at the bustling factory, Feng Qian felt that all of this was like a fragile bubble that would burst with a poke. Sensing his emotions were a bit too downcast, Feng Qian picked up a newspaper to read. Seeing that Hu Lei had subscribed to the *National Defense Daily*, Feng Qian felt his old classmate had really changed quite a bit. He picked up the newspaper that had just been delivered today and saw the headline news was about the Soviet Union: "Soviet Union Urgently Mobilizes Troops to Romanian Border, Prepares to Respond to Humanitarian Crisis."

Feng Qian was from the Ministry of Science and Technology and cared a lot about technological changes internationally. Suddenly seeing a humanitarian crisis, he immediately started reading.

Natural disasters in Eastern Europe were very severe this year. Rainstorms, locust plagues, droughts—several kinds of disasters had actually all occurred. What Romania suffered from was drought and locusts, which directly led to total crop failure on a large amount of land. Since the relief actions within the Soviet Union were relatively swift, initially the population in the Romanian border regions entered the Soviet Union to escape the disaster, and the Soviet Union indeed extended a helping hand at the start. This directly led to more Romanian refugees fleeing to the Soviet Union.

Although Romania only had a population of a few million, the entry of hundreds of thousands of refugees into the Soviet Union directly triggered chaos in the local Soviet areas, forcing the use of troops to go and maintain order.

Feng Qian was very astonished. The Soviet Union was actually helping Eastern Europe; there was an indescribable feeling about this.
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Hu Lei pushed the door open. Feng Qian put down the *National Defense Daily* in his hands and looked behind Hu Lei, but he didn't see Lei Baxi.

"Lei Baxi didn't come," Hu Lei answered the unspoken question.

Feng Qian felt that Hu Lei probably hadn't managed to invite Lei Baxi. This wasn't surprising; judging from their last meeting, Lei Baxi's corporate management model wasn't suitable for small enterprises. Just as he was thinking about how to console Hu Lei so he wouldn't be unhappy, he saw Hu Lei speak with great confidence.

"I thank Comrade Lei. After meeting today, he pointed out the direction. I asked him to help recommend some people to establish a Party group in the factory, and only then did I learn that a Party organization isn't about hiring people, but a Party Committee composed of Party members. I want to join the Party."

Hearing this, Feng Qian was stunned. He looked Hu Lei up and down, wondering if Hu Lei was suffering from some infantile disorder—how could he just act on whatever he heard?

Before Feng Qian could speak, the telephone on the desk rang. Hu Lei picked it up, and a moment later looked at Feng Qian with some surprise. "It's for you."

Feng Qian took the phone, listened to a few sentences, and immediately replied, "I understand. I'll go right now."

Putting down the phone, Feng Qian apologized to Hu Lei. "I've been assigned a task and will be busy for a few days. We'll talk after that."

Seeing Hu Lei's surprised expression, Feng Qian comforted him, "Don't worry, I'm not leaving Shanghai. Something just came up suddenly that I need to assist with."

This wasn't an excuse; the matter was indeed too sudden. Feng Qian was in charge of technology promotion. The call informed him that some technology transfer work required someone from the Ministry of Science and Technology to be present. Aside from the personnel the Ministry had already sent, since Feng Qian happened to be in Shanghai, he was asked to participate nearby.

Feng Qian rushed to the Shanghai Science and Technology Department, where colleagues from the Ministry had already arrived. During a brief exchange, Feng Qian was surprised to learn that this time they were transferring some potent pesticides, herbicides, and insecticides to the Soviet Union.

A colleague from the Ministry instructed, "This time, we need to emphasize to the Soviet side that DDT and those insecticides are highly toxic and leave serious residues. We do not recommend that the Soviet side use them long-term."

Speaking of this, the colleague lowered his voice slightly. "You might not be aware, but Chairman He has given instructions regarding agricultural use. At this stage, there are no better insecticides, so we have no choice but to use these pesticides with serious residues and high toxicity. Relevant units are developing pesticides based on interference mechanisms. We need to explain this clearly to the Soviet side."

"The Soviets probably won't really listen, will they?" Feng Qian, who had dealt with the Soviet side many times, was not optimistic. He had heard that Soviet scientific and technological work was simple and crude, so highly toxic pesticides with serious residues might actually fit their style.

"The comrades from the Ministry of Agriculture have already given a plan. Regardless of whether the Soviet side listens, we can determine whether to import Soviet grain in the future by testing for pesticide residues. So we aren't afraid of them not listening. But we must explain this first."

Feng Qian recalled the Soviet side's past performance and remained pessimistic. He asked, "Will the Soviets think we're keeping the low-toxicity pesticides for ourselves and not letting them use them?"

"You've dealt with relevant Soviet departments many times, which is why we specially invited you. The Soviets are desperate this time, so we have to be understanding."

Feng Qian happened to see the introduction to natural disasters in Eastern Europe in the *National Defense Daily*. Droughts, floods, insect plagues, and crop diseases. Natural disasters had broken out not only in the Soviet Union but also in Romania, Poland, Germany, Hungary, Austria, and other regions that were at relatively high latitudes compared to China. It wasn't just Europe; the United States had also experienced large-scale natural disasters.

Now they could only solve the urgent need first. As for the future impact of those fierce, highly toxic pesticides, they would have to take it one step at a time.

With the preparations made, the meeting convened quickly. After talking for a while, Feng Qian discovered that the agricultural situation in the Soviet Union was likely even worse than imagined.

When the Chinese side introduced the intense efficacy of the pesticides, the Soviet representatives looked solemn and extremely focused. After the Chinese side finished introducing the efficacy and added the suggestion not to use these pesticides long-term, the Soviet representatives didn't care.

One of them, an Agricultural Bureau Secretary named Korchagin, stated with a stiff and deliberately polite attitude, "China and the Soviet Union are friendly nations. We are willing to cooperate with China in these fields for the long term."

After these pleasantries, the Soviet representatives immediately requested with solemn expressions that the Chinese side ship the goods immediately. It looked like they didn't want to wait a moment longer.

Seeing this attitude from the Soviet representatives, the participating comrades wanted to explain the situation further. The Agricultural Bureau Secretary named Korchagin in the Soviet delegation interrupted the Chinese Ministry of Science and Technology's introduction.

"Chinese comrades, do you know what degree the agriculture in the Kiev region has reached?"

Seeing the stunned expressions of the Chinese representatives, Korchagin introduced himself again. "I am Korchagin, Secretary of the Kiev Agricultural Bureau of the Soviet Ukrainian Republic. Agriculture in Ukraine has suffered a serious reduction in yield. In the past two years, the entire Ukraine region has built a large number of water conservancy projects; floods and droughts cannot destroy Ukraine's agriculture. But those hateful rats, bugs, and invisible bacteria are harming our crops. Therefore, our purpose in coming here is to obtain pesticides immediately. Our harvest this year has been affected; we absolutely cannot let next year be affected in the same way. So, comrades, please discuss the work of transportation."

For a moment, the Chinese representatives were all stunned. This Agricultural Bureau Secretary Korchagin's straightforwardness reminded the Chinese representatives of various Chinese cadres they had encountered. These cadres were simple and honest, open and aboveboard in their actions. They were good comrades and even better people, performing excellently at the grassroots level.

Although this meeting couldn't be considered high-level, the fact that the Soviet Union had sent such a Secretary comrade to attend did surprise the Chinese representatives somewhat.

However, the Chinese representatives didn't feel that this Kiev Agricultural Bureau Secretary Korchagin was being rude. Judging by his position, his anxiety was very reasonable. There was nothing wrong with Korchagin's request; a qualified Agricultural Bureau Chief should solve imminent problems immediately.

It could be seen that the other representatives at this Soviet meeting did not oppose Korchagin's request. Thus, the direction of the meeting shifted to a very practical level: how the Chinese side would immediately transport agricultural supplies to the Soviet Union and conduct technology transfer.

The Soviet Union had 22 million square kilometers. Although much of the territory wasn't truly developed, the amount of pesticides needed was enormous. Moreover, the disaster-stricken areas were in the Soviet Union's prime regions—the central and southern parts of the Soviet Union's European territory. Transporting via the Trans-Siberian Railway appeared uneconomical.

The Chinese side stated that they would immediately organize shipping, departing from Shanghai, bypassing the Strait of Malacca, passing through the Suez Canal from the Indian Ocean, entering the Mediterranean and then the Black Sea, to dock and unload at the port of Odessa in southern Ukraine.

Hearing this transport plan, Feng Qian couldn't help but think of Hu Lei. Hu Lei had always felt that China's shipbuilding industry would eventually face a stagnation point. This idea wasn't wrong in principle. However, with the development of China's foreign trade, the demand for shipbuilding would continue to grow for a long time. The stagnation in demand that Hu Lei believed would happen would only appear after a long time.

This period happened to be the time for small enterprises like Hu Lei's. Whoever could become a medium-sized enterprise with technological content during this stage would win the initiative in the next stage.

While discussing the transport time, Secretary Korchagin of the Kiev Agricultural Bureau didn't interrupt. He just listened seriously as the Soviet translator translated Chinese into Russian. Even when discussing the time, he didn't say anything. Only after the discussion finished did Secretary Korchagin ask one question.

"Can the time be shortened a bit more?"

The eyes of the Chinese representatives fell on the representative sent by China Shipping. The China Shipping representative hesitated for a moment before answering, "Our ships aren't enough yet, but please rest assured. It is early October now. In four months, we will have a large number of new ships launching. We will definitely be able to transport the pesticides the Soviet Union needs to the Soviet Union before the spring plowing next year."

Like the other comrades from the technical departments, Feng Qian didn't interject, but in his heart, he connected several recent events. Natural disasters in Europe, China importing large amounts of grain from the United States, and China's frantic shipbuilding. Although Feng Qian wasn't one to gloat, he had to admit that as long as China continued to develop itself, it had the ability to solve problems. When other countries in the world encountered problems, they could only come to China to seek cooperation.

Although China never hoped for the world to be full of suffering, China could indeed expand the sales of Chinese products through the difficulties of other countries.
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After confirming that China could guarantee the pesticide supply and cargo transportation, the Soviet representatives immediately entered into negotiations for technology transfer. Orders for transporting the pesticides could be placed immediately to expedite loading. China had signed a shipping safety agreement with Britain and France, so there was little concern about merchant ships being attacked. The cargo could potentially reach the Soviet port of Odessa in just over a month.

The technology transfer would take much longer, and there was much more to discuss. It wasn't as simple as China handing over some technical data and factories immediately appearing on Soviet soil. From industrial land allocation to plant construction, from raw material transport to product storage, there was a lot to cover.

Secretary Korchagin of the Kiev Agricultural Bureau tried very hard to understand, but his knowledge reserve only allowed him to comprehend so much. However, Comrade Korchagin's diligent attitude still caught the attention of the Chinese representatives.

During the evening break, the Chinese delegation held a meeting. They all felt that Comrade Korchagin seemed to represent a certain attitude within the Soviet Union. However, since the Soviet Union was an industrial country after all, everyone felt there wouldn't be an "army supervisor" role involved.

Seeing that everyone was concerned about Comrade Korchagin, Feng Qian made a suggestion. "Why don't we invite Comrade Korchagin to inspect the port so he can confirm that we have already started loading the ships?"

The comrades felt this suggestion had merit. Any negotiation required supervision. In technology transfer negotiations, the financial aspects were naturally managed by the finance department, while the technical content was the responsibility of technical experts. Judging from today's interactions, Korchagin was not a technical expert. Feng Qian's suggestion could serve to probe the organizational model of the Soviet delegation.

Officials were responsible for handling problems. Once the goal was determined, there were plenty of methods. During the first break of the meeting the next day, Feng Qian went to the Soviet representatives' lounge and said to the head of the delegation, "We have already started preparations for loading, so we would like to invite you to send personnel to follow the process."

"We thank the Chinese side. We will immediately contact the Soviet Chamber of Commerce personnel in China," the head of the Soviet delegation replied, somewhat puzzled.

"Not the customs clearance process, but the loading and unloading process. These are chemical products, and there is a flammability issue. Since the Soviet side is in such a hurry, we suggest you send someone to learn the safety points with us now to avoid unnecessary danger during the process. After all, these are highly toxic pesticides."

As the Soviet interpreter translated Feng Qian's Chinese into Russian, the Soviet representatives nearby all looked up. This was exactly the effect Feng Qian wanted. Noticing that Representative Korchagin had looked up, he continued, "I think the transport of these highly toxic chemicals can be viewed as munitions transport. It would be best to have someone with military experience observe."

Having had the idea yesterday, the officials naturally took action. They soon found out some information: for instance, Secretary Korchagin of the Kiev Agricultural Bureau was from the 1st Cavalry Army. This unit was the one Comrade Stalin trusted most, so cadres who came out of this unit received extra trust from Comrade Stalin.

The head of the Soviet delegation did not answer immediately. He replied, "We will discuss it."

By the time the negotiations ended that evening, the head of the Soviet delegation brought Korchagin and another representative named Nikolayev to meet the head of the Chinese negotiating team. "We ask these two comrades to follow the transport process with you."

With things proceeding to this point, the Chinese delegation naturally would not refuse. At the small meeting before resting for the night, everyone made a judgment on Korchagin's status. From the Soviet arrangement, Korchagin's status in the Soviet delegation was obviously not that of an army supervisor. Of course, there was also a possibility that the Soviet delegation might not like Korchagin very much either.

The Chinese members generally believed that if nothing unexpected happened, the negotiations would be finalized within two days. Based on the reaction of the Soviet delegation, the possibility of Korchagin being an army supervisor could basically be ruled out. It wasn't that the Chinese delegation thought they could deceive or bribe the Soviet negotiators; the reason for doing this was that everyone wanted to avoid unnecessary trouble.

The revolutionary nature of the Soviet cadres was quite high, but their professionalism was so-so. The frequent unpleasantness stemmed from the widely different understandings of economics between China and the Soviet Union. The most frequent disagreements arose over cost discussions.

China's cost accounting was corporate behavior, while the Soviet Union, because the whole country was "one game of chess," often included systemic costs when calculating costs. What China saw as corporate behavior became government behavior in the Soviet Union. Although the two sides could eventually reach an agreement and weren't unable to understand each other, if the Soviet Union simply didn't want to buy, they would give a pile of reasons that disgusted the Chinese side.

The He Rui government originally opposed "paternalistic governance," and the Soviet side's paternalism was even stronger than China's traditional feudal autocracy. Moreover, the Soviet side frequently talked at length about "responsibility and obligations to the people," which made the Chinese side even more unhappy.

The Chinese side fully acknowledged the Soviet Union's achievements in national construction, but China's construction achievements were no worse than the Soviet Union's. In the eyes of the Chinese representatives, China's construction achievements were probably even above the Soviet Union's, so why should they listen to the nonsense of the Soviet representatives!

So if some trouble could be eliminated, the Chinese side also hoped to eliminate it. Everyone was human, with so much work every day and too many unsolved problems. Who had the mood to listen to the Soviet representatives' speeches on values?

Finally, the delegation let Feng Qian take charge of taking Korchagin and Nikolayev to follow the process. Although Feng Qian didn't want to go, he didn't refuse. After all, his reason for being in Shanghai was not specifically to participate in the negotiations; he had been temporarily pulled in to help because of the urgency of the matter. After this matter was finished, Feng Qian still had to continue his investigation.

Early the next morning, Feng Qian took Korchagin and Nikolayev to the Shanghai docks. Korchagin did not know the thoughts of the Chinese delegation. His reason for joining the delegation was quite accidental. The natural disasters of 1932 had greatly affected Ukraine's agricultural output. After Korchagin had run through almost all the farms in the Kiev area, he submitted a report to his superiors. Soon, he was told to go to Moscow.

In Moscow, Korchagin met his old leader, General Secretary Stalin. This meeting made Korchagin very excited, but also somewhat fearful. Because General Secretary Stalin asked about some descriptions of Soviet grassroots cadres in Korchagin's report.

"...Communist Party members who are not active enough in using suppressive means face the threat of expulsion from the Party, arrest, and starvation... Shalapov, the leader of the Upper Don District, judges the work of plenipotentiaries or branch secretaries not only by the amount of grain obtained but also by the number of families driven out, the number of roofs uncovered during searches, and the number of stoves pushed over... Some cadres, in order to force peasants to hand over surplus grain, used heinous illegal acts, torture, and threats of execution."

Korchagin initially understood that Comrade Stalin would be unhappy, but he didn't expect to be criticized by Comrade Stalin himself. At that time, Korchagin felt the substantial pressure emanating from Comrade Stalin, trembling all over and sweating profusely on his forehead.

Afterward, Korchagin recorded General Secretary Stalin's criticism from memory: "...Our cadres face such a dilemma: either starve the cities, destroy the developing industrialization, disarm the army and weaken the country's strength in the face of military threats; or sacrifice the abundant material life, health, and even lives of the peasants, and these peasants are often greedy, selfish, ignorant, and crude people!"

Although he felt great pressure at the time, realizing that he was being reprimanded by General Secretary Stalin, Korchagin felt an indescribable sense of satisfaction.

After reprimanding Korchagin, General Secretary Stalin spoke a few words with Politburo member Kirov. Member Kirov said, "Comrade Stalin, I think for a considerable number of administrative cadres, they have been baptized by the Civil War. Apart from threats and violence, they do not know and cannot use other methods to work..."

Kirov's words made Korchagin uncomfortable, but he couldn't feel dissatisfied with Comrade Kirov. After all, Korchagin believed this matter was triggered by him. Afterward, somehow, he was arranged into the delegation to go to China.

At this moment, as Korchagin rode in a Chinese car straight to the Shanghai port, he couldn't help but recall these emotional matters. He also really wanted to see what China, described domestically in the Soviet Union as a "friendly, powerful, capitalist neighbor," really looked like.

The size of Shanghai's urban area dwarfed Kiev and even Moscow. The buildings on both sides of the wide streets were generally six or seven stories high. After watching for four intersections in the car, Korchagin had to admit that the Soviet view of China as a powerful country was correct.

Some Europeans could be seen on the streets of Shanghai, but the proportion was not large. This city was very warm; even in early October, many people still wore short sleeves. In the Soviet Union, snow had already begun to fall in some northern regions.

There was a saying in the Soviet Union that China was a "Kingdom of Bicycles," and Korchagin agreed with this statement. Although there were many pedestrians, there were even more cyclists, and bicycles could be seen everywhere on the streets. Moreover, the number of cars on the streets was also large, especially on the streets leading to the port, where the number of trucks was even greater than cars.

The scale of the wharves left a deep impression on Korchagin. While waiting for the wharf arrangement, Korchagin noticed that almost all the ships on the Chinese wharves were flying the American flag. He couldn't help but ask Comrade Nikolayev if he saw ships from other countries. Only then did Comrade Nikolayev notice the flags. After gazing for a long time, Nikolayev asked somewhat nervously, "Why are they all American ships?"

Korchagin couldn't explain it either, but he just concentrated on observing during the whole day of following the process. The sheer number of equipment used on Chinese wharves left a deep impression on Korchagin. Soviet wharves used more manpower or handcarts. On Chinese wharves, forklifts and flatbed trucks were the main force. Manpower was heavily used only in those parts where machinery really couldn't be used. Even so, Chinese manpower was used more to move goods onto conveyor belts or place them on pallets for forklift transport. With the assistance of so much equipment, the efficiency of Chinese wharves was much higher than that of the Soviet Union.

For the transport of highly toxic pesticides, China had specialized wharves. The workers on these wharves wore various protective equipment, and the transport speed was much slower than other wharves. This convinced Korchagin that the extra caution mentioned by the Chinese side was not just rhetoric. Even so, the use of a large amount of equipment also improved efficiency. Korchagin believed that Soviet wharves probably couldn't achieve such efficiency and safety levels.

At dinner, the food was very rich. Korchagin had heard old comrades who had been to China complain about the fish treated by the Chinese, saying the small fish bones would prick the throat. Korchagin was mentally prepared, but he didn't expect that there would be no fish at all in this meal. It was all food based on pork, and one dish was beef.

Chinese Baijiu was also as Korchagin's old comrade had said, too strong. Just one cup, and Korchagin felt a bit tipsy. Borrowing the courage from the alcohol, Korchagin asked his biggest question of the day, "Comrade Feng, why are there all American ships at the wharf?"

Feng Qian didn't expect Korchagin's observation ability to be so strong. He thought for a moment before replying, "These are grain transport ships from the United States."

"Is China very short of grain?" Korchagin was very puzzled.

"We in China have a population of 650 million, and there is a very large demand for grain."

Recalling the prosperity of Shanghai he had seen, Korchagin was even more puzzled. "Can't China meet the people's food needs?"

Feng Qian wasn't sure how he should answer. China at this stage hadn't reached a situation of hunger due to food shortages, but to let 650 million people eat their fill and eat well, China's current grain and meat production was far from enough.

There was nothing wrong with telling Korchagin this directly, but Feng Qian felt that since the Soviet Union was encountering a disaster year, it wasn't appropriate to discuss eating well. Finally, he replied, "If we can let all the Chinese people eat two more steamed buns, importing some grain is what should be done."

Hearing such an answer, Korchagin was inexplicably moved. What he looked forward to was a communist world where everyone could enjoy a good life. Although Korchagin also knew that realizing communism was not easy, he felt that Feng Qian's words had quite a bit of revolutionary progressiveness.

After drinking another cup of wine, Korchagin couldn't help but ask, "Why do some people think China is not a socialist country?"

Feng Qian was a bit confused by this. Since the Constitution of '25, the Republic of China's nature as a socialist country had been written into the constitution. Korchagin thinking China was not a socialist country was simply baffling.

But Feng Qian also knew that many Soviet cadres who didn't understand China seriously really viewed China this way. Moreover, the Soviet government considered itself a socialist country, and from the Soviet set of economic theories, China was indeed vastly different from the Soviet Union.

In the Soviet economic view, as long as it wasn't state-owned economy or collective economy, it wasn't socialist economy. The purpose of the economy was to satisfy people's needs.

The He Rui government's economic philosophy was profit-driven. The state's investment in meeting social production and development needs at least shouldn't lose money. And private enterprise capacity could make money while meeting national needs.

Take this pesticide technology transfer as an example. China's petrochemical industry level was higher than Russia's. Even if Russia lowered some prices in technology transfer, it was impossible for the Chinese side to make concessions on the price of raw materials purchased from China. And the cost of China's synthetic chemical raw materials was continuing to decrease. As long as the raw material price remained unchanged, China would only earn more and more. Even if future raw materials dropped in price due to market factors, the overall profitability level wouldn't be lower than now.

So facing this question of social system, Feng Qian really didn't know how to explain for a moment. So Feng Qian replied, "I think these are the characteristics of the two countries. Essentially, both are to develop productive forces."

Regardless of whether Korchagin could understand, Feng Qian began to serve dishes and pour wine again. His job today was not to discuss politics, but to make the negotiations go more smoothly and to complete this potentially unlikeable job as soon as possible.

And Korchagin didn't ask further. After eating and drinking with Nikolayev, who acted as an interpreter, he made a request. "Can we see how the Chinese wharves work at night?"

Compared with the daytime, the wharf at night did not rest. Although a considerable part of the work had stopped, the loading and unloading work, mainly mechanical, was still going on. So although there were fewer people on the wharf, the number of vehicles didn't decrease much. This made Korchagin feel that the wharf at this time seemed to be a world composed of steel monsters that didn't rest.

Could such a China be short of food? Korchagin felt it was unlikely. How could a country that couldn't even get enough to eat possess such powerful industry?

And in the place where this American grain originated, US Democratic presidential candidate Roosevelt was also thinking about China's grain imports. After entering October, as old grain was sold out and new grain was harvested and stored, the US economy, which had obtained grain orders, began to rebound from the bottom. This increased the approval rating of incumbent President Hoover quite a bit. The election, which originally looked like a sure win, also became somewhat confusing.

Moreover, President Hoover's campaign team also began to make articles around exports to China. Various news, true and false, began to spread in the US. Because the grain export operation was very successful, and Hoover had indeed won the approval of the American people in the past twenty years, a considerable number of Americans believed that President Hoover could completely open the Chinese market.

Roosevelt didn't think Hoover could really open the Chinese market, nor did he believe Hoover had the ability to solve the problems the US encountered. So Roosevelt summoned his campaign team, hoping to find a countermeasure. But Roosevelt's campaign team had no good solution at this time. The incumbent president had a huge propaganda advantage after all, especially in publicizing political achievements, as the incumbent president could easily use the national propaganda channels.

Whether to oppose tit-for-tat or let President Hoover possibly turn defeat into victory, the campaign team was somewhat in a dilemma.

In such silence, Roosevelt spoke up. "I think there is reason to let the American people know that the current Hoover administration has completely rejected the issue of the American people asking the federal government to provide food relief."

Hearing that Roosevelt was actually going to go tit-for-tat, the campaign team was unwilling to express support. Roosevelt was well aware of everyone's worries. He replied confidently, "It is necessary for us to inform the American people of the truth. The current grain exports are plunging the American people into hunger. President Hoover's decision has not changed America's economic reality, nor has it restored economic order. My campaign is not to survive this economic crisis, but to solve the economic crisis. This is the biggest difference between me and President Hoover!"

The person in charge of the campaign team felt he had to express his attitude. He voiced his concern, "But the American people think that as long as the economy recovers, it's fine."

Roosevelt was unwavering, the look on his long cheeks very determined. "Who to choose as president is the choice of the American people. What we have to do is let the American people know what we are going to do, why they should choose me instead of choosing my competitor. As for what result will follow after telling them, let's leave the right of choice to the voters."
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If a politician frequently meets with leaders of the labor movement, in European and American countries, they would be considered a communist. This is true in the United States, and it is true in Germany.

In Berlin, Germany, Joseph Goebbels sat in the inner section of a beer hall, explaining the plan for a joint strike to the person in charge of the German Communist Party (KPD) in Berlin sitting opposite him. "We will release news to all factories, hoping that workers will participate in this strike march. Approximately half of the factories in Berlin will receive our message."

The KPD's Berlin leader responsible for this strike calculated the number of people the party could organize. Originally, the KPD was the party closest to the workers, but since the rise of the Nazi Party, the KPD's influence among workers had declined significantly. If the strike was to be powerful, there had to be enough participants. Moreover, it absolutely could not be just a few workers from each factory; it required entire factories to strike en masse.

Beyond increasing the numbers for the street march, if only a small number of workers from a factory struck, those workers would face dismissal. For the interests of the working class, the majority of workers had to strike together. Currently, the number of factories in Berlin that the KPD could fully influence was already less than half.

This was not to say that the other half of the factories had been controlled by the Nazis, but rather that the workers in those factories were unwilling to strike due to their excessively difficult lives. Entering 1932, registered unemployment alone had reached 6 million, and there were many more who were unwilling to register. As job opportunities became fewer and fewer, some factory owners did not care about firing an entire factory's workforce.

After considering for a moment, the KPD leader replied, "We can also issue strike demands to two-thirds of the factories."

Having confirmed that the strike could basically cover the whole of Berlin, Goebbels discussed the detailed content such as strike slogans and march routes with the KPD Berlin leader. Merely organizing the workers was not enough; the organizational details required for a major strike were truly numerous. After an hour of discussion, Goebbels and the KPD leader shook hands briefly, then went their separate ways.

Compared to the German Communist Party, the Nazi Party was a very young political party, but the Nazis' organizational capability had already surpassed that of the KPD. Three days later, at the agreed time, a large number of Nazi Stormtroopers (SA) put on the ordinary clothes they wore when not unemployed and converged towards the assembly point for the march.

As the flow of people on the streets increased, the Berlin police noticed a scene that was very familiar to them. But the Berlin police only stood guard and did not obstruct it. Because beforehand, they had already received news from the Nazi Party side not to have the police block them.

Although the Berlin police had no love for worker strikes, they also did not like the powerful upper class, not to mention that many grassroots police officers were supporters of the KPD and the Nazis. In the current situation of widespread unemployment, the police had even less reason to serve the chaotic government.

Workers and the unemployed gathered together, raising banners against unemployment and hunger. According to the agreement between the Nazi Party and the KPD, this march absolutely could not display their respective flags; it was to be a pure demonstration. Massive columns of workers began to march along various streets, shouting slogans of protest, their voices echoing through the streets. Shopkeepers closed their doors one after another, especially Jewish merchants; hearing the Nazi Party slogans of "Germany Great" and "Jews Get Out," they locked their doors tight.

Just as floods start from trickling streams, workers walked out of the streets, converging on larger streets, and then merging onto even larger avenues. After more than an hour, on the main thoroughfare of Berlin, only a long dragon composed of protesters remained. At this point, the police simply dared not obstruct it anymore, because this long dragon had no visible head and no visible tail. Just the sheer number of people walking on the street seemed to split the city of Berlin in two. The meager number of police was insignificant in the face of this long dragon.

The Nazi Party and the Communist Party were both competing for the populace, but no conflicts broke out among the people in the marching columns. If the German economy hadn't been so terrible, they would have had no interest in coming out to demonstrate in the cold wind of early winter. Most people wore tattered clothes they had worn for many years; any clothes that could be sold for a little money had already been sold. In the cold wind, the workers were already shivering somewhat. Not only because the temperature had dropped, but because the tiny bit of food they ate every day made it hard to resist the wind of late autumn and early winter.

Finally, the marching column gathered near the Brandenburg Gate, Berlin's largest landmark, where a platform had already been set up. Ernst Thälmann, the leader of the KPD, walked onto the platform first. Thälmann called on the workers to unite and exert pressure on the capitalists and the upper class to obtain better wages and treatment.

"Down with the capitalists!" "Long live the workers' state!" "Proletarian revolution!"

A roar of angry voices erupted from below the stage.

After Thälmann finished his speech, it was Goebbels' turn to take the stage. One of the core figures of the Nazi Party, he rested his right hand on his waist and raised his left index finger. "Dear German compatriots, ever since Germany was betrayed, the people have always lived in pain. We have no retreat left; we can only rise up and launch an attack against enemies abroad and at home! Reality has proven countless times that aside from ourselves, no one can be relied upon! Only by uniting together—dear German compatriots, only by uniting together—can we win victory, win bread! Win the dignity of being German! This strike is just the beginning; so many compatriots have already gathered. Then next time, we will launch an attack against enemies abroad and at home. The German people will win victory, and must win victory! *Sieg Heil*!"

*Sieg Heil*! is an old German greeting, pronounced ['zi:k'hail], meaning "Hail Victory."

As Goebbels' speech ended, a burst of response erupted from the crowd of marching workers. *Sieg Heil*! *Sieg Heil*! *Sieg Heil*!

Slogans are always the simplest, most powerful, and most oppressive force. Although Pariser Platz by the Brandenburg Gate was large, and many strike participants in the distance might not have heard Goebbels' speech clearly, as the sound of *Sieg Heil*! approached from afar, the workers—who had long seen the final chanting of *Sieg Heil*! in various Nazi Party rally propagandas—already started shouting along with it.

The German masses, having endured all kinds of suffering, were shouting, hoping to join in such a struggle. The shouting echoed over Pariser Platz, shooting straight into the clouds.

Goebbels stood on the stage. He had suffered from polio in his childhood, causing his left leg muscles to atrophy. But at this moment, Goebbels still stood straight, listening to the earth-shaking *Sieg Heil*! Goebbels' expression was even more solemn, even somewhat pious. Goebbels felt the pain of the German people revealed by this march. He believed that only if the Nazi Party took power as soon as possible could these pains be ended.

Now, only one step remained before taking power. President Hindenburg had not yet appointed Hitler as Chancellor. This resulted in the Nazi Party, despite being Germany's largest party, still failing to grasp true power. Only when Hitler became Chancellor could the policies the Nazi Party had prepared for a long time be truly implemented.

After holding this strike, which could be said to be very successful, Goebbels was extremely excited inside. As soon as he returned to the Nazi Party headquarters in Berlin, he immediately asked Himmler, "Has the Führer returned?"

Himmler controlled the German SS, whose main job was protecting Hitler and high-ranking Nazi personnel. There was not the slightest fluctuation in Himmler's expression; he simply replied in his Austrian-accented German, "The Führer has arrived. He demands that you go see him right now."

It wasn't until Goebbels walked quickly toward Hitler's office that a trace of contempt appeared on his face. Because after Hitler learned that Goebbels had actually organized a general strike together with the KPD, he had immediately rushed to the party headquarters and demanded Goebbels see him as soon as he returned. Himmler, seeing Hitler's angry expression, knew that Hitler's purpose in calling for a meeting with Goebbels was absolutely not to praise him.

Sure enough, as the door to Hitler's office was pushed open and then closed, Hitler's roaring voice could be faintly heard through the wooden door.

Facing such a scolding right to his face, although Goebbels was somewhat surprised, he was not afraid. When Hitler finished his scolding, Goebbels seized the opportunity to say, "Führer, we need to get the workers' votes."

Hitler immediately reprimanded, "Goebbels, do you know that I rushed here temporarily from a banquet? Do you know why I wanted to attend that ridiculous banquet? I had to guarantee to those fat-headed merchants that we have the ability to stop worker activities! We have the ability to ban trade unions and exterminate the Communist Party! And yet you stood together with the Communist Party! Do you hope those people will think this is a hint from me?"

Goebbels could also understand Hitler's anger, so he replied, "Führer, we need the workers' votes now; only in this way can we win in the upcoming election!"

After venting his anger for a while, Hitler's rage dissipated considerably. He shook his head, "Goebbels, no need! It's no longer needed now! The time for us to gain power will be advanced!"

Goebbels was overjoyed upon hearing this, but still asked cautiously, "By how much can it be advanced?"

Hitler did not answer directly; he just stood up and stared at Goebbels, saying, "Goebbels, I order you, from now on you must absolutely not meet with those communists, and absolutely must not conduct any actions together with them. Now we must absolutely not have any more actions that make people feel fear. At least for now!"

Goebbels heard the determination in Hitler's voice and felt a joy in his heart. He immediately performed the Nazi salute to Hitler, "Yes, Führer!"

Hitler sat back in his seat and waved his hand, "Go prepare to welcome our leader from Southern Germany."

Goebbels noticed that Hitler's voice was very calm. Based on his understanding of Hitler, this was Hitler's characteristic reaction when preparing for a big move. It seemed that the leader from Southern Germany, the head of the other largest faction in the Nazi Party, was about to face a showdown with Hitler.
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Gregor Strasser, a veteran of the Nazi Party, was also the only leader within the party capable of contending with Hitler. This slightly chubby man was exactly forty years old this year. Compared to the rather gaunt and neurotic Hitler, he looked more like a statesman.

The two heavyweights of the Nazi Party sat face to face in the Berlin party headquarters. Strasser, exhausting his last bit of patience, said to Hitler, "Führer, I believe the most important thing in the National Socialist movement is socialism. However, your current actions make it hard to believe that you truly support the socialist movement."

In contrast to Strasser's calmness, Hitler's eyes were bright, and his brows were slightly furrowed—an expression he only wore when he was very serious. "Strasser, do you think the most important thing right now is to seize political power, or to make enemies of the other half of Germany?"

Strasser did not answer immediately. As the Nazi Party became the largest party in Germany, Strasser had become someone the Weimar government wanted to court. Unwilling to become a lackey of the dignitaries, Strasser had refused. However, Strasser also believed that the Nazi Party coming to power would be of immense benefit to the National Socialist movement.

After a brief internal wavering, Strasser finally replied, "Führer, initially, the goal of the Nazi Party was to establish a proletarian party. If you compromise with those people, you will betray the direction of socialism later on."

Hitler felt a twinge of contempt for Strasser. Yes, Strasser was indeed someone who had not forgotten his original aspirations, and there were many such people in the Nazi Party. Strasser, Goebbels, SA Chief of Staff Röhm, and Rudolf Hess. Although these fellows all acknowledged Hitler's talent, they also chose to cooperate with the German Communist Party and the German Left on the proposal to "confiscate the land of large German landlords and distribute it to landless peasants." If Hitler hadn't ordered these people not to participate in this matter, the proposal to confiscate the land of the German Junkers would have passed. Hitler knew very well that if the Nazi Party did that, it would forge an unresolvable feud with the Junkers.

If he wanted Strasser to obey temporarily, Hitler could perfectly well make some false promises first, such as saying that once the Nazi Party took power, Hitler would immediately tear up the agreements he was currently struggling to reach with the German upper class. But Hitler was unwilling to do so. His experiences over the years had made Hitler very clear that lying about such strategic issues would cause harm far exceeding the petty profits of the moment.

Composing himself, Hitler spoke in the mildest tone he could muster at this time. "Strasser, in this world, there is vast *Lebensraum*. Do not always think about that little bit of land in front of you. When Germany obtains sufficient living space, we can let every German citizen possess land comparable to that of a large landlord. If at that time there are still some large landlords with too much land, then I will make them yield the excess land while allowing them to retain enough.

"We are far from that time now, Strasser, my comrade. What Germany needs now is to break free from the shackles of the Treaty of Versailles as soon as possible, not to conduct a struggle domestically that only benefits foreigners."

Although Hitler had used his gentlest tone, his expression was severe and his tone stern, sounding more like a threat. Strasser, who had long been accustomed to this reaction from Hitler, shook his head. "Führer, they will only deceive you. When you satisfy one of their demands, they will make the next demand. And these people will never truly give up their privileges."

Hitler naturally knew that the upper class was unreliable, but he also knew that the surging people's movement in Germany right now had indeed frightened those capitalists and Junker lords. Among the German Communist Party, the Social Democratic Party, and the Nazi Party, as long as Hitler stood up and guaranteed to those people that he would eliminate the Communist Party, strike at the Social Democratic Party, and ban trade union activities, the desperate capitalists and Junker lords would choose to support Hitler.

Such words could absolutely not be said to Strasser, nor could Hitler say them to most of the old Nazi Party members. Now Hitler had begun to rely on Himmler to establish the SS, which answered only to Hitler, while rallying those willing to accept the capitalists and Junkers around him. The only thing Hitler had to do now was to suppress Strasser.

Strasser did not know Hitler's plan, and Hitler could not reveal any content of his plan. Under such circumstances, the communication between the two was extremely difficult and painful. Finally, Strasser, with anger and helplessness, stated, "If the Führer insists on his own views, I will leave the Nazi Party with the comrades who are loyal to socialism."

Having delivered this ultimatum, Strasser stood up and left the conference room without looking back. Watching Strasser's retreating figure, Hitler did not speak, but his fingers splayed open and then clenched tight, as if he were gripping someone's neck that did not exist in his palm.

While Hitler faced the split of the socialist faction within the party, Roosevelt was explaining his views on America's future to the American upper class—those who had already donated to him and those who had not—at a cocktail party. "...Gentlemen, if President Hoover had experience working on Wall Street, he might understand the operating model of the banking industry better."

After this sentence, the audience let out a burst of knowing laughter. Yes, the land of Wall Street belonged to the Roosevelt family, so the Roosevelt family was very clear about the operating model of the banking industry. And Roosevelt's words didn't need to be seen as a taunt; Hoover, this poor boy, indeed did not understand the operations of the banking and financial industries.

Sitting in his wheelchair, Roosevelt continued, "I know many people think that President Hoover has already started large-scale trade with China, alleviating a lot of economic pressure. However, America's economic problems have not been solved. As soon as the contracts between China and the United States end, the American economy will be exactly the same as before.

"The crisis America is encountering this time is the result of decades of high-speed economic development. America's old economic model is no longer suitable for America. Only by formulating brand-new policies can we deal with the current situation. The President's job is to provide methods for national management. Even if it is a painful process, even if it is an unknowable future, only by enduring it can we find a solution."

After listening to Roosevelt's words, someone in the crowd at the cocktail party asked, "Mr. Roosevelt, do you think there is a problem with the capitalist system?"

Roosevelt identified the speaker; it was the kid from the Bush family. This kid was a fellow who had established relations with China relatively early. During this economic crisis, relying on the network of the Skull and Bones society, he had set up a financial company. It was said that this company not only didn't lose money but made a profit on every deal.

However, the Bush family kid had raised a very good question, because the attendees were all seriously waiting for Roosevelt to answer. Roosevelt certainly knew that he was called a "Communist." He nodded. "Capitalism is a lifestyle, just as being a capitalist is a profession. I don't think there is any problem with the American lifestyle. The problem now lies in the fact that the American government's management methods no longer meet America's current needs."

Most of the attendees were lost in thought. Although the economic crisis had lasted for three years, the boiling economy of the entire 1920s had still not been forgotten by the American upper class. These people had considered what exactly went wrong countless times over the three years. The greed of capitalists and the lack of management were indeed reasons. In these three years, the Hoover administration had proposed various solutions, but the American economy showed no improvement. Moreover, quite a few American Communists, as "muckrakers," wrote a large number of books exposing the wrongdoings of American capitalists, triggering huge repercussions among the people. Even these members of the American upper class had to suspect whether capitalism had reached a dead end.

Hearing Roosevelt's explanation now—that it wasn't the capitalist system that had a problem, but the American government management model that no longer fit the status quo of America's rapid development—although these members of the American upper class didn't quite believe it, at least it felt pretty good.

Roosevelt continued to look at the Bush family kid, waiting for him to continue questioning. But Bush simply said, "I have no other questions," and sat back in his seat. Roosevelt then looked at the other attendees, ready to answer their various questions.

Although Roosevelt still believed that Hoover couldn't win, the American people hadn't realized that the American government management model needed a comprehensive adjustment, so after the situation seemed to improve, Hoover's approval rating began to rebound. Rather than saying these people were supporting Hoover, it was better to say these American people hoped to return to the life of the 1920s. But Roosevelt was certain that the times had changed. No matter how much the American people missed the old era, the world could not go back to the past.

Sharing this view was He Rui. At this moment, He Rui was putting down his pen and gently rubbing his wrist. Although this action was a bit *chuunibyou*, He Rui still missed the days when his fingers danced on a keyboard. With just a domestic capacitive keyboard, typing out ten thousand words a day wasn't hard. But writing ten thousand words by hand—his hand was almost crippled.

Fortunately, He Rui didn't need such high-intensity work. He only wrote two thousand words a day, and he could still write a high-quality book of seven hundred thousand words in a year. Besides, a book in a professional field didn't need seven hundred thousand words; thirty-something thousand words was already considered a tome. For example, *Technological Revolution and National Development Potential*, which He Rui had just finished, was only 280,000 words. The two military monographs he had only written half of, *Spatial Deep Operations* and *Air-Ground Integration*, were also both under 300,000 words.

The current government already had a large number of STEM graduates joining it, and the labor shortage had been greatly alleviated. For these guys with bachelor's degrees, what they needed was not detailed instruction but guidance on theory and direction.

He Rui leaned back in his chair and couldn't help but consider whether to write that book, *Exploration of Human Thinking Models*. However, He Rui himself wasn't confident he could write it well, because the research in this area in He Rui's original timeline had not reached a completely transparent level either.

What was worse was that the human thinking model He Rui identified with was that kind of healthy, upward model, and this thinking model itself required people to transform themselves. And how could transforming oneself be so easy? Moreover, the act of transformation itself might not always be positive. He Rui knew his current influence. Once this book came out, it would inevitably have a huge impact. The negative effects of this impact would probably be very, very large.

He Rui looked at the calendar: October 19th. There was one last month until the US presidential election. Roosevelt should be able to win the election. Thinking that he would soon be competing on the same stage as Roosevelt, this world-famous politician, He Rui felt very happy.

Although from a pragmatic point of view, easily defeating an incompetent opponent and then going home to do whatever one wanted was the best, being able to compete with a respectable opponent was indeed something very worth looking forward to. And the United States at this time was quite different from the United States in He Rui's timeline.

In He Rui's original timeline, China had finally surpassed the United States, which was the world hegemon. Now, although the United States had strong vitality, it was still just a powerful country in North America. Whether the current United States had more vitality or the United States in the imperial age was more powerful—this could only be known after a comparison.

Stretching his back, He Rui thought of "Little Mustache" again. From the current situation, Little Mustache should be able to become Chancellor. Whether Little Mustache could still quickly seize political power and turn Germany into a racist country... He Rui also found it very interesting.

Moreover, the preparations against Little Mustache were already complete. If Little Mustache failed to seize power, He Rui would actually be disappointed.

"Let the storm rage louder!" He Rui said loudly to the empty study. Although this action was a bit *chuunibyou*, He Rui was indeed very much looking forward to the arrival of the surging new world.
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The US election is not "one person, one vote," but ultimately depends on the total electoral votes. The vast majority of US states adopt a winner-takes-all model. Even if the ratio of votes in a certain state is 50.1:49.9, all the electoral votes of that state belong to the winner.

In the general election of November 1932, the number of votes between incumbent President Hoover and Democratic candidate Roosevelt was quite close. Even after half the votes were counted, the gap could not be widened. Hoover finally began to feel a little hope; he might win the election. After serving one term as president, Hoover knew very well what problems he would face if he were re-elected; it would be a torment worse than death. But Hoover was willing to do it for another four years because in these four years, he still had a chance to restore his reputation.

In Roosevelt's campaign headquarters, the young campaign staff had an unconcealable anxiety in their expressions. Roosevelt was not excited; he believed that the US government management needed a comprehensive change, and people like Hoover were completely incapable of implementing such changes. The US upper class that Roosevelt had met recently all agreed with Roosevelt's views without exception, which gave Roosevelt more confidence.

But the election results were not as optimistic as Roosevelt had thought. As the statistical results of each state came out, his and Hoover's vote counts fluctuated against each other. Until there were data from only three states left, Hoover was actually slightly ahead. Now, even Roosevelt felt a little shaken. According to the current situation, if Hoover could win two of the next three states, he would be re-elected.

At this time, the atmosphere inside the Chinese Embassy in the US was very active. If the incumbent President Hoover were re-elected, it would not be a bad thing for China. However, everyone was truly surprised why such a useless guy actually had the possibility of re-election, and everyone couldn't help discussing it.

Some people thought that this was because Hoover was good at hype, maximizing the news of China purchasing grain from the US. More people did not agree. Although China's influence on the US election views was indeed very pleasing, this amount of trade volume was simply not enough to reverse the US economic situation.

At this time, someone put forward a view, "Maybe Americans care too much about their own way of life, so they are very worried that Roosevelt, a guy called a Communist, will completely change the American way of life."

Some comrades were very unhappy with this statement. The US is indeed very free, but this free lifestyle conflicts greatly with traditional Chinese culture. Under China's political model, freedom must give way to a strong government. Only a strong and efficient government can ensure the powerful execution of policies and promote benevolent governance.

But in the next half hour or so, the election results of the three states came out. Two states supported Roosevelt, and one state supported Hoover. In the end, Roosevelt won the election with a very small margin.

Now the Chinese Embassy in the US didn't have time to discuss the results; the urgent task now was to immediately send the news back to the country. At this time, He Rui hadn't slept either. The changes in the US election made He Rui pay close attention, so he simply didn't sleep. Staying up late writing a book, just waiting for the news to come.

Seeing the final result, He Rui was also very surprised. Roosevelt almost lost to Hoover; the narrow margin meant that the level of expectation Roosevelt received was far less than in history. Thinking about it again, He Rui also felt that this result was not without reason.

Historically, the Great Depression in the US directly triggered a global economic crisis, and the global market was in a depression. Conversely, it also aggravated the economic crisis in the US.

In 1932, the global population was about 2 billion. The East Asia League had 720 million people, plus nearly 200 million people in the Soviet Union and France, 920 million people accounted for almost half of the world. The economies of the East Asia League, the Soviet Union, and France, where these 920 million people were located, were all very good. Although Europe and America blockaded the Soviet Union, and France adopted trade barriers against European and American countries for its own interests, the consumption power of 920 million people was rising rapidly, which still had a huge impact on the world economy.

Therefore, the overall economic situation in the US was terrible, but the economy of the US West Coast had recovered. Plus, China's large-scale purchase of US grain also pulled up the economy of the central states of the US. At this time, Roosevelt's title of "Communist" might not necessarily be beneficial to Roosevelt; instead, it would make those agricultural states and the West Coast states very uneasy.

The better China develops, the lower the probability of Roosevelt, representing the US reform forces, being elected. Thinking of this, He Rui couldn't help but feel some sympathy for Roosevelt. The reason whether this great US president could be elected actually showed an inverse relationship with China's economic development level; it was really interesting. Would China's economic development level also have a similar relationship with the difficulty of Roosevelt's governance?

Standing up and walking to the washroom, He Rui stretched a big lazy waist as he walked. For a moment, He Rui actually lost his sleepiness. Standing under the shower head, He Rui became more energetic as he washed. After showering, he brushed his teeth. When he arrived at the bedroom door refreshed, He Rui didn't push the door open, but walked back to the study in his pajamas.

Lying on the soft recliner in the study, the changes in international forces ebbing and flowing hovered in He Rui's mind. Although the US is powerful, the US is not some "City upon a Hill"; its influence is just the result of the balance of power. Now it is the end of November 1932. According to estimates, China's GDP in '32 is about 150 billion Chinese Yuan. At the current exchange rate of 1:15 between the US dollar and the Chinese Yuan, China's GDP is about 10 billion US dollars. Far less than the US GDP of about 60 billion.

Even so, as the world's fastest-growing economy, China has already influenced the US general election relying on strong domestic demand. This reality is also very shocking to He Rui. China's domestic demand will continue to increase rapidly. By the time the war breaks out in 1939, China's influence on the world will be greater than it is now. The influence of the economy on the world is all-encompassing, and its power is even above war.

Thinking and thinking, He Rui fell asleep unknowingly.

Dawn broke. The Chinese editors who also waited for the US election results had already confirmed the newspaper layout. The news of Roosevelt's election as US president had already been published. This was Li Runshi's request. The reputation of European and American newspapers largely lies in their ability to get first-hand information. For Chinese newspapers to compete with these established media, they must first ensure news speed on major international events.

This influence is subtle. Just like most Chinese readers, even if they saw Roosevelt elected, they didn't pay special attention. He Rui never advocated that the Chinese people hang his portrait at home, but He Rui advocated that every Chinese family should stick a world map and a map of China on the wall. So now most urban families have world maps, and some urban families even have globes inside.

Any Chinese who doesn't understand where the US is has no interest in the US changing presidents. Most Chinese who know where the US is also have no interest. Separated by such a vast Pacific Ocean, the US is so distant that it makes Chinese people feel numb. Among the very few Chinese interested in this matter, quite a few are teenagers studying how to travel around the world or conquer the world routes facing the globe.

Those Chinese who really deal with the US have long paid attention to Roosevelt's election platform introduced in the newspapers. Whether it is Roosevelt or Hoover, they both uphold the view of expanding trade with China and maintaining Sino-US friendly relations. As long as Roosevelt's election does not mean a war between China and the US, everyone doesn't care about the US changing presidents.

Compared with the news from the US, many Chinese care more about the news of the German Nazis. The relationship between China and France is now far more important than the Sino-US relationship. As long as one understands France, one naturally knows the contradiction between Germany and France. At this time, the Chinese media had already begun to introduce the Nazi racist theory, making the Chinese youth who had restored their national self-confidence very disgusted with Germany's theory of racial superiority.

Even if some radical youth relatively agreed with this set of Nazi views, these youth did not agree with the view that the Germanic people were the best nation in the world. Regarding European countries, the only one that Chinese radical youth could look up to was Italy. And it was those black-haired Roman descendants in southern Italy. Anyone with yellow hair, red hair, or other hair colors was a barbarian. Also being radicals, Chinese radical youth believed that the best nation in the world must of course be the Chinese nation. What is a group of Germanic barbarians pretending to be!

If the little mustache Hitler heard this, he would probably just smile calmly. When he was very young, the little mustache understood that there was nothing to talk about with people who had no knowledge. The ideas of those shallow people are mediocre and have no depth, just repeating the vulgar people's bit of views they can understand. These people don't even truly understand their own ideas. For these people, the little mustache always chooses to listen and will not get angry.

The little mustache didn't know much about Roosevelt, and the current priority was to get the support of the German upper class as soon as possible. The current German President Hindenburg always used "Bohemian Corporal" contemptuously to describe Hitler when mentioning him. When someone suggested Hindenburg appoint the little mustache as chancellor, Hindenburg said contemptuously: "This Bohemian Corporal is only fit to be the Minister of Posts. His daily job is to lick the back of my stamps when pasting stamps."

Facing such a stubborn old man, the little mustache visited big German capitalists every day. The Junker grand aristocrats did not like to see Hitler because they all knew that the Nazi Party almost supported the proposal to confiscate the land of the German Junker aristocrats. Even if Göring, who had received the "Blue Max" (Pour le Mérite), Germany's highest medal, took his beloved wife from an aristocratic background to constantly shuttle between the grand aristocrats, conveying various goodwill messages from the little mustache, the Junker grand aristocrats still had great wariness towards the little mustache.

Instead, the small and medium Junker aristocrats were more willing to contact Hitler. These aristocrats' aversion to socialism was not particularly great, but they very much appreciated the little mustache's concepts of national revenge, getting rid of the shackles of the Treaty of Versailles, and fighting for living space (Lebensraum).

In order to get support, the little mustache was working hard every day. Until he suddenly heard the news of the suicide of his niece and mistress...
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Carin von Göring was Göring's wife. Since Hitler had never had a female companion, every time Hitler hosted a banquet for German aristocrats, Carin would organize it. The "von" in her name indicated that Ms. Carin came from a German aristocratic background. Currently, Carin played the role of the First Lady of the Nazi Party.

While circulating among a group of German Junker aristocrats, Carin saw Hitler turn pale immediately after an SS officer whispered something to him, and he turned and left the venue. Carin didn't know what had happened. She exchanged a few words with the Junker aristocrat who was paying her compliments, then left the banquet hall.

From a distance, she saw Hitler walk out of the house, stand blankly at the entrance for a moment, and then walk straight to the small wooden cabin in the courtyard. Hitler's expression and movements frightened Carin. A woman's intuition gave Carin a sudden fear out of nowhere; the Nazi Party leader, who had such an intense personality, clearly looked desperate enough to commit suicide. Carin hurriedly followed him. Gently opening the wooden door, she saw Hitler sitting blankly on the ground, his eyes having lost their focus. Carin carefully approached and asked, "Adolf, what's wrong?"

Hitler did not answer. It wasn't until Carin squatted in front of him and gently placed her hand on Hitler's shoulder that he spoke in a dry voice, though his gaze remained dull: "She killed herself... She killed herself."

Carin immediately understood who Hitler was talking about. Seeing the Nazi Party leader, who was always vibrant and full of passion, now plunged into immense pain because of his lover's suicide, Carin couldn't help but sigh in her heart. While sympathizing with Hitler, she also felt full of regret for that young and beautiful girl, Geli Raubal.

Hitler's niece, Geli Raubal, was a beautiful and simple country girl who had received a little education and had no interest in politics or struggle. In the region where Hitler was born, it was common for an uncle to marry his niece; Hitler's parents had such a relationship.

Geli Raubal's ideal was simply to help her husband and teach her children, and she was also very fond of her uncle. Hitler also loved her madly, but compared to forming a family with Geli Raubal, Hitler loved his cause more. The disparate pursuits in their lives eventually led Geli Raubal to want to leave Hitler, but Hitler would not allow it. In the end, he confined Geli Raubal in a luxurious house.

Carin could very much understand the young girl's despair, and she was also full of sympathy for Hitler. She wanted to cheer Hitler up, but no matter how she whispered, "Adolf, this is not your fault."

Hitler's eyes remained dull, and he just whispered, "She killed herself... She killed herself..."

There was a noise at the wooden door. Carin looked up and saw Göring standing outside. Carin's eyes suddenly filled with tears, and she stood up and threw herself into her husband Göring's arms. Göring knew of Hitler's feelings for Geli Raubal and had never doubted the feelings between him and his wife.

Carin was married before she met Göring. After meeting Göring in 1921, the two fell into a mad love. In the end, Carin left home and chose to be with Göring. Carin divorced her husband in 1922 and married Göring. Since then, no matter how depressing the environment Göring fell into, Carin had always been with Göring. The two had always been in a passionate relationship, and even the hardest environment did not shake Carin's feelings in the slightest.

Göring did not suspect that something had happened between his wife and Hitler. He just heard that Hitler had left the banquet hall strangely. At this time, Göring wanted to introduce a nobleman to Hitler, so he followed him out. Seeing the situation before him, Göring was very surprised. Since Göring had known Hitler, he had never seen Hitler so desperate.

Carin was also in tears at this time and whispered the news of Geli Raubal's suicide to Göring. Göring was startled and hurriedly stepped forward and squatted down, asking in a low voice, "I will send a car to take you back now."

Hitler looked up blankly and asked casually, "Why did she kill herself? Why?"

Göring's eyes also turned red. Although he did not understand Hitler's attitude towards marriage, the friend in front of him, who was so weak that he couldn't even stand steadily, really made Göring's heart ache. He tried to pull Hitler up. Hitler resisted at first, but after a moment, Hitler suddenly used the leverage to stand up. The sorrowful expression suddenly disappeared. Hitler looked pale and grim. He said coldly, "Let's go back and finish the banquet. We must not let those Junkers think that I am a weak person!"

Göring advised, "Let's go back first."

Hitler shook his head, "No, she is gone. I have no place to go back to."

After speaking, Hitler took a step and walked towards the banquet hall. Göring was helpless and could only follow. Carin looked at the backs of the two men. The small wooden cabin was very close to the iron fence of the yard, and she heard someone behind her shouting, "Madam, please happen. Give me something to eat."

Starting from '29, the streets of Germany were full of unemployed people begging. Carin reached out and touched her pocket, only to realize that the evening gown she was wearing didn't have any pockets. She didn't look back and walked straight back to the banquet hall. She knew that her husband and Hitler were striving for the position of Chancellor, and no matter what, they had to free Germany from its current miserable fate. Returning to the banquet hall, Carin whispered to the waiter, "Take some food and give it to those beggars outside."

In the banquet hall, the music, the scented candles, the various delicacies, and the upper-class men and women simply didn't notice that just tens of meters away from them, there were hungry German people everywhere. The upper class ate, drank, and talked, enjoying the daily life of the upper class.

Several Junker military officers asked Hitler, who had returned to the banquet hall, "Mr. Hitler, how will you solve Germany's land problem?"

Hitler's face was still pale, but his eyes had become bright. He smiled slightly, "Gentlemen, Germany must be united. If we only focus our eyes domestically, it is bound to cause a lot of German bloodshed. If we look beyond the German borders, everyone can see the land that is vast and boundless. I absolutely do not want the German landowners' land to become as little as the poor's. What I hope is that the ordinary German farmers have as much land as the Junker landlords."

The eyes of those Junker military officers became brighter and brighter. Hitler's words were no longer a hint, but an explicit statement that the land problem would be solved through war. The Junker military officers not only did not feel unhappy but agreed deeply. In particular, they agreed with Hitler's solution idea of not choosing internal land distribution but solving the land problem through external expansion.

After chatting for a few more sentences, Göring invited a banker to Hitler. The banker knew the Nazi Party's bottom-line route, especially the hatred of Jews. There were very many Jews in the German banking industry, so the banker asked this question very implicitly. Hitler replied, "Although some people are not Aryans by blood, they grew up in Germany and are no different from Germans in spirit. I believe that for this group of people, certificates of Honorary Aryans should be issued. Recognizing that they should possess exactly the same rights as Aryans."

The banker was stunned. He stared at Hitler for a moment, and saw Hitler reveal a sincere, even kind smile. This solution seemed very flexible and reasonable to the banker. Göring, who was next to him, struck while the iron was hot, "Do you know Professor Karl Haushofer?"

As a geopolitics master who was quite influential in the German upper class, the banker had heard of this name, so he nodded. Göring continued, "Professor Karl Haushofer's wife is Jewish, and the professor's student is Mr. Rudolf Hess."

Rudolf Hess was Hitler's secretary and a core figure of the Nazi Party; the banker had heard of this person even more. Although Göring didn't say it explicitly, from the part Göring had already explained, the banker had suddenly realized and nodded slightly.

Anti-Semitism was a European tradition, but Germany in the era of the Second German Reich was actually the country in Europe that was least anti-Semitic. With the popularization of compulsory education in Germany, a large number of scholars appeared among German Jews. This group of Jews not only did not believe in Judaism, but many elites of Jewish descent were simply atheists. This banker was not pro-Jewish, only that many of his friends and partners had Jewish blood, which was why he felt worried.

Seeing that he had persuaded another one, Göring led the banker, who had no other questions, away from the circle, letting Hitler continue to talk with those Junker officers. Finding a place to sit down, Göring felt that this group of upper-class people completely lacked theoretical thinking ability. What the Nazi Party truly advocated was the racism that Aryans were the most superior, not narrow anti-Semitism. The reason why Jews were singled out as targets for attack now was simply because Jews had money, Jews acted as lackeys for the former dignitaries, and were powerful running dogs of the dignitaries. Moreover, Jews were weak; fighting them was handy and the backlash was very small.

As for true anti-Semitism, it had never been the content that the Nazi upper echelons truly considered. Göring's godfather, Epstein, was a Jew. When Hitler was a tramp in Munich, there were also several Jewish friends who were very kind to him and gave the then-destitute Hitler a lot of help. Even up to now, the Nazi Party didn't even have a policy resolution on how to deal with Jews. Saying the Nazi Party was anti-Semitic was simply baffling.

After conducting a large amount of research on the racist policies of the United States, which had a long history, and sending Nazi Party members to the United States for on-site inspections, the Nazi Party had already formulated racist policies to solve the inferior nations.

Soon, Göring also figured it out. This banker only cared about anti-Semitism and not about racist policies, which was probably similar to Göring's own thoughts. Göring only hated those profiteering Jewish merchants and the group who insisted on Judaism; he actually had no special feelings about Jewish blood. As long as Hitler could become Chancellor, Göring could become the Air Force Commander. Göring decided that in the future, only Göring would have the power to decide who was a Jew in the Air Force.

Hitler and Göring talked with one banker, capitalist, and Junker officer after another like this. The reception didn't end until the evening. When Göring was ready to go home to sleep, he saw his wife Carin actually pulling Hitler into Göring's car. Soon, the car started moving. Inside the car, Hitler didn't say a word. Göring just spoke a sentence when he felt his wife tug at his arm. Although Göring didn't know what his wife meant, he obediently didn't make a sound.

Before long, Göring noticed the car driving towards Hitler's residence, and only then did he remember the news of Hitler's lover's suicide.

When the car stopped at the door, the maid walked out quickly. Seeing Hitler, she said with a face full of sorrow, "Sir, I didn't see the young lady get up this morning, so I thought she just wanted to sleep a little longer. Unexpectedly, at 10 o'clock in the morning, I heard a gunshot in her bedroom. I hurriedly went in..."

Hitler walked inside expressionlessly, as if he hadn't heard the maid's words at all. The Göring couple followed behind Hitler, watching Hitler walk to the door of the bedroom where Geli Raubal had committed suicide. He raised his hand but didn't press the door handle. Standing there for a long time, Hitler slowly opened the door. After the maid called the police, the police had come. At this time, Geli Raubal's bedroom was empty. Standing at the door for quite a while, Hitler finally walked in.

Göring wanted to follow in, but was held back by his wife. He saw Hitler, who seemed to have aged 10 years at this moment, with a stiff body and stumbling steps, walk to the side of the empty bed. He saw a silk scarf lying on the bed. Hitler picked up the silk scarf, and actually hugging the silk scarf, leaned against the wardrobe, his body slowly sliding down, and the whole person sat on the floor.

Carin sighed, and slowly pulled the door shut. At the moment before the door closed, sobbing came from the crack of the door. Göring looked at the door that had been completely closed, feeling infinite emotion in his heart. He sighed silently, look, that Adolf Hitler actually cried.

Hitler had very few friends. Göring was one. Röhm, the commander-in-chief of the Stormtroopers who participated in the Beer Hall Putsch with Hitler in 1923, was one. At this time, the Nazi Party upper echelons basically knew the news of Hitler's mistress's suicide, but Röhm did not come. Apart from the fact that Röhm was currently secretly convening a Stormtrooper meeting to prepare to continue doing some big things and continue to put pressure on Hindenburg and the German upper class, Röhm himself was a homosexual and really had no interest in women.

Among the other Nazi Party upper echelons, Goebbels, Hess, and Himmler were confirming a piece of news just obtained. The "Eastern Aid Act" of 1926. This act could be said to be a failure in his life. At that time, the German economy was turbulent. Not only were the common people tormented to death by the economic turbulence, but the Junker aristocrats also couldn't take it anymore. And Hindenburg's "Eastern Aid Act" was to help the Junker aristocrats tide over the difficulties, providing funds to the Junker aristocrats through the government to help them keep their property and land. It could be said that this act completely disregarded the life and death of the German people, solely to protect the Junker aristocrats.

The news Goebbels obtained now was closely related to this matter. In the process of promoting the "Eastern Aid Act", Hindenburg received bribes from a large number of Junker aristocrats, most of which were used by Hindenburg to buy off members of parliament. Hindenburg kept 650,000 Goldmarks as a kickback for himself. After obtaining this huge sum of money, in order to avoid being investigated and having to pay taxes, Hindenburg gave this money to his son, Oskar von Hindenburg, through money laundering.

The source of the news was very reliable. The Nazi Party mobilized supporters to conduct an investigation. The investigation just had results; this matter was true. Moreover, the leaked materials were also in hand. As long as it was made public, even Hindenburg would have to step down because of this. Himmler didn't say anything during the meeting. When Hess asked for his opinion, Himmler replied, "Leave this matter to the Führer to decide."

Hess looked at Goebbels. Goebbels replied quickly, "Let the Führer make the decision on this matter."

Hess was a little anxious. He heard the news of Hitler's lover's suicide and felt that perhaps he shouldn't disturb Hitler at this time. But looking at the solemn expressions of both Himmler and Goebbels, Hess said, "Go now, or go tomorrow?"

Goebbels replied decisively, "Go now. I believe the Führer will make the correct decision."

One hour later, Hess and Goebbels had already appeared in front of Hitler's residence. Some SS members in black uniforms saw it was these two and immediately went in to report. Before long, the light in Hitler's study lit up, and the SS member on duty appeared at the door, "Please come in, you two."

When meeting Hitler, Hess only saw exhaustion on Hitler's face. Goebbels noticed Hitler's left hand pressing on a female scarf on the table, but didn't say anything about it. Instead, he told Hitler the latest news.

During the entire narration process, Hitler didn't say a word, only his left hand clenched that scarf from time to time. After Hess finished speaking, Hitler immediately ordered, "This matter must be kept confidential internally. Absolutely do not let more people know."

Goebbels nodded. He had indeed thought about using this matter to overturn President Hindenburg, but Goebbels quickly thought that Hindenburg was not so easily taken down. Even if Hindenburg could be overturned, it didn't mean the Nazi Party could come to power. In terms of handling these matters, Goebbels admitted that he was far inferior to Hitler.

Hess suggested, "Führer, I think this matter can make Hindenburg accept appointing you as Chancellor."

Hitler shook his head, "Hess, the time has not yet come. At least we need to wait a few more days."

Hess couldn't figure out where the problem was, so he simply asked directly, "Führer, do you think this news cannot deal with Hindenburg?"

A cold smile finally appeared on Hitler's face, "This news shouldn't be used to deal with Hindenburg, but to deal with the current Chancellor, von Schleicher."

Hess was stunned. When it came to grasping the political direction and engaging in various struggles, he also felt that he was far inferior to Hitler. If it was a geopolitical issue, Hess could still offer an opinion. Now Hess couldn't figure out what was going on.

Hitler continued, "You guys confirm first that this matter must absolutely not be leaked, and definitely cannot be used to attack Hindenburg. Leave the other things to me."

While giving instructions verbally, Hitler already had a general idea in his mind. The current Chancellor, von Schleicher, was nicknamed "Admiral." Not because Schleicher came from the navy, but because this guy was very good at laying black hands on allies, ridiculed as a "master of sending people to the deep sea behind their back."

For such a guy, as long as Hitler released a little bit of the news, it would be enough to make Hindenburg think that Schleicher wanted to replace Hindenburg's position. Moreover, there was only this one piece of dirt on Hindenburg, but Schleicher united the left wing and wanted to become a Chancellor supported by a majority coalition party. The Nazi Party, which had complex relations with the German Communist Party, held a large amount of very credible materials.

What the Nazis were going to release now was not news attacking Hindenburg, but releasing two pieces of news together. Moreover, the news attacking Hindenburg must be very controllable. As for what Hindenburg would think, Hitler believed he had completely grasped the thoughts of this German Marshal.

The old man, what he cared about was his affairs while alive and his reputation after death. Hitler was willing to guarantee Hindenburg's reputation after death in exchange for Hindenburg's appointment as Chancellor. In Hitler's view, this was an incomparably cost-effective deal.
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January 3, 1933. The temperature in Berlin had long since dropped below zero. Outside the window, a cold wind mixed with snowflakes beat against the German Presidential Palace where Hindenburg resided. The firewood in the fireplace crackled and burned, the bright flames plating the furniture in the room, as well as Hindenburg and the others, with a layer of gold.

The 86-year-old Field Marshal quietly listened to the report from the German Army intelligence officer he trusted regarding the "rumors" about himself. Hindenburg, of course, knew the rumors were true, but he had no intention of expressing any objection. The best way to quell such rumors was to express no opinion on them at all. Moreover, von Schleicher had no power to topple him.

Hindenburg could be certain that these rumors were released by the upper echelons. Just during the day today, Hindenburg had seen news in the papers that the current Chancellor, von Schleicher—whom Hindenburg had single-handedly supported—intended to form a majority coalition with the Communist Party of Germany (KPD) and the German Left.

Von Schleicher had long wanted to break free from Hindenburg's control; Hindenburg was very clear on this. Combining this with von Schleicher uniting with the Left, and the leak of news regarding Hindenburg lining his own pockets in the "Eastern Aid Act" scandal, a very reasonable logical line presented itself.

The sharpest contradiction between the German Left and the Junkers was the issue of Junker land. The KPD and the Left had pushed policies to confiscate Junker land. It was only because the Nazi Party, seen as populist, withdrew from the joint party proposal that this proposal failed to pass. Now that the Left's power had greatly increased and von Schleicher had obtained the support of the centrist parties, to secure his position as Chancellor, von Schleicher must have promised something to the Leftist parties. Undoubtedly, taking down Hindenburg was the most presentable bargaining chip von Schleicher could offer.

If it were just this matter, Hindenburg might have been able to tolerate von Schleicher a bit longer. But right now, the von Schleicher cabinet was already swaying in the wind and rain. Hindenburg saw no reason to let von Schleicher continue as Chancellor.

If von Schleicher was not to be Chancellor, among the current candidates, only Hitler remained with significant support. The moment he thought of that Bavarian corporal, Hindenburg immediately felt disgust. Even if it meant letting von Schleicher continue as Chancellor, Hindenburg did not want to let Hitler gain this position.

Thinking of this, Hindenburg waved his hand, signaling the reporter to leave. The old Field Marshal sat in his chair for a long time before finally standing up to rest. The next day, Chancellor von Schleicher was relieved of his duties.

With the Chancellor's position vacant, the German upper echelons one after another recommended their preferred candidates. Through Hitler's efforts, the German upper class began to believe that the anti-communist, anti-union Hitler was a good choice for the moment. Although the Nazi Party contained many socialists, in 1933, governments claiming to be socialist were plentiful; even France claimed to be a socialist country. Parties claiming to follow a socialist line were innumerable across the world. If it didn't involve confiscating land, quite a batch of young Junker aristocrats were willing to call themselves socialists.

In the current German political arena, the German upper class found their only remaining choice was Hitler. Moreover, the German economy was currently destitute. The number of unemployed could not be accurately statistically determined, but the general view was that 70% of Germans were in a state of unemployment. In other countries, one out of three workers being unemployed would be a sky-falling catastrophe. But in Germany, only one out of three workers was *not* unemployed. With the situation like this, even if they temporarily chose Hitler, the situation couldn't get much worse.

Large numbers of upper-class figures began to recommend Hitler to Hindenburg. They were well aware of Hindenburg's dissatisfaction with Hitler, so these people also shifted their strategy, moving from individual recommendations to joint petitions. Letter after letter of recommendation was sent to the Presidential Palace. Every letter was covered in names, so much so that the number of signature pages was longer than the main text.

At this time, while expressing his loyalty to the old Field Marshal through Hindenburg's son, Hitler also ordered Röhm to lead the Stormtroopers (SA) to begin various shows of strength in Berlin.

Restricted by the Treaty of Versailles, the German Wehrmacht numbered only 100,000. The SA already claimed a number of 2 million. In the current pervasive unemployment, Hitler received funding from big German capital. He took out money to support the Nazi Party's grassroots organizations and various social groups. Although these groups couldn't provide employment, the Nazi Party grassroots groups provided food and arranged housing for the unemployed, effectively taking on the work of social management and social relief.

Every night, Hindenburg could hear the military songs sung loudly by the SA during their collective actions. The SA's important work previously was to cause trouble at other parties' rallies and to protect Nazi Party rallies from being disrupted by people sent by other parties. Now, these Stormtroopers marched through the streets every night holding torches, maintaining order while displaying their strength. Petty thieves were immediately caught if discovered by the SA, beaten up, and paraded through the streets. Very quickly, Berlin's public order became unusually good.

Röhm was extremely excited every day. The SA's march routes seemed chaotic, but they were actually routes carefully designed by Röhm, centering on the Presidential Palace and slowly pushing in from the outside. The SA claimed 2 million across Germany, but in Berlin, there were actually only about 300,000.

However, all the military and police in Berlin added together barely exceeded 30,000. In terms of numbers, the SA held the absolute upper hand. The reason Röhm ordered the SA to approach the Presidential Palace so cautiously was to probe. Röhm was also a soldier of the Great War in Europe, having reached the rank of Captain. He knew very well that if Hindenburg really ordered the dispersal of the SA, even if the SA's numbers were ten times that of the regular army, they would still be beaten to a pulp. So the probing had to press in step by step; they absolutely could not casually provoke Hindenburg.

There was a gap of nine military ranks between a German Captain and a Field Marshal. For a Captain to approach and encircle a Field Marshal bit by bit like this, exerting pressure on the Field Marshal—such an action brought Röhm immense excitement and satisfaction.

On January 10, Hindenburg received news that Hitler had firmly rejected Papen's request to form a "dual leadership." Hitler's demand was very simple and brisk: he wanted to become Chancellor, and he would be a Chancellor who solely held the Chancellor's power.

Facing the adjutant preparing to read the letter, the old Field Marshal's voice was full of irritability. "No need to read it." After speaking, the old Field Marshal stood up and walked towards his bedroom. Although it was broad daylight, the old man decided to lie down. This feeling of helplessness was extremely rare for Hindenburg; he had only felt such powerlessness when the German General Staff discussed whether to accept the Entente's armistice requirements and the massive amount of domestic economic data was laid out on the table.

At that time, although Germany did not look bad on the surface, the domestic economy had already been drained dry. In 1919, the German infant mortality rate approached 30%. The entire country didn't even have grain to fill stomachs; admitting defeat was the best choice at the time. This was also one of the reasons the old man Hindenburg detested Hitler: this brat who didn't know the height of the sky or the depth of the earth spent all day yelling about the "November Criminals," believing Germany's defeat was due to domestic enemies stabbing them in the back. The old Field Marshal thoroughly loathed these poor boys from the bottom rung of society; these people completely failed to understand affairs of state.

After lying down, the old Field Marshal only felt half-awake. One moment he seemed to be on the battlefield; the next he dreamt he was listening to lectures under Field Marshal the Elder Moltke. Sometimes he saw Wilhelm II again—a still reasonably young Wilhelm II, discussing how Germany could achieve victory. Until Elder Moltke saw General Schlieffen, wearing glasses, walking towards him with a cold expression, asking in that signature mocking tone: "Why did you choose to start the war in 1914? Don't you know the Schlieffen Plan's last version was from 1906 and hadn't been updated since?"

Marshal Hindenburg felt both aggrieved and fearful in his heart, and in his desperation, he suddenly woke up. Post-war Germany had conducted a comprehensive review of the war. Although every campaign had its gains and losses, and every campaign had its reasons, overall, the German army's performance was passable. Until someone raised a question: If war was to be waged, why not start it in 1908?

Looking at the data in hindsight, if the Schlieffen Plan was to be adopted, they should have made their move in 1908. At that time, French strength was far from its 1914 level, especially since the internal combustion engine had not developed far enough to provide the French army with large-scale road transport capabilities. And Russia's several trunk railways hadn't been completed either. Even if Russia launched an offensive, they would have to rely on manpower and animal power for transport.

Since they gave up on starting the war in 1908, then they shouldn't have started it in 1914 even more so. If Germany had just delayed until 1919, its strength would have been enough to thoroughly overwhelm France. This view caused a huge shock to Hindenburg. Although the old Field Marshal sniffed at it on the surface, inwardly he had to admit this view made a lot of sense.

Getting out of bed, the old man saw he had only slept for a little over two hours. He didn't want to sleep anymore. Hands behind his back, he walked to the desk and casually picked up a letter. This letter was written by Krupp, or at least it was a joint letter initiated by Krupp.

In the letter, Krupp implored Hindenburg: the KPD's power was growing larger and larger, and with the economy so poor, Germany very likely faced a nationwide revolution. With the current 100,000 Reichswehr troops, even combined with the police, it was impossible to immediately suppress millions of workers. Regardless of the final outcome, Germany would be thoroughly destroyed by this civil war. Krupp emphasized again that only Hitler could solve these problems. At least Hitler had the ability to solve the Communist Party.

Things having reached this point, Hindenburg had no other choice. The reason he was still dragging his feet was the expectation that another candidate would appear, but he hadn't expected that the majority of these powerful upper-class figures supported Hitler. Hindenburg truly couldn't figure out what ability or virtue this Bavarian corporal had to actually be able to obtain so much support.

Since it had come to this, Hindenburg had no way out. Almost abandoning himself to despair, he made the decision: let Hitler be Chancellor for now.

On January 19, 1933, Hitler was appointed Chancellor by Hindenburg. That night, Nazi Stormtroopers held massive torchlight parades all over the country. In Berlin, the Chinese Ambassador looked down at the Brandenburg Gate from a rented high-rise building. At this moment, the square had become a sea of torches. In the center of this boiling sea of people, a swastika composed of hundreds of torches was the most eye-catching.

Outside the center of the reverse swastika was a large circle. As the marching Stormtroopers holding torches advanced in formation, the center reverse swastika and the outer ring rotated in opposite directions. Visually, it was very attractive. Embassy staff had already set up cameras to film all of this.

The Chinese Ambassador to Germany watched for a while, then walked back into the rented room. Although this liveliness was good to look at, the Chinese government would have to react next. The Ambassador already knew some of the content. Fortunately, the German economy was so terrible; although the number of Chinese students in Germany was significant, the total number of Chinese expatriates in Germany was very small, no more than two or three hundred. He hoped the Nazi Party wouldn't lose its reason out of anger and attack these Chinese in Germany.

Amidst his worry, the Ambassador also spawned a thought: If the Germans really attacked China, it would actually prove that the Nazi Party was a through-and-through racist party. At that time, China could exactly utilize France's influence to launch a fierce attack on the Nazi Party in Europe.

On January 20, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of China published an article: *The Great Outbreak of European Racism*.

"...For European nations, the racial arrogance accumulated during the Age of Discovery has prevented them from noticing the racist nature of the Nazi Party. regarding this, the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs considers this a disappointing national limitation.

"Marked by Mr. Hitler becoming the German Chancellor, racism is developing to an unprecedented degree. If in the Age of Discovery, Europe still determined high and low status by skin color, then in the future, Europeans will see that even within Europe, a hierarchy based on race will appear. Racism will backlash against Europe. The Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs can only hope that the Nazi Party's rise to power in Germany will not cause new tragedies in Europe."

French newspapers immediately reprinted the Chinese Foreign Ministry's article, but it didn't trigger any strong repercussions. Just as the Chinese Foreign Ministry said, racism was fundamentally not an issue worth paying attention to in Europe, because European nations were all racist. Not to mention looking down on each other between nations, even within the same country—for instance, inside France—the French in Algeria also had their own exclusive title, "Pieds-Noirs" (Black Feet).

European nations all noticed the Chinese Foreign Ministry's article, but they just felt the Chinese Foreign Ministry was really making a fuss over nothing.

The country with the biggest reaction to this article, besides Germany, was naturally the United States, the country with the second biggest reaction. After Roosevelt was elected, he focused his attention domestically. although he sent envoys to China, diplomacy was still not Roosevelt's main task at the current stage. But the Chinese Foreign Ministry's article mentioned that the Nazi Party had conducted in-depth study and on-site inspections of the United States' racist policies and their execution methods, and would fully implement American racist policies in Germany. This left Roosevelt feeling a bit dazed, a sense of incomprehension like suddenly being punched by someone for no reason.

Roosevelt's Secretary of State, Cordell Hull, was also greatly puzzled. What the Chinese Foreign Ministry said should be true, and the United States was indeed a racist country, possessing systematic policies of racial discrimination, effective laws, and firm public opinion. However, these seemingly had nothing to do with Sino-US relations. At least China and the US had signed agreements, and the contradictions in this regard between the two countries had been resolved. Cordell Hull couldn't figure out why China would bring this matter up to discuss at this time.

Compared to the United States' confusion, the Little Mustache was genuinely angry. He cared a lot about outside views, so he had considered responses to the reactions of European and American countries. However, before the European and American countries had even opened their mouths, China—who the Little Mustache thought shouldn't have opened its mouth at all—jumped out first. Moreover, what the Chinese Foreign Ministry attacked wasn't how Germany wanted to break free from the Versailles system, but the Nazi Party's racist policies. This made the Little Mustache feel like he had suddenly been slapped in the face for no reason.

The current Foreign Minister of the Hindenburg administration was not a Nazi. Hitler decided to personally summon the Chinese Ambassador to Germany.
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Before the German Ambassador to China requested a meeting with Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang as ordered, he felt a bit guilty. Although the Nazi Party was making a lot of noise in Germany, it was a very young political party, and the German upper class was not controlled by the Nazis. The article by the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs attacking the Nazi Party for engaging in racism did not seem outrageous to the current German Ambassador to China.

Although he was an elite in the German diplomatic community, the German Ambassador to China was at most a bureau level official in terms of administrative rank. A mere bureau level official could only obey orders from Berlin.

Upon meeting Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang and looking at this thin middle-aged man with bright eyes, the German Ambassador immediately put on an expression full of anger. "The German Foreign Ministry requests that the Chinese Foreign Ministry explain its previous article!"

Li Shiguang did not give the German Ambassador a pleasant look at all. He said, "I will first inform you that the Chinese government has downgraded diplomatic relations with Germany. Chinese diplomatic personnel in Germany have been downgraded from ambassadorial level to ministerial level."

The German Ambassador originally thought that China was just paying lip service to occupy the moral high ground. But downgrading diplomatic ties with a country was not just talk; this would inevitably trigger a diplomatic struggle between the two countries. The original idea of just going through the motions was thrown to the winds, and the German Ambassador immediately asked, "Why is your country so severe towards Germany? Mr. Minister, can you give me a clear explanation?"

Li Shiguang had also once felt that China was going too far in doing this, but He Rui did not see it that way at all. At a meeting with Premier Wu Youping, Minister of Commerce Li Chenggang, Minister of Propaganda Li Runshi, and Foreign Minister Li Shiguang, He Rui gave an explanation. "Our attitude has always been clear: human beings are equal. Whether Africans, Americans, Asians, or Europeans, all are equal members of the human world. Our propaganda offensive against Germany is not only directed at Germany, but is actually declaring our attitude to Europe and to the whole world..."

Li Shiguang felt that He Rui's attitude was too radical, but he still accepted He Rui's view. Li Shiguang was not particularly interested in promoting the equality of all human beings in the world, but from a practical point of view, if China did not express its views at this time, it would be tantamount to acquiescing to Germany's racist ideology.

There is a question of "equal rights" at the diplomatic level. If the racist system established by Germany classified Chinese people as a rank lower than white people, and China did not explicitly express opposition and demand that Germany abolish the racist system targeting Chinese people, other countries could cite Germany's racism to also classify China as a race lower than white people. The Qing Dynasty and the Beiyang government had suffered great losses in these aspects in the past, and the He Rui government would not allow foreigners to act recklessly.

Li Shiguang said calmly, "We have received the latest news. Just two days ago, Nazi Party stormtroopers smashed and looted five Chinese shops in Germany, causing property damage and injuries. Just yesterday, Nazi Party stormtroopers also attacked a Maoshan Daoist temple in Berlin and injured Daoists.

"Linking the facts of the German Nazi Party attacking Chinese people and Daoist temples in Germany with the Nazi Party's racist system, we have to reasonably suspect that the German Nazi government is institutionally discriminating against Chinese people, so we have downgraded diplomatic relations with Germany. If these matters cannot be reasonably explained, and facts prove that the Nazi Party persists in a policy of discrimination and harm against Chinese people, we will continue to downgrade Sino-German diplomatic relations until this problem is resolved."

The current German Ambassador to China was a fan of Peking Opera. He had joined the German Daoist Association five years ago and became a Daoist believer, which was very fashionable in Germany today. A thought popped into the mind of this German Ambassador, who was deeply influenced by Chinese culture: "I am more wronged than Dou E!"

There were only two Nazis in the German government right now, and one of them was Hitler, who had just been appointed Chancellor. How did it become a "Nazi government" in the description of the Chinese Foreign Ministry?

However, since Li Shiguang had explicitly stated this matter, the German Ambassador could only hurry back and send a telegram to Berlin, requesting that Berlin investigate what exactly was going on.

Hitler was not angry after receiving the clear news. He was only the Chancellor now and had not yet had time to replace the cabinet ministers with Nazi Party members. He could only immediately order the SS to investigate the matter. Fortunately, the SS had now recruited Reinhard Heydrich, a young talent whom Hitler appreciated very much. Hitler told Himmler that Heydrich must handle this matter.

After giving the order, Hitler's mood even became happy. Among the world's Great Powers, the Chinese government was the first country to use the term "Nazi government", and this was on the second day after Hitler became Chancellor. Hitler's current goal was to establish a Nazi political party and completely seize power. Being recognized and taken seriously by a major power made Hitler very happy.

Heydrich was 28 years old this year, a man with blonde hair and blue eyes who was extremely handsome. All the teachers and instructors who had come into contact with Heydrich believed that in Heydrich, what was even more outstanding than his handsome appearance was his talent. And as soon as Himmler discovered Heydrich's ability, he immediately entrusted him with important tasks. As the SS was Hitler's bodyguard, this young man naturally entered Hitler's field of vision and gained Hitler's favor within a very short time.

Heydrich did not care about this. When he heard Himmler describe the matter as "the actions of the Stormtroopers caused China's dissatisfaction," he had a judgment in his heart: Himmler wanted to suppress the Stormtroopers (SA). In this regard, Heydrich completely understood. There was a competitive relationship between the SA and the SS, and Hitler obviously trusted the SS, whose personnel had been selected and who were well-organized and disciplined, more. As for "causing China's anger" mentioned by Himmler, Heydrich did not agree. But Heydrich did not speak his thoughts, but accepted the order and got to work.

Heydrich sent his subordinate intelligence department to be responsible for investigating the smashing of the shops. As long as they went to the Chinese Embassy in Berlin to ask for intelligence, this small matter could be easily clarified. After arranging these things, Heydrich personally took a car to the Daoist temple located in the suburbs of Berlin.

This Daoist temple was built entirely on the model of Chinese Daoist temples. At this time, the mountain gate of the temple had been broken, and some Chinese and Germans wearing Daoist robes were repairing it together with workers. Seeing Heydrich arrive with some armed personnel in black uniforms, one Chinese and one German Daoist put down their work and went up to meet them.

Facing each other, the two Daoists folded their hands and performed a Daoist greeting, saying, "Immeasurable Light. I wonder what business this friend has in coming here?"

It was the first time Heydrich had met German Daoists face-to-face. Seeing the starting gesture of the Chinese and German Daoists, he immediately felt that Chinese Daoism had something to it. Not to mention the Daoist robes, hair buns, and hairpins of the two Daoists, which looked simple and elegant. That unique and charming greeting gesture contained Daoist concepts.

Heydrich introduced his background with a calm expression, and the two Daoists invited Heydrich into the temple to talk. The group passed through the broken mountain gate and the traditional courtyard, and entered the main hall. They saw that two successive gates had been damaged, and the statues of the Three Pure Ones in the main hall had also been smeared and damaged. Some workers were repairing the statues of the Three Pure Ones.

The moon gate beside the main hall led to the Cloud Room. The group took their seats in the Cloud Room, which was furnished with simple furniture. Heydrich was really curious, so he asked how Daoism had developed in Germany. After the introduction by the German Daoist, Heydrich had a rough concept.

The development of Daoism in Germany was not the result of Chinese missionary work, but formed after the *Tao Te Ching* was introduced to Europe and was appreciated and praised by German scholars in the 18th century. Kant had carefully studied the *Tao Te Ching* and made his analysis and praise. Since then, more German philosophers and scholars had greatly appreciated Laozi's views.

After World War I, Germany's economy was in shambles, leading to a surge in the people's demand for religion. German intellectuals were unwilling to believe in God anymore and turned to the thought world of Daoism. Since then, local Daoist temples began to appear in Germany.

After China's reunification in 1924, at the invitation of the German Daoist Association, the Chinese Daoist Association began sending Chinese Daoists to practice in German Daoist temples in 1926, and provided funds to invite German Daoists to travel to China.

Having clarified this matter, Heydrich discovered that his work was not simply dealing with a public security issue, but involved a "religious case". With the situation like this, Heydrich asked, "May I ask, will the destruction by the mob be considered blasphemy against the gods?"

The Chinese and German Daoists looked at each other. This time it was the Chinese Daoist Qingyuanzi who used not-very-fluent German to introduce Daoist concepts to Heydrich. Even a figure like Heydrich did not dare to be completely sure that his understanding was correct after spending a quarter of an hour listening to Qingyuanzi's explanation, so he asked the German Daoist Qingmingzi, "Sir, can I think of it this way: Daoism believes that there is no afterlife for humans, and the highest pursuit of Daoists is to attain the Dao and become immortals while alive."

Qingmingzi did not expect that this handsome young man in front of him could understand to this extent. He felt that Heydrich had quite a talent for Daoism, so he praised, "Immeasurable Heavenly Worthy. Good man Heydrich, Daoism believes that everything is operated by the Dao. Even if someone wants to blaspheme the Great Dao, there is no way to start. As for the Daoist temple, it is originally a place for Daoists and lay Buddhists to cultivate their bodies and minds. How can mortal things be called blasphemy?"

Hearing this explanation that separated the immortal and the mortal so clearly, Heydrich could not help but feel some goodwill towards Daoism. According to what the two Daoists Qingyuanzi and Qingmingzi said, the damage to the Daoist temple was entirely a matter between mortals, at most a property dispute. It had nothing to do with the "Great Dao" or the Patriarchs of the Three Pure Ones believed in by the Daoists. In contrast to Christianity, if someone burned a church, that would be an attack on God.

Since it was just property damage and a public security incident, Heydrich could handle it easily. Just as he wanted to start work, Heydrich was still a little curious and asked, "May I ask, in the view of Daoism, do heathens exist?"

The German Daoist Qingmingzi was very clear about the definition of heathens. He immediately answered, "The world has its own laws. In the eyes of us Daoists, it is like the sunrise and sunset. Whether one believes in Daoism or not, or believes in other religions, could it be that the sun everyone sees every day is different?"

Hearing this explanation, Heydrich could not help but nod. Daoism was very close to his imagination of religion. Although he was handling this matter because of the Führer's order, Heydrich himself also hoped to solve the problem of the attack for the Daoist temple.

After inquiring about the time and process of the mob attack, and the Daoists' description of the attackers, Heydrich got up to leave. At the door, he saw the Daoists re-hanging the plaque at the entrance. Heydrich did not know Chinese characters, so he asked the German Daoist Qingmingzi what was written on the plaque. Qingmingzi answered proudly, "This is the name of our Daoist temple, Sanqing Temple."

Returning to the SS headquarters, Heydrich immediately began issuing orders. It was soon determined that the smashing of Chinese shops and the Daoist temple was indeed done by the SA. When contacting the SA, hearing that the SS demanded the SA to hand over the action records, they refused with curses without politeness.

Heydrich was not angry. He did not expect the SA to hand over the perpetrators. As long as it was determined to be the SA's doing, the next thing should be resolved by Hitler. After submitting the report, Heydrich considered the SA. Himmler wanted to deal with the SA, but thought it was very difficult. Heydrich himself believed that the demise of the SA was not far off. Because from the supreme commander Röhm to the various group leaders and team leaders, the SA believed that they were the core force of the German national movement promoted by the Nazi Party. Such people completely failed to understand that the world was constantly changing. Once the Nazi government was fully established, the SA would lose the meaning of their existence. If they tried to continue to expand their influence, they were destined to face a counterattack. Especially since Hitler was starting to unite the majority of everything in Germany that could be united, the SA would sooner or later become a minority.

In the afternoon, Heydrich, who was dealing with other matters, received a call from Himmler. "You will attend the reception hosted by the Führer with me this evening."

Heydrich agreed immediately. Five minutes earlier than the agreed time, Heydrich had already arrived. After waiting for three minutes, the car Himmler was riding in arrived at the entrance of the reception. The two entered the banquet hall one after the other. Hitler was already chatting cordially with the core members of the Nazi Party who had arrived.

Seeing that it was 7 o'clock, Hitler stood on the podium and said loudly, "Comrades, we are here today to celebrate our cause reaching this day. Thank you comrades for your efforts over the past ten years!"

There was applause from the audience. Göring, Goebbels, Hess, Röhm and others were full of smiles and smug satisfaction.

Hitler continued, "Before the banquet, I would like to invite Professor Karl Haushofer and his family to come on stage. I have a gift for them."

Professor Karl Haushofer was Hess's teacher and could be considered Hitler's half-teacher in international relations. Amid the applause of the core members of the Nazi Party, the professor's family walked onto the podium. Rudolf Hess stood beside Hitler holding several certificates with a beaming smile. Hitler said loudly to the core members of the Nazi Party, "Today I want to give Professor Haushofer a gift, which is Honorary Aryan certificates for his wife and sons!"

Immediately, another round of warm applause broke out from the audience. Hitler shook hands with Professor Karl Haushofer, and then shook hands with the professor's wife and two sons one by one, giving the three Honorary Aryan certificates personally signed by Hitler to the three of them.

Watching this scene, Heydrich felt there was no problem at all. Even for Jews with conclusive evidence and clear bloodlines, as long as they were true fellow travelers of the Nazi Party, a Honorary Aryan certificate personally signed by Hitler could solve it.

Looking at the smiles of the professor's family, Heydrich's gaze fell on Göring and the person beside him. The person beside Göring was Erhard Milch, the captain of the 6th Fighter Squadron during the Great War in Europe. As Göring's old comrade-in-arms, Göring, who was about to be appointed Commander-in-Chief of the Air Force, invited his old comrade-in-arms to rebuild the German Air Force together. Heydrich had heard Himmler say that Erhard Milch's father was a Jew. But Hitler cherished talent, so Erhard Milch not only joined the Nazi Party, but no one in the Nazi Party mentioned Erhard Milch's background issues.

This was the Nazi Party that Heydrich identified with, recruiting heroes from all sides and uniting Germany from top to bottom. For policy reasons, Jewish profiteers naturally had to be eliminated and their property confiscated. As for whether the talents who joined the Nazi Party had Jewish blood, it was not important at all.

The banquet began quickly. Whether Austrian or German, and regardless of Germanic or Jewish blood. The atmosphere of this united banquet was friendly and the mood was high. Hitler did not smoke, drink, or eat much meat. Just as Göring and others were gorging themselves and drinking heavily, Hitler finished the vegetarian food in front of him and got up to leave.

Soon, Himmler, Heydrich, Professor Karl, Hess, and Röhm arrived in the reception room next to the banquet hall. Hitler's secretary Hess closed the door, and Hitler, who was already waiting in the reception room, asked, "Professor Karl, I would like to hear your analysis of the Chinese Foreign Ministry's actions."

Professor Karl had already read the article by the Chinese Foreign Ministry and heard the latest development that diplomatic relations with Germany had been downgraded because Chinese citizens were attacked in Germany. Upon Hitler's inquiry, Professor Karl explained that China's actions were no different from those of world powers like Britain, the United States, and France; they were merely protecting the legitimate interests of their expatriates overseas.

As for China attacking Germany's racism, Professor Karl believed that this was China expressing its attitude to other European and American countries by attacking Germany.

Hitler was very interested in this explanation. He asked, "Can this be seen as China's declaration of challenge to Europe and America?"

"It is a challenge to the European and American dominance of the world," Professor Karl added.

Hitler nodded slightly, and after thinking for a moment, continued to ask, "If we ignore this, what would be the worst-case scenario?"

"Mein Führer, that would likely lead to a stalemate in official relations between China and Germany. The Chinese government might not interrupt Sino-German trade, but official exchanges between China and Germany would decrease."

Hitler fell silent temporarily. For Germany to get out of its current predicament, the method was actually very simple: domestic investment to drive the economy, and international trade to provide orders. China was already a large market in the world and the single market with the largest population. The French government had achieved its current prosperity only after cooperating with China. Opening up the Chinese market was a very important link in Hitler's economic arrangements. If Chinese and German officials did not interact, Germany's economic recovery would be hugely affected.

Having determined these points, Hitler stood up. "Röhm, come with me for a moment."

Heydrich did not expect that Hitler had already read his report only a few hours after it was submitted. He saw the chubby Röhm stand up with a nonchalant look and follow Hitler out of the reception room. Not long after, faint sounds came from next door; it turned out that Hitler had lost his temper.

After a good while, Hitler walked back into the room, his face still showing lingering anger. Heydrich could roughly judge that Röhm was obviously unwilling to hand over the people, which triggered Hitler's anger. Judging from the time, it took Hitler some time to persuade Röhm. At least he temporarily ordered Röhm to obey Hitler's command. Röhm was already acting so willfully now; Heydrich felt that Röhm's future was truly dark.

Hitler calmed his emotions first before continuing to ask, "Professor Karl, do you think other European and American countries will use the Chinese government's statement?"

Professor Karl answered decisively, "They would very much like to use it, but in the current world, the only Great Power that can morally attack racism is China."

Hitler nodded slightly. China did not participate in the tide of colonialism, but instead suffered invasion by colonialist countries. This was originally China's disadvantage, but after China's rejuvenation, it became China's advantage instead. However, Hitler did not lament this change much; what he cared about was whether France would follow suit. As long as the European and American powers did not stir up trouble together with China, this diplomatic downgrading storm could be handled.

Thinking of this, Hitler ordered Heydrich, "Heydrich, go to Röhm's place tomorrow to pick up the people and send them to the police station. We need to give China an explanation."

After speaking, Hitler said to Hess, "Make an appointment with the Chinese Ambassador to Germany. I will talk to her."
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Ye Lin, China's Minister to Germany, was very much looking forward to her meeting with Hitler. Ye Lin had been to Hitler's rally venues and listened to several of his speeches. The content of the speeches wasn't anything surprising to Ye Lin; China didn't lack such radicals either. However, Hitler's speaking skills indeed left a deep impression on her. That abundant passion, the courage to take responsibility, the decisiveness to face contradictions—or at least to frankly face superficial contradictions—Hitler was indeed an excellent orator, at least in Germany.

Meeting Hitler inside the Reich Chancellery, and hearing him say simply in a low voice, "I believe the Chinese government has a misunderstanding of Germany, and I hope our two governments can resolve this misunderstanding through cooperation," Ye Lin felt that Hitler counted as a qualified politician. If the Führer of the Nazi Party treated China with a furious attitude, it would only show that the man was stupid.

After listening to Hitler's exposition on Sino-German contradictions, Ye Lin replied, "Mr. Chancellor, I would like to ask, do you personally believe the Chinese nation is a nation worthy of respect?"

Hitler nodded. "Germany has also suffered a great deal of humiliation; this land was once reduced to a battlefield. I feel sympathy for the tragedies China encountered after 1840, and I am amazed by the bravery and intelligence displayed by the Chinese people under Mr. He Rui's leadership. In this world, the countries capable of defeating Britain can be counted on one's fingers, and China is undoubtedly one of them. Currently, there is a very gratifying research result in Europe and America stating that the Chinese people are actually White. For the German government's part, we can guarantee that Chinese people in Germany possess all legal rights and that absolutely no discriminatory treatment exists."

Ye Lin knew this was all Hitler could promise, and that Hitler himself had already expressed great goodwill. But the Chinese government's future strategy was not limited to this. She replied, "Mr. Chancellor, we Chinese are Chinese. In Europe, yellow is considered the color of stinginess and treachery; this is European culture. In China, yellow is considered a noble color, so we quite like calling ourselves Yellow people. I believe there is no need to treat such cultural differences as an excuse for divergence."

Hitler scrutinized Ye Lin carefully. Ye Lin looked to be in her thirties, with a fit build and dignified features. By German standards of female aesthetics, Ye Lin was a healthy and beautiful woman. Ye Lin's words just now also proved that she was by no means a "flower vase" type of woman.

"Minister, I am very interested in your words." Hitler wanted to ask a question.

Ye Lin corrected him, "I am currently a Minister."

Hitler smiled. Yes, China had downgraded its diplomatic level with Germany; Ye Lin had changed from an Ambassador to a Minister. With a mood of appreciation, after laughing, Hitler adjusted his form of address. "Minister, China's stance is a challenge to the entire Euro-American world. I think this challenge is very courageous."

"The advantages Europe has accumulated since the Age of Discovery have filled Europe with a sense of racial superiority. Chinese civilization is an ancient civilization with a history of at least 5,000 years of continuous development. In those long years, we were also once young and aggressive, campaigning in all directions, with the heroic spirit of 'Those who offend the mighty Han, though far away, must be punished.' But as Chinese civilization developed, it also realized that 'The children of the Gan, Yue, Yi, and Mo peoples cry with the same sound at birth, but grow up with different customs, because education makes them so.' Therefore, in the eyes of us Chinese, as long as one is human, regardless of skin color or gender, they are an equal member of the human world. This is simply a fact. If someone thinks this is a challenge, it only shows that their civilization's level of development is insufficient; it does not prove anything else."

Hitler just nodded after hearing this, feeling no impulse to express a dissenting opinion. He had read a great many books and knew of the long history of Chinese civilization—a history so long that it made the "Great Flood" legend recorded in the Bible appear laughable. China had led the world for twenty centuries; compared to this long history, the suffering China endured after 1840 was merely a very short period.

Especially since China had already revived. Göring had been appointed Commander-in-Chief of the Luftwaffe, and this fellow had suggested to Hitler that they cooperate with China in the aviation industry, the most advanced field. Germany already lagged behind China in many areas. Germany had even less reason or qualification to discriminate against China.

Hitler shifted the direction of the discussion to the field of cooperation. "Minister Lin, I believe the Versailles system is an unfair system, and I believe both China and Germany are being oppressed by this system. If China and Germany join hands, we can overthrow this unfair system. Cooperation is entirely in the interests of both China and Germany."

Ye Lin just nodded but said nothing. Seeing Hitler's statement, Ye Lin spontaneously felt admiration for He Rui. The Versailles system was indeed an unfair system, but He Rui had pushed for a substantive alliance between China and France, recognizing and supporting France's status. Since France did not possess the strength to maintain its current international status, China's help was indispensable to France. As an exchange of interests, France also fully supported China. Although the Versailles system was a system that maximized British and French interests, He Rui's strategic judgment allowed China to obtain an international status and influence that exceeded China's current strength.

Just like the Hitler before her—even if Hitler knew clearly that Germany being criticized by China was actually Germany taking the blame for European and American countries, Hitler could only accept it.

The feeling of bullying the weak... was quite good.

Since the Chinese government's attitude had already been expressed, Ye Lin did not continue to dwell on the Nazi racial policy. She had already received notification from home that unless the Nazi government revised its policies, the Chinese government could not restore diplomatic relations between China and Germany to the ambassadorial level. And the Nazi government naturally could not change their policies, so after listening to Hitler's statement, Ye Lin steered the topic toward ensuring Sino-German relations did not deteriorate further. Ye Lin stated clearly that only if Germany guaranteed that Chinese people in Germany would not suffer discriminatory treatment would diplomatic relations between the two countries not worsen. Sino-German economic and trade relations could also proceed normally.

Hitler had thought that after Ye Lin delivered her speech on the Chinese concept of human equality, she would add a few superfluous remarks. He hadn't expected Ye Lin to target only the key points and follow up on the Sino-German trade issues Hitler cared about most. Although this was a basic skill for an excellent diplomat, the status of women in Germany at the national level was not high—to this day, German women did not possess the right to open their own bank accounts—so the performance of this Chinese female diplomat surprised Hitler greatly.

What surprised Hitler even more was that Ye Lin had a very keen sense for Hitler's thoughts and emotions, which made the conversation flow very smoothly. Unknowingly, the conversation topics Hitler had prepared were already finished. Although no diplomatic concessions from China were visible, at least the future space for economic exchange, which Hitler cared about most, had been confirmed.

*What a formidable woman!* Hitler exclaimed in his heart, spawning the idea of having a meal with Ye Lin. Before Hitler could speak, someone knocked on the door outside. Hess went out and spoke a few sentences with that person, then gave Hitler a look. Hitler stood up and said to Ye Lin, "Minister, let us end here for today."

After shaking hands with Hitler, Ye Lin left the reception room with light steps. Just as Hitler was watching Ye Lin's retreating figure, Hess whispered excitedly to Hitler, "The Reichstag is on fire!"

Hitler turned his head instantly, shocked in his heart. He immediately ordered, "Prepare the car, go to the Reichstag."

From inside the car, rolling thick smoke could be seen from afar in the direction of the Reichstag. When the car arrived near the Reichstag, Hitler discovered that Göring and Röhm had already arrived at the scene and were pointing and gesturing at the blazing Reichstag building. The shock in Hitler's heart was indescribable; in the first instant, Hitler couldn't help but suspect in his heart that this matter with the Reichstag couldn't be disentangled from Göring and Röhm.

But things had already reached the current situation, and Hitler had no other choice. At this moment, a large number of reporters had already arrived. Hitler had the accompanying SS personnel invite the reporters over. Behind him was the Reichstag, billowing with thick smoke and blazing with fire, as well as the fire brigade that had just rushed over to save it. With a solemn expression, Hitler said to the reporters, "The Reichstag is the representative of the German government. As Chancellor, I will definitely order an investigation into this fire."

Although he said this, Hitler felt a bit guilty inside. He hoped that even if the burning of the Reichstag was the work of Göring and Röhm, those two had done a clean job of it and wouldn't let the Nazi Party shoulder the responsibility.

Although the fire was large, under the strenuous efforts of the German fire brigade, it was finally extinguished. The next day, a piece of news about Communists committing arson to burn down the German Reichstag was released.

When He Rui learned of this news, he sighed with emotion. In his original timeline, as to who was the culprit of the Reichstag fire, a minority believed it was indeed the handiwork of some brain-damaged member of the German Communist Party, and the result of the arson was utilized by the Nazi Party. The majority still suspected that some people within the Nazi Party had ordered the Reichstag fire to be engineered. Now, in a different timeline, at a different time, with the same arson case, He Rui could only be certain that this fire must have been set by the Nazis.

The Chinese government could use Germany's implementation of a racist system as a reason to beat Germany, but the Reichstag fire was truly not a scope in which the Chinese government could intervene. He Rui could only pray that the German Communist Party could perform a bit better this time. After thinking for a moment, He Rui called his secretary and ordered, "Contact the German legal figures we know. If the German Communist Party needs defense lawyers, I hope they can speak out for justice."

After the secretary left, He Rui sighed. This was probably all China could do.
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Shanghai, China, the seat of the Asian International Tribunal and the headquarters of the International Human Rights Organization. With the establishment of a number of universities in Shanghai, several legal associations had emerged. Beyond conducting legal research, these associations provided paid or pro bono legal services.

The International Human Rights Legal Association, located in Pudong, was the earliest judicial association to settle in this development zone. Moving in alongside the association were several international law firms. When encountering major events, such as the previous trial of the ANZAC war crimes, these legal experts offered "pro bono services," receiving work stipends from the association rather than charging the prosecution or defense.

In this relatively peaceful era, in this peaceful country of China, providing judicial services naturally commanded a fee. When the International Human Rights Legal Association learned of the request to provide legal counsel for the suspect in the "Reichstag Fire" case, the association internally handed the job directly to the German legal experts.

Domestic cases in most countries could generally only be handled by legal professionals with that country's judicial certification, or those with relevant qualifications. This was especially true for Germany; only Germans with German judicial certification could serve as defense lawyers for criminal suspects. The members of the legal association made their living this way; their fundamental knowledge was solid. Without discussion, they tossed the matter to their German colleagues.

Most German lawyers in China had been away from their motherland for two or three years. Although they had heard of the turmoil within Germany, they had not personally encountered those domestic changes. These German legal experts initially intended to recommend a criminal defense specialist. Before they could decide who should go, an office staff member answered a phone call, paused for a moment, and then asked the German experts: "Professor Wang from Fudan University's Law Department is outside, requesting a meeting."

Professor Wang was quickly invited into the office. Seeing the German colleagues already waiting in the living room, Professor Wang did not waste time and said straight away: "I have heard about the Reichstag Fire. My personal view is that this is a political case, not a criminal one."

Hearing that this was a political case rather than a criminal one, the German legal professionals felt they could barely accept that premise. But when they heard Professor Wang say that the Nazi Party intended to use this case to declare the Communist Party of Germany (KPD) a criminal organization and subsequently strip the KPD of its parliamentary seats, the German legal experts were shocked by Professor Wang's judgment.

Although he had taken on the responsibility of delivering the message, deep down, Professor Wang did not quite dare to believe the judgment he was voicing. For a legal professional, "the German Nazi Party wants to declare the KPD illegal through the Reichstag Fire case" was completely outside the scope of law.

But these words had come directly from the mouth of Dr. Zhao Tianlin, the titan of Chinese jurisprudence. Moreover, listening to Professor Zhao Tianlin's tone, he himself was merely passing on a message. On his way here, Professor Wang had to consider: who could possibly make Zhao Tianlin act as a messenger?

The He Rui administration had never made a strategic error in the past eleven years. Or rather, since He Rui arrived in the Northeast in 1915, his strategic judgments at the national level had maintained an extremely high degree of accuracy. No matter how incredible Professor Wang found it, he dared not disbelieve it.

The German legal experts did not know about the message-passing; they simply could not believe Professor Wang's judgment. Professor Rudolf of the University of Berlin was the first to recover. Seeing the atmosphere was so oppressive, he simply cracked a joke: "If Professor Wang isn't joking, then whoever takes this defense will have to leave Germany immediately after the trial ends, eh? Haha."

Seeing the German experts relax at this joke, Professor Wang immediately replied: "Professor Rudolf is correct. Whoever defends the suspect in this case will not only have a high probability of failure but will also face threats to their personal safety. As a friend, I believe everyone should be prepared for this. Upon returning to Germany, immediately prepare to take your family and leave."

Legal professionals were sensitive to verbal communication; they immediately realized Professor Wang was not there to be an alarmist, but was offering a serious and solemn prediction. The smiles that had just surfaced were instantly retracted. The group of German legal experts looked stunned and at a loss.

Since Professor Wang had come, he did not wish to engage in pleasantries. He added seriously: "Gentlemen, the current center of jurisprudence for maintaining equality, peace, and justice is here. If you gentlemen are willing to fight against injustice, I also hope to help you understand exactly what kind of opponent you are facing. I can understand the unease you feel right now, and I can understand that you do not believe it. But I have an obligation to state my judgment, so that legal experts who uphold justice do not face avoidable danger due to misjudging their opponent."

Finished, Professor Wang prepared to answer the German experts' questions. Unexpectedly, the German experts did not ask questions, but merely exchanged glances. Professor Wang knew his words had caused a significant shock, so he stood up to take his leave.

Once Professor Wang left, the German experts immediately analyzed his visit. As legal experts, judgment of a case required evidence. At this stage, it hadn't even been confirmed that the arrested arson suspect was the arsonist. Even if facts proved this person did burn down the Reichstag, this person was just a communist. To assume based on this that the KPD ordered this person to set fire to the Reichstag would require irrefutable evidence.

The legal experts of this era were social elites; they knew well that while Professor Wang's words sounded abrupt, they were actually quite reasonable. Political struggle required an excuse; as for what the facts were, political parties could completely disregard them. As long as a party obtained the support of the majority of powerful classes, they could act with a free hand.

The German experts quickly determined that what Professor Wang brought was likely the view of the Chinese government. As for whether the Chinese government's view was correct, based on the history of the past dozen years, the German experts present generally tended to think the Chinese government's predictions were about 50% likely to be correct.

Professor Rudolf felt the analysis was sufficient and said: "I am preparing to go back."

The group of German experts was stunned. They heard Professor Rudolf continue: "Does anyone want to go back with me?"

Most experts remained silent. Given the situation, knowing things were likely very bad yet choosing to return required immense courage. At this moment, someone replied: "I will go back."

Everyone looked; it was Professor Karl, usually the most cautious and timid in his dealings. No one thought Professor Karl was some heroic tough guy, yet he dared to get involved in political struggle. But Professor Karl was very firm. "Professor Rudolf, are you willing to defend together with me?"

"Of course," Professor Rudolf nodded. He decided to return because his family had Jewish heritage and had already faced persecution by Nazi Party members in Germany. The Chinese government's recent performance led Professor Rudolf to believe things would only get worse. Therefore, he did not actually think he could win the lawsuit this time, but prepared to use this opportunity to bring his whole family to China. Since the Chinese government had made its stance clear, Professor Rudolf felt the Chinese Embassy in Germany would likely grant visas more easily.

The two professors did not wait for a third brave soul. They did not urge others, but simply announced they would act immediately. As the two professors expected, things progressed extremely smoothly. Personnel from the International Human Rights Organization actively found them and provided flight tickets. The two immediately took simple luggage and flew to Germany on China Airlines.

Upon getting off the plane in Berlin, the two professors were frightened by the scene before them. The buildings in Berlin mostly used darker-toned materials. The red, white, and black flags of the Nazi Party were everywhere in the city, directly creating a hyper-aroused visual effect.

In addition to hanging and painting Nazi flags and symbols on the streets, vehicles with large loudspeakers passed by from time to time, driving slowly while broadcasting Nazi propaganda slogans. "Abolish the Treaty of Versailles," "German people unite," "Punish the November Criminals," "Smash the Communist conspiracy."

The two professors had seen plenty of propaganda in China over the past two years. China's propaganda was basically about compulsory education, economic development, and guaranteeing people's legal labor rights. During National Health Month, there were various hygiene campaigns. When cities built new planetariums and museums, the masses would be organized to visit. Various cultural activities also had propaganda.

Although listening to it too much could be boring, in the eyes of scholars, this was a matter of propaganda technique. As for the content of the propaganda itself, it was quite reasonable, with nothing to pick fault with. But the Nazi propaganda on the streets of Berlin was full of a chilling air; this was propaganda inciting struggle, not bridging contradictions. Combined with Professor Wang's "prophecy," both professors felt they needed to be even more careful.

The citizens of Berlin did not seem to care particularly. The professors continued walking along the road and saw porridge stalls hanging Nazi Party flags on street corners, as well as service points recommending temporary housing. The billboards were plastered with many recruitment posters.

If one ignored the porridge stalls and temporary housing points, the recruitment posters actually gave the two professors a bit of a "Chinese flavor." Standing in front of the posters to look carefully, the two professors felt something was wrong again, because the posters were filled with calls for various Nazi Stormtrooper training camps. The images on those posters were fists, arms, and impassioned crowds. Both professors had experienced the Great War in Europe; without reading the text, these posters reminded them of the conscription posters from the war.

The National Human Rights Organization headquartered in Shanghai had some dealings with the KPD. Both professors were quite famous legal experts in Germany. Contact between the two sides went smoothly. KPD leader Thälmann met with them personally, requesting the two professors to help the arrested communist member. Only after chatting did the two professors discover that the Nazi Party's propaganda only mentioned the arrested person was a communist, but did not explain he was a member of the Dutch Communist Party. Looking at the case purely from a legal angle, the suspect was a foreigner; this was a transnational lawsuit.

The KPD stated this fact in their own newspapers and called for a legal struggle. But the newspapers the two professors read were the current mainstream German media. The propaganda tone in these media outlets was surprisingly consistent, arguing that if this person was a Dutch Communist Party member, it was even more likely he was instigated by the German Communists.

The two professors knew things were wrong. They both immediately arranged for their families to apply for visas at the Chinese Embassy, while they themselves immediately threw themselves into work. Generally speaking, courts in various countries would be very cautious with such sensational major cases, and the trial time would drag on for a long time.

The two professors prepared for a fierce judicial offensive and defensive battle. Unexpectedly, as soon as they entered the court, they both smelled something wrong from the judge's words. Generally, judges would not be too rushed, but the judge before them showed extremely high work enthusiasm, fully pushing the trial progress.

Professor Rudolf and Professor Karl had to realize that things were likely as Professor Wang had said. At this point, the two professors had no other choice. Although everyone said the law should be fair and have independent power, in reality, the law always had to compromise with politics, or even succumb to political arrangements. Professor Wang's prophecy was likely true.

In fact, the two professors did not wait long. Three days. It took only three days for the judge to complete the process and sentence the suspect to be guilty.

Before the appeal could even begin, the Nazi Party announced that the KPD was an illegal organization. Moreover, on the second day after the Reichstag Fire, Hitler had already asked Hindenburg to promulgate an emergency decree, abolishing the clauses in the "Weimar Constitution" guaranteeing personal freedom.

On the second day after the trial ended, Hitler announced what the newspapers called the "Reichstag Fire Decree." Based on this decree, the Communist Party was declared to intend an uprising and was therefore an illegal organization.

Although the two professors already had ample psychological preparation, they did not expect large numbers of trucks and various Nazi Stormtrooper units to suddenly appear on the streets. These units held Nazi flags high and headed straight for all KPD party offices in Germany. Anyone who blocked them was immediately beaten, and then they rushed into the various KPD offices to implement occupation.

In this chaotic situation resembling the turmoil of war, the two professors had already taken their families to the airport. As they had expected, the Chinese Legation in Germany gave them and their families visas. Holding the visas and going to German customs for review, they could see through the window the Nazi party members coming and going on the street. Those people seemed endless, each one fierce and malicious, full of aggression.

The customs officers noticed the unease of the two professors and their families, and advised with sympathy: "Don't worry, their targets are the Communists and the trade unions."

The two professors could only nod, daring not to say anything. After finally completing the procedures, the two professors immediately got into cars with their families to head to the airport. On the way, they saw Nazi party members attacking trade union offices. Many people dressed in civilian clothes were dragged out of the buildings by uniformed Nazi party members and beaten publicly on the street. The nearby police turned a blind eye, simply watching everything happen. Only when the trucks arrived did the Nazi party members stop the beating, throwing the union members onto the trucks responsible for the Nazis to take away. As for where these people would be taken, the two professors were not even willing to imagine.

The adult women in the professors' families were all pale with fright, holding the children in their arms, even covering the children's eyes with their hands so they would not see this lawless scene.

As the cars drove halfway, Professor Rudolf's gaze was attracted by a shop on the side of the street that was still open for business. Nazi party members were not just destroying union offices; many shops also had their windows smashed, and the six-pointed star Jewish symbol was sprayed on the walls next to the shops.

German merchants either hung the German flag or put up notice boards reading "We are Germans, nothing to do with inferior races." And the merchants locked their doors, afraid of being affected.

But outside that shop which continued to open, a red Chinese national flag was planted, proudly ignoring the various Nazi thugs passing by the shop with unhappy faces. Even though the Nazi thugs looked at the shop with quite unfriendly gazes, the shopkeeper had no intention of closing the door to avoid disaster.

Professor Rudolf suddenly felt a clarity of thought. He had once felt that the Chinese Foreign Ministry's downgrading of Sino-German diplomatic relations was somewhat abrupt, even irrational. Seeing with his own eyes what was happening in Germany, Professor Rudolf could only use "planning for a rainy day" to describe the Chinese government's response measures.

Yes, only a tough attitude could let the Nazi government know the future consequences. If one acted servilely, it would only make the Nazis' arrogance flourish even more.
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February 24, 1933.

The car of Ye Lin, the Chinese Minister to Germany, drove through the streets of Berlin. The small flag of the Republic of China fluttered in the wind on the hood, displaying her diplomatic status.

The car slowed as it passed the Kroll Opera House. Ye Lin looked with interest at the Stormtroopers (SA) in their khaki uniforms, who were standing three rows deep outside the building. They noticed Ye Lin as well; several SA leaders immediately led their subordinates to the entrance, ready to receive the car from the Chinese Legation that appeared to be stopping.

Ye Lin did not order the car to stop, though she would have liked to go inside the Kroll Opera House to watch the spectacle. Since the Reichstag Fire a short while ago, the Kroll Opera House had served as the temporary venue for the Reichstag. Here, Hitler was using every means possible to secure the support of two-thirds of the deputies to pass the "Law to Remedy the Distress of People and Reich" (the Enabling Act). The only solution proposed in this bill was to grant the Nazi Party unlimited power.

The Weimar Constitution allowed for public observation of parliamentary sessions, but the current encirclement of the temporary venue by the SA reminded Ye Lin of events during Yuan Shikai's presidency. To secure his position as Great President, Yuan Shikai had locked up the MPs, refusing to let them eat or leave until they passed his measures. The Nazi Party before her eyes likely looked down on Yuan Shikai, but their actions were essentially no different.

Ye Lin had once followed the Northeast Army through the Shanhai Pass, witnessing with her own eyes how He Rui's government swept away the warlords like withered leaves, unifying China in the snap of a finger. From He Rui's arrival in the Northeast with 50 men in 1915 to the convening of the National Political Consultative Conference in 1925, it had taken exactly ten years. In a similar ten-year span, Ye Lin did not appreciate the commotion "Little Moustache" was currently making.

"Go back," Ye Lin said, turning on the car radio to see if there was a live broadcast of the Reichstag vote. To her disappointment, there was none. Little Moustache was still engaging in coerced voting and didn't even dare let the German people hear his methods.

Disappointing! Truly disappointing! Ye Lin's evaluation of Little Moustache dropped another notch.

Inside the Kroll Opera House, the Nazi Party had deployed a large number of Stormtroopers to monitor the participating deputies. All Communist Party deputies had been stripped of their mandates and could not vote. The German right wing fully supported Hitler; the pro-Nazi upper classes lobbied the center-left parties, while the SA applied pressure through various threats.

Under these circumstances, Otto Wels, the Chairman of the Social Democratic Party (SPD), stood up alone to debate Hitler, knowing full well the situation was hopeless.

"The day before yesterday, Chancellor Hitler issued a declaration in Potsdam which we have all heard. He said: 'Some people suffer from the delusion that there can be eternal winners and eternal losers in this world, which led to the mad demands for reparations and created the catastrophe of the world economy.' This statement applies not only to foreign affairs but also to domestic politics. Indeed, as the Chancellor says, there are no eternal winners and no eternal losers. The idea that there are is pure nonsense.

"The Chancellor's words remind us of a speech made in the National Assembly on July 23, 1919: 'We are defenseless, but not honourless.' It is true that the enemy wants to take away our honor, but they will eventually burn themselves. In this global tragedy, it will not be us who are disgraced. We believe this to our dying breath."

The Nazi Party members immediately began to clamor, "Who said that?"

Hitler did not know whom Otto Wels was quoting, nor did he care. Fifteen years had passed since the establishment of the Weimar Republic, and in those fifteen years, the Republic had tossed the German people into destitution. The people now had no interest in party politics. No matter how glibly those parties spoke or how reasonable their words seemed, the reality of universal poverty among the German people was a fact no words could deny.

SPD Chairman Otto Wels, however, showed no fear. He answered loudly: "This passage comes from a declaration issued by the then-SPD government on behalf of the German people to the world, four hours before the armistice deadline. Its purpose was to stop the enemy's continued advance. This declaration is a valuable supplement to the Chancellor's speech."

Hearing this, the Nazis erupted in a chorus of boos, just as Hitler had expected.

Otto Wels naturally knew the fundamental reason for Hitler's fearlessness: the German people no longer believed in party politics at all. Since they didn't believe, it was useless for supporters of party politics to say anything. But Otto Wels was still unwilling to meet his end kneeling; he continued: "The gentlemen of the Nazi Party claim they are launching a national revolution, not a National *Socialist* revolution. For the moment, the only relationship their movement has to socialism is their effort to destroy the German social democratic movement. Yet for two generations, the latter has upheld socialist ideals and will continue to do so. If the Nazi Party merely wanted to implement socialist laws, they would not need the Enabling Act at all. The vast majority of those present would support them. Any motion they proposed that aligned with the interests of workers, farmers, white-collar workers, civil servants, and the middle class would receive overwhelming support, if not unanimous approval."

The Nazis below the podium jeered again. This was not anger at being exposed for "abandoning socialism," but disgust at Otto Wels' stubborn resistance.

Facing the overwhelming boos, Otto Wels felt a sense of relief. He had finally finished the most important passage exposing Hitler's betrayal of socialism; the rest was less important. Otto Wels felt he had done his best.

Just as Ye Lin's car returned to the Legation, the German national radio program playing on the receiver was suddenly interrupted by stirring martial music. Ye Lin, who had been about to get out, closed the car door and sat firmly back in her seat.

"Latest news: The Reichstag has passed the 'Law to Remedy the Distress of People and Reich' with 444 votes in favor and 94 against. As soon as it is signed by President Hindenburg, the law will take immediate effect."

The number of deputies from each German party immediately floated into Ye Lin's mind, causing her to chuckle. "Heh." Ye Lin had already felt that Hitler's breadth of mind could not compare to He Rui's, and now she was certain. In China's 1925 Political Consultative Conference, He Rui's central government had distributed a significant number of parliamentary seats—which they could have kept entirely for themselves—to various local factions, ensuring that forces from every province had a voice in the assembly.

That approach had faced opposition within the Civilization Party. But looking at the results, the Civilization Party had not lost power because they lacked an overwhelming majority of seats; instead, they had firmly grasped power by constructing a national regime.

Ye Lin wondered if Little Moustache would regret this. Passing the Enabling Act required two-thirds of the entire parliament. With the 444 votes Little Moustache obtained, even if all 120 Social Democratic deputies and all 81 Communist deputies had attended and voted against it, it would have been of no use. Little Moustache would still have won the final victory.

*This* is what 'scope' means! Ye Lin laughed to herself.

Over the next few days, Ye Lin's evaluation of Little Moustache's scope dropped even further. Using the Enabling Act, Hitler banned all political parties other than the Nazi Party. Within two months of becoming Chancellor, he had completed the Nazi one-party dictatorship. Little Moustache could be considered a formidable figure of his time, but in Chinese history, such figures were so numerous they offered no sense of novelty.

In her routine report to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ye Lin wrote: "...If Hitler wants to fulfill his promises to the voters, he must now immediately focus all attention on economic development. Judging from Hitler's decision to heavily rely on Schacht, the economic departments of the Weimar government have carried out many economic development plans over the past fifteen years. Now, perhaps a party has emerged that can carry these economic policies through to the end. This is also the Nazi Party's greatest opportunity..."

Foreign Minister Li Shiguang took this report to see He Rui. At first, he did not give the report to He Rui immediately but spoke about the French government. "The French government is very happy to see us lower our diplomatic relations with Germany, but the internal struggle within the French government has begun to intensify. Several political parties have again proposed plans to topple the cabinet. Chairman, will France never settle down?"

He Rui was also helpless. He had originally expected the French government to remain stable for at least two terms, but once the country had money, internal struggles would still be fierce. There is a view in historiography that the system of the French Third Republic was originally prepared for a dynastic restoration, so the President was given high powers but was also subject to certain constraints.

But whether it was the Bonaparte family or the Bourbon family, neither ultimately completed a restoration. In the end, the only consensus remaining among the upper echelons of the French Third Republic was that another Napoleon-like figure must never appear. When a group of politicians sharing power faced issues of interest, their performance was always ugly.

He Rui smiled bitterly. "I overestimated French politicians."

Li Shiguang smiled. "At least the French government has handed the work of economic development over to the capitalists, and the government has not set obstacles for them."

"That is not necessarily a merit," He Rui warned. "Capitalists pursue policies that are beneficial to themselves; they have neither the ability nor the willingness to develop the economy. For capitalists, economic development is merely a collateral result of increasing their own profits."

Li Shiguang had not expected that he wouldn't be able to keep up with He Rui's train of thought, so he handed Ye Lin's report to him. While He Rui read the report, Li Shiguang hurriedly organized his thoughts.

Seeing that Ye Lin attached great importance to Germany's future economic development, He Rui was not worried about Little Moustache's efforts in this regard. Little Moustache's only direction now was to develop the economy, and historically, he did a good job in the early stages.

He Rui hadn't cared about Germany for a long time. Now turning his gaze to Germany, he couldn't help but feel some sympathy for the German people. Germany's resource endowment was limited. Even if Little Moustache exhausted his efforts, the markets Germany could possess would be limited to the German homeland and a portion of the Soviet and Eastern European markets.

China's rise to this point relied on the 900-million-person mega-market of the East Asian Alliance + the Soviet Union + France. Could Little Moustache scrape together a market of even 100 million?

Moreover, to balance France's influence in the East Asian Alliance and to gain access to the Chinese market, Britain and the United States had to invest in China and engage in trade. France was Germany's arch-enemy. Although Britain and the United States would invest some in Germany, to avoid angering France, such investment and market opening would be very limited.

Seeing He Rui lost in thought, Li Shiguang dared not disturb him. However, the Foreign Ministry was busy, so Li Shiguang coughed lightly.

He Rui moved his gaze away from the report and said to Li Shiguang, "Professor Karl is rushing to China and will arrive in the capital the day after tomorrow. Shall we have dinner with Professor Karl?"

Li Shiguang answered immediately, "Good." The last time he saw Professor Karl was at the Lausanne Conference in Switzerland dealing with Germany's debt repayment. Li Shiguang felt his attitude toward Professor Karl had been too tough at the time; having a chance to eat together now would be perfect for expressing goodwill and apologies.
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It had been ten years since He Rui last met Professor Karl. Seeing him again now, although the Professor had aged somewhat, the trace of melancholy that once lingered between his brows had unexpectedly dissipated. This gave the Professor an appearance of great vigor.

Flying tens of thousands of miles to China, the Professor certainly hadn't come merely to see an old friend, nor just for a good meal. As a master of geopolitics, after discussing their respective experiences over the past decade at the dinner table, the Professor spoke of his views on geopolitics. "Chairman, Britain is perhaps the country with the most conservative policies at this stage."

"I wonder if the Professor has heard the latest internal news from Britain?" He Rui paved the way for the Professor to open up.

Professor Karl shook his head. "Studying geopolitics often doesn't require that much classified information. Public information is actually better for avoiding the interference of personal factors."

Most of those attending this banquet were students whom Professor Karl had deemed capable of mastering geopolitical theory back in the day: Premier Wu Youping, General Cheng Ruofan, and Foreign Minister Li Shiguang. The only one who hadn't received Professor Karl's training was the Minister of Propaganda, Li Runshi. Hearing this, the four felt it made sense, yet also felt Professor Karl was being a bit arrogant.

Professor Karl took a sip of lemon tea and said confidently, "In my view, Britain has roughly constructed three circles. The first is the circle of Britain and its colonies. This circle possesses a market of 500 million people. This is Britain's core, and also the foundation Britain uses to cooperate with other countries."

Cheng Ruofan couldn't help but ask, "Among these 500 million people, at least 400 million aren't even treated as human beings. Can this really be called a population of 500 million? The consumption power within it varies heaven and earth."

Professor Karl appreciated Cheng Ruofan. Hearing this, he didn't get angry, but just felt some regret. Cheng Ruofan was too idealistic. It was precisely the distinct love and hate brought by this idealism that made it impossible for Cheng Ruofan to view the real world as coldly as He Rui did. Professor Karl corrected him, "Mr. Cheng, does your consciousness imply that Britain is an economic circle composed of 100 million people and 400 million livestock?"

Cheng Ruofan nodded, feeling this description was very apt.

Professor Karl continued to correct him. "If you can truly view those 400 million people as livestock, you will discover what precious property 400 million livestock with human intelligence are to Britain's core economic circle. These livestock can feed themselves, provide tax revenue, and undertake many complex labors. There is no property more precious than this. But, I know, you won't see it that way."

Cheng Ruofan was a bit puffed up with anger. Even knowing that the internal logic of Professor Karl's viewpoint was self-consistent, hearing of such cruel oppression made Cheng Ruofan extremely unhappy.

Professor Karl was also very moved. Although Cheng Ruofan was no longer young, his views on good and evil were still as simple and direct as a young man's. It was evident that idealists like Cheng Ruofan were protected very well by He Rui.

This was not the time to discuss the morality of colonialism, and Professor Karl wanted to move He Rui, so he continued. "Britain's second circle is the Sterling circle. Those countries that use the pound sterling for international transactions enter this Sterling circle, jointly constructing the market of this circle. The third circle is the so-called traditional friendly nations of Britain. This is the circle where Britain competes with other countries for world influence. The members of the circle are countries with close trade ties to Britain. Relying on the pound's status as an international currency, these countries will execute many policies favorable to the pound, thereby allowing the pound to maintain its status as the world hegemonic currency.

"Compared to Britain, France lacks Britain's strategic concept, and the United States, China, and the Soviet Union lack world influence. Although British hegemony is in a withering stage, British hegemony can still be maintained."

Li Runshi felt unpleasant about Professor Karl's pragmatic indifference toward the people of colonized regions, but was soon attracted by Professor Karl's description. Because what Professor Karl intended to explain was Britain's world hegemony, and he explained very well why Britain could maintain world hegemony with a native population of only 40 million. Li Runshi had to admit inwardly that Britain indeed had a clear and effective strategy.

He Rui spoke up only then. "It seems that to dismantle Britain's hegemony, the only way is to directly attack the British homeland?"

Hearing this, Professor Karl rejoiced in his heart. Before coming to China, Professor Karl was certain that He Rui must have carefully considered how to dismantle the Versailles System. Just as Professor Karl expected, He Rui, this very realistic politician, had indeed thought seriously about it and had found the method to dismantle Britain's strategy.

The Professor wanted to probe a bit, but heard He Rui continue, "Professor, war is impossible between Britain and France. The one that seemingly has the opportunity to do this now is Germany. And I believe Germany knows very well just how difficult it is to completely defeat Britain."

Professor Karl nodded. "If the Chairman really thinks this way, I would feel very gratified."

He Rui chuckled. "Germany's current development is probably carrying out the development route already formulated during the Weimar Republic era. I think very good results will appear in the short term. Large-scale infrastructure construction, forced state investment, starting work. Without enough international hard currency in hand, Germany can also adopt a barter trade method to export industrial products and obtain raw materials. But what about in three years? This kind of economic stimulus policy will encounter a bottleneck in three years. The money invested initially will be due for repayment. Next, what does Germany prepare to use as its economic growth point?"

Listening to He Rui's analysis, Professor Karl felt immense pressure. The purpose of studying geopolitics was to find the direction for a country's rapid economic development. Clearly, He Rui had already constructed a development direction that was very effective for China. The East Asian Alliance that China had created was a large market of over 700 million people, and the Soviet Union and France could provide massive amounts of raw materials, technology, capital, as well as a considerable external market.

Germany now, aside from possessing an educated populace and its own abundant brown coal resources, completely lacked China's geopolitical environment. This was also the reality that Professor Karl felt helpless about every time he thought of it.

Since He Rui answered sincerely, the Professor also asked sincerely, "Chairman, where do you think Germany's future will go?"

"Germany's future can only turn to the military industry in two years. By rebuilding the army and producing armaments, it can drastically pull up the economy in the short term. Moreover, although the Treaty of Versailles caused Germany to suffer losses, Germany has no strong powers around it except for France. Furthermore, Western Europe and the United States can absolutely not accept the Soviet Union quickly becoming strong and regaining Tsarist Russia's traditional position in Europe. To deal with the Soviet Union, they might even have to relax the suppression of Germany to a certain extent.

"So, I very much want to ask the Professor one sentence. How do you think a Germany that re-possesses a million-strong army should repay the massive debt incurred from military expansion?"

Cheng Ruofan and Li Shiguang stared at Professor Karl with very sharp gazes. Premier Wu Youping, recalling the process China went through from the Agrarian Revolution to economic cooperation with France, couldn't help but show a smile on his face. Li Runshi flicked his cigarette ash, his eyes full of interest. Discussing at such a direct strategic level from the start truly made Li Runshi feel very comfortable and immersed.

Professor Karl was mentally prepared for this. conducting strategic analysis with He Rui required getting real; trying to fool He Rui with a half-hearted attitude would only bring humiliation upon himself. Professor Karl did not answer He Rui's question, because that question had no good answer, and the Professor was also unwilling to voice the judgment that Germany must go to war externally. Since he couldn't answer, the Professor changed direction. "How does the Chairman prepare to utilize the future situation?"

He Rui smiled. "Heh heh, Professor, as a member of the human race, I am unwilling to start a war, but am willing to propose methods to solve problems. If you go to Korea again, you will be able to see that tremendous changes have occurred in Korea. This country has already shaken off the threat of starvation and is developing rapidly. Korea's development and the rise in Korean people's income are making the 40 million population of Korea into a market with consumption power.

"Although China indeed invested a lot of money in the early stage, with Korea's development, it has also provided a market for our country's equipment manufacturing industry. China did not adopt a predatory method, and the capital repayment period is also between 10 to 20 years. Korea now relies on exporting minerals to obtain revenue that can not only completely pay off debts but also have a surplus. These surpluses are used for education and infrastructure. Professor, as a German, you must be very clear about the important propelling role of compulsory education for a country.

"Ruofan thinks that the 400 million Indian population is treated as livestock. If this population of 400 million were liberated and obtained sufficient development space, how much demand could 400 million people create?

"If all countries in the world could have a common value, which is to develop the economy of the entire human society, and let everyone receive good distribution, and carry out compulsory education so that everyone can continuously improve their own productivity, then Germany's market would not be just one Germany, but the whole world."

Hearing the future described by He Rui, Professor Karl was only slightly shocked, but not bluffed. In Europe, there were also people who proposed such views, only their views did not contain China's proposition that all people in the world are equal. But the concept of a world market was not much different from He Rui's view.

Seeing He Rui speak confidently, Professor Karl simply challenged He Rui. "If the Chairman believes this is the world's future, why not establish such a relationship with Germany first?"

He Rui laughed. "If Germany can abandon racist concepts, truly advocate that all humans are equal, oppose colonial oppression, and agree that colonial peoples should be liberated, and act for such a concept, China would be very happy to cooperate fully with Germany on this stance."

Professor Karl hadn't expected to be counter-challenged by He Rui and was speechless for a moment. If the Nazi Party really did that, then Hitler wouldn't need to eliminate the German Communist Party at all, but could directly merge with them. After pondering for a while, Professor Karl replied, "Does Your Excellency the Chairman not intend to replace the Versailles System, but stand on the position of opposing the Versailles System?"

"No!" He Rui shook his head immediately. "I am proposing a plan to solve the current problems of human society from the standpoint of human society. Professor, I have no malice toward the German people, so I must say, what the majority of German public opinion expects is the restoration of Germany's imperialist privileged status. Therefore, Germany has no choice but to choose a strategy of external expansion.

"The reason I am so certain is that there was also such a country in East Asia not long ago. For its own national interests, it chose a strategy of external expansion. After this country chose the path of peace, this country discovered that the direction I just mentioned could indeed bring true peace and development. Peace and development brought surplus and development that war and plunder could not bring. What I am speaking of is not a hypothesis, but a fact that has already happened. What do you think?"

Professor Karl did not answer. What He Rui said was indeed a reality that had already happened. So Professor Karl pondered how to explain to He Rui that Germany's geopolitical environment did not allow Germany to do this.
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In Professor Karl's view, He Rui, like himself, Hitler, Rudolf Hess, and others, possessed an unshakable conviction. To realize his beliefs, He Rui was willing to sacrifice everything.

Before this trip, Hitler had requested Professor Karl to ascertain China's bottom line. China was a market of over 700 million people. If this market could be opened to Germany, the German economy could fully recover within a few years.

Professor Karl had done his best, and He Rui had been very frank. Through the exchange just now, Professor Karl felt he understood that the greatest divergence between China and Germany lay in ideology. This divergence had actually been stated by Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang at the Lausanne Conference in Switzerland last year.

He Rui had just cited the case of Japan, which confirmed to Professor Karl once again that He Rui was not joking. He Rui was a ruthless pragmatist. After the success of the Japanese revolution, China had indeed built good relations with Japan. But before the Japanese revolution, He Rui had combined military strikes with economic measures to make Japan's life a living hell.

Even so, Professor Karl asked, "Chairman, to what extent do you think trade between China and Germany can reach at this stage?"

He Rui was very frank, "At this stage, regarding the scope of Sino-German trade, China must consider France's feelings."

Sino-French cooperation was one of the pillars of China's current international geopolitics. He Rui was operating China's foreign trade with a purely pragmatic attitude. In He Rui's eyes, Germany's importance to China was far lower than that of France, so Sino-German trade must be subordinate to the needs of Sino-French relations.

Professor Karl could fully understand, yet he stubbornly asked, "To what extent can it be opened?"

Watching the professor tenaciously fighting for Germany's interests, He Rui couldn't help but think of Zhao Tianlin and others. When China was in decline, those outstanding figures had all tried to save China. Although most of their efforts failed, and some even counterproductively pushed the country into a worse situation, history proved that their feelings were fervent and sincere. Therefore, the tragedies that befell them were particularly lamentable.

Even though he was moved, He Rui still replied calmly, "Specific Sino-German trade issues should be addressed to the Minister of Commerce. I only manage strategic issues."

Professor Karl was very disappointed with this answer and could only turn the topic back to strategic considerations. "In the Chairman's view, can China and Germany really not become strategic collaborators?"

He Rui shook his head. "Given the current situation in Europe and America, Britain and the United States will never allow France to completely destroy Germany. If France attempts to dismember Germany through military means, Britain and the United States will definitely oppose it with all their might. China also does not support France in dismembering Germany. As long as China does not echo France, France will have absolutely no ability to dismember Germany. This is already the greatest consensus between China and Germany at the strategic level at this stage.

"I emphasize again, China has proposed a solution to the current world problems. This solution is to liberate all colonies, and for all countries in the world to develop productive forces together, raising the people's standard of living and education levels. Moreover, a fair trade relationship must be established between countries.

"To achieve the development of all countries, first-mover nations should provide services such as infrastructure construction to latecomer nations through fiscal transfers. This money can be interest-free loans or other forms. The core is that predatory development can no longer be practiced.

"Professor Karl, do you think Germany can cooperate with China on this strategic level? I think it would be a blessing if Germany simply didn't oppose China."

"Chairman, since your goal is to overthrow the Versailles System, there is inherently room for cooperation between China and Germany in this regard."

"Germany is bound to choose a strategy of invading other countries. This strategy is what China opposes. Professor, why confuse the issue? Speaking like this is not academic."

Seeing his efforts yielding no results, Professor Karl could only give up. He asked, "Then will China also launch wars?"

"No!" He Rui shook his head decisively. "Colonialists and oppressors will actively launch wars against people seeking justice and liberation. We do not need to actively launch wars; war will fall into our laps like a ripe apple."

Professor Karl looked at He Rui's confident expression and shook his head helplessly. "Chairman, you look like an idealist now. I really want to know where your confidence comes from."

Facing this question, He Rui answered confidently, "China has been the world's manufacturing center for 20 centuries. This is not accidental. From a geopolitical perspective, this is an inevitability. What I have done is merely end China's chaos, reshape China's political system, and sweep away the obstacles to China's continued development. As long as there are no various impediments, China will naturally restart mass production, large-scale technological accumulation, and the scientific breakthroughs that follow. This is not confidence, just inevitability."

At this point, Professor Karl stood up to take his leave. He felt that the possibility of cooperation between China and Germany at the strategic level had basically been determined. If there were to be another conversation, it would inevitably be because a major event sufficient to change the strategy of both China and Germany had occurred.

Watching Professor Karl's back disappear out the door, Cheng Ruofan sighed, "Sigh!"

Everyone in the conference room looked over. Seeing everyone looking at him, Cheng Ruofan smiled bitterly, "Looking at Professor Karl, I always feel that the professor's current mood is similar to mine a dozen years ago. It feels quite uncomfortable inside. Being at a dead end in national strategy is just this helpless."

As soon as these words were spoken, everyone including He Rui resonated with them. China's changes since 1915 had been too drastic, so much so that many changes that would be considered earth-shattering in other eras seemed unremarkable in these 15 years. However, seeing Professor Karl trying his best to gain strategic opportunities for Germany with their own eyes—such an outstanding geopolitical scholar almost couldn't hold back from asking He Rui for help—those who had experienced China's lowest period naturally felt empathy.

Li Runshi had basically become a member of the government after '24, so his mindset was much better. He asked, "Chairman, does Germany have no other way besides war? After all, you also told Professor Karl that Germany could avoid provoking war first in the future. If Hitler is really a leader worth Professor Karl's following, I think Hitler has the ability to drag it out."

He Rui shook his head. "The logic is indeed so. But Germany's advantage lies in the army. Britain will allow Germany to restore its army, but will not allow Germany to fully develop its navy. Then, will Germany accept the leadership of Britain and France, treat the German army as mercenaries, and send them to fight overseas? If Germany refuses to accept the leadership of Britain and France, the stronger Germany becomes, the greater the threat to Europe. From Germany's perspective, rather than waiting for Britain and France to concede benefits, it is better to take the initiative, defeat the enemy directly with military superiority, and seize the benefits first. Only in this way can they seize the initiative."

Li Runshi nodded. He considered He Rui to be a leader who placed great emphasis on initiative. "Waiting, relying, and begging" had never been the direction of He Rui's considerations. Seizing the initiative and then using it to exchange interests with opponents was He Rui's style. Not only did Li Runshi see it this way, but the analysis articles of European and American experts on He Rui also held the same view. So Li Runshi asked again, "Does the Chairman think Hitler is a leader with great initiative and aggressiveness?"

He Rui felt that Li Runshi had grasped the key point, so he explained to the other comrades, "Hitler is a very proactive person; he refuses to let himself be in a passive state. It is precisely this character that has won the approval of a considerable number of German people. In the eyes of those German people, Germany's old model has completely collapsed, and a leader like Hitler who is unswerving and takes the initiative to attack is needed to lead Germany to victory."

Wu Youping felt that He Rui's description completely matched his own feelings, because Wu Youping himself had pinned all his worth on He Rui. He Rui's decisiveness and ruthlessness might seem terrifying to ordinary people, but in Wu Youping's view, these were all advantages. Facts proved that what Wu Youping expected, He Rui had achieved. What Wu Youping dared not expect, He Rui had also achieved. In such a chaotic era, possessing a political strongman with powerful strength was undoubtedly the guarantee of national peace and security.

In Wu Youping's view, Germany's level of civilization was inferior to Chinese civilization, but the cultural level of the German public might be a bit higher than that of the Chinese public. So it was not only not strange for the German public to choose Hitler, but rather a logical matter.

At this time, Cheng Ruofan was heard asking, "Chairman, the Nazi Party's influence was very limited before '29, but skyrocketed after '29. Looking at it this way, is everything an economic problem?"

He Rui nodded. "The main activities of human society are related to economic activities. Hitler was able to come to power because he dared to face Germany's economic problems and proposed solutions to economic problems targeting Germany's current environment. Professor Karl came this time, and although he himself knew it was impossible, he still put forward a probe expecting China to fully open its market to Germany. Ruofan, I sympathize with Professor Karl very much."

Hearing this, Cheng Ruofan sighed again. Professor Karl's high-level strategic discussion just now made Cheng Ruofan determine that he still did not possess Professor Karl's academic level. But this high-level discussion allowed Cheng Ruofan to understand why he was impetuous back then, feeling something was wrong no matter what he did.

Even if Cheng Ruofan's strategic literacy back then was not enough to analyze the strategic problems China faced, even if Cheng Ruofan deduced based on fragmented and scattered knowledge, he always felt that China could not find a way out in any aspect. That despair and helplessness constantly consumed Cheng Ruofan's mental energy, and the appearance of anxiety like a hundred claws scratching at the heart was actually a normal reaction.

Now Cheng Ruofan would not be so anxious. Although his daily work was very busy, in order to complete KPIs, he asked about various progress like Huang Shiren and Mu Renzhi in the play "The White Haired Girl", and scolded cadres from time to time. No matter what it looked like on the surface, China's strategic situation was very favorable to China, so Cheng Ruofan was not anxious. Specific work was sometimes faster, sometimes slower, but generally within the expected progress. This kind of thing was annoying, but not very troubling.

With a feeling of sympathy, a thought suddenly popped up, and Cheng Ruofan asked, "Chairman, assuming the influence of France does not exist, do we have room for comprehensive economic cooperation with Germany? After all, Germany is a pioneer in the internal combustion engine era, and its technological direction has much to recommend it."

He Rui answered immediately without thinking, "There is a certain possibility of technical cooperation, but no possibility of comprehensive economic cooperation. I think what you just said refers to Germany's technological advantage. Economy and technology are not the same thing. Compared with Germany, the Soviet Union's technology is relatively backward, but the Soviet Union can carry out comprehensive economic cooperation with us. The Soviet Union can provide the raw materials we need. The Soviet Union can also provide the consumer market we need. The problem between us and the Soviet Union is the issue of unequal import and export quotas based on economic cooperation. This problem is easy to solve. We expand imports from the Soviet Union and allow the Soviet Union to have pricing power to a considerable extent. If this is not enough, we transfer some technology to the Soviet Union, and then import heavy industrial products from the Soviet Union. For example, in order to quickly increase power generation capacity, we are now importing a large number of generator sets from the Soviet Union. One Soviet generator set can buy dozens of trainloads of light industrial products from our country, and trade is balanced. Ruofan, do you think Germany has the ability to conduct comprehensive economic cooperation with us?"

"...So that's it!" Cheng Ruofan nodded slowly.

Premier Wu Youping, seeing such a question being discussed, simply asked, "Chairman, are we going to enact any restrictions against the German economy?"

"For German merchants investing in China, there is no need to set restrictions. For Sino-German trade, there is actually no need to set special restrictions. What Germany can conduct now is basically barter trade, which does not go through banks. At this stage, our demand for large-scale equipment will have a new development, and France can no longer swallow it. Since France's production capacity cannot satisfy us, we can also accept imports from Germany."

Wu Youping's thoughts were similar to He Rui's. He asked only to hear He Rui's opinion. Since there was no special divergence, Wu Youping naturally had a way to handle it.

At this time, they had been chatting for quite a while, and for everyone present, this was enough. Seeing the comrades were about to go back, Li Shiguang asked, "Chairman, do we need to cold-shoulder diplomatic aspects next?"

He Rui nodded, then suddenly remembered another matter and instructed Wu Youping, "Germany is starting to engage in racism, and there will be persecution of German scientists and experts. Based on the analysis of the data we have collected, send invitation letters to those experts who will be persecuted through our academic institutions, inviting them to come to China to lecture or join our various research centers and laboratories."

Hearing this arrangement, everyone's spirits lifted. Wu Youping even revealed a smile; there could never be too many experts. Especially for current China, the large gap in demand for experts would exist for a long time. As long as they had real skills, China not only welcomed German experts but also welcomed experts from all over the world.

"Please rest assured, Chairman, I will definitely get this done well." Wu Youping replied decisively.
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Professor Karl Haushofer returned to the German Legation in China and immediately sent a telegram to Berlin. The Professor did not know how long it would take for Hitler to reply, and much of what He Rui had said needed to be reported to Hitler by Karl Haushofer personally. Thinking that he might soon return to Berlin, Professor Karl did not want to waste time. He immediately asked the German Legation to send a car; he wanted to see the appearance of China's capital with his own eyes.

As described in the reports, the most obvious characteristics of China's capital were its broad streets, smooth traffic, rational urban design, and abundant service facilities. As the vehicle passed through the wide avenues, one could see neat seven-story red brick buildings in the residential compounds on both sides. There were absolutely no shanties or haphazardly built small houses to be seen.

Professor Karl knew that Hitler wanted to design a magnificent "New Berlin" as a testament to his governance of Germany, and he assumed that He Rui also liked to build grand capitals. He did not know that He Rui was simply drawing on the experience of future demolition and relocation; from the very beginning, he did not want to add avoidable trouble to the future.

The current city was only a transitional form, completely different from the high-rise buildings of later generations. Even so, Professor Karl felt the power of urban planning. Residential areas, commercial districts, and leisure zones were arranged neatly. There was a public entertainment area for every section of the city. It was currently the time for people to get off work and school, and bicycles were everywhere on the streets. Under the traffic lights, traffic police standing in the middle of the road directed the vehicles.

People getting off work picked up their children, bought vegetables and steamed buns at the market, and some squeezed together in front of pushcarts or shops selling side dishes to buy various prepared foods before taking their children home. People were also streaming in and out of the department stores, creating a lively scene.

Seeing such prosperity, Professor Karl could not help but recall Germany before the outbreak of the Great War; Germany in those days had been equally prosperous. There were more people on the Chinese streets than in the Second German Empire, so much so that the flow of people and traffic on the entire street seemed like a ceaseless great river.

Professor Karl read the He Rui administration's annual government work report every year. These reports always placed great emphasis on employment rates, enrollment rates, the urban permanent resident population, the industrialized population, people's income, and daily food intake. These contents directly related to people's livelihood were always written in great detail, listing the consumption of staple grains, meat, eggs, poultry, milk, and vegetables.

Compared to these, coal and steel output and industrial product output were bland, dry figures in the report, with no intention of vigorous propaganda.

As an expert, Professor Karl was very concerned about those dry figures. China now had a population of 650 million, ten times that of Germany. This was already a terrifying figure. The agricultural and industrial figures were even more terrifying; China's per capita grain availability was slightly higher than Germany's, and per capita coal and steel figures were already half of Germany's. Although German industry had shrunk severely in 1932, the German economy would develop. But China's economy was developing at a high speed, and China's future economy would be even more powerful.

With China's current coal and steel output, if Chinese industry reached the German level, it would be enough to launch a European war. If China's industrial level could double, Professor Karl believed the probability of winning a war would exceed 60%. Mobilizing 20 million bayonets was extremely difficult for Germany. For China with its 650 million people, it was only 3% of the total population. During the Great War, all countries had mobilized more than 20% of their population. If China mobilized 20% of its population, that would be 130 million people...

Rubbing the bridge of his nose, Professor Karl did not want to consider a fantastical figure like an army of 130 million. He currently found it hard to understand just how useless the Qing Dynasty must have been to be beaten to pieces by a chaotic force of a few tens of thousands in the Eight-Nation Alliance. With China's manpower, material resources, and level of talent, it should never have ended up in such a state.

Thinking about this, the German Legation's car carried Professor Karl through the streets. When Professor Karl recovered from his various strategic thoughts, he saw that there was still city on both sides of the road. The Professor hurriedly asked the driver, "Is all of China's capital like this?"

The driver was very familiar with the capital and immediately answered, "Sir, China's capital is just like this."

Professor Karl was very concerned about news related to China. The scale of China's infrastructure construction was so large that many European and American reporters described it as "a super scale no less than the American railway construction era." The funds required to complete such construction must be astronomical. Many experts in Europe and America believed that the He Rui administration would soon face the problem of fiscal exhaustion. But this claim had been raised every month for the past two years, yet it had never happened. The He Rui administration's finances not only had no problems, but economic development was changing with each passing day.

The current President of the Reichsbank, Hjalmar Schacht, was preparing to issue "MEFO bills," which drew heavily on China's experience. Professor Karl had once discussed the key points of German economic development with Dr. Schacht. Dr. Schacht had spoken of China's economic development with some envy. Starting in 1924, China's Land Redemption Policy had carried out an economic bankruptcy and reorganization of China's rural areas in a relatively mild environment. Completed simultaneously with the rural economic bankruptcy and reorganization was the deprivation of all privileges of the old Chinese aristocratic class. Therefore, China's explosive economic development was built on the foundation that no privileged class occupied the majority of national wealth.

Professor Karl still remembered Dr. Schacht saying with emotion: "The consumption power of the people is the true pillar of the country. Building a cruise ship for the enjoyment of the privileged is indeed a large amount of wealth. If this money is used to build housing for ordinary people, it can provide shelter for 100,000 ordinary workers. Once these 100,000 people have solved their housing problem, they can work with relative peace of mind. Professor Karl, I very much admire the He Rui administration's economic policy. They grasped the two economic key points of employment and inflation, developing the economy through debt. 20 billion francs, 300 million pounds, 1 billion US dollars—it is indeed a very large debt. But the promotion of the Chinese economy by this money generates an amount of economic growth every year that can almost pay off these debts. The increase in the consumption power of the Chinese people can completely digest the products produced by these investments. With national credit as the guarantee and continuing industrial categories as the investment direction, this state-led economic development is very beneficial to the country."

Although he did not know if all Chinese cities were driven by the Chinese government's investment and built like the current capital, Professor Karl recalled China's government work report from last year. The population with urban household registration in China already accounted for 23.8% of China's total population. Nearly one-quarter of the population lived in cities and towns, which was 160 million people. This group of people definitely lived on industry. The number of these industrial people alone was equal to the sum of the populations of Britain, France, and Germany.

The funds supporting such a scale of urbanization were provided by the Chinese government. Therefore, Dr. Schacht believed that Germany could adopt MEFO bills to achieve the same thing.

MEFO bills were not currency; they were a type of bill that could only circulate within Germany and could not be exchanged internationally. These bonds were a non-redeemable bond; they would not pay any interest or principal, and their holders could not transfer them to others.

Holders could use them as payment tools for government departments, enterprises, and other institutions without going through the cumbersome procedures of other securities. At the same time, MEFO bills could also serve as wages and loans paid by the government to military suppliers and other companies supporting the German war economy.

Most importantly, MEFO bills could actually be considered notes for targeted investment. In the view of Schacht and Hitler, this money would be invested in Germany's infrastructure and industrial development sectors. These fields would provide massive employment opportunities for Germany, and Germany's unemployment problem could be greatly alleviated.

At this time, the car had reached the suburbs, but it was getting late. Professor Karl regretfully asked the driver to turn the car around. He saw that the streetlights on both sides of the street were lit. Although the streetlights were not bright, they provided light for the citizens. Many citizens were walking on the streets or hurrying along. It still dispelled the darkness. Lights also lit up in the windows of the seven-story red brick buildings. The myriad of lights made the city look vibrant.

The car paused at a traffic light, waiting for the traffic signal to pass. On the crosswalk crossing the road, a group of dark-skinned young men and women passed in front of Professor Karl's car. There were as many as several dozen of them.

Professor Karl rubbed his eyes and looked carefully, finding that his eyes were not playing tricks on him. The people passing in front of his car indeed had very dark skin. Compared with the surrounding Chinese people, there was a very obvious difference in skin color.

"Turn, follow them and take a look," Professor Karl ordered the driver. Such a large group of young men and women, who might be Black people, were dressed no differently from the surrounding Chinese. Moreover, Professor Karl knew very well that China never kept slaves, nor was it an immigrant country. So many "inferior races" passing through the streets of China did not cause surprise among Chinese citizens. There must be some reason for this.

Having heard enough of He Rui's anti-racist rhetoric, Professor Karl wanted to see how China actually treated "inferior races."
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Standing at the gate of the First Affiliated Hospital of Zhengzhou University, Professor Karl Haushofer watched as dark-skinned young men and women walked into the school grounds. The gate guard noticed Haushofer's gaze and, with a look of vigilance, asked, "Where are you from?"

Professor Haushofer's Chinese was not good enough to clearly distinguish the Henan dialect. Fortunately, the driver from the German Legation had been in China for a few years and immediately replied in the local dialect with a smile, "Old teacher, we are Germans. This is a professor here for an exchange visit."

Hearing that he was a visiting professor, the guard's expression relaxed slightly. However, he did not grant entry just based on the title. He replied, "Do you have a letter of introduction? If not, you cannot enter."

Professor Haushofer did not insist on entering; there were plenty of normal channels to find out exactly how many international students China had recruited. To reward Haushofer for his support of the Nazi Party, Hitler had appointed him President of the German Academy of Sciences. Through exchanges between the German and Chinese Ministries of Education, or between universities of both countries, Haushofer could easily obtain data on international students in China.

Just before leaving, Haushofer heard a burst of Russian from behind. Turning around, he saw several Russian youths walking toward the campus gate. As they passed Haushofer, they glanced at him with curiosity.

"Let's go," Haushofer ordered the driver. On the way back, Haushofer, having witnessed with his own eyes China's efforts to establish a new world order, felt a sense of emotion.

British and French universities accepted the children of indigenous colonial elites to more effectively utilize these local leaders to lower the cost of colonial administration. Chinese universities recruiting foreign students, especially those from colonies, undoubtedly shared the same purpose. In the present era, not only was Germany striving to build its own future, but elites across the world were exhausting their wits and going all out to realize their own national interests. Haushofer understood that Germany would have to work even harder to win its future in such a boiling world.

It took a day for Hitler's reply to arrive: "Please send the details of the conversation back to Germany as soon as possible, Professor."

Originally, Professor Haushofer had planned to return to Germany immediately, but he now changed his mind. The world was changing too drastically; he had to see these changes with his own eyes. He wired back to Hitler: "Please arrange a visit to Japan and Korea."

Germany was, after all, a great European power, and its cultural diplomacy was not weak. Haushofer's request was quickly fulfilled. Ribbentrop, who was in charge of handling the matter, reported the results to a very busy Hitler, sighing, "Führer, many people in Japan and Korea welcome Professor Haushofer very much."

Hitler was not surprised and said casually, "Professor Haushofer is the pride of Germany; naturally, he would have such influence."

This was not Hitler praising his own judgment of character. Professor Haushofer had served as an artillery instructor at the Imperial Japanese Army Staff College from 1908 to 1910 and had made friends with many Japanese. He later visited India, Burma, Siberia, Korea, and Northern China, teaching himself French, Russian, Chinese, Korean, and Japanese. In 1920, he received an invitation from the Northeast Government of China and went there to run a geopolitics training class. With China's resurgence, geopolitics came into the full view of the upper echelons of various countries along with the fame of He Rui, a scholar of geopolitics. As a representative figure of Western geopolitics, Professor Haushofer had maintained academic exchanges with scholars in East Asia.

Hearing Hitler's praise, Ribbentrop became more certain that Professor Haushofer was valued by Hitler not simply because of his relationship with Rudolf Hess. He was somewhat puzzled, however, that the Professor himself was not keen on participating in the Nazi Party's political activities.

At this moment, secretary Hess came in to report, "Führer, Mr. Schacht has arrived." Although Ribbentrop was curious, he had to take his leave.

Hjalmar Schacht, President of the Reichsbank, was responsible for formulating the economic recovery plan. As Schacht passed Ribbentrop, his mind was entirely occupied with this plan; he didn't even notice who had walked past him as he marched straight into Hitler's Chancellery office.

Since resolving Germany's hyperinflation starting in 1924, Schacht had been working with German economists to formulate a plan for Germany's resurgence. Every time a plan was produced, its execution was interrupted by unexpected circumstances. By the time the accidents cleared, Germany's economic situation had changed, and to deal with the current situation, they could only modify the plan based on the altered landscape.

Now, with the German economy having fallen to rock bottom, the plan had gone from complex to simple, shifting from trying to account for all interests to using unscrupulous means for a great purpose.

Upon seeing Hitler, Schacht heard him praise, "Mr. Schacht, your plan is admirable. This is exactly the economic program Germany needs right now."

Even though it was his own plan, Schacht wanted to remind Hitler once more that it was extremely radical. To date, only He Rui's government had adopted a similar scheme. Before Dr. Schacht could speak, Hitler continued, "Mr. Schacht, I believe that if this plan is to be executed, one must possess a will as firm as steel to overcome all problems encountered during the process. The history books I have read, and the war I personally experienced, have taught me one thing: many plans fail not because the plan itself is flawed, but because the executors retreat when they encounter difficulties."

Hearing this, Schacht naturally felt a bit of displeasure. As a scholar, Schacht strongly disliked Hitler's radical and violent style. However, he did not refute him. There were many scholar-type figures in power in Germany's upper echelons, but they had all failed without exception. Hitler was a politician who continued to forge ahead with determination even in such a difficult situation.

Hitler continued, "Mr. Schacht, I once encountered fifteen British soldiers alone on the battlefield. I had no comrades behind me, and the British soldiers opposite had lost contact with their unit under artillery fire. I was a messenger at the time, with only a rifle in my hand. So I walked up to those British soldiers and said to them, 'Gentlemen, my unit is arriving; surrender.' Mr. Schacht, can you guess what happened next?"

Schacht had no military experience and could not guess the specifics. But seeing Hitler sitting before him now, naturally, Hitler had won.

Sure enough, Hitler revealed the outcome himself. "Those British soldiers saw that I was fearless, just standing there with my rifle, not even aiming at them. So, they surrendered to me alone. Mr. Schacht, the weak instinctively yield to the strong. What makes the strong truly powerful is their inner heart. Your plan will definitely succeed because the one executing it is the Nazi Party under my leadership. I... will never retreat!"

Schacht looked at Hitler somewhat blankly, unable to say the words he had originally intended. Schacht had served in the Ministry of Economics during the Great War in Europe. From 1914 to 1915, he was a consultant to the treasury of the German occupation government in Brussels, and in 1916 he was appointed President of the Nationalbank für Deutschland (later merged into the Darmstädter und Nationalbank). Although he held a fierce opposition to the Treaty of Versailles, that opposition was merely the objection of an intellectual.

Hitler, in front of Schacht, was not roaring, merely speaking in a slightly serious tone. Yet Schacht felt a heavy pressure; he intuitively sensed that Hitler would disregard everything to execute Schacht's plan. Conversely, Schacht himself did not have the courage to sacrifice everything to implement this plan.

Unknowingly, Schacht was overwhelmed by Hitler's imposing manner. He swallowed and replied, "Führer, I will push for the execution of the plan with all my might!"

"No!" Hitler shook his head. "Mr. Schacht, you *will* execute this plan to the very end!"

Berlin in March was still not warm, but after leaving Hitler's office, Schacht found his back was cold and damp. At some point, Schacht had broken into a sweat under Hitler's pressure.

Meanwhile, Ribbentrop began packing his luggage; he had been ordered to visit the Soviet Union. Schacht's economic plan was not complicated; its main content included government investment to drive the economy, borrowing money from various countries to invest in Germany, and expanding Germany's exports. Ribbentrop knew he had no economic talent and could not execute the first two. Expanding German exports required diplomatic ability, and Ribbentrop had some confidence in himself.

Currently, Britain had created the Imperial Preference system and the Sterling bloc; France, basing itself on the Sino-French Alliance, had expanded investment in Central and Eastern Europe; and the United States had been hit even harder by the economic crisis than Germany, with its market shrinking dramatically. China was in the East of the World Island, ten thousand miles away from Germany. In Europe, the only market left that Germany could consider was the Soviet Union.

For this visit, Ribbentrop traveled by train. After arriving at the Soviet-Polish border, he got off the train and hired several horses to head to the border line. On the road toward the Soviet Union, there were many carriages and pedestrians, while there were few people coming from the Soviet Union toward Poland. Ribbentrop and his party rode their horses along the road, seeing more and more people as they went. Upon reaching the border line, they saw barbed wire fences stretching endlessly.

It had been twelve years since the end of the Polish-Soviet War in 1921. After both the Soviet Union and Poland built defensive lines in the border area, the border between the two countries was no longer on a hair-trigger alert. The news Ribbentrop received before his departure stated that the Soviet Union had controlled traffic on the Soviet-Polish border, and the scene before him proved the German intelligence services had not lied.

There were several entrances along the border defense line formed by barbed wire; the largest was the border control checkpoint. Rows of tables were manned by Soviet customs personnel in uniform. The Polish people were presenting not passports for inspection, but various proof documents and letters. After carefully examining these letters and documents, the Soviet customs officers would sign a document and hand it to the runners beside them.

Before long, some civilians would come over from the Soviet side of the barbed wire to welcome the people on the Polish side. Watching the way the two groups hugged each other, they were likely relatives. Afterward, both parties had to undergo questioning by customs personnel and sign more documents before Soviet customs allowed them to enter Soviet territory.

This process was very time-consuming. Even though the Soviet Union had deployed a great number of people, the clearance speed remained very slow. Ribbentrop and his entourage watched for a while before leaving for another crossing point in the distance. On the way, an attendant couldn't help but sigh, "I really didn't expect the standard of living in the Soviet Union to be higher than in Poland."

Ribbentrop said nothing, but he was truly moved emotionally. In the era when Poland did not exist, the German Second Reich bordered Tsarist Russia, and the economic situation of Russia could generally be described as getting poorer the further one went from Germany. Whether in the German-controlled Polish regions or the Russian-controlled Polish regions, the economic level had exceeded that of the ethnic Russian regions for the past few centuries. In the early days of the Soviet Union, the losses from the Russian Civil War had widened this economic gap even further.

Since the Great Stalin began the Five-Year Plan and called for building "Socialism in One Country," the Soviet Union—at least externally—claimed that the Five-Year Plan had led to rapid economic development. Propaganda always praised itself like a flower. Ribbentrop did not believe it. That was until he heard that in the border regions between the Soviet Union and Poland, the three Baltic states, and Romania, people of Russian descent were rushing en masse to the Soviet side to find work, and even those without Russian blood were running to the Soviet Union seeking better job opportunities. Ribbentrop had thought this must be a minority case. Seeing the crowds at the entry port with his own eyes, he was forced to believe it, and felt very surprised.

The group arrived at another entry and exit point where there were not too many people. Both sides displayed the flag of the Red Cross. On the Polish side were carriage after carriage, and a few trucks. Porters were moving large bundles from the Soviet side. The bundles were large but seemed not too heavy.

Ribbentrop did not want to get too close, so he watched from a distance. According to German intelligence, although the Soviet Union encountered natural disasters in 1932 and domestic grain production had dropped significantly, the Soviet Union still provided donations of clothing and daily necessities to Poland.

The German intelligence report stated that the Soviet Union required its people to donate clothing to Poland and other neighboring countries. To meet the Soviet government's demands, Soviet people donated their old, worn-out clothes. Since those clothes were quite tattered, the Soviet side had specially hired refugees on the border to screen them; overly tattered clothes were torn directly into cloth strips, while those barely wearable were patched up. After washing and disinfection, they were sent to neighboring countries. Presumably, these large bundles contained the clothing and daily necessities donated by the Soviet Union.

Judging by the economic situation of a dozen years ago, Ribbentrop believed the German intelligence report. Ordinary Russians were so poor they didn't have enough old clothes for themselves; how could they donate good clothes? However, the fact that the Soviet Union could donate a large amount of old clothing itself reversed Ribbentrop's impression of Soviet poverty.

Seeing that the border really matched the report, Ribbentrop returned to the border town. Sure enough, he saw people distributing old clothes. The clothes were similar to the descriptions in the report—patched garments. But the clothes worn by ordinary Germans now were also patches upon patches. Ribbentrop even saw some Poles acquiring these donated items at extremely low prices, presumably intending to resell them. Judging by their accents and appearance, Ribbentrop cursed inwardly, "Damned Jewish profiteers!" Given the purchase price and quality of the clothes, it was indeed profitable.

Having seen the state of the border, Ribbentrop had a profound personal realization about the Soviet Union. Only then did he lead the delegation to contact the waiting Soviet diplomats. Soon, both parties boarded the train and set off for the Soviet side.

The train stopped just after crossing the border into the Soviet Union. A team of uniformed Soviet personnel boarded the train to check the passengers' documents one by one. Ribbentrop saw the insignia worn by this team—they were actually KGB. The full name of the KGB was the "Committee for State Security of the Soviet Union," and among its many departments was the Border Guard Directorate. The people checking the train now likely belonged to this section.

Ribbentrop was a diplomat and accompanied by Soviet officials, so he was not too worried about the KGB robbing the German diplomatic team. He watched the KGB inspectors with interest, thinking they would ask passengers to open their cases for inspection. Such moments were opportunities to fish for oil—bribes.

But from start to finish, Ribbentrop discovered that the personnel from the KGB Border Guard Directorate did not open passengers' carry-on luggage at all, only carefully checking documents. Several travelers were found to have problematic papers and were dragged away by the KGB border guards, their luggage taken with them. Judging by their clothing and luggage size, none were rich—they couldn't even be called well-off. They could probably be classified as "poor."

Arresting only the poor was obviously not the way to fish for oil. Although Ribbentrop suspected his carriage might be receiving special treatment from the KGB, having seen the scene of large numbers of Poles trying to enter the Soviet Union at the border, he had to suspect that perhaps the Soviet Union was truly strictly guarding against stowaways and entrants who did not meet Soviet requirements.

To prepare for his future mission to China, Ribbentrop had spent some time learning Chinese. A Chinese idiom that had left a deep impression on him popped into his mind: "Heartless because one is rich" (Wei Fu Bu Ren). The Soviet Union had a bit of the flavor of being heartless due to its wealth.
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On the way to Kiev for a secret meeting with the German delegation, Vyacheslav Molotov, the People's Commissar for Foreign Affairs, was restless. He couldn't even calm his mind while reading the dossier on Joachim von Ribbentrop. After several failed attempts to focus, Molotov gave up, slid open the window of his sleeper cabin, and lit a cigarette.

The wind blew in, nearly scattering the reports. Molotov was forced to close the window and sit on his bunk, lost in thought. What troubled him was the Soviet Union's greatest agitator, the exiled founder of the Red Army, Leon Trotsky, who was stirring up trouble again.

Trotsky had always advocated for a "global division of labor," meaning the Soviet people should sacrifice their own well-being to provide materials and money for world revolution, with revolutionaries in various countries using Soviet aid to foment unrest. This would continue until the capitalist system was overthrown and a global communist revolution was achieved.

Comrade Stalin's proposed "Socialism in One Country," on the other hand, meant using Soviet resources for the construction of the Soviet Union itself. In the struggle between the two, Trotsky lost power, and Comrade Stalin gained leadership of the Party.

Recently, following the Nazi Party's ban on the Communist Party of Germany (KPD) and the arrest of numerous KPD leaders and loyal members, Trotsky had started making noise abroad again. If Trotsky had merely cursed the German Nazi Party, the CPSU would have ignored him. But Trotsky only directed a few cursory curses at the Nazis; his main firepower was focused on attacking the Soviet Union for abandoning the KPD and the Third International. The German Nazis had not only banned the KPD but had also arrested the leaders of the Third International in Germany.

These people were the fruits of Trotsky's "international division of labor" policy. In Trotsky's design for the Third International, the communist parties of various countries formed a single organization, acting as local branches of the Comintern to jointly launch communist revolutions. Molotov could understand Trotsky's anger; the KPD had been wiped out in one fell swoop, the Third International had suffered major damage, and Trotsky's expectations had come to nothing. Naturally, Trotsky couldn't accept it.

Trotsky still held significant influence within the Soviet Union, and many within the CPSU admired this founder of the Red Army. Coupled with the losses of the KPD and the Third International, many in the Party advocated that the Soviet Union should, like China, downgrade diplomatic relations with Germany. Furthermore, in 1932, the Soviet Union suffered various natural disasters, causing grain production to drop by 20%. Many within the CPSU did not support Trotsky, but their emotions were affected by the plight of their comrades, and their attitude toward capitalist countries became fierce. With these factors combined, Comrade Stalin's proposal to increase Soviet-German trade cooperation faced opposition from a considerable number of comrades within the Party.

Although Molotov himself had not raised objections, he personally believed the German Nazis were enemies. If he used a few tricks... it was possible to create significant resistance to Soviet-German cooperation. This thought circled in Molotov's mind like a little goblin, impossible to drive away.

To fight this impulse, Molotov tried repeatedly to recall the key points Comrade Stalin had entrusted to him: "Trade cooperation with Germany is intended to provoke France. Only by making France feel pressure can we reverse France's attitude toward the Soviet Union."

Even for Molotov, it took some time to overcome his inner emotions. Once he had regained his composure, he picked up Ribbentrop's dossier.

Joachim von Ribbentrop was born into a military family in Wesel, Germany, on April 30, 1893. After receiving foreign language education in Metz and Grenoble, Ribbentrop went to Canada to do business independently for four years. He returned to Germany in 1914, volunteered for the army, and was later promoted to lieutenant. At the end of the Great War, Ribbentrop served temporarily in the German military mission in Istanbul. After the war, he ran a wine export business in Berlin, mainly targeting Britain and France.

In 1920, Ribbentrop married Annelies Henkell, the daughter of Otto Henkell, the German sparkling wine tycoon, and began to enter high society. In 1925, Ribbentrop was adopted by his aunt, who held a noble title, thereby acquiring the noble prefix "von" to his name.

On May 1, 1932, Ribbentrop joined the Nazi Party. Within a year, he became a member of the Reichstag, an SS colonel, and Hitler's foreign policy advisor.

This was all the information available on Ribbentrop. Molotov felt the representative sent by the Nazis might be a middle-aged businessman with a beer belly.

When the train arrived in Kiev and Molotov met Ribbentrop, his previous assumptions were overturned. Ribbentrop was a tall, blond, blue-eyed man who looked extremely shrewd and capable. Ribbentrop presented a gift: two bottles of wine. Molotov didn't even ask about the quality of the wine; if a wine merchant gave wine as a gift, one could at least genuinely look forward to it.

Molotov had expected Ribbentrop to explain the Nazi actions to seek Soviet understanding. Instead, he heard Ribbentrop say, "The previous German government lacked the courage to engage in comprehensive economic cooperation with the Soviet Union. Please believe, the Soviet government, that the current German government will no longer be bound by any treaties that restrict Germany's economic development."

Molotov didn't know how to answer for a moment and could only ask, "Is this the meaning of President Hindenburg, whom you represent?"

Ribbentrop shook his head. "The purpose of the German national movement is to liberate Germany from the immense suffering of reality. I obey the leader of this movement, Chancellor Hitler."

Molotov realized Ribbentrop was avoiding the heavy issues and dwelling on the light, unwilling to explain the banning of the KPD. Although he wanted to press the issue, Molotov had to admit that Ribbentrop was creating an environment where they could avoid discussing the KPD. But Molotov couldn't resist saying, "The Nazis' methods are truly surprising."

Ribbentrop became serious as well. "You can consider it a necessary price, just like the Soviet Union executing the Tsar's entire family."

Molotov was momentarily startled. Ribbentrop's reaction was surprisingly sharp, and his answer allowed one to understand his thinking while being quite confrontational.

Ribbentrop continued, "This is a movement of the German nation. I believe the CPSU can fully understand why Germany must do this. Germany has no other choice. Only by restoring order as quickly as possible can Germany return from the brink of chaos and civil war to the track of rapid economic recovery. I have been ordered to come here to negotiate the comprehensive launch of economic and trade relations with the Soviet Union. Germany and Russia have had long-standing trade relations in history. Through the Locarno Treaties, Germany has obtained stable relations with surrounding countries. Now, Germany wants to conduct comprehensive trade with the Soviet Union under such stable relations."

Mentioning the Locarno Treaties made Molotov feel some of Ribbentrop's sincerity. In the process of building "Socialism in One Country," the Soviet Union had not only faced hostility and blockade from Western European countries but also collective opposition from Eastern European countries. On October 16, 1925, representatives from seven countries—Britain, France, Germany, Italy, Belgium, Czechoslovakia, and Poland—held a conference in Locarno, Switzerland. Driven by the United States, these seven countries excluded the Soviet Union and formed the Locarno Treaties, which could barely be considered a collective security agreement. Since then, the Soviet Union had been thoroughly isolated by the Western world.

Now, the Soviet Union and Germany did not share a border. If Germany did big business with the Soviet Union, it would certainly influence the participants of the Locarno Treaties and change their attitude toward Germany.

Although he still felt the Nazis were enemies, Molotov suppressed his unhappiness and began to discuss trade issues with Ribbentrop. As the Soviet Foreign Minister, Molotov would not discuss specific details with Ribbentrop; they discussed the trade model between the two countries.

"What currency does Germany want to use for transactions?" Molotov asked.

Ribbentrop was actually a bit panicked inside. He was relying on his business experience, his brief diplomatic experience in Germany, his contacts with the upper echelons, and diplomatic knowledge he had learned from some scholars, professors, and diplomats in a short time. Having never worked in the diplomatic system, Ribbentrop lacked systematic experience.

But forced into the position, he had no other choice. Ribbentrop tried his best to look like an old hand at business negotiations, putting on an expression that everything was under control, to test the other side's bottom line. "Soviet rubles or German marks can both be used as transaction currencies."

"What if we need US dollars and British pounds?" Molotov continued to probe Germany's bottom line.

Ribbentrop's mind spun extremely fast, and he answered calmly, "Then Germany would also hope the Soviet Union pays in US dollars and British pounds."

After expressing a reciprocal attitude, Ribbentrop tried to push the negotiation further. "I think the Soviet-German trade model can be compared to the Sino-Soviet trade model."

Hearing this, Molotov asked with a stern face, "Can Germany provide the Soviet Union with the same guarantees as China?" No expression could be seen on his face, but in his heart, he felt he had already judged Ribbentrop's personal level.

On the surface, Sino-Soviet trade was a very simple "account hanging" (credit) model. Although transactions were priced in RMB or rubles, these were actually just figures on the books. China and the Soviet Union reconciled accounts once every quarter, and there was no real flow of RMB or rubles between the two countries.

When the Soviet Union needed pounds, francs, or dollars, it would make a request to China. China would export more goods to the Soviet Union based on international commodity prices, and China would provide the payment requirements to the Soviet Union. In this cooperation process, China was not just a trade partner to the Soviet Union but also provided financial services. Many of the Soviet Union's trades with other countries were conducted in the name of Chinese companies, using companies the Soviet Union had opened in China.

Although Ribbentrop had found a very good point of comparison, the Soviet Union viewed China as a cold neighbor with considerable room for cooperation. Nazi Germany, however, was currently viewed as an enemy of the Soviet Union. For Nazi Germany to want services equivalent to those provided by China... Molotov felt Germany was expecting too much.

Ribbentrop intuitively felt that Molotov opposite him must be very dissatisfied. Lacking diplomatic experience, Ribbentrop didn't know how to handle this according to diplomatic modes, so he simply abandoned the idea of using expert diplomatic means.

Adopting the style of a businessman, they wouldn't talk about "righteousness," only about attractive interests. Even if one disliked the other party intensely, the benefits before them were something no one could refuse. Ribbentrop said, "Germany possesses the most advanced civilian technology. In these fields, there is room for comprehensive cooperation between the Soviet Union and Germany."

Molotov found that this was exactly what General Secretary Stalin needed, and he truly had no reason to object. Although still reluctant, he could only temporarily agree.

Given the political relationship between the Nazis and the Soviet Union, Molotov didn't propose a toast to celebrate. Ribbentrop was much the same; he only actively reached out to shake hands with Molotov. Molotov pondered for a moment before reluctantly shaking Ribbentrop's hand briefly and then immediately letting go.

Ribbentrop was very familiar with this feeling. Before inheriting his property and title, Ribbentrop had tried his best to socialize with the powerful for business, and those powerful people had treated him with similar coldness. Even though he was unhappy, Ribbentrop bade farewell with due politeness and turned to leave in a leisurely manner.

Watching the back of this Nazi representative, Molotov felt he hadn't gained the upper hand at all and was very unwilling. But there was no help for it; this was General Secretary Stalin's arrangement. The First Five-Year Plan had started in 1928, and 1933 was the year the Second Five-Year Plan began.

During the First Five-Year Plan, the Soviet Union had built more than 1,500 large industrial enterprises with modern technical equipment. Emerging industrial sectors such as tractors, aircraft manufacturing, automobiles, heavy machinery, machine tool manufacturing, chemical synthesis industry, and precision instrument manufacturing appeared for the first time in Soviet history. The industrial output value in 1932 was 349.8% of that in 1913. Agricultural output was 187% of 1913. Such successful policies had brought General Secretary Stalin's prestige to an unprecedented peak.

If imports and exports were included, the Soviet Union's supply of light industrial products reached 820% of 1913 levels. Sino-Soviet trade had not only broken the isolation the Soviet Union faced but also met most of the Soviet Union's needs. The high cost-performance ratio of Chinese light industrial products not only satisfied the needs of the Soviet urban industrial population but also alleviated the Soviet Union's rural problems to a large extent.

On the train back, Molotov saw that Soviet farmers had already begun preparations for spring plowing. In the past, farmers would never have been willing to start work so early. When the Soviet Union was first established, the grain output calculated based on the Soviet agricultural sowing area could never be fully collected, no matter what. Cadres had to resort to tearing down houses and hanging people up for beatings to force farmers to hand over grain.

Starting a few years ago, the Soviet Union shipped light industrial products to the countryside. Farmers sold grain to buy light industrial products. Although it seemed a bit more complex, the overall efficiency was greatly improved. Those Russian farmers who lacked political consciousness, in order to buy light industrial products in state-run stores, even consciously brought out their grain to sell to the state.

In the last two years, as a large number of Chinese-produced agricultural vehicles and machinery entered the Soviet Union, the farmers' enthusiasm for production reached unprecedented heights. When farmers drove their various two-wheeled, three-wheeled, and four-wheeled vehicles to haul the remaining agricultural products after taxes to the city's farmers' markets for sale, it made the cadres and workers somewhat dissatisfied. However, the Soviet government relied on introducing technology from China and increasing imports to allow Soviet cadres and model workers to drive cars as well, which greatly alleviated this dissatisfaction.

After investigating the economies of the Soviet Union and Germany before this trip, Molotov was actually not very sure what exactly to buy from Germany. Germany did indeed have some technological products now, such as Zeiss optical instruments, whose technical level was indeed advanced globally. But the Soviet Union also had its own optical instrument factories. Even if the product quality was inferior to Zeiss products, they could fully meet the Soviet Union's needs.

Matching General Secretary Stalin's views with Ribbentrop's attitude, Molotov had to conclude that General Secretary Stalin had applied the experience of Sino-Soviet cooperation and the experience borrowed from China to the new Soviet-German relationship.

The Soviet Union was now unwilling to actively mention the policies of the Chinese government; excessive publicity of foreign countries was not a good thing for the Soviet Union. However, the Soviet Union had been studying China's economic development and attached great importance to the policies of the He Rui government. Research reports from the Soviet Party School believed that the He Rui government focused heavily on expanding scale. Through borrowing to purchase and introducing foreign capital, they went all out to solve the problem of "having or not having" in China. After solving the problem of existence, the He Rui government then began to push for scale.

Due to China's population of 650 million, the demand from the people exploded, allowing Chinese factories to recruit quickly and enabling China to rapidly cross the threshold from an agricultural country to an industrial country. This approach was also one of the lines of thought for Stalin's simultaneous Five-Year Plan. Looking at the results, the First Five-Year Plan achieved great success, and state investment allowed the Russian region, which was already one of the world's Great Powers, to rapidly complete industrialization.

Recalling the success, Molotov finally decided to stick to General Secretary Stalin's line on Germany. Due to the impact of the world economic crisis, Britain, France, and the United States were effectively trading with the Soviet Union. But this trade relationship was not stable. Once the economic crisis in Europe and America ended, these countries would immediately resume their trade blockade against the Soviet Union. And since the French economy had not been hit by the economic crisis, France was scattering money for investment in Central and Eastern Europe and maintained an unfriendly posture toward the Soviet Union.

General Secretary Stalin believed that to change France's attitude toward the Soviet Union, one could only start with Germany. If France began to feel the threat of Germany, on the current European continent, the only partner France could cooperate with would be the Soviet Union.

Deciding to support General Secretary Stalin's line made Molotov feel even more uneasy. Inside the CPSU, everyone might not dare to attack General Secretary Stalin directly, but the comrades would certainly dare to fiercely attack Molotov. For the destruction of the KPD and the Third International, Molotov would probably have to take on the role of the one getting scolded.

Molotov sighed deeply, wanting a drink very much. Suddenly, he remembered the wine Ribbentrop had given him. But Molotov didn't touch those bottles. Now that Soviet incomes and treatment had improved, the crackdown on corruption had also become severe. Many cadres who had accepted gifts or hospitality from European and American diplomats had fallen from power because of it.

To be criticized or even removed from office for two bottles of wine—Molotov felt it was completely unnecessary to do so. So Molotov called his secretary, "Go to the dining car and get me a bottle of wine!"
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While Ribbentrop was contacting the Soviet Union to open up markets, Professor Karl, though bearing no diplomatic mission, relied on his old acquaintances in East Asia to visit Japan.

On the road leading from Tokyo Airport to the city center, laborers were working on both sides. Crowds of people outside the bus were laying railway tracks; it appeared they were preparing to build a branch line from the train station to downtown Tokyo. Heading towards Tokyo along this route, numerous factory construction sites appeared on both sides of the road.

Professor Karl did not find this strange. European enterprises also built factories next to railways or canals; the intersections of canals and railways were always thriving cities in Europe.

As the bus entered downtown Tokyo, Professor Karl's eyes immediately lit up. The rebuilt Tokyo was much more impressive. Although the streets still seemed narrow compared to China, there was a world of difference compared to before the Great Kanto Earthquake.

At the office of the Japan Academy of Sciences, Professor Karl, President of the German Academy of Sciences, received a warm welcome. Most present were Japanese scholars engaged in international politics. When Professor Taira Toyomori appeared, Professor Karl was filled with pleasant surprise. In the eyes of the European academic community, Taira Toyomori's status as President of Japan merely gilded his professorial title with a thick layer of gold. Fundamentally, European academia was still more willing to view Professor Taira Toyomori as an excellent scholar. This was not European academia being narcissistic; in the European tradition, the status of a university professor was indeed more noble than that of an official.

As Professor Taira Toyomori shook hands with Professor Karl, he said in English, "If Professor Karl is not busy, please come to my humble home as a guest tonight."

Professor Karl was delighted and agreed immediately. Professor Taira Toyomori knew that if he continued to stay there, he would only steal the spotlight from the hosts, so he soon found a reason to leave. With that, Professor Karl immediately became the center of the meeting. In the ensuing exchange, Professor Karl handled himself with ease. Although the group of professors had outstanding scholarship, they were limited by their perspective and experience, and had no way to access matters that could only be decided by the true high-level leadership. As scholars providing advice, their views were inevitably somewhat varied and overly academic.

There was nothing much to introduce about the current state of Germany. Germany already had over six million unemployed, a fact that had been recounted in newspapers many times. Even if the German economy, which had hit rock bottom, started to rebound, it couldn't simply shoot up from dry land. Professor Karl mainly asked for the Japanese scholars' views on the Japanese economy.

After hearing the descriptions "Clump Economy" and "Clump State" several times in succession, Professor Karl felt that this country, Japan, was truly quite interesting. Compared to the trend in Europe where most political parties claimed to be socialist, Japan still did not use "socialism" to describe its own country. Present-day Japan used "Clump" to describe its political characteristics.

Based on the descriptions from the Japanese scholars, Professor Karl discovered that the so-called "Clump State" really could not be simply viewed as a Japanese model of socialist philosophy. Compared to other countries, Japan's small-peasant economy had never fully developed. Before the Meiji Restoration, land belonged to the Daimyo. After the success of the Meiji Restoration, land began to be sold, and a yeoman farmer economy appeared.

As the Japanese Revolution turned Japan into a republic, the agricultural population obtained land use rights, and Japan's rural economy developed rapidly. Yeoman farmers, under government encouragement, formed small rural grassroots organizations divided by region. The Japanese agricultural system, which had not been fully developed originally, turned into a series of collective agricultural systems.

Under such a social structure, this "Clump State" of Japan could be considered a system that kneaded traditional Japanese culture and industrialization together. If one had to describe it, although Japan's former noble lords had been eliminated and the landed privileged class no longer existed, the "Rise of the Grassroots" proposed before the Meiji Restoration had been realized in a very unexpected way. Powerful figures truly from the local areas had propped up the old model similar to the Japanese countryside.

Japan's cities, on the other hand, were more industrialized. With the elimination of the privileged class in the central government, the changes in the cities were more rapid. Moreover, the Japanese Communist Party was the second-largest party in the Japanese Diet, and the relationship between the Japan Future Party and the Japanese Communist Party was considered a normal competitive relationship between parties.

The scholars had no intention of flattering the Future Party; they believed that the Future Party "did what the government ought to do." In Professor Karl's view, this was already a very high evaluation. Unlike the elected governments of Europe, in East Asian culture, implementing benevolent governance was the government's obligation. As long as problems appeared in society, they would naturally be blamed on the government. Especially in a "Clump" state like Japan, which retained a large number of feudal remnants, people would believe even more that the upper echelons must take responsibility. The scholars' belief that the Japan Future Party did what the government ought to do was equivalent to saying that Japan under the rule of the Future Party was being governed benevolently.

After asking around, Professor Karl learned that the Future Party had actually completed a "National Rice Movement." The use of pesticides and fertilizers had rapidly increased domestic rice production in Japan. Japan also imported a large amount of rice from the agricultural futures center in Shanghai, China. It had also signed land lease agreements with the Russian Primorye region and others, investing significant manpower in the Russian Primorye region to develop local farmland and obtaining a considerable amount of rice. Every household in Japan could now eat rice. This was food that previously only the Emperor and the Shogun could eat at every meal.

Even with the implementation of maximum working hours and minimum wage systems, Japan's unemployment rate was less than 5%. This was completely within an acceptable range.

On his way to Professor Taira Toyomori's home, Professor Karl compared Japan with Germany and could only sigh. Although Germany's industrial level currently exceeded Japan's, there was indeed a not insignificant gap in national governance and people's livelihood. If Germany's employment rate and food supply in the past three years could have reached Japan's level, the Nazi Party would never have been able to come to power no matter what.

The former Imperial Palace had become a scenic tourist spot. The Japanese Presidential Residence where Professor Taira Toyomori now lived, like the Prime Minister's Residence, was not a very large house. Mrs. Taira, wearing a kimono, kindly served dinner to the two professors and then withdrew.

After three rounds of drinks, Professor Taira Toyomori asked, "I heard Professor Karl met with He-kun. I wonder if He-kun's elegance remains as before?"

Professor Karl recalled for a moment. He Rui's hair had whitened quite a bit; one could not expect a forty-three-year-old man to have the glowing countenance of someone under thirty. Professor Karl replied, "Chairman He's academic level has become more profound."

Hearing such a description, Professor Taira Toyomori sighed, "He Rui was already brilliantly talented. To be continuing to improve at this time, it is truly enviable."

Professor Karl was in no mood to praise He Rui. He asked, "Last time I came to Japan, the prevailing ideas in Japan were still the 'Revive Asia Theory' and the 'Invade China Theory.' I wonder what changes have occurred in Japan's current thinking?"

Professor Taira was not surprised by this question. "Does Professor Karl not think that the Revive Asia Theory is already the mainstream thought in Japan?"

Professor Karl shook his head. "I do not think so. Back then, Japan still had the desire to lead Asia. The current situation has changed. Although I have not conducted research on Japan's recent thought, according to the laws of change in human history, I believe Japan's current thinking is likely closer to some ideas from the Shogunate era. After all, even when the Tokugawa Shogunate banned maritime activities, the list of banned destinations never included China."

Professor Taira knew that Professor Karl was a top scholar of geopolitics and did not try to brush him off. "What does Professor Karl think is the foundation of the current stable situation in the Far East?"

Professor Karl replied without even thinking, "The Soviet Union has determined that it absolutely cannot win a war in the East Asian region. And China has the ability to determine the military situation in the Far East, and China is willing to maintain peace and mutual trust in the Far East. The stable situation in the Far East has been achieved because of this."

Professor Taira nodded. "The Far East order constructed by China is not a simple model of non-aggression, but a model of economic cooperation. If Professor Karl has heard of the East Asian Coal and Steel Community, you would probably understand the appearance of mutual cooperation in the Far East region now. Most Japanese people now are very satisfied with the current situation. The Japanese Cabinet has held several meetings to discuss the situation, and a consensus was reached at the meetings. Now Japan has obtained benefits that it could not have obtained in the past no matter what kind of war it launched."

"...Professor Taira, you wouldn't be thinking of suggesting that France and Germany construct a European Coal and Steel Community, would you?" Professor Karl smiled bitterly.

President Taira Toyomori understood the Franco-German contradiction well, so he shook his head. "Peace requires not only a window of opportunity but also national strength and the strategic determination of the national leader. According to the Chinese saying, a great hero only appears in China every five hundred years. He-kun is such a figure. He defeated Japan in order to save Japan. I think Professor Karl should be able to understand what I am saying."

Professor Karl nodded, but he did not quite agree with Taira Toyomori's view. In European theory, East Asia and the entire Southeast Asian region were "China," and the people in these regions were all Chinese. Japan, Korea, Burma, and the Indochina region—these regions were to China what Prussia, Bavaria, and Austria were to the Holy Roman Empire.

The Republic of China was to China what Italy was to the Roman Empire. Italians looked at the various Roman provinces and felt those places were barbarian. Chinese people looked at surrounding regions and thought they were barbarians. From a European perspective, this was the most normal thing.

Professor Karl felt that China defeating Japan and letting Japan return to its proper position was definitely not salvation, but the imperial core rectifying the domestic order of the empire. Following this line of thought, Professor Karl probed, "Professor Taira, is Japan's view of the Versailles System different from before?"

Taira Toyomori did not answer immediately. The attitude within Japan had indeed changed quite a bit, but it also seemed not to have changed. what had truly changed was Japan's self-positioning. When most people in Japan once again believed that Japan was a member of the East Asian region, the former 'Revive Asia Faction' believed that East Asia must liberate all of Asia. The 'Invade China Faction' believed that Europe and America were bound to launch aggression against East Asia again; to avoid aggression, East Asia had to rapidly develop its strength, actively liberate all of Asia, and drive out the European and American colonialists.

What had changed was not necessarily Japan's expansionist views; what had changed was that previously Japan needed to pay the costs of expansion itself, whereas now Japan believed the costs of expansion should be borne by China. When the East Asian Alliance expanded externally, China would eat large chunks of meat, Japan would share some meat and broth, and if there were bones, they would be given to Korea to gnaw on. As for Ryukyu, casually giving some crumbs would be enough to make the Ryukyuans eat until their mouths were oily.

Professor Taira Toyomori decided to probe a little. "Professor Karl wouldn't think that Europe and America would actively attack East Asia, would you?"

Professor Karl shook his head. Any European or American politician with a slightly normal brain knew that attacking the Chinese mainland now would be suicidal. China could leverage the advantages of fighting on home ground to easily raise an army of thirty million. The total population of most European and American countries was not even thirty million. Even if they drained the last drop of blood, Europe and America could not win.

China did not yet have a navy, but Japan did. With one order from He Rui, Japan's Eight-Eight Fleet would truly be thrown into the battle to defend the East Asian Alliance. Combined with China's fierce air force capable of sinking British battlecruisers, close-shore combat for European and American countries in East Asia would be a nightmare.

So Professor Karl asked, "Professor Taira, if there were a German-Japanese alliance, how much influence do you think it would have on geopolitics?"

Taira Toyomori had not asked Professor Karl about the result of Germany wanting to cooperate with China. The He Rui government had downgraded diplomatic relations between China and Germany. Given He Rui's style, this was explicitly informing the whole world that China and Germany would absolutely not form an alliance.

Purely from a geopolitical perspective, if China and Germany formed an alliance, Germany could gain a huge advantage. China bordered the Soviet Union's weak Far East region, and Upper Burma and Assam, which China actually controlled, guarded the passage to British India. If China and Germany joined hands, once Germany went to war with France, China's army of thirty million could separately attack the Soviet Union and British India, leaving those two countries completely unable to attend to the decisive battle between France and Germany.

Precisely because such strategic deduction posed not even a bit of difficulty, Professor Taira Toyomori asked in return, "Is Germany preparing to rearm and restore its former glory?"

Professor Karl hurriedly shook his head and answered, "Germany needs peace right now."

Although he said this, Professor Karl felt truly emotional in his heart. Conversing with excellent geopolitical scholars was just this troublesome; their understanding of the world situation was too profound, so much so that the results of any action would be easily seen through. He Rui was a master of geopolitics. Downgrading diplomatic relations with Germany might certainly be because He Rui truly wanted to push his ideal of "liberating the whole world." From a realist perspective, doing so could also send a clear signal to the globe that China had no intention of provoking a war.

Seeing a trace of pride on Professor Taira Toyomori's face, the kind a scholar has during academic discussion, Professor Karl asked, "I wonder if Japan is willing to expand trade cooperation with Germany?"

He had thought President Taira Toyomori would have misgivings, but unexpectedly, after hearing this, Taira Toyomori immediately replied, "Japan is willing to cooperate with Germany in high-tech industries."

After Taira Toyomori finished speaking, he waited for Professor Karl's answer. Japan's economy had been very good in the last two years, but with China's rapid development, the disadvantages of Japan's small population and small market had been completely revealed. If Japan wanted to increase industrial profit margins, it had to increase investment in high-value-added industries. In this field, Germany indeed had many industries that Japan envied greatly. The Japanese Ministry of Finance had long made assessments: Japan did not need to devour all high-tech industries; just possessing one or two fields would be enough for Japan to obtain very rich returns.
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Having received a rather high-level private reception in China and Japan, Professor Karl felt he should receive a decent welcome in Korea as well. However, upon arriving in Korea, only Yin Taida, the Director of the Korean Academy of Sciences established just two years prior, received him with a lukewarm expression. Aside from the most basic friendly greetings, Yin Taida immediately asked about the purpose of Professor Karl's trip.

Professor Karl had spent some time in Korea before. Seeing this reaction, he knew he was completely unwelcome, though he couldn't understand why. Director Yin Taida didn't ask much more, and after a few exchanges, he asked, "When does Professor Karl plan to leave?"

Being asked this, Professor Karl understood that official Korean channels did not welcome him. Since the other party had this attitude, Professor Karl could only reply, "I plan to leave after seeing a few old friends."

Director Yin Taida nodded. "Do you need my assistance?"

Seeing that the other party had even cancelled the most basic inquiries, Professor Karl said, "No need, I will contact them myself."

"In that case, I won't disturb Professor Karl," Director Yin Taida said, then immediately rose to take his leave.

Watching Yin Taida's retreating figure, Professor Karl felt that this man had no desire whatsoever to have any contact with the German side. The Director of the Korean Academy of Sciences had only come out to receive him due to basic politeness. Subsequent events proved this feeling correct. When Professor Karl contacted his old acquaintances, they all very politely expressed that while they welcomed Professor Karl to Korea, they were too busy to host him.

Since Korea held such an attitude, Professor Karl could only choose to fly back to his country. On the plane, although Professor Karl was disappointed, he wasn't angry. Subjecting this matter to a bit of geopolitical analysis, one would discover that Korea's choice was quite rational.

Professor Karl's old acquaintances in Korea were also scholars. Although their standards were so-so—hardly first-rate—they weren't completely ignorant of the world. If one were to ask these people to construct a grand global strategy, it would be beyond their capabilities, but for them to understand basic state-to-state interactions was not too difficult.

Although Korea was theoretically under a ten-year trusteeship by China and Japan, in reality, neither country had stationed troops in Korea. The transfer of political power had gone very smoothly, and in practice, Korea could be considered to have restored its political independence.

Korea's economy had already been integrated into the East Asian Alliance, especially after the establishment of the East Asian Coal and Steel Community. Korea's mineral resources had been effectively developed. By taking loans from China and Japan and purchasing equipment from them, Korea had built its own metallurgical industry. As a country in a subordinate economic position, rejecting economic cooperation with other countries was a wise choice.

From the perspective of national sentiment, in this world, only China had paid a huge price for Korea's national independence. Other countries, even if not Korea's enemies, were certainly not friendly nations. Korea had no interest in dallying with Germany, nor any reason to draw closer to it. Since China had already downgraded diplomatic relations with Germany, Korea treating Professor Karl this way could already be considered very polite.

Figuring out the reason didn't make Professor Karl feel any happier, and the noise inside the cabin was even more unpleasant. However, it only took one day to return to Berlin. After getting off the plane, hearing the familiar local dialect and seeing his wife and sons who had come to the airport to welcome him, a feeling of joy arose spontaneously.

The joy of family quickly dispelled all unhappy moods. Upon returning home, Professor Karl's two sons told their father that they had already entered the German government to work, which made Professor Karl feel very happy. However, as a father and a scholar, Professor Karl still kept a straight face and made demands of his sons: "You must hold a sincere attitude toward work. You must never think that just because you have something to rely on, you can be lazy. Your individual value is realized on the basis of providing service to society..."

The sons looked like they were listening very seriously. As for whether these words were truly taken to heart, Professor Karl wasn't very confident. He had met many people, including quite a few extremely excellent scholars. These top scholars without exception had powerful internal drive. Compared to them, his sons were just ordinary educated people.

Regardless of how his sons were, as a father, he had to educate them this way. Only after finishing this talk did the dinner at Professor Karl's home officially begin. Professor Karl's wife somewhat happily told him that her family had already received the "Honorary Aryan" certificates. With these certificates, they had at least kept their jobs.

Professor Karl had experience in both military academy and university education, and had many friends in both types of institutions. Hearing his wife inadvertently mention in her narrative that the Nazi government had begun to purge the education system, he felt some regret in his heart. But Professor Karl believed this was unavoidable; the supporters of the Nazi Party needed to see changes in the country.

Jews did not equal Jewish profiteers, and Jewish profiteers were mostly lackeys of the German upper class. Now that the German people's tolerance for a painful life had reached its limit, "enemies" had to be found to bear the people's anger. Not everyone in academia was a true scholar; struggles based on interest were extremely fierce. It was unavoidable that the Nazi Party's actions would be utilized by those dirty people. Moreover, Professor Karl had a very clear positioning of himself: he had become the President of the German Academy of Sciences because of Hitler's personal decision. Because of this position, Professor Karl would face a great many attacks.

"Be cautious in speech and action," Professor Karl reminded his wife and children using a Chinese idiom he liked very much.

After resting at home for only one day, Professor Karl was summoned by Hitler. In addition to officially granting the employment certificate for the President of the German Academy of Sciences, Hitler was very concerned about this trip to East Asia. Professor Karl had also prepared a report. Hitler listened very seriously, especially after hearing Professor Karl's analysis of China downgrading Sino-German diplomatic relations. He first raised his hand to stop Professor Karl's narration, then walked to the window with his hands behind his back to look outside. After standing for quite a while, Hitler turned his head and said to Professor Karl, "Professor, do you think China's judgment of Germany will have an impact on other countries in the world?"

Professor Karl shook his head. "The words of top geopolitical masters are always only recognized after the fact. People who attack you for potentially starting a war were saying so several years ago; do you think the rest of the world believed them?"

Hitler nodded slightly, the bit of worry in his heart dissipating considerably. Just as Professor Karl said, the people accusing Hitler of planning to start a war were as numerous as carp moving down a river. Just in last year's German presidential election, both the Communist Party of Germany and the Social Democratic Party of Germany had declared in their campaigns that choosing Hindenburg was equivalent to choosing Hitler, and choosing Hitler was choosing war.

Faced with such attacks, Hitler naturally cursed the KPD and the SPD for talking nonsense. Privately, Hitler was extremely puzzled by the indecisiveness of the leaders of these two parties. Since they clearly understood things would develop this way, why did these two parties still adopt the model of parliamentary struggle instead of decisively taking hardline measures? Wasn't this seeking their own destruction?

After personally banning the KPD, the SPD, and other political parties, Hitler believed even more firmly in his own philosophy. This world was full of trash who believed in elections. These pieces of trash also smugly thought they represented public opinion, thinking they could solve problems through compromise and intimidation. Chancellor Bismarck had seen through these pieces of trash back then, frankly declaring, "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!"

Looking at the international changes over the past dozen years, He Rui was undoubtedly an outstanding leader like Bismarck. He Rui did not intimidate other countries, but won China's interests through various means of struggle. Since Professor Karl believed He Rui's view of the Nazis wouldn't influence other countries in the world, Hitler felt much more at ease. After all, everyone hopes to have a confidant, but no one likes having all their plans seen clearly and thoroughly by others.

Professor Karl analyzed the current economic situation from a geopolitical perspective. The most dynamic country willing to engage in trade at present was China. However, due to France, it was difficult for Germany to establish comprehensive economic and trade relations driven by official channels with China. On the contrary, due to the needs of its domestic economic situation, the United States had a large demand for investing in Germany.

Hitler had long heard Professor Karl analyze these things. Hjalmar Schacht, who was responsible for Germany's economic work, had also done the same analysis. Professor Karl had merely gone to confirm it personally. Hitler currently didn't lack people to analyze the situation for him; what he lacked were people who proposed solutions. After Professor Karl finished speaking, Hitler asked, "Professor, do you think there is any way to solve this?"

Professor Karl answered immediately, "I think we can utilize American investment to let some German enterprises open factories in China. China's market demand is very large, and the demand for high-end technology is even greater. I believe such investments can obtain rich returns in a very short time."

Hitler was stunned for a moment and didn't answer immediately. He acknowledged Professor Karl's academic ability, but never considered Professor Karl to be an economics expert. Pondering for a moment, Hitler asked, "Is this a request from the Chinese side?"

Professor Karl hurriedly shook his head. "No, this is my personal view."

Hearing this, Hitler stood up again with his hands behind his back, paced back and forth a few steps, and said, "Professor, Germany now needs to establish an economic system that relies as little as possible on world finance. You know very well how much damage global financial fluctuations have caused Germany!"

Professor Karl naturally knew Hitler's worries. Within the Nazi Party, there was also considerable resistance to foreign capital. Among the culprits causing Germany's current predicament, the extortion of the Treaty of Versailles was one, the inhumane policies of the Weimar government were one, and American capital was also one.

In 1924, in order to allow the German economy to function and have money to repay war reparations, the United States created a Young Plan. A large amount of American capital flooded into Germany, allowing the German economy to recover rapidly. The US economic crisis of 1929 caused the US to withdraw funds, and the German economy plummeted, falling into the current miserable situation. The Nazi Party had grasped power during this economic crisis, so naturally, they were extremely vigilant about the influence of international capital on the German economy.

Professor Karl explained his policy. "Based on my observations of China, China has already obtained heavy industrial technology and has mastered these technologies at an admirable speed. China also has abundant labor, and light industrial enterprises requiring large amounts of labor are also developing very rapidly. Based on Germany's industrial development experience, what China needs now are those small and medium-sized enterprises that require time to accumulate before they appear. These enterprises can provide specialized equipment for heavy and light industry, solving those detailed problems. Germany has a great advantage in these areas, and in the German economic crisis, these enterprises have suffered the greatest damage."

Hitler could vaguely understand what Professor Karl was saying. He asked in puzzlement, "Professor, where did you get this inspiration?"

Professor Karl had to answer truthfully. "This is an idea I got while talking with Japanese President Taira Toyomori. Japanese workers' wages are not high, and exports to China compete on low prices. Japan has a population of less than 50 million, and its production capacity is limited. China itself also has a large number of similar enterprises, resulting in very low profit margins for Japanese industrial products. Japan discovered that the industries with sufficient profit margins are those I just introduced. Japanese President, Professor Taira Toyomori, hopes that Germany and Japan can cooperate in this field. I personally believe that rather than cooperating with Japan, it is better for Germany to invest directly in China. The money for German enterprises to invest in China can utilize American loans."

Hitler hadn't expected that Professor Karl, a geopolitical scholar, would actually propose an economic suggestion. Since Hitler himself wasn't an expert in economics and had to rely on German economic experts, he asked Professor Karl to organize his thoughts again, and if there was a need, he would ask Professor Karl to come forward.

Sending Professor Karl away, Hitler thought for a while before sending someone to invite Dr. Schacht. Ribbentrop had already returned from the Soviet Union, bringing back a consensus that the Soviet Union was willing to trade with Germany, which surprised Hitler somewhat. The German Weimar government had already had quite a lot of cooperation with the Soviet Union, ranging from economic to military. That kind of cooperation belonged to small-scale cooperation; the Soviet side had never proposed a comprehensive economic cooperation framework. Based on the Nazi Party's understanding of the Soviet Union, they believed the Soviet Union lacked the ability to propose a reasonable cooperation framework.

The verbal agreement Ribbentrop brought back surprised even Schacht, and Hitler also felt it was very unexpected. In the Tsarist Russian era, Russia's industrial development model was to introduce technology from France, Germany, and Britain en masse, using Russia's tariffs or mineral resources as collateral. Russia itself did not possess a complete industrial system.

In this verbal agreement, the Soviet Union was clearly no longer that country that could only import; instead, it was in a state of picking and choosing based on an industrial system foundation. Neither Hitler nor Schacht quite believed the Soviet Union possessed such strength. But Ribbentrop recounted what he had seen with his own eyes, and believed that although the Soviet Union did not possess powerful industrial strength like Western Europe and the United States, the current Soviet Union was no longer that Russia that only knew how to buy factories. This communist country not only had heavy industrial strength but had also made considerable progress in light industry.

In Ribbentrop's description, ordinary Soviet people basically had decent clothing, had bicycles, and a portion of Soviets could even drive motorcycles and cars. This level indeed couldn't compare with Western European countries, but compared to the Central and Eastern European countries surrounding the Soviet Union, the living standards of ordinary Soviet urban residents were already in an advantageous position.

Regarding this, Schacht clearly showed great distrust. Although he didn't attack Ribbentrop to his face for exaggerating, Schacht still indicated he would investigate this. In terms of timing, Schacht's investigation should have ended by now.

Soon, Schacht arrived at the Chancellor's office. Judging just from his expression, this scholar was somewhat depressed, yet somewhat excited. Without exchanging pleasantries, Schacht said, "Führer, I believe selling industrial products to the Soviet Union can be exchanged for much more raw materials than imagined. The Soviet Union's raw material output exceeds our imagination."

Hitler suppressed his mood and asked calmly, "Mr. Schacht, is the Soviet Union willing to export raw materials at a low price?"

Schacht hurriedly shook his head. "No, the Soviet Union's raw material prices are about the same as international market prices. Führer, the total amount of raw materials the Soviet Union can stably export is much more than the Ministry of Finance imagined. Although we cannot pin Germany's economic development on the Soviet Union's goodwill, the Soviet Union's raw material output can indeed help the German economy recover at a faster speed."

Hearing Schacht's introduction, Hitler instinctively felt some resistance, but Schacht spoke more and more excitedly. In Schacht's vision, the markets Germany utilized at the current stage were mainly the former Austro-Hungarian countries. The traditional trade countries in Eastern Europe like Romania and Bulgaria were being developed, and South American countries were being strived for. The markets that needed some means to open up were the United States and Britain. Although the East Asian and French markets were very active at present, the difficulty for Germany to open them up was relatively large.

The Soviet market was a market Schacht originally hadn't dared to believe in. At least at present, the performance of the Soviet market exceeded Schacht's expectations. Iron ore, coal, oil, non-ferrous metals—everything was available on Soviet land. Since the Tsarist era, what the Russians lacked was the ability to develop these resources.

During the German Second Reich, Germany didn't necessarily not need Tsarist Russia's raw materials, but what Tsarist Russia could offer then was agricultural products, not raw materials. Back then, Bismarck set high tariffs on Tsarist Russian agricultural products to protect the interests of the Junkers. If Tsarist Russia had exported raw materials like iron ore and oil, Bismarck probably would have signed a trade agreement with Tsarist Russia immediately.

Schacht believed the Soviet Union's external propaganda of "Socialism in One Country" was boasting, and the reliability of the numbers published by the Soviet Union was worrying. But after Ribbentrop met with Molotov, Schacht, who had been responsible for economic work in the Weimar government, immediately sent people to contact the Soviet Union, and the news received was very inspiring. The Soviet economic department gave a specific trade plan, stating that the ore was ready. As long as Germany shipped the machinery and equipment needed by the Soviet Union to the Soviet Union, they could immediately haul iron ore back from the Soviet Union.

Germany was currently undertaking massive infrastructure construction. Due to the loss of Alsace and Lorraine, Germany's source of metal ores had also been cut off. Swedish iron ore was high grade and had large reserves, suitable for use in high-quality metal smelting. The Soviet Union's iron ore output was equally huge, but the grade wasn't high; however, it could be used for low-grade needs.

Germany's biggest problem now was unemployment. Even if the profit margin on industrial products wasn't high enough, as long as the trading volume was large enough, it would be enough to pull the German economy out of the crisis. Schacht decided to take a gamble. Moreover, the plan Schacht proposed was to solve the immediate problems in the short term, not some long-term plan.

Listening to Schacht, Hitler couldn't be completely sure how things would develop, but Germany had already reached this point; no matter how bad it got, it couldn't get much worse. Furthermore, Hitler and Schacht were different from other Nazis; he trusted Ribbentrop very much. And Ribbentrop himself had a high evaluation of the Soviet Union.

Since Schacht was also so affirmative, Hitler immediately stated, "Mr. Schacht, please proceed freely."

Obtaining Hitler's consent, Schacht felt much more at ease. Just as he was preparing to take his leave, Schacht heard Hitler slowly recount his views on expanding the scale of investment in China. For the first few sentences, Schacht thought Hitler was just saying some polite words. After Hitler brought out the general idea, Schacht felt some wild joy in his heart. But Schacht didn't completely trust Hitler at this time, so he suppressed his mood and listened to Hitler's narration as calmly as possible.

When Hitler finished speaking, Schacht was still unwilling to state his position immediately. It wasn't because Schacht disagreed, but because Schacht couldn't believe that Hitler, this "Bohemian Corporal," could understand economic details to such a degree.

Industry is a complex system, but the principles of industry are simple. Scientists propose explanations for the laws of the world, and engineers use these principles to manufacture equipment according to needs to fulfill market demands. Scientists constantly deepen their understanding of the laws of equipment, while engineers constantly improve during the production process, achieving technical iteration.

Established industrial countries have a long history of industrial development. Excellent economists can judge based on experience where investment at the current stage can drive rapid economic development. Schacht agreed very much with what Hitler recounted. Although only Poland and the Baltic states separated the Soviet Union and Germany by land, Schacht's understanding of the Soviet economy was even less than his understanding of the Chinese economy.

When the Asian International Tribunal was established, the He Rui government invited a large number of European legal experts. After the trial of the ANZACs, the Asian International Tribunal was not abolished; instead, it continued to provide legal services for human rights issues in various countries around the world. In addition, China subsequently carried out a large number of economic, trade, and political exchanges with various countries around the world, and many German legal experts stayed in China to engage in the legal profession. Among them were many of Schacht's old friends.

From the correspondence of these old friends, as well as meetings when these people returned to Germany from China to visit relatives, Schacht had a general impression of the Chinese economy. This was also why Schacht had borrowed quite a bit of China's economic development experience to use in Germany's economic development plan.

Current China was surprisingly developing rapidly in the field of science, and also not surprisingly but admirably making considerable progress in the technical field. These two were high-end and low-end respectively.

The He Rui government emphasized the "Electrical Revolution," and these fields were exactly the fields Germany had developed first. Therefore, Schacht believed that China lagging behind the world in the "mid-range field" produced by long-term industrial accumulation was not because China didn't work hard, nor because the Chinese nation wasn't capable, but merely because the development time hadn't been long enough. Given time, China would definitely be able to develop.

If Germany could cooperate with China in these fields, the two countries had great room for cooperation. Although France had political advantages in these fields, France's economy was currently overheating, and the Franc was very strong, leading to increased prices for industrial products. What Germany cared about now was whether there was a market. In order to get out of the economic crisis as soon as possible, Germany was not pursuing making as much money as France.

But this kind of thing was by no means content Hitler could completely understand. Even Schacht himself wasn't quite sure who should be sent to be responsible for this matter now. In the silence, he heard Hitler say, "Mr. Schacht, I hope to see a report on this matter."
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In Kiev, at 4:00 AM in March, the sky was still dark. Pavel Korchagin, Secretary of the Kiev Agricultural Bureau, was already woken by his alarm clock. He pressed the stop button, sat up, and pulled the cord to turn on the electric light. The hands of the clock pointed exactly to four. His wife, Tonya, groggily pulled the quilt up to shield her eyes from the light and continued to sleep.

Korchagin dressed, turned off the light, and left the house. After waiting at the door for five minutes, a *Golf* automobile drove up from the street side. The driver stopped next to Korchagin and hurriedly got out to open the rear door for him.

Korchagin said coldly, "Comrade, you are five minutes late."

The driver felt aggrieved. Having to go out this early in the morning, he had set two alarm clocks just to ensure he could report for duty on time. But the current leaders were all from military backgrounds; the driver didn't dare explain, only apologized.

Korchagin didn't say much more. It was March, and spring plowing had already begun. As the Secretary of the Kiev Agricultural Bureau, his daily work was extremely busy. Tonya was pregnant with their second child, so Korchagin only went home once every two days. Otherwise, he would have chosen to spend the night in the office.

Arriving at the office at 5:00 AM, Korchagin immediately threw himself into work. Spring plowing was proceeding systematically. Seeds, farm tools, chemical fertilizers, and pesticides—all had to be in place. At this stage, the morning meeting for the Kiev Agricultural Bureau cadres started at 6:00 AM. Only in this way could the Bureau begin work immediately when the comrades from various departments arrived at 8:00 AM.

This morning meeting made Korchagin feel good. The comrade responsible for imported materials informed him that the pesticides, herbicides, and rodenticides imported from China had all arrived. A significant number of Siberian Forest Cats, needed by the farmers, had also arrived. These gentle and cute cats were very useful tools in peasant households. Although raising cats was troublesome, and their actual enthusiasm for catching mice was open to doubt, having cats at this stage was better than having none.

Korchagin conducted the Agricultural Bureau's meeting like a military briefing. All personnel were clear about what their work was and what standard had to be achieved. The meeting was now drawing to a close.

Korchagin did not announce the dismissal of the meeting. instead, he pulled out a document and read aloud, "The distribution of official automobiles for the Kiev Agricultural Bureau has begun. The first batch of cars is ready for collection."

The faces of the cadre comrades immediately blossomed with smiles. The Soviet Union had introduced technology to build its own automobile factories. These factories began to mass-produce copies of foreign vehicles; *Gorky*, *Molotov*, *ZIM*, and other cars were put into production one after another. After the higher-level leaders had been allocated cars, it was finally the turn of the mid-to-low-level cadres.

"Comrades, the Party Committee met yesterday to discuss the results. The first batch of cars will be issued to comrades who need to travel frequently," Korchagin stated the result of the Committee's discussion.

This distribution method was reasonable; comrades who traveled indeed needed their own car. Those present were the backbone of the Agricultural Bureau, and no one raised any objections. Seeing the happy looks of the comrades, Korchagin was not particularly excited.

After these few years of work, Korchagin felt he basically understood the Central Committee's seemingly elusive agricultural policy. The reason it seemed elusive was simply that within the Central Committee, commitment to the current policy was not particularly firm. Since 1918, mid-level cadres had been executing the Central Committee's line, believing that the peasant class was too backward and often stood in opposition to the Soviet. Coupled with the low education level of mid-level and grassroots cadres, their methods in agricultural work were quite simple and crude.

So, after the comrades had their moment of joy, Korchagin knocked on the table and emphasized again, "Comrades, when working in the countryside, try not to curse at people. Cursing has little effect now. We must first ascertain whether the farmers have received the supplies they were supposed to get. If they have, are these supplies in their hands? If not, why are they not? The standard for judging whether farmers are 'bad' is whether they can reasonably make good use of their means of production!"

This was the work experience Korchagin had summarized after studying and internalizing the Central Committee's agricultural policy. Although the comrades might not accept it, or might not do it well even if they did, as the Secretary, Korchagin had to emphasize it.

Seeing that the comrades all indicated they understood, Korchagin ended the meeting. Only then did he go with the comrades to the cafeteria to get breakfast. He saw the comrades eligible for cars chatting happily with others, their faces full of joy. Korchagin, however, was wondering if the Central Committee's policy would change.

Theoretically, the CPSU's rural policy was still grain requisitioning, but in execution, it had become an exchange of light industrial goods and agricultural machinery needed by farmers for their production enthusiasm. In recent years, this method had achieved very good results. But the backlash was also intense. Those farmers who performed very well were already driving cars, and their willingness to join cooperatives had lowered significantly. More farmers were willing to work alone and chose to withdraw from agricultural cooperatives.

Korchagin instinctively felt that such results would likely trigger an adjustment of the current agricultural policy by the Central Committee. Making all farmers members of cooperatives would undoubtedly promote rural progress. When farmers were no longer smallholders producing only for their own interests, rural revolution would enter a new stage.

Over the next two days, the things Korchagin thought might happen did not occur. The Central Committee had no thoughts of adjusting agricultural policy; they only issued routine documents emphasizing the need to do a good job in material distribution and production organization to ensure a bumper harvest this year.

When the day to go home arrived, Korchagin went straight home after work. As soon as he entered, he saw Tonya, heavy with child, had already prepared dinner. Their daughter had gone to her grandfather's house today, so only the couple remained. Wheat bread, stewed meat, and borscht—all foods Korchagin liked very much. Just as he took a few bites, there was a knock on the door. The visitor was a cadre from the Agricultural Bureau.

Facing Korchagin's invitation to eat together, the comrade immediately expressed his thanks, "Thank you so much, Secretary Korchagin. This is fried meatballs made by my wife, please taste them."

The lunchbox contained piping hot meatballs. Korchagin tasted one; the skin was crispy, the minced meat inside was rich and fragrant—very delicious. Having had military experience, Korchagin had little interest in luxury; he quickly finished his share of the meal. The cadre opposite him hadn't eaten much; seeing this, he immediately put down his utensils and began to speak of the purpose of his visit. "Secretary Korchagin, did you know? My younger brother has retired from the army and is preparing to get married."

"Congratulations," Korchagin replied with a calm expression, having already formed some guesses in his mind.

"Secretary Korchagin, I know you can get car tickets. I wonder if you could help me out," the subordinate requested.

Korchagin considered for a moment. As the Secretary of the Agricultural Bureau, he did indeed have some tickets now. These tickets were not issued regularly but came with every supply delivery, and the quantity varied each time. To Korchagin's knowledge, this was because for high-value large items, the yield rate varied each time, and the product quality also varied.

For example, Korchagin's car was a First-Class product, which had fewer breakdowns. Second-Class products were of slightly lower quality, like the three car tickets Korchagin had received. There were also Third-Class products, which were of even lower quality. In places with better management, these cars would only be given to urban residents. In places with poor management, these cars were used as rewards for outstanding agricultural production households. Naturally, the outstanding agricultural households would be very unhappy about this.

Because many places did this, agricultural bureaus in many regions received a large number of complaint letters. It got to the point where the Soviet of the Ukrainian Republic had to issue a document forbidding this practice. But things were not that simple, because having a car was still better than having no car. The farmers cursed, but they would still take the car.

The cadre opposite knew that Korchagin was a very principled comrade who never accepted bribes, let alone embezzled. Even though he often seemed unenthusiastic, while hundreds or even thousands of cadres in Ukraine alone were taken away by the KGB or the Discipline Inspection Commission every year for corruption and bribery, Korchagin always sat steadily in the position of Agricultural Bureau Secretary.

Promising benefits was useless with Korchagin. So the cadre said, "Secretary, my future sister-in-law is the daughter of Comrade Alyosha. Comrade Alyosha used to work in the First Cavalry Army."

Hearing "First Cavalry Army," Korchagin was finally moved. After chatting for a few sentences, Korchagin did indeed recall that Alyosha; at least he knew there was such a person. The Agricultural Bureau cadre struck while the iron was hot, "When my brother gets married, we would also like to invite the Secretary to attend."

Korchagin understood this comrade's meaning. That Alyosha was now a Senior Colonel and might be promoted to General. This guy's intention was to use the wedding to create an opportunity for Korchagin to meet his old comrade-in-arms Alyosha again.

Thinking in silence, Korchagin did not consider the power behind this comrade. Korchagin originally detested these kinds of connections. Moreover, after being called to the Kremlin by General Secretary Stalin last year and severely criticized to his face, and then seeing Secretary Kirov and General Secretary Stalin discussing work together, Korchagin had been deeply moved by the leaders' foresight and had lost interest in these trivial matters. Korchagin was now considering this cadre's work ability and performance.

Beside them, Tonya had remained silent. Born into an intellectual family, she was very satisfied with the status her husband had achieved, which was equivalent to a department director in the Tsarist era. And the fact that her husband maintained his integrity and restraint after grasping power made Tonya respect him very much. Of course, the feeling of people coming to their door to beg for favors was something Tonya enjoyed.

After considering for a while, Korchagin felt that this cadre's ability and usual performance could indeed merit a car ticket. Only then did he agree. After the cadre left with a thousand thanks, Korchagin sighed. Another reason he finally agreed was that this cadre had not expressed any intention to bribe him. A few days ago, after attending a meeting with the Kiev Municipal Party Secretary, Korchagin had been interviewed by the KGB. The KGB asked Secretary Korchagin to "pay attention" to a few cadres in the Agricultural Bureau. Korchagin immediately understood.

Based on the performance of those few cadres, it was likely that their crimes were about to be exposed. The reason they hadn't been moved against yet might be that the evidence was uncertain, or perhaps because so many people had been arrested that they didn't want the arrest of these guys to affect the work of the Agricultural Bureau. Without some ability, naturally, one wouldn't have the opportunity to sit in a position where one could engage in corruption.

Sighing, Korchagin said almost to himself, "Is this... how cadres are tested now?"

Tonya had also finished her meal by this time. As she cleared the table, she said, "My dear, can you get tickets for imported cars?"

Korchagin was speechless for a moment. Tonya had mentioned this matter before; the Deputy Secretary of the Kiev Education Bureau didn't really want a Soviet domestic car—he wanted to get a Chinese-made automobile.

Korchagin sighed in his heart: *Is this how cadres are tested now?*



★


Politics Cold, Economics Hot (13)

Volume 6 — Chapter 91

❧ ❧ ❧


Tonya was a glorious teacher of the Soviet people. After work, she did not go home immediately but patiently finished her tasks in the class. She assigned work for the next day to the class monitor and student cadres, applied some pressure to the mischievous ones to teach them to control their impulses, and gave serious warnings to those children who had already shown problems.

Her husband, Korchagin, had been a secretary of the Komsomol (Youth League). Tonya had learned many working methods from him, which proved very effective when applied to education.

By the time she returned home, the sky was nearly dark. Tonya had already bought groceries, but before she could start cooking, there was a knock at the door. The wife of the Deputy Secretary of the Education Bureau stood at the door holding a dish. "Dear Tonya, you just got back, right? This is a dish made at my home, let's share it."

In the Soviet Union, everything was graded by rank, and each rank had corresponding treatment. The KGB caught thousands of corrupt elements every year, and most of those netted were cadres discovered because they enjoyed things beyond their rank. For example, if a section-level cadre enjoyed the treatment of a division-level cadre, there was definitely a problem.

Tonya lived in Korchagin's apartment, and the neighbors were cadres of similar status. Soon, the wives of the secretaries of the Kiev Industrial Bureau and the Transportation Bureau also arrived at Tonya's place with dishes they had cooked. Everyone was of roughly the same rank, so there was no issue of currying favor. Tonya had a gentle personality but did not just drift with the current. As a teacher, her conversation was elegant. Naturally, everyone liked to sit at Tonya's home.

The neighbors brought several dishes, and Tonya could not finish them alone. Neither her husband nor her children were at home, so Tonya deftly made a pot of borscht and chatted with the female neighbors while they ate.

The Soviet Union had begun to produce automobiles, ending the history of Russia being unable to build cars. As the families of high-ranking cadres all bought cars, middle-ranking cadre families also mostly considered buying one. The women talked about the news they had heard: domestic cars were striving for improvement, but compared to imported cars, the failure rate was obviously higher. The purpose of buying a car was to facilitate life, not to add annoyance, so naturally, they wanted to buy cars with low failure rates.

Chatting while eating, the women quickly reached a conclusion. If the quality of Soviet domestic cars improved a bit, they would of course buy domestic. At this stage, the most suitable car to purchase was the Hongqi (Red Flag) car produced in Changchun, China. The Hongqi car had a very low failure rate and the price was also cheap. In the latest hierarchy formulated by the Soviet Union, the Hongqi car was positioned as a vehicle that deputy division-level cadres were permitted to own. This meant that if the families present bought a Hongqi car, there would be no trouble.

The wife of the Deputy Secretary of the Education Bureau was anxious to buy a car, but after hearing the introduction, she still had some hesitation. Tonya was a teacher and did not understand the quality of cars. The expert was Dasha, the wife of the Transportation Bureau Secretary. Dasha herself was an engineer at a machinery plant, a professional through and through.

"Dasha, why are the cars allocated to deputy division-level cadres better?"

This question was also the most puzzling point for the other ladies. Logically, cars for higher ranks should be better.

Dasha actually did not quite understand why the quality of the Hongqi sedan performed so well either, and could only offer some guesses based on professional knowledge. "Perhaps the climate in Changchun is relatively similar to the Soviet Union? I heard that south of the Yangtze River region in China, it doesn't snow in winter."

Several ladies were surprised. "It doesn't snow! Can it really not snow?"

Such surprise was not because the ladies were uneducated, but simply because Russians could not imagine what a winter without snow would look like. Dasha looked at Tonya. "Tonya, your husband has been to Shanghai, he should be clear about it."

Tonya thought for a moment, supported her waist, stood up with her pregnant belly, and walked into the bedroom. Before long, she brought out a photo album. The ladies gathered around and saw over a dozen photos of Korchagin on a business trip to Shanghai, China. In the photos, a relatively thin Korchagin was on streets, at docks, by the seaside; behind him were massive equipment, streams of cars and bicycles, and tall buildings.

Regardless of the background, Korchagin in the photos was wearing thin short sleeves. The large number of Chinese people in the background were mostly the same. The ladies looked at the dates on the photos: from the end of October to early November 1922. The ground in the background was dry, and not a single snowflake could be seen. According to the time, it would already have started snowing in Russia.

While the ladies were clicking their tongues in wonder, Dasha suddenly said, "How about we consider traveling to China this year?"

Although they did not know the details, the Soviet Union had indeed recently begun to relax tourism management, especially for travel to China. Groups allowed to travel to China had already appeared. Travel to cities near the Sino-Soviet border was free, while these ladies could apply to travel to further places. For example, Beiping, Tianjin, Shanghai. The destinations one could choose for travel were also linked to the strict Soviet hierarchy.

In the last two or three years, China had suddenly gone unmentioned in Soviet newspapers and media. For ordinary Soviet people, this did not matter much. Originally, they paid no attention to China anyway. But the wives of officials did not see it that way, because Chinese commodities were quietly entering every aspect of the Soviet Union. It was just that previously these goods still had Chinese-made labels with Chinese characters, but now the labels had changed to Russian. Efforts were made to prevent people from associating these goods with Chinese manufacturing.

The view of the official class was completely the opposite; the interaction between the ladies' husbands and China had increased greatly. The Soviet Union imported a large amount of technical equipment from China to build factories, and the products of these factories, especially heavy industrial goods, were being exported to China in large quantities. Although the ladies did not understand why China did this, the increase in workload made them very curious about China.

Seeing the discussion veering off course, the wife of the Deputy Secretary of the Education Bureau quickly pulled the topic back. "Everyone suggests buying a Hongqi car? Are there other good cars to buy?"

Dasha replied, "Don't ask for trouble." As soon as this was said, everyone nodded. Someone couldn't hold back and whispered, "The fourth floor." Hearing this, several ladies immediately glared at that one.

The term "fourth floor" was not some folk taboo, but rather that two people from the KGB lived on the fourth floor. No one liked corrupt officials, but even less did anyone want to be targeted by the KGB. "Don't ask for trouble" was undoubtedly an excellent choice for self-preservation.

By the time Korchagin returned home again, Tonya had already prepared the meal. The couple chatted while eating. Seeing that Korchagin was in a good mood, Tonya then asked him if he had a ticket for a Hongqi car.

As it happened, Korchagin really did have a ticket for this model of vehicle for deputy division-level cadres. Korchagin did not quite understand why Tonya had become so fond of foreign things. Regarding whether to buy Soviet domestic cars or imported cars, the cadres had discussions, and everyone wanted to buy domestic cars more. Now the cadres were all waiting for higher-end domestic cars to appear, so they were not in a hurry.

Facing his beloved wife, Korchagin had no will to criticize at all. Tonya had a very clear sense of her husband's mood, so she revealed a flower-like smile. "Dear Korchagin, just do this favor. Her family has three children!"

Just as they were speaking, the sound of little guys running outside came from downstairs. Korchagin's heart could not help but soften. Without looking, he could imagine the scene outside: a group of little guys who had finished eating were running out from their homes, forming a team like a pack of wolves running to play in the nearby small park.

Wanting to take good care of this bunch of little rascals was really troublesome. When work wasn't busy, Korchagin personally took his daughter to school, and the little one would dawdle, which was quite a hassle. Sending three little ones to elementary school and kindergarten in the morning was really very strenuous. Packing them into a car would save a lot of trouble.

Korchagin drank the borscht in front of him in a few gulps and said, "Tonya, let's go sit at the Deputy Secretary's house."

Tonya wanted to laugh but quickly put away her smile. She nodded very seriously. "Okay. We can only help them this one time."

Half an hour later, Korchagin and Tonya left the home of the Deputy Secretary of the Education Bureau. The Deputy Secretary lived on the fifth floor and didn't dare send Korchagin into the hallway at all. He just thanked them profusely at home, quietly opened the door to see them out, and then immediately closed the door.

Korchagin lived on the third floor, so he didn't feel much about it. As someone who came from the revolutionary army, Korchagin actually felt some affinity for the KGB and could understand the hardships of these comrades well.

One week later, the Deputy Secretary's family finally picked up the car. Compared to the appearance of cars produced by several Soviet auto plants that imitated American and European luxury cars, the styling of the Hongqi car was very plain. Yet, it gave a feeling of gentleness and elegance. Looking at this car, Korchagin couldn't help but remember his trip to Shanghai, China.

China's strength had left a deep impression on Korchagin. The prosperity of that city, as well as the warm climate—Korchagin really couldn't imagine there was such a comfortable city in the world. What left an even deeper impression on Korchagin was Guangzhou, because after discussing the production of pesticides and fertilizers in Shanghai, Korchagin was ordered to go to the pesticide production base over in Guangzhou. The hot climate of Guangzhou was almost unbearable for Korchagin. Even in early November, the temperature was even hotter than summer in Kiev. Korchagin doubted whether he could stand it if he went to Guangzhou in the summer.

The feeling the Chinese people gave Korchagin as a whole was this kind of gentleness and elegance. They lived peacefully, looking enthusiastic yet self-controlled. It was hard for Korchagin to connect such a country with the tough nation that defeated Japan and Britain. As for the Qing Dynasty that was defeated by Russia, Korchagin was not very clear on exactly why Russia had defeated China.

At this moment, Comrade Deputy Secretary of the Education Bureau happened to come downstairs with his children. Seeing Korchagin, he immediately revealed a smile. "Comrade Korchagin, are you going out? Do you need a lift?"

Korchagin hurriedly shook his head. "No need, I was just about to go home."

Soon, the car started up. The Deputy Secretary rolled down the window and waved to Korchagin. Quickly, the car entered the wide road and drove in the middle of the street.

Korchagin suddenly thought about whether he should also buy a car. The car Korchagin used now was assigned by his work unit. Korchagin had never thought about using the public car for private purposes; the car given by the state naturally had to be used for official business. But seeing that he was about to have two children, Tonya also needed a car. Korchagin himself didn't have anywhere to spend money, and the family's money was all managed by Tonya. He didn't know if their current savings were enough to buy a car? Now the government had introduced a policy called installment payments. This was actually a very good method. Korchagin decided to buy a car for himself and give it to Tonya to drive.

Korchagin did not expect that at this time, the manufacturer of the Hongqi car, the Changchun Automotive Group, was conducting a discussion regarding the Soviet market. The Deputy Section Chief of the Soviet Section of the Ministry of Commerce of the Republic of China was sitting on the podium, lecturing with spittle flying. That's right, not introducing the situation, but lecturing.

Originally, this should have been a discussion meeting. The report produced by the head of the after-sales department showed that from 1932 to 1933, the demand for imported auto parts in the Soviet Union increased by 361%, and whole vehicle exports increased by over 300%. In recent years, among the top three clients in Changchun Automotive Group's internal regional division, the Northeast region ranked first, the Soviet Union ranked second, and Inner and Outer Mongolia ranked third.

Originally, the Hebei region ranked second. Following the relocation of the capital, the economy of the Hebei region had actually become active. After the establishment of the Automotive Group in Tianjin, Changchun Automotive Group's sales in Hebei stagnated. Although the overall demand for automobiles in Hebei continued to increase, the new market share was eaten up by the Tianjin Automotive Group. From a sales market perspective, Changchun Automotive Group now had to take the Soviet market very seriously.

The group management layer naturally knew all this, but when it involved the Soviet Union, everyone couldn't help but complain about the Soviet system. For China, especially for present-day China, the concept of "industry" had appeared in the philosophy of the He Rui government. Since it was an industry, it was naturally a commercial operation. In commercial operations, there were no distinctions of high or low status, only the concept that everyone is equal before money.

As long as one had money, one could purchase a car. As for where the money to buy the car came from, whether the person buying the car was male or female, old or young, it had nothing to do with the automotive group. Regarding the rules and regulations formulated by those departments managing traffic, what the automotive group had to consider was whether to comply. If they were unwilling to comply, how to exploit loopholes in the laws and regulations.

Overall, the industry itself was very relaxed. Although dealing with regulation was a headache, as long as the enterprise didn't cross boundaries or get up to any mischief, it wasn't too much trouble.

However, although Changchun Automotive Group was a state-owned enterprise, it was after all just an enterprise. An enterprise was not qualified to conduct equal transactions with a state like the Soviet Union. Previously, Changchun Automotive Group's exports were all conducted through Soviet procurement; the automotive group had no interface point for trade with the Soviet government at all.

Fortunately, everyone was from departments separated from the former Northeast government, and there were plenty of old colleagues. So they asked their old colleagues how to better expand trade with the Soviet Union. Unexpectedly, this directly alerted the Ministry of Commerce, and the Ministry of Commerce specially sent someone to give a lecture.

Originally, the group felt this was making a mountain out of a molehill, but once the course started, the group felt that things were really not as simple as imagined. To do business with the Soviet Union, one had to first figure out to what extent the Soviet Union had recently developed. Understanding the Soviet Union was like opening a new world.

For China, if you worked well, you got paid more; the principle was simple and clear. But the Soviet system gave Changchun Automotive Group, as a state-owned enterprise, a taste of a once-familiar flavor, as well as increasing helplessness.

If you said the Soviet Union was progressive, the hierarchy within Soviet management was strict, and many things became very pretentiously difficult. If you said it wasn't progressive, the distribution system implemented by the Soviet Union was actually very reasonable. It fully reflected the characteristic that the Soviet people were the masters of the country. An ordinary person could live very well for a month on 800 rubles, even a person with no productive capacity at all.

In the Soviet Union, housing allocation depended on family size, not rank. Rank determined whether one had a dedicated car and security measures. Looking at a plan list for an Oblast Committee Secretary, in terms of salary alone, as the rank went up, perhaps materially the planned salary only increased by a pack of cigarettes. But in terms of benefits, it was completely different: vacations to the Black Sea, Labor Heroes having lifelong fixed seats in cinemas and theaters, rotated every four years as stipulated by Stalin.

When all production was linked to planning, such a peculiar situation emerged. Salaries might not be high, but after being linked to rank and the audited labor level, the benefits made one drool with envy.

Moreover, this treatment was not just for normal situations; there were additional subsidies for special circumstances. For example, if an unmarried girl gave birth at 16, in China, this would be a major event sufficient to bring shame upon the family. The girl's life would likely be ruined.

But in the Soviet Union, such a matter took on a different appearance. The girl could apply to the government. During pregnancy, she would not accept any financial assistance from parents or other relatives; the state would provide living expenses for mother and child, and medical expenses for childbirth and hospitalization would be borne by the KGB.

That's right, this kind of accidental event was not the responsibility of the civil affairs department, but was the responsibility of the KGB, the department responsible for internal affairs.

From the time the child was seven months old, they started kindergarten until university graduation without paying tuition. There was a separate subsidy of 1000 rubles a month (3 jin of meat a day, unlimited bread, 2 dishes, plus 1 soup). The total monthly living cost was less than 800 rubles, and the extra 200 rubles could buy some clothes.

The loss for the 16-year-old girl was just delaying school for a year, and it might be hard to get married later. But that was the Soviet Union. Although they also held negative evaluations of chaotic relationships between men and women, the Soviet Union lacked population. As long as it was a child of the Soviet people, they would receive care.

In this environment, did the Soviet Union have consumption power? It really did, and it was very strong. But from the perspective of China's current policies, this consumption power was closely combined with the welfare system. If the Soviet Union did not want to provide such welfare, there would not be the related consumption.

The upper echelons of Changchun Automotive Group had thought they were just holding a meeting to expand the Soviet market, but they had to invite comrades from the Ministry of Commerce to lecture specifically for two days before they gained a rough concept of the "Soviet market."

Changchun Enterprise Group discovered that as an ordinary enterprise, even if it was majestic in the auto market of the Northeast region, it was helpless regarding auto sales to the Soviet Union. Watching a big piece of fat meat right by their mouth, they surprisingly could only accept Soviet orders completely passively. Although they knew in their hearts this was inevitable, that kind of unwillingness was unavoidable.

In the end, the group simply made a decision: "Let's just watch slowly."
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On the morning of April 29, 1933, at 10:00 AM, the cars of He Rui, Duan Qirui, Xu Shichang, and others stopped at the entrance of Zhang Xiluan's residence. The area outside the Zhang home was packed with vehicles. The younger generations of the Zhang family, all dressed in mourning attire, were welcoming those who came to pay their respects. Seeing He Rui and the others arrive, the Zhang family members simply exchanged a few words before guiding these prominent figures of the Beiyang era towards the mourning hall.

An incense table had been set up in the mourning hall, with Zhang Xiluan's photograph hanging above it. Several foreigners were awkwardly lighting incense and kneeling to bow before Zhang Xiluan, while the Zhang family members bowed in return. The Zhang family steward whispered to He Rui and his group, "Everyone, these are from the foreign consulates in Tianjin."

Seeing these foreigners, who had always wanted to impose Western etiquette on China, now obediently kneeling and bowing according to Chinese custom, Duan Qirui felt a sense of satisfaction. Duan Qirui did not consider himself a staunch traditionalist; having attended military academy in Germany, he fully agreed that etiquette should be as simple as possible. Now that China was entering industrialization, the pace of life was much faster than before, and the people had no time for such troublesome rituals. However, this simplification of etiquette had to be done by China itself and had nothing to do with importing foreign customs.

Just then, hearing footsteps, Duan Qirui turned to see his son, Duan Hongye, standing beside him. Out of habit, he wanted to scold him. But on second thought, he felt his reprimand would be groundless. His son had clearly been waiting outside for some time and only followed them in after seeing him arrive with He Rui, which counted as knowing his place.

At this moment, the foreigners had finished their obeisance. Following them, two men stepped forward and knelt to offer incense with exceptionally practiced movements. Their kneeling posture was almost a full prostration, significantly different from the movements of ordinary Chinese people. The Zhang family steward whispered an explanation: "These two are from the Japanese and Korean consulates in Tianjin."

After the foreign diplomats stood up, they saw He Rui and the others and wanted to approach, but were blocked by security bureau personnel. He Rui and his group stepped forward to kneel and offer incense. After the ceremony, the Zhang family invited them into the rear hall.

Madam Zhang, her eyes swollen from crying, sat listlessly in a chair in the rear hall. Seeing He Rui and the others enter, she struggled to stand. Xu Shichang stepped forward to stop her, "Sister-in-law, please do not rise. Take care of your health and restrain your grief."

The deceased was paramount, so Madam Zhang did not stand on excessive ceremony. Zhang Xiluan's eldest son stepped forward to recount the circumstances of Zhang Xiluan's passing. "My father took a nap in the flower hall the day before yesterday afternoon, just as he always did. We didn't want to disturb him. Unexpectedly, he just passed away like that."

As he spoke, tears welled up in his eyes again. Xu Shichang sighed, "Sigh... Duke Zhang was open-minded all his life. I didn't expect him to leave so peacefully at the end, comparable to entering Nirvana. This is a blessing."

At these words, everyone nodded. Zhang Xiluan's eldest son knew there was absolutely no malice in these words; passing without the suffering of a sickbed was indeed a blessing for Zhang Xiluan. He took a letter from his bosom. "Chairman, my father wrote this letter several years ago. He instructed me that if the Chairman came to offer condolences in person, or sent someone to inquire, I was to hand this letter to the Chairman."

Hearing this, Duan Qirui, Xu Shichang, and the others couldn't help but feel envious. This was indeed Zhang Xiluan's style. He had been certain while alive that He Rui would come, so he hadn't rushed to mail the letter. If He Rui hadn't come, this letter would never have been delivered to him. In the world today, with Zhang Xiluan gone, there was no one else qualified to do such a thing.

He Rui naturally understood that Zhang Xiluan was putting on a small show of status at the very end of his life; this act was very much in character. Taking the letter, he intended to offer a few words of comfort, but suddenly grief welled up from within. Thinking of the friendship and full support Zhang Xiluan had given him back then, he couldn't help but shed tears.

Duan Qirui and the others were excellent judges of character. Seeing He Rui weep, they could sense it was not feigned. While reassured, they also felt somewhat emotional. The old Beiyang faction had been established during a time of national turmoil, striving to accomplish something at the end of the Qing Dynasty. Feared by the Qing court above and despised by the revolutionaries below, they had struggled with difficulty. The turmoil in between was countless. From 1895 to 1925, they had bitterly held on for thirty years, accumulating countless infamies during that time. Although it was He Rui and his cohorts—who came from the Beiyang—who unified China, a Beiyang background was no longer a credential to be flaunted within He Rui's government. Although the name of Beiyang still existed, in reality, it had vanished like smoke.

He Rui wiped away his tears and sighed, "I still remember when Duke Zhang entrusted the responsibility of the Zhen'an General to me at the Fengtian Railway Station. Duke Zhang was in plain clothes. holding my hand, he said, 'Brother, the future of China is left to you guys!' Leaving Fengtian that time, he had only one concern: out of brotherhood, he insisted on seeing Duke Xiangcheng one last time. Thinking of Duke Zhang's grace in recognizing and supporting me, I..."

At this point, He Rui's eyes reddened again.

Zhang Xiluan's eldest son was moved and quickly said, "Chairman, my father passed away in his sleep and left no last words. However, in recent years, my father said that if anyone praised his life during the condolences, I should clarify. In his life, he accepted all the gifts others sent, and did little for the country or the people. The only thing my father was proud of was fighting those few small battles with the Japanese and the Russians. Resigning the position of Zhen'an General was because my father lacked the strength to shoulder it and could only entrust it to others. Meeting Chairman He and entrusting major national affairs to him actually fulfilled my father's reputation. It was absolutely not a grace of recognizing talent."

These words made Duan Qirui feel uncomfortable. Among the old brothers of the Beiyang lineage who held the title of General, except for Zhang Xiluan, basically all had notorious reputations, and there was no shortage of those who were ruined, with Yuan Shikai being the most ruined of all. Zhang Xiluan had achieved both worldly affairs in life and a good name after death. Duan Qirui felt his own life fell far short, causing him to sigh repeatedly.

Xu Shichang said, "Nephew Zhang, your father had a clear mind. Apart from envy, we have no other words. The deceased is gone; please restrain your grief."

The group did not stay long. After presenting their monetary gifts, they took their leave.

Duan Qirui was in a heavy mood and remained silent after getting into the car. He only looked at his son when he heard Xu Shichang introducing Duan Hongye to He Rui. He Rui smiled and said, "So it is National Hand Duan. I have long heard of your great name."

Duan Hongye smiled bitterly, "The title of National Hand is unworthy of the name. I have been defeated repeatedly and made a laughingstock of myself before the Chairman."

Hearing his son's reply was decent, Duan Qirui's mood improved slightly. Unexpectedly, Duan Hongye continued, "Duke Zhang's passing is enviable. I was just thinking, if in my old age I could thoroughly solve an ancient Go manual and then die, that would be a most beautiful thing."

Hearing his son start spouting nonsense again, Duan Qirui wanted to scold him in anger. But with He Rui present, Duan Qirui didn't want to lose face in front of an outsider, so he could only glare hatefully at his good-for-nothing son, planning to deal with this bastard after returning home. But he heard He Rui laugh, "If you could thoroughly solve one ancient Go manual, and then solve another, that would be even more beautiful."

Hearing He Rui encourage his son, Duan Qirui quickly said, "Chairman, my son has a nature that seeks no advancement. Do not have any expectations of him."

Facing his father's attack, Duan Hongye didn't care at all. He smiled bitterly, "Chairman, although I work hard, I also know that my Go strength has reached its limit. No matter how hard I try, I cannot improve an inch. Just as my father said, I am not worth expecting anything from."

He Rui had witnessed the era where AI completely crushed human Go players and had a very intuitive feeling about the upper limit of human Go ability, so he didn't take winning or losing at Go to heart at all. He advised, "National Hand Duan loves Go, so you must know that Go skills are also an accumulation. If you can clarify your own understanding of Go and write it down for future generations to learn from, that is also a contribution. Japanese Go also relies on accumulation."

Hearing this, Duan Hongye couldn't help but feel somewhat guilty, "Does the Chairman also play Go?"

"I do not," He Rui replied.

"I hear that the Chairman writes books and establishes theories, which I truly admire. What the Chairman just pointed out... it's not that I don't want to do it, but that I cannot. If you ask me to play, I can play, but if you ask me to summarize Go theory, I rack my brains only to find that everything I can write is nonsense. I am truly ashamed."

Hearing Duan Hongye speak sincerely, He Rui smiled, "When I started writing books back then, I was equally uneasy, feeling that the theories I proposed were utter rubbish. However, the ugly daughter-in-law must eventually meet her in-laws. Isn't writing it out just to let others criticize and ridicule it? As long as one does one's best, that is enough."

Hearing this, Duan Hongye frowned. After thinking for a moment, he asked somewhat uneasily, "Every time I write, I feel it is my best effort. But looking at it again a few days later, I feel it is rubbish. Does the Chairman have any advice?"

"I don't understand Go. Even ten of me added together couldn't beat National Hand Duan. So I will only speak of the mindset. National Hand Duan, everyone has defeats from yesterday. Do you feel that yesterday's defeat was because you didn't do your best at that time?"

Duan Hongye frowned, pondering for a while before answering, "In every game of chess, I do my best."

Hearing this, Duan Qirui almost blurted out the words "Really?". He only refrained from interrupting because Xu Shichang tugged at his sleeve. He heard He Rui smile, "Everyone can morally criticize others, and can also morally criticize themselves. But before criticizing, it is best to think about one thing. Was that person's action at that time a case of having the ability to solve the problem but deliberately not doing so? Or was their ability truly only limited to that extent? If National Hand Duan does his best in every game, why care about how others evaluate it? If you have any insights, just write them down."

Hearing this, Duan Qirui felt a shock in his heart and immediately thought of the crowd of the old Beiyang faction, feeling depressed again. He turned a deaf ear to what his son and He Rui said afterwards.

Yuan Shikai had suppressed rebel armies many times in his life, killing countless people. In the textbooks of He Rui's government, these events were evaluated as negative cases. Conversely, regarding Yuan Shikai declaring himself emperor, the evaluation was that Yuan Shikai could not see the situation clearly and had limited ability, simply wanting to risk everything on a gamble; this matter was actually not viewed as Yuan Shikai's crime. If one followed what He Rui just said, it really sorted out a train of thought, clarifying how to distinguish things.

The more he thought about it, the more ashamed Duan Qirui became. The old Beiyang crowd faced countless accusations. If followed what He Rui just said, those people claiming they were merely acting out of expediency were just looking for excuses. What they sought was the result. From the perspective of intent, the old Beiyang crowd actually knew that they were just fighting for power and profit. So, being condemned by word and pen was absolutely not wronging them.

Compared to this struggle for power and profit, Yuan Shikai proclaiming himself emperor was actually Yuan Shikai using his personal ability to attempt a path to unify China. No wonder that although the evaluation of the old Beiyang was terrible, Yuan Shikai remained the number one figure among them. This level of vision was truly superior.

Just as he was thinking, he suddenly heard Xu Shichang speak, "Chairman, I have a doubt recently. What exactly is the difference between China's Socialism and the Soviet Union's Socialism?"

Duan Qirui realized then that he had been so absorbed in his thoughts that he hadn't heard what everyone had been saying. Xu Shichang's question was exactly the issue many people had been raising recently. In the National Assembly, many MPs who were not from the Civilization Party expressed their own views on this matter. Conversely, MPs from the Civilization Party did not like to raise such questions.

Looking at He Rui, he saw He Rui reply with a hint of a smile, "At this stage, what is most striking about the Soviet system cannot actually be said to be Socialism, but its welfare system. The system the Soviet Union has created has made it a welfare state. Mainly, Soviet nationals all enjoy the treatment of citizens. This point alone surpasses much of Europe. Actually, if you just look at the manifestation, don't you all feel that France has also been pushing a welfare system in recent years?"

"Welfare... isn't that just getting money without working?" Xu Shichang asked.

"Welfare is a treatment one enjoys naturally as a citizen of the country. If you view the Soviet Union as a large enterprise, it is easier to understand. Welfare applies to all employees, while bonuses only apply to high-performance employees. Welfare includes many things, and various enterprises provide different forms of welfare to employees, but these can be classified into the following categories: employee welfare, supplementary wage welfare, insurance welfare, retirement welfare, employee service welfare, and material welfare.

"Welfare does not fall from the sky; it must be viewed as part of the total compensation, and total compensation is one of the important aspects of human resource strategic decision-making. From a management perspective, welfare can contribute to the following strategic goals: assisting in attracting employees; assisting in retaining employees; improving the enterprise's image in the eyes of employees and other enterprises; and improving employee job satisfaction. Unlike employee income, welfare is generally tax-free. For this reason, relative to an equivalent cash payment, welfare has greater value to the employee in a certain sense."

Duan Qirui could only understand the general idea, but even so, he formed a vague concept. When people in China discussed the Soviet Union now, they naturally praised how good that country was to workers and how comprehensive the protection for workers was. Hearing He Rui now, describing welfare as part of wage compensation, he felt a sense of enlightenment.

Xu Shichang obviously understood it more profoundly. After a moment of thought, he continued to ask, "Chairman, you just said that bonuses only apply to high-performance employees. Isn't that what those notes the Soviet Union provides to factories and farmers are?"

He Rui nodded, "Correct. The Soviet Union has vast territory and a sparse population, with abundant resources, so it can support such a welfare system. And under the welfare system, the Soviet Union is not unaware of rewarding diligence and punishing laziness; their bonus system is designed to achieve such an incentive effect."

Xu Shichang nodded slightly, "Then where lies the difference between my China's Socialist system and the Soviet Union's?"

He Rui asked in return, "What is our China's most abundant and valuable resource?"

Xu Shichang thought for a long time before tentatively answering, "Could it be people?"

"Precisely. China has a large population, ranking first in the world. People are the most creative group; they are both the creators of social products and the consumers of social products. Although China is vast and resource-rich, the per capita amount is very small. Therefore, China's only path is to develop productive forces. To develop productive forces, competition must be introduced into industries. Being in the midst of competition, victory and defeat are unavoidable. Having victory and defeat implies a lack of security. Therefore, what China wants to provide to the people is not welfare, but guarantees. This kind of guarantee is divided into two aspects: one is education, allowing all people to receive education to participate in competition and continuously improve their personal strength. The other is to guarantee that people will not suffer a devastating blow due to excessive competition and never recover.

"Comparing the two countries, the Soviet Union at this stage is first letting the people live a passable life. Those who want to do more get rewards. This welfare system is immediate; you can get it right now. Whereas China at this stage is letting the people know that everyone will not die because of failure in competition. But if you don't participate in social mass production, if you don't participate in competition, there will be no better life."

Hearing this, Duan Qirui felt somewhat unwell. Chinese history had cartloads of records regarding "contention"; as long as there was contention, tragedy would inevitably arise. Therefore, China had always pursued stability and opposed contention. Taking the Beiyang struggle for power and profit that Duan Qirui had personally participated in as an example, just the few old Beiyang members and the revolutionaries had made a foul atmosphere of the world, and it could even be said that the people had no way to live. The competition He Rui spoke of covered the entire country; no matter how he thought about it, it didn't seem like a good thing.

Xu Shichang had already voiced his own view, "Chairman, competition must always have laws and regulations. I wonder if the many new laws enacted in recent years are intended to suppress the turmoil brought about by competition?"

"You can look at it that way, but there is a big difference within it," He Rui replied. "Turmoil caused by competition is divided into two types. One is a growth economy, and the other is a stock economy. Let's talk about the stock economy first. Mr. Zhou Shuren, the Minister of Culture who resigned, wrote an article saying that the social system before liberation was one where moving a chair would result in death. Why did such cruel things happen? Because the total economic volume had reached its limit, which is the so-called fixed number of wealth under heaven. Therefore, any change in wealth means taking someone else's wealth as one's own. How could the person losing wealth let it be? Naturally, they would rise up and struggle. Taking away a person's livelihood is worse than killing their parents; it would be strange if lives weren't lost. Therefore, we must absolutely not let the country run under the conditions of a stock economy."

Duan Qirui suddenly understood and couldn't help but ask, "Chairman, then how about the growth economy?"
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Xu Shichang displayed his mastery of self-control, his expression remaining unchanged, though he was inwardly surprised by the question Duan Qirui had raised.

"What about the *Growth Economy*?" This single question could be taken as an inquiry into what a growth economy actually was. Xu Shichang had seen introductions to the "Growth Economy" in newspapers many times and felt it unlikely that Duan Qirui hadn't read them.

If it wasn't a matter of not understanding the definition, Xu Shichang guessed that what Duan Qirui was really asking was what kind of turmoil a growth economy would trigger. And Duan Qirui wouldn't be satisfied with a bland introduction. Just a moment ago, He Rui had said that under a "Stock Economy," merely moving a chair would result in death. It would probably require an insight of similar penetrating power to satisfy Duan Qirui.

He Rui began his introduction: "Speaker Duan, the Growth Economy is also divided into two types. The first type occurs during a change of dynasties. At that time, the world has gone through great chaos, and the population has died off by at least half. The land of the powerful has been confiscated. The new dynasty, having witnessed the fiscal crisis caused by land annexation, will naturally suppress it. As a result, the income of every household increases, and the country thrives for the first few decades."

Both Duan Qirui and Xu Shichang were men of the world, and neither had any sentimental feelings for the working people. Hearing this, they both nodded slightly, feeling that He Rui's view held water.

However, Duan Hongye frowned, his expression showing some unbearableness. Finally, he couldn't help but ask in a low voice, "Chairman, may I ask a question?"

Duan Qirui instantly became angry. He knew his son well; in his early years, he had been dissolute and accomplished nothing. Although he had settled down in recent years and focused on Go, he remained completely ignorant of politics. If He Rui's humility was genuine and he really didn't know how to play Go, then in politics, He Rui was not just a 9-dan national master. If one could rate He Rui as a 10-dan or even a 12-dan grandmaster, Duan Qirui would feel it was entirely appropriate. His own son, Duan Hongye, was someone who hadn't even touched a chess piece in this game.

Duan Qirui shouted, "Adults are talking, what are children interrupting for!"

Duan Hongye usually didn't take his father's scolding seriously, but this time he was scared into a shiver and lowered his head.

He Rui smiled and said, "If you have a question, let's hear it."

Duan Hongye glanced up at his father, not daring to speak recklessly. A large part of Duan Qirui's anger was to protect his son. Seeing Duan Hongye now afraid to speak, he scolded again, "The Chairman asked you to speak, so speak up!"

Duan Hongye lowered his head, making Duan Qirui want to kick him. He had poked the hornet's nest, so why was he afraid to open his mouth now?

After thinking for a while, Duan Hongye looked up and asked, "Chairman, when the Manchu Qing abdicated, China's population loss was not significant. Does this mean a Growth Economy cannot emerge?"

Xu Shichang was stunned. He had actually thought of this question himself, but he hadn't expected Duan Hongye to ask it.

He Rui smiled. "Haha, after China was unified, land reform was implemented. The government has explained many times that the purpose of land reform is to restructure the assets of the bankrupt rural economy and to rescue the people from a bankrupt environment. This can also be considered a type of Growth Economy, it's just that this type of Growth Economy can be sustained for a very short time. Internal government discussions at the time concluded that even with the construction of water conservancy facilities, the period of sustained growth provided would be no more than three to five years."

Seeing that He Rui had actually answered his question seriously, and listening to He Rui's answer, Duan Hongye asked, "So that is why the Chairman signed the comprehensive economic cooperation agreement with France in '28?"

He Rui smiled. "That is the other type of Growth Economy."

Duan Qirui wanted to shout at his son to stop. This time he really wanted the brat to cut the crap; how could national affairs be recklessly evaluated by a child? From unifying China to cooperating with France, they had gone through the Sino-British War in between. He Rui's decisions always looked dangerous, but after He Rui completed them, one would discover that his actions were extremely rhythmic. Although it looked like he left no room for retreat each time, the odds of winning were actually high. A guy like Duan Hongye had better not discuss it at all. Because even if he wanted to flatter He Rui, he would likely miss the point entirely.

Duan Hongye, however, was a bit excited. "Chairman, is this growth the growth of industrialization?"

Xu Shichang saw Duan Qirui's unease and smiled. "Nephew Duan, I have some matters I want to ask Chairman He. How about we switch seats?"

Seeing Duan Hongye obediently shut his mouth and give up the seat next to He Rui, Duan Qirui gave Xu Shichang a grateful look. He felt that the old guys were still reliable at critical moments. Xu Shichang then asked, "Chairman, what is this other type of Growth Economy like?"

He Rui didn't pay any more attention to Duan Hongye. "For over two thousand years, China was the richest country in the world because China developed agricultural production and handicraft production to their limits. Industrial society, however, breaks the production mode based on land and creates a new Growth Economy mode. Let me ask you all a question first. Cities are now full of buildings. If a war breaks out, will the value of this wealth change significantly?"

Xu Shichang answered immediately, "If the flames of war stretch on, the price of buildings in the city will drop immediately. Moreover, many people will flee to the countryside and abandon their houses."

"The economic growth of industrialization is based on population concentration. Population concentration inevitably leads to the emergence of towns and cities. Only with the space of towns and cities to carry wealth is there a foundation to accommodate economic growth. Director Xu, was the economy more prosperous in the Song Dynasty or the Qing Dynasty?"

Xu Shichang had been the Director of the National Archives for the past few years and had finally been able to calm down to read and think. Hearing He Rui's question, he answered immediately, "Naturally, it was the Song Dynasty."

He Rui nodded. "Our substantive alliance with France is to develop China's industry at the fastest possible speed. This type of Growth Economy breaks through the limitations of land and uses the power of the state to maintain a new way of life. This new way of life is used to accommodate entirely new economic growth. This new way of life changes the old social model. And regarding this social model, one issue must be emphasized: who is the creator of wealth! Once this point is clarified, and policies are formulated to encourage the creators of wealth, the economy will develop continuously. The turmoil caused by competition can also be properly resolved."

Duan Qirui realized that He Rui had brought the topic back to the initial discussion about "competition causing chaos." Although he felt it followed logically, the shift was a bit abrupt. At least Duan Qirui felt that there were a few points in the argument that weren't clear, and He Rui hadn't explained them.

Xu Shichang, however, felt he basically understood. He asked, "Chairman, putting it this way, why does it give me the feeling that the Soviet Union is following the old path of China's past dynasties? Is this the gap in civilization level that the Chairman mentioned?"

"Haha, on this earth, which country was the first to realize a comprehensive smallholder economy?" He Rui laughed.

Xu Shichang thought for a moment before answering, "I'm just guessing blindly. I recently read a few articles about changes in Japanese land. Could it be that the first country on earth to realize a comprehensive smallholder economy was China?"

"That's right, it was precisely China. In the Tang Dynasty, there were still many people shouting to restore the *Well-field System*. By the Song Dynasty, people began to sigh, 'Land lasts a thousand years, but changes masters eight hundred times.' This is the so-called 'Ten thousand generations bathed in the grace of the Ancestral Dragon.' Qin Shihuang standardized the script, standardized carriage tracks, abolished feudalism, and established the commandery and county system. The political system he created was meant to conform to the smallholder economy. When the *Well-field System* was established, it was an advanced system under the economic mode of that time. But with the development of productive forces, a more advanced smallholder economy appeared. As the greatest reformer in Chinese history, Qin Shihuang pushed China's system to a new height. Since then, for two thousand years, China has remained the richest country in the world. The social system is the relations of production. Only when the relations of production match the development of productive forces can productive forces develop rapidly."

Xu Shichang was not a Civilization Party member, so he naturally hadn't received Party School education. The theoretical knowledge He Rui spoke of was something that any cadre at the strict department level or above would have studied completely, and ministerial-level cadres fully understood these theories. But for Xu Shichang, it was simply deafening, making him feel his horizons had been greatly broadened.

Whether from excitement or the bumps of the car, Xu Shichang's beard began to tremble slightly. Xu Shichang's eyes suddenly lit up, and he couldn't help but say, "The Rule of the Three Dynasties! This word 'Rule' is truly ingenious!"

Duan Qirui very much wanted to participate in such a discussion, but his knowledge reserve only allowed him to listen from the side; he was greatly lacking if he wanted to join in. However, Duan Qirui didn't like these things anyway. He asked, "Chairman, if it is a competitive environment, trouble is bound to happen. I heard that the country needs to suppress annexation, but I don't know what needs to be suppressed under the new Growth Economy?"

"The annexation in land reform was the annexation of land. Current Chinese land is state-owned, so land annexation does not exist. Annexation in the industrial age also has two directions. The first is monopoly. So-called monopoly can be seen as a low level of civilization, repeating the practice of drawing a circle on the ground as a prison—which even the Chinese smallholder era knew was wrong—in the industrial age. The final result is as Mr. Zhou Shuren described: all resources in society are carved up cleanly, and moving a chair requires death!"

Hearing this and connecting it to the actions of the Beiyang warlords, Duan Qirui couldn't help but nod in agreement.

"The other type of annexation is the state providing guarantees for laborers, ensuring that the country's operating costs cannot be borne by the poor. At this time, wealth annexation is the concentration of wealth towards the investors and the operators who master technology. To stimulate enthusiasm, when dividends are distributed, not only do investors receive dividends, but those who master the technology that promotes technological progress often have to take the other large share. This is the direction of annexation in the new era. Compared to monopoly, this is already considered a relatively reasonable path. And since we want to engage in competition, this profit distribution model is also inevitable. Between repetitive labor and creative labor, creative laborers will definitely receive more."

Duan Qirui was confused listening to this. The future He Rui described seemed to have no problems, but he really couldn't imagine what the future He Rui was describing would actually look like. He opened his mouth to speak but didn't know what to say.

Xu Shichang understood a bit, but the description in He Rui's future that "creative laborers take the large share" made Xu Shichang, who held a *Jinshi* degree, find it hard to believe. Xu Shichang asked, "Chairman, why would investors be willing to let creative laborers take the large share? If creative laborers are disobedient, can't they just be fired?"

"Haha!" He Rui sneered. "Indeed, those people can be fired. But what happens after they are fired? If one or many enterprises fire creative laborers, can't these creative laborers find work? If there are still people in this era who want to engage in personal dependence and personal restraint, are they treating the laws of the country as mere decorations? If the government can't even enforce its own policies, is there any need for this government to exist?"

Only then did Xu Shichang suddenly realize the truth, and he couldn't help but feel a bit ashamed. During the three years of land reform, the He Rui government had deployed a million troops to the grassroots level. People who resisted land policies rebelled constantly in various places, but they were all extinguished as quickly as they rose. Hundreds of thousands of those fellows who appointed themselves "Commanders" and "Great Generals" were killed. The lucky ones were sentenced after being caught. In the current prison labor camps, there were not ten thousand but at least eight thousand "Emperors" making buttons.

Taking the state system into account, Xu Shichang also understood. As long as private investors did not hold the right to personal dependence, they could do nothing against those capable fellows. Capable fellows mastered technology and mastered operational ability; they would be good men wherever they went.

But Xu Shichang still wanted to get to the bottom of it. He pressed, "Chairman, those who master technology still don't have money in their hands."

"The ones who truly earn the greatest profits in an industry are always the top-tier enterprises. To become a top-tier enterprise, one must either master a large amount of advanced technology or possess monopoly rights. In China, only the state possesses monopoly rights. Then, in a competitive environment, what means will these groups of advanced technologists adopt against those industries without technology?"

"In a competitive environment..." Xu Shichang didn't want to say more. He felt that the future He Rui described was somewhat terrifying. If it was a competitive environment, it would be big fish eating small fish. How could the strong let the weak live comfortably? If those strong ones ate by their own ability, they would likely have no good feelings towards enterprises where investors covered the sky with one hand.

Since these two old Beiyang fellows didn't ask more, He Rui didn't want to describe the appearance of the era of competition. He pulled the topic back to the initial content. "Therefore, China's socialist system encourages competition. It encourages people with advanced productive forces to earn profits. This is the pursuit of efficiency. But once efficiency takes priority for too long, the country will become severely polarized. At that time, what society needs is to adjust policies and enter a mode of pursuing fairness. The Soviet Union is a socialist country, but socialism itself is an economics, and economics is a view that studies the laws of the world. Therefore, comparing the socialism of the Soviet Union with the socialism of China, if it were my definition of socialism, it would be metaphysical talk. Everyone chatting about nothing. What can be compared are state systems and economic models. Then, I stand by my words: the Soviet Union is a welfare system state. China is a guarantee-based state."

Xu Shichang hadn't expected He Rui to actually bring the topic back at the end. He didn't know whether to be surprised or admiring. Because He Rui had touched upon too many practical issues while taking the topic apart to explain, this discussion, which had a clear beginning and end, not only failed to completely resolve Xu Shichang's doubts but actually added many new confusions for him.

But Xu Shichang was a *Jinshi* after all, and had been the Great President. He had spent a lot of time in his life considering exactly what kind of China would be the "good China" he believed in. Addressing the content He Rui expounded, Xu Shichang asked, "To what extent can this guarantee actually guarantee things? I mean, to what extent can it guarantee things right now?"

"At the current stage, everyone in China has a pension. After reaching retirement age, they can collect money from the state every month. This money is enough to meet the living needs of retirees. In addition, guaranteed housing is provided in cities. At least before retirement, one can have a place to live by virtue of a labor contract. One will not end up on the streets. Everyone must receive compulsory education during school age, and be able to receive adult education after starting work. As long as these can be achieved, China is the strongest country in the world."

Hearing this, Xu Shichang's expression changed. "The elderly are cared for, the young are educated, the poor are supported, those in difficulty are helped, and widowers, widows, orphans, the childless, and the disabled are all provided for. These are the words of the sages in the *Book of Rites · The Operation of Li*. Chairman, if this can be achieved, it truly is the Rule of the Three Dynasties! The Rule of the Three Dynasties!"

He Rui was a man of science and engineering, so his feelings towards the Rule of the Three Dynasties were far less intense than those of a scholar like Xu Shichang. Moreover, in the industrial age, some wealthy European countries had indeed executed these policies for a short time. It was just that as China rose and Europe could no longer earn super-profits, the economies of those small European countries couldn't withstand it, and these policies existed in name only.

"China's guarantees, besides guaranteeing that the people can afford to lose, must also guarantee that the people have someone to teach them. This is also the advanced point of Chinese civilization. Even if it is the ideal of sages from thousands of years ago, it can still make many people willing to implement it when placed in the present. What's more, for thousands of years, predecessors have worked hard to try to realize these ideals. Although China is not a religious country and does not seek an afterlife, Chinese culture itself is not a civilization that only pursues enjoyment in the present life. As long as one grows up in Chinese civilization and still has hot blood in their chest, they will have feelings for family and country and be willing to dedicate their strength to China's future."

Xu Shichang nodded in deep agreement. "Indeed, indeed."

Duan Qirui was also somewhat moved at this moment. Recalling the last words of Zhang Xiluan relayed by his son not long ago, and thinking of Yuan Shikai proclaiming himself emperor because of his own insufficient level, he felt excited in his heart and couldn't help but smile bitterly. "Even the various warlords, without exception, use unifying the world as their slogan. If it is really seen by people that the warlords only want to carve up territory to protect themselves, if there are some capable people among their subordinates, they will also cast them aside like worn-out shoes."

Xu Shichang felt that Duan Qirui's words were truly untimely, but He Rui expressed his agreement. "Indeed so. This is the merit of Chinese culture. Those without feelings for family and country are destined not to receive support."
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The plane landed at the Capital Airport, and US Secretary of State Cordell Hull disembarked to be greeted by Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang. As they shook hands warmly, Hull remarked, "Trans-Atlantic flights have already been established. I wonder when we will see flights spanning the entire Pacific."

From Washington to China was once a long, arduous journey. Even now, Hull had to take an American flight across the Atlantic, then hop stop-by-stop from the west of the World Island to its east. Even so, what used to be a voyage of over a month by ship had been shortened to three days—already incredibly fast.

Li Shiguang knew Hull's itinerary and smiled. "I don't think it will be too long."

Li Shiguang spoke with confidence. China's geographical location was protected by layers of harsh natural conditions, which was a strategic defensive advantage, but the world's most economically developed regions were all far from China. As China's connections with the world grew tighter, travel was indeed a suffering. Fortunately, the latest large aircraft from China's aircraft manufacturing companies could theoretically fly over 8,000 kilometers in a single trip—enough to fly non-stop from Peiping to Hawaii. However, navigation was not yet precise enough, and this ultra-long-range aircraft had only just completed its prototype phase, so test flights had not yet begun.

Hull didn't mind; his comment was merely a gesture of goodwill. He smiled, "I hope to see it as soon as possible."

The two soon arrived at the State Council by car. Hull had come with a mandate from President Roosevelt. Upon meeting Premier Wu Youping, Hull immediately conveyed President Roosevelt's desire to sign a four-power Reinsurance Treaty between China, Japan, the US, and the UK.

Hearing Hull's earnest presentation, Wu Youping calculated the strategic needs of the United States. The US was a two-ocean power, with vast oceans serving as natural barriers. However, for the US to project military power overseas, it also needed to cross these vast oceans. In Wu Youping's view, President Roosevelt's proposal for a four-nation military Reinsurance Treaty was aimed at limiting China's naval development.

Wu Youping praised, "I greatly appreciate Mr. Roosevelt's attitude towards peace."

Secretary Hull paused. The words were indeed praise, but in the diplomatic sphere, saying this meant China would not sign. If China didn't sign, Japan wouldn't sign either. Thus, the US objective had already failed.

Wu Youping's expression remained mild. From a geopolitical perspective, China, Japan, and the UK were neighbors (via colonies/territory), while the US was an extra-regional nation. Previously, He Rui had proposed signing a four-power reinsurance treaty because China's situation was unsettled, and he needed to drag an extra-regional power in to act as a spoiler. Now, China was about to complete two Five-Year Plans and would soon begin expanding its fleet. There was no longer any reason to sign a four-power Reinsurance Treaty.

Secretary Hull did not immediately press the issue. He had two goals for this trip: one was to push for the Reinsurance Treaty, and the other was to discuss plans for China to purchase American grain. Between the two, the grain sales plan was clearly more important. Previously, just two years of grain trade between China and the US had nearly allowed former President Hoover, whose reputation had hit rock bottom, to snatch victory from the jaws of defeat in the election. President Roosevelt naturally wanted to sign a longer-term grain supply agreement to pull the farmers' votes into his own hands.

So Hull began to discuss this matter. Seeing that Hull merely made demands without offering guarantees to China, Li Shiguang felt this style was very American. Western negotiations were always like this: state one's own interests first, then wait for the other side to haggle. Because these interests were very realistic, it made the West feel very mercenary.

In reality, Westerners weren't mercenary; they simply knew how to tailor their treatment to the recipient. Facing a strong country, Western nations were extremely polite. Secretary Hull's straightforward request was proof of his respect for China.

After listening to Hull, Wu Youping immediately and frankly expressed his dissatisfaction. "Due to your country's high tariff policies, sales of Chinese goods in the United States have become extremely difficult. The balance of trade in goods between China and the US has remained in a surplus for you. We cannot accept such a situation."

Secretary Hull was prepared. "Mr. Premier, I believe this view is biased. The United States has huge investments in China. From a capital perspective, the US has always been helping China. The surplus cannot be calculated this way."

Wu Youping waved his hand. "American capital entering China only proves that China has a good business environment, and entrepreneurs from various countries, including the US, are willing to invest in China. But in terms of commodity trade, we are under tremendous pressure."

Hull naturally wouldn't abandon his position over such words. He stated firmly, "I believe there is great room for cooperation between China and the US. There is no need to waste breath on this issue."

"Then why does the US government refuse to accept payment in Chinese Yuan?" Wu Youping countered.

As Secretary of State with presidential authorization, Hull naturally wanted to clarify China's bottom line regarding payment in Chinese Yuan. Using Chinese Yuan to pay for goods China purchased from the US was a major issue. Even though France now provided a value guarantee for the Chinese Yuan—meaning French banks would provide exchange settlement—doing so would imply the US had to cooperate with France.

If the US simply agreed to let China pay for American grain in Chinese Yuan, it would effectively mean the US recognized the value of the Chinese Yuan. The US had no obligation to help the Chinese Yuan and the Franc. So Hull replied, "We can accept Francs as a payment currency."

Wu Youping waved his hand again. "This is not conducive to trade relations between China and the US."

"If China signs the Reinsurance Treaty, the US might consider it," Hull naturally steered the topic back to the treaty.

Wu Youping wasn't anxious at all. Buying American grain helped the American government. Recently, both Britain and France had indicated they could expand grain exports to China; evidently, both countries were eyeing the market share American grain currently held. Even if China bought American grain this year and stopped afterward, China's food supply would not be affected.

With this confidence, Wu Youping quickly skipped over the topic and turned to ask about recent US economic developments. "I heard the US government has expanded its monetary injection. The Chinese State Council is very concerned about this."

Hull hadn't expected Wu Youping's counterattack to be so multifaceted. He could only answer cautiously, "As far as I know, the situation is not as drastic as you describe."

Wu Youping smiled. "But we saw the Federal Reserve's announcement, which feels in significant conflict with what you are saying. I wonder who we should believe?"

Although Wu Youping was smiling, his words were sharp. If Hull couldn't produce any proof, it meant the Chinese State Council questioned Hull's honesty. This was dangerous in diplomacy. The words of a Secretary of State considered dishonest would be heavily discounted. Facing such skepticism, Hull did not evade but began to explain to Wu Youping what had happened recently in Washington.

Since the Great Depression was triggered by a financial crisis caused by frantic speculation, President Roosevelt's New Deal also started with reorganizing finance. During what was called the "Hundred Days" (March 9 to June 16, 1933):

When Roosevelt was sworn in on March 4, 1933, almost no banks in the country were open, and checks could no longer be cashed in Washington.

At Roosevelt's request, Congress passed the *Emergency Banking Act* on March 9, deciding to implement a licensing system based on individual review of banks. Solvent banks were allowed to reopen as soon as possible. From March 13 to 15, 14,771 banks received licenses to reopen. Compared to the 25,568 banks before the crisis erupted in 1929, 10,797 had been eliminated.

The extraordinary measures Roosevelt took to reorganize finance played a huge role in cleaning up the mess and stabilizing public sentiment. Public opinion praised this action as "a bolt of lightning in a pitch-black sky." While reorganizing the banks, Roosevelt also took action to improve the US's external economic position.

Starting with the announcement of halting gold exports on March 10, 1933, a series of major measures were taken:

On April 5, the private hoarding of gold and gold securities was banned, and the exchange of banknotes for gold was stopped; on April 19, gold exports were prohibited, and the gold standard was abandoned.

After explaining the major events recently occurring in the US, Secretary Hull concluded, "Therefore, it is not that the US has expanded monetary injection, but that over ten thousand American banks reopening required the state to pay out a large amount of currency to the banks so they would have enough cash for operations. Mr. Premier, the Federal Reserve's report did indeed mention the currency issuance situation, but this is a tactical issuance. It is not a decision by the US government to issue currency in excess."

Wu Youping already knew these things. He merely nodded but said nothing.

Seeing Wu Youping's reaction, Hull continued to explain, "We cannot respond to the Chinese Yuan payment issue right now not because our country discriminates against the Chinese Yuan, but because the US financial system is currently in turmoil, and we cannot explain the work regarding Chinese Yuan payments. We can establish a discussion mechanism for the Chinese Yuan payment issue right now, and I believe we can certainly resolve this problem quickly."

Wu Youping nodded. "I believe in the sincerity of the American side. I suggest that once the Chinese Yuan issue is resolved, China and the US immediately convene a meeting on grain imports."

Hull hadn't expected the situation to unwittingly develop to the point he least wanted to see. The Chinese Yuan issue belonged to the US Treasury Department's scope of work, while the Sino-US grain issue was the domain of the Department of Commerce. Only the four-power military Reinsurance Treaty fell under Hull's management as Secretary of State.

As a result, Wu Youping insisted on solving the Chinese Yuan issue first. Although this technically completed the communication for his trip and reached a conclusion, this conclusion was far from Hull's own calculations.

With no other choice, Hull could only say, "I would like to request a meeting with Chairman He Rui."

Wu Youping immediately pushed this to the Foreign Ministry. "Then please, Minister Li, discuss that with Mr. Hull."

***

He Rui didn't want to see Hull at all. It wasn't that his views differed from Wu Youping's and he didn't want Hull to discover discord within the Chinese government. Rather, He Rui was currently analyzing the latest US trends and truly had no time to see Hull.

Discussing US grand strategy with the US Secretary of State was the most foolish choice. The Secretary of State might know President Roosevelt's arrangements, but he certainly wouldn't say them, and would instead try to mislead He Rui.

The reason He Rui was so anxious was that recent events in the US showed a significant deviation from the historic Roosevelt New Deal. Historically, Roosevelt won the election with ease, sweeping through like a whirlwind, and the American people were full of anticipation for the New Deal. Now, Roosevelt had won narrowly, and the opposition he faced was much stronger than in history.

Perhaps Republican congressmen believed Roosevelt was by no means the only choice, or perhaps after He Rui changed history, significant personnel changes or shifts in thinking had occurred among American congressmen. In any case, Roosevelt's *Emergency Banking Act* was passed, but the Banking Act (Glass-Steagall) had been rejected by Congress.

This wasn't what He Rui cared about most, because he had never learned who was in the US Senate and House in 1933, so he couldn't make comparisons.

What He Rui felt was wrong was that Roosevelt's "Fireside Chats" program had not appeared.

On March 12, 1933, the eighth day after his inauguration, Roosevelt accepted a recorded interview with ABC, CBS, and MBS in front of the fireplace in the reception room on the ground floor of the White House. Staff installed microphones by the fireplace. The President said: he hoped this talk would be intimate, dispensing with official pomp, like sitting in one's own home talking casually. Harry Butcher, manager of the CBS Washington office, said: In that case, let's call it "Fireside Chats." And so the name was set.

There is a view that the Fireside Chats were historically very important because Roosevelt himself used this new media tool, radio, to explain to the American people what his New Deal was all about, and to explain complex financial issues in language the public could understand, thereby gaining their support.

He Rui used to believe this, but now he didn't. Current radio stations, lacking satellites, couldn't cover the vast countryside. And radios were expensive tools that the poor couldn't afford.

Even if recordings could be broadcast locally, the people's knowledge structure couldn't comprehend the complexity of the banking industry; listening would be futile.

What really worked was perhaps simply Roosevelt, as President, conveying to the people that he was working hard to solve the economic crisis. But for that kind of propaganda, ordinary newspapers were sufficient.

Although He Rui didn't believe in the effectiveness of the Fireside Chats, the fact that Roosevelt didn't hold them proved that the situation he faced had changed too much. He Rui had to start studying possible changes in the US. Historically, Roosevelt was elected president four times. For the US, if Roosevelt only served two terms, it would be a major event capable of changing the country.

China didn't possess too much data right now, but even so, the materials filled several carts used for moving official documents. He Rui flipped through them at high speed. Since he wasn't a historian, he couldn't compare most of these materials. Even so, he found it very interesting.

It could be roughly determined that the Roosevelt New Deal chose to solve the economic crisis through massive liquidity injection. He Rui only knew that historically, President Hoover had engaged in many work-relief policies. Now it seemed Roosevelt definitely hadn't negated those policies; he not only inherited Hoover's plans but expanded them many times over.

Later generations said the New Deal was Keynesian. He Rui considered this far-fetched. Keynes himself was a British economist, and Keynesian solutions were custom-made for Britain. The US and UK were completely different in terms of land area, population, market structure, and consumer power. Naturally, there was no comparability.

If one insisted on the connection, it would undoubtedly be an insult to the economists of both countries. How could serious economists not know that plans must be formulated strictly according to the fundamental reality? If Roosevelt had copied Keynes, the US economy would inevitably have collapsed.

The core of the New Deal was "restoring confidence," and there was no problem with that. This was also why He Rui couldn't figure out why the "Fireside Chats" hadn't aired. The only possibilities were two: either the Fireside Chats were a spur-of-the-moment idea, not something deeply considered—this was most likely. The other possibility was that something made Roosevelt unwilling to conduct Fireside Chats. He Rui wanted to figure out what had stopped him.

If Roosevelt could hear He Rui's inner thoughts at this moment, he would probably smile bitterly. Because He Rui had done plenty of "Fireside Chat" style things over the past few years.

In current American society, it was believed there were four major "dictators" in the world: Mussolini in Italy, He Rui in China, Stalin in the Soviet Union, and Hitler, who had just come to power in Germany.

These four dictators all paid great attention to using radio tools for propaganda to the people. Especially the dictators of the Soviet Union and China, both of whom claimed to be socialist. Socialism was very popular in the world right now, and all four of these "dictators" in American eyes claimed to be engaging in socialism.

Roosevelt had initially wanted to do Fireside Chats, but his staff and even the heads of the broadcasting companies indicated that if he did so, he would be labeled as attempting to become a dictator. And Roosevelt couldn't even clarify this on the radio; the more he explained, the worse it would get.

Moreover, Roosevelt's cabinet members provided him with very optimistic data. According to the initial plan, China was supposed to buy 10 million tons of grain from the US last year, but in reality, China purchased 14.8 million tons. This gave American farmers a huge reprieve. Because so much grain was sold abroad, US grain prices skyrocketed, and the number of people employed in agriculture surged.

Although the market still lacked money, the economy was truly being pulled forward. At this stage, Roosevelt's *Emergency Banking Act* could inject funds into the cash-strapped agricultural sector, and the economy would immediately begin to improve rapidly.

Roosevelt's staff and the broadcasting heads admitted that the Fireside Chat model was quite good. So they suggested Roosevelt conduct such talks after the Hundred Days had taken effect. As long as the economy started to improve, rumors attacking Roosevelt for seeking to become a dictator would not generate any influence.

Roosevelt thought this suggestion was good and accepted it.

Although He Rui didn't know this inside information, he noticed the changes in the US economy. This made him spend more time deducing, to the point where he didn't even want to see Secretary Hull.

The fundamental change in the French economy was intentionally driven by He Rui. The current change in the US economy, however, was unintentionally driven by him. The reason was simple: last year, US grain purchase prices were so low that not buying was a loss. He Rui acted according to the economic principle of buying low. So He Rui had to spend time deducing whether war would break out ahead of schedule.

Historically, the American elites represented by Roosevelt were important promoters of World War II. Economic changes would only give them more reason to push for war.
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Secretary of State Hull's efforts to sign a grain agreement with China had encountered difficulties, but this did not discourage him. He immediately relayed China's demands back to Washington while continuously contacting Chinese officials, attempting to find an opportunity for a breakthrough.

In addition to his efforts within China, Hull also sent a telegram to the US Department of Commerce, instructing them to communicate with the Soviet Union. When Hull departed, the Soviet Union was still negotiating with the United States regarding the purchase and sale of equipment. That had not yet concluded.

Just three days after Hull's order was sent, Comrade Stalin received a report: "The United States requests that the Soviet Union increase its grain imports by 5 million tons annually. In return, the US government will approve the sale of more complete sets of equipment to the Soviet Union."

Slowly smoking his pipe, General Secretary Stalin was somewhat unclear about what the Yankees were trying to do. The United States was a grain exporter and needed to sell grain; this was not strange. As an importer of machinery and equipment, it was not strange for the Soviet Union to buy some American grain to alleviate the pressure on US exports. But 5 million tons, and an annual import at that—this put a lot of pressure on the Soviet Union. Given America's tradition of founding the nation on commerce, this approach seemed quite underhanded.

When things are abnormal, there must be a demon at work. General Secretary Stalin invited Molotov over and asked for his views. Molotov answered immediately, "General Secretary, as far as we know, US Secretary of State Hull is visiting China. It is said that one of his tasks is to hope to sign a longer-term grain export agreement with China."

General Secretary Stalin smoked half a bowl of tobacco in silence, feeling he understood the general reason. Molotov also offered his deduction. Presumably, the US government's meaning was that since the Soviet Union had good relations with China, and China had a huge demand for grain while the Soviet Union was a major grain exporter to China, shifting this pressure to the Soviet Union was something the Soviet Union could handle easily.

However, after giving this relatively non-negative explanation, Molotov offered a more negative one. "Comrade General Secretary, I think if we agree, the United States might also inform the Chinese side of this matter. Therefore, I suggest we pass this news on to China."

Stalin felt Molotov's suggestion seemed somewhat weak, but after considering it for a moment, he felt Molotov's suggestion was indeed more appropriate. American grain prices were cheap, while the Soviet Union's grain exports to China followed normal international market prices; there was a price gap between them. The Soviet Union could indeed make a profit from this.

But once this money was earned, it would give the Americans room to exploit the price difference. Although China had established security trust, political trust, and economic and trade trust with the Soviet Union, and although China called itself a socialist country, in the Soviet Union's view, China was still a capitalist country. The *Sino-Soviet Friendship Treaty* signed between the two countries was merely a peace and security treaty ensuring that China and the Soviet Union would not enter a state of war. This treaty was not directed against third countries and was by no means a treaty for joint combat between socialist countries.

In other words, Soviet Foreign Minister Molotov's view was correct. Once the Soviet Union earned the price difference, the United States could completely use this matter as a bargaining chip in its dealings with China. Rather than being used by the United States, telling China directly was actually the best choice.

General Secretary Stalin knocked out the burnt tobacco, his expression half-smiling. "It seems that pressuring China through us is the US Secretary of State's wishful thinking."

Molotov had not expected Comrade Stalin to make such a judgment, but after a moment's thought, he felt this idea was likely correct. But Molotov did not feel surprised. There were not many countries in the world today that could pressure China. If the United States were looking for countries like Italy, the Netherlands, or Germany, China would not pay them any attention at all.

If Britain were to pressure China, China would probably not care particularly either. As China's quasi-ally, France would not be foolish enough to pressure China. Now, only the Soviet Union could create enough pressure on China. And even if pressure were created, as long as there were no diplomatic accidents—meaning the person responsible for execution was not a fool who truly believed China was a country the Soviet Union could mold at will—then the two sides could reach a good agreement.

"Then shall I contact the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs now?" Molotov asked.

Stalin nodded. "I agree with your view."

That day, He Rui, who was thinking about the current situation in the United States, received the document sent by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Seeing that the United States was working so hard to sell grain, He Rui also found it quite amusing. Up to now, the main reason China was not in a hurry to sign was that He Rui was assessing the situation in the United States.

He Rui looked at the calendar; it was already May. He Rui instantly had a feeling of "time passing unnoticed in the mountains." Recently, researching the development of the international situation, every day was work, eating, washing, sleeping, repeating the cycle. In the blink of an eye, half a month had passed. Time passed so quickly; the summer harvest season was approaching.

Since it was time for summer harvest and summer planting, Premier Wu Youping would certainly go to inspect the summer harvest situation according to regulations. Taking advantage of the fact that Wu Youping had not yet departed, He Rui asked the State Council to send a report on this year's grain situation.

If it were before, He Rui would have directly asked people from the Ministry of Agriculture to make a report. Now, the central government's work was increasingly on track. The Ministry of Agriculture had once faced drastic changes, namely the popularization of double-cropping grain. Now that the areas where it should be popularized had mostly completed the task, it was time to hand the work over to the State Council. What He Rui needed to do was to go to the State Council if there were problems, rather than finding people directly himself.

Soon, a Department Director from the Ministry of Agriculture arrived at He Rui's side. He Rui seemed to have seen him before but had never conversed with him. He Rui felt some emotion in his heart; with the stability of the country, personnel arrangements had finally reached the current situation. Various departments already possessed the personnel authority they should have had.

In the early days, He Rui held all power in his hands, one of which was personnel power. A Department Director could not rise to the position without He Rui's review. The reason for doing so at the time was that He Rui wanted to build the country according to his own ideas. The reason He Rui no longer "held all power" now was that the country had gradually been established in the direction He Rui had set. Even if personnel power returned to the State Council, and even to the various ministries, the overall direction would run according to the national model He Rui had established.

This Director was surnamed Lü. Director Lü was somewhat agitated, and his speaking speed was relatively fast when introducing the situation. He Rui could understand completely, so he listened in silence until he heard this passage: "...It is estimated that in 1933, China's annual production of chemical fertilizer will reach 10 million tons. Newly built water conservancy facilities and the number of motorized wells can meet current grain demands."

He Rui raised his hand. Director Lü stopped immediately and looked at He Rui. He Rui asked, "In Hebei Province today, how many tons of water are extracted by motorized wells annually?"

Director Lü hurriedly flipped through the documents and quickly found the statistic. "Approximately 300 million tons."

He Rui sighed in his heart; the situation had still reached this point. Director Lü could not understand why He Rui looked somewhat unhappy and asked hurriedly, "Chairman, do you have an opinion on this kind of extraction?"

He Rui did not know how to answer. China was one of the countries with severe water shortages in the world. With 18% of the population, it possessed only 6% of the world's water resources. China's per capita water resources were only 2,300 cubic meters, one-fourth of the world's per capita level, making it one of the countries most lacking in per capita water resources in the world. Today, with severe per capita water shortages across China, there was still the problem of water resources being distributed more in the south, with northern water resources being far lower than in the south. Hebei Province's per capita water resources were less than 300 cubic meters, only a fraction of the national average and less than one-seventh.

In terms of water resources, the national per capita was one-fourth of the world average, while Hebei's per capita was one-seventh of the national average. Hebei's per capita water resources were 1/28th of the global average. The world's per capita water resources were around 10,000 cubic meters, while Hebei's per capita water resources were not even 300 cubic meters, accounting for 3% of the global per capita water resources. This was the problem of water shortage in Hebei. Yet Hebei happened to be a plain area; in ancient times, it belonged to the Central Plains and was an important grain-producing area of our country.

No matter how short water resources were, Hebei's fertile fields could not be left fallow, nor could industry fail to develop, which would make Hebei Province's water shortage problem even more serious. In the past, news about water in Hebei every year was basically like this: water shortages and drought resistance were the main themes. If surface water was insufficient, one could only demand it from underground.

"I have no opinion," He Rui sighed. This statement was certainly somewhat insincere, but it was not a lie. Currently, China's population growth exceeded 20 million every year, and this growth would not decrease in a short time but would be maintained for a period. That is to say, China's population might increase by 400-500 million in about 15 years.

The Ministry of Human Resources and Social Security had made an unpublished population growth analysis report based on the census. People who had seen this report were frightened. Based on the current population number and birth rate estimates, by 1950—that is, 25 years after He Rui established the national government—China's population might reach 1 billion.

The population growing so fast could be attributed to national stability and people's lives being more affluent than before. Coupled with a low death rate and medical care covering the country, the population increased rapidly. But the food problem immediately became prominent. The grain required for a population of 1 billion was a terrifying figure, and all high-level government officials were frightened by such a number.

He Rui was truly not too afraid. Because He Rui had lived in a China with a population of nearly 1.5 billion, which was extremely developed and prosperous. That China did not lack grain, and did not even need to import much grain. Of course, the so-called "did not need much" also meant importing grain measured in tens of millions of tons. But the goal of this grain was to adjust tastes and provide feed for the breeding industry.

The reason this could be so was that after new energy made a complete breakthrough, the seawater desalination technology paired with it achieved a comprehensive breakthrough. He Rui had visited China's water transmission pipelines; that was a water transmission system stretching for thousands of kilometers. Starting from the seaside, tens of billions of tons of seawater were introduced into factories annually and desalinated using very efficient and cheap technology, separating out fresh water and various salts.

Fresh water was transported to various provinces that were once drought-stricken through a massive pipeline system, irrigating vast deserts and barren lands that were once almost impossible to plant into fertile fields. This was an irrigation area covering 3 million square kilometers. And this new agricultural model was not simple and crude flood irrigation, but a high-tech agricultural model.

Rows of solar panels erected high up had no end in sight; between the solar panels were neat crop areas. The water used to clean the solar panels periodically irrigated these drought-resistant crops. Those former sandy lands and barren drylands had undergone soil improvement, thereby producing large quantities of crops.

For such agriculture, dedicated drone systems had also been developed. These drones not only flew in the sky but also ran on the ground. Planting, management, and harvesting were all executed by drones. One person could often manage an area of several square kilometers.

Moreover, using carbon dioxide as a basic raw material to synthesize products like starch, sugar, and amino acids greatly reduced the direct demand for grain. This allowed China to completely solve the problem.

Although such technology might not enter comprehensive practical application until the 60s of this timeline, He Rui was not afraid. Since he had seen it with his own eyes, it proved that this kind of thing was completely achievable.

Director Lü saw He Rui not making a sound and became even more nervous in his heart. He asked in a low voice, "Chairman, may I continue to report?"

Director Lü had heard of many people coming to He Rui to report in the past and being questioned by He Rui until they were sweating profusely. He was very worried about whether his preparation was insufficient and he had disappointed He Rui.

He Rui put away his memories and said, "Continue."

Director Lü's report was based entirely on current affairs. From the current situation, agricultural development was very gratifying. With the popularization of chemical fertilizers and pesticides, double-cropping of agriculture and close planting had been fully popularized. The annual growth in grain output exceeded 10%. And for two consecutive years, grain output growth had reached 15%.

The upper echelons of the Ministry of Agriculture had seen the assessment report that China's population would reach 1 billion in 1950. Although they did not quote the content of this terrifying report, even if China's population increased by 30 million new babies annually, compared to the population of 650 million in 1932, the annual population growth was less than 5%, only 4.615%.

Compared with population growth, grain yield grew very fast, not only able to feed so many people but also able to improve everyone's living standards year by year.

Just when He Rui thought this report would only narrate a bright future and not discuss existing problems, Director Lü finally began to narrate contradictions and problems.

The biggest contradiction was what He Rui had heard: mainly the water usage problem. Close planting indeed greatly increased agricultural output, but at the same time, it greatly increased agricultural water consumption. The area south of the Huai River had annual precipitation of around 800 millimeters, and water usage pressure had never been great. However, in the northern regions, annual precipitation was just over 400 millimeters. The temperature had been relatively high in the past two years; although droughts occurred frequently, relatively extreme precipitation also appeared often. The Ministry of Agriculture therefore proposed a suggestion, which was to build more water conservancy facilities to guarantee agricultural water supply.

In addition to agricultural water supply, industrial water consumption and the water supply for rapidly developing cities were also competing for water use. Industry and cities were not only fighting for water with agriculture but also causing pollution problems. These were all headaches for the Ministry of Agriculture.

If ordinary people heard this, they would probably feel the sky was about to fall, or at least that China was surrounded by crises, like a pile of dry firewood everywhere, where a single spark could set the pile ablaze.

But He Rui was completely unafraid, not even particularly worried. He Rui had seen the contents of these reports in numerous historical records. What was needed to solve these problems was not sighing, nor trembling. In the production field, develop productive forces; in the social field, adjust between efficiency and fairness. From a more macroscopic field, it was to promote the development of the entire society.

The reason the New China government could show extraordinary vitality was primarily that it dared to break and dared to establish. What gave the New China government this courage, which other national governments did not possess, was the accumulation of Chinese civilization. In the long agricultural era, the historical experience accumulated by Chinese civilization meant the Chinese government did not lack courage, but lacked the ability to support this courage. So-called conservatism was not because the country had no courage, but because it did not want to artificially create social turmoil by executing policies detached from strength.

Now that industrialization had begun, constant change became actionable.

Director Lü finished his report and looked at He Rui, who still seemed lost in thought, feeling even more apprehensive. But Director Lü did not dare to interrupt. He had heard from comrades that Chairman He liked to think. He would often fall into long periods of thought. This style might not be a good thing for middle-level management; to improve efficiency, execution must be fast. Even if it was wrong, one had to do it first.

But for the leadership layer, being good at thinking was an excellent ability. And one had never heard of He Rui delaying work because of thinking. In the vast majority of experiences, He Rui was the formulator and promoter of policies that seemed most radical at the time; one had never heard that He Rui was a conservative.

Just then, He Rui asked, "I just want to ask, to what extent has research into sprinkler irrigation and drip irrigation technology reached?"

After asking such a question, He Rui felt that perhaps he was too radical. The basic cognition required to run a country lay in "any policy requires costs." Flood irrigation seemed simple and crude, but doing so was not because someone deliberately wanted to waste, but because of a very simple reason: low cost!

Sprinkler irrigation and drip irrigation were both high-tech content. But as long as this was done, one had to face high costs. Pipes entering all fields cost money; pipe installation, disassembly, and maintenance all required costs. These costs were either borne by the state or by the people. If considering that the state's money came from taxes, ultimately, it still had to be borne by the people.

But He Rui had to ask this. After more than 40 years of extraction in Hebei Province, groundwater had been cumulatively over-extracted by 150 billion cubic meters, forming seven large funnel areas with an area of about 70,000 square kilometers. What was the result of groundwater over-extraction? The first was the problem of land subsidence. If you pumped away all the water originally underground, the parts that originally had water became cavities, bearing capacity decreased, and it could induce ground collapse.

The North China Plain was the area with the most severe land subsidence in the country. In 2018, the area listed as a severe zone was 5,800 square kilometers, accounting for 99.8% of the country's severe zones. Among them, the cumulative maximum value of land subsidence in the Beijing area was about 1.2 meters; the cumulative maximum subsidence in the Tianjin area was 3.25 meters; the cumulative maximum subsidence in Cangzhou City, Hebei, was 2.50 meters; and the cumulative maximum subsidence in Dezhou City, Shandong, was 1.08 meters. Underground, more than 1 meter, or even more than 3 meters—what kind of concept was this? This was a large cavity, enough to make a car fall straight down. Such outrageous underground cavities existed in the urban areas of Beijing and Tianjin.

As a newcomer from the 21st century, He Rui had a huge reaction to this.
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"Chairman, we have completed the trials for spray and drip irrigation. The results are good, but the cost is too high. It cannot be promoted in the near term." Director Lu answered very straightforwardly.

He Rui had long known this would be the result, so he did not press further. When looking at problems from a national perspective, cost is the primary consideration. Even if a country is powerful, it cannot withstand constant financial subsidies.

Director Lu did not believe He Rui would enforce the new irrigation technology, so he added, "Chairman, this technology has been placed in reserve. If the price of new plastic pipes continues to drop, we will implement this irrigation method in water-scarce regions. However, the promotion of plastic greenhouses has very good prospects."

He Rui nodded but did not pursue the topic. These were technical issues, and once He Rui opened his mouth, he would be discussing strategic issues. The two sides were simply not on the same channel.

Director Lu did not elaborate further on the current trends of these technologies, bringing the topic back to the previous report. "Chairman, the Ministry of Agriculture and the Ministry of Commerce have formulated several plans for importing grain. Within a price difference of less than 15%, the minimum grain import from the United States can reach 2 million tons. It is now certain that the price of grain imported from the United States is the lowest."

Hearing the report, He Rui formed a numerical concept. Currently, the competitiveness of Chinese industrial goods was rising rapidly, and trade with most partners was basically in balance. The only exception was the trade with the United States, a major producer of both grain and industrial goods, where China was at a comprehensive disadvantage. The United States was truly strong; this was a strength determined by resource endowment. Moreover, the American system was well-suited to its current resource endowment. Forty-one years ago, China might have possessed the strength to confront the United States, but it did not possess the strength to overwhelm it.

After sending Director Lu away, He Rui pondered his strategy towards the US. The specifics were indeed troublesome. He Rui wrote down the most fundamental question: "Can strategic mutual trust be built between China and the United States?"

Although nothing could be said to be inevitable, He Rui truly had little confidence in building mutual trust between China and the US. If mutual trust could not be established, He Rui would have to consider a grand strategy of war with the United States.

During this period, US Secretary of State Cordell Hull continued to visit Chinese officials. Departments unrelated to Sino-US relations politely declined Secretary Hull's requests for meetings. The Ministry of Education, which was relevant to Sino-US relations, was currently led by an acting Vice Minister following Zhou Shuren's resignation. Secretary Hull believed that the He Rui administration contained a large number of personnel who had studied in the US, so even if the government couldn't be called pro-American, it should at least be easier to communicate with. However, after talking with the Vice Minister of Education for a while, Hull found the enthusiasm from the Chinese side to be limited. This limited enthusiasm was entirely focused on inviting or hiring American science and engineering experts to lecture in China or take positions in Chinese research departments. For instance, China's newly formed forestry and agricultural soil analysis projects had many vacancies in their research groups.

Secretary Hull considered America's liberal arts majors, including political science and law, to be excellent departments. Yet the Vice Minister of Education, who had a background in science and engineering, showed absolutely no interest in them. It reached a point where Secretary Hull couldn't help but ask, "China has hired a large number of European legal scholars; why is there discrimination against the United States?"

According to general international norms, publicly accusing the other party of "discrimination" was a severe allegation. Unexpectedly, the Vice Minister of Education replied calmly, "We never discriminate against anyone. It is simply that the legal concepts of the United States differ too greatly from those of China. Our judicial system is closer to the Civil Law system, which has a vast gap with the Common Law system. As for academic exchange in politics, we cannot accept racist political concepts."

Secretary Hull considered himself a mild-mannered man, but hearing this, a rush of anger went straight to his head. "This is prejudice on your part!"

The Vice Minister's emotions remained stable as he answered composedly, "Whether it is prejudice or not, every country has a different view. I believe that until Black people in the United States obtain rights equal to those of White people, there will also be huge divergences in political exchange between our two nations."

Secretary Hull wanted to warn the Vice Minister that if China continued to hold such an attitude, it would affect the number of Chinese students going to the US. However, he did not say this aloud, because Secretary Hull knew very well that threatening China was meaningless. Moreover, up to this point, Secretary Hull had discovered something very interesting: the attitudes between China and the US seemed to present a wonderfully symmetrical state.

Before departing for China, Hull had a discussion with President Roosevelt. Even though he was focusing almost all his energy on the domestic economy, President Roosevelt still took the time for this meeting. Hull was deeply impressed by a passage from President Roosevelt: "...I believe the Soviet Union and China are utilizing American technology and equipment to perfect their own technological systems, which is not advantageous to the United States. Hull, you also know that many people within the US have a very negative evaluation of these two countries."

Hull believed that before his election, Roosevelt could disregard being labeled a "Communist" because American voters knew Roosevelt could not possibly be a Communist. Now that Roosevelt was elected President, he had to avoid such insinuations. Because Roosevelt had to bring along some fellows considered to be socialists to fight against the old traditions within the US together. Therefore, the best method was to express a relatively tough stance towards the Soviet Union and China.

The Chinese side's attitude towards the United States also appeared very distant. But beyond the political mistrust between the two countries, they were exactly the same when it came to making money. As long as it benefited their national needs and interests, neither China nor the US would refuse.

A question suddenly arose in Secretary Hull's mind: between two such countries, would war break out?

Without giving Secretary Hull time to ponder, the Chinese Vice Minister of Education attempted to end this meeting, which was actually closer to a ceremonial call. Secretary Hull did not insist; after chatting for a few more sentences, he rose to take his leave.

The next person to meet was China's Minister of Commerce, Li Chenggang. Just looking at Li Chenggang's square face gave one the feeling of a soldier's temperament. But Li Chenggang was actually very patient in his work. He quietly listened to Secretary Hull's exposition on the grain trade, then waited for Hull to continue expressing himself. It was only when Secretary Hull asked for Li Chenggang's view that Li Chenggang replied, "I believe Sino-US grain trade will continue. You will not return empty-handed."

Hull did not feel happy. Everyone was in the same line of work; Li Chenggang's attitude was not weak in the slightest. Admitting that Sino-US grain trade would continue was usually followed by stating the conditions under which the trade would end.

Just as Secretary Hull expected, Li Chenggang continued, "If the United States cannot accept the Chinese Yuan, then the purchase volume will have to be determined by the trade volume. However, you need not worry. The quantity of Chinese goods the US is currently purchasing is already quite significant. It won't reach the point where China has no money to pay."

Hull felt no comfort from these words. The trade volume between China and the US was indeed increasing, but it wasn't just grain that China imported from the US. Asphalt, oil, and minerals were all major Chinese imports. Given the speed of China's current industrialization, grain was actually the less important item among these.

Food exports were very important to the US government. Hoover had almost turned the tables previously by relying on suddenly receiving large orders from China. Once the support of the agricultural states was lost, a President was basically finished, likely leading to an inability to be re-elected.

At this moment, Hull decided to state some bottom lines. "If our country expands the import quota for a portion of your country's goods, do you think this would satisfy the Chinese government?"

Li Chenggang naturally would not feel satisfied. Just as the US hoped China would open its market, China also hoped to thoroughly open the door to the US market. The United States was not only the world's most powerful industrial nation but also a very large market.

Next, Li Chenggang began a discussion with Hull. The content focused on trade barriers between China and the US. Hull was only the Secretary of State, not the Secretary of Commerce. If asked to haggle with Li Chenggang, Hull certainly couldn't do it well, nor would he do it. But discussing trade barriers between the two countries was exactly Hull's area of expertise.

After some discussion, the two reached several points of consensus: the long shipping routes between China and the US, China's still relatively weak domestic consumption power, and the mercantilist concepts and policies currently held by both nations.

Mercantilism was the initial economic theory of the bourgeoisie. Arising and developing during the disintegration of the feudal system and the period of primitive capital accumulation in Europe, it conducted the initial theoretical examination of the capitalist mode of production.

In the late 15th century, Western European society entered the period of feudal disintegration, and capitalist production relations began to sprout and grow. The Age of Discovery expanded the world market, giving tremendous stimulus to industry, commerce, and navigation. Industrial and commercial capital played a prominent role, promoting the unification of domestic markets and the formation of the world market, driving the development of industry, commerce, and foreign trade. Alongside the strengthening of industrial and commercial capital, some Western European countries established enlightened, despotic, centralized states, using state power to support the development of industrial and commercial capital. With the development of this capital and the implementation of state policies supporting it, the requirement to explain these economic policies theoretically arose, gradually forming the theory of mercantilism.

Secretary Hull and Li Chenggang discussed happily, and Hull suddenly recalled the hint from the Chinese Vice Minister of Education about not welcoming American political science scholars to lecture in China. Hull sighed, "I hope China and the United States can engage in more exchange of political concepts. I wonder how Minister Li views this."

Li Chenggang shook his head immediately. "We are talking about economic concepts, not political concepts. I have always supported academic exchange, but your country seems to have fallen into a protective impulse regarding capitalism. No matter what, you refuse to admit that capitalism has faults. I can understand this, but I also feel that the current stage is not a good time for political exchange between China and the US."

"Are you worried that China's upper echelons will be influenced by us?" Hull smiled.

Li Chenggang was stunned for a moment, then burst into laughter. "Haha! Influenced by American political science... Haha!"

If Li Chenggang's reaction had been a retort, or a very cultured expression of his own views, Secretary Hull would have felt fine. However, Li Chenggang's current attitude was very straightforward; Hull felt that Li Chenggang was truly laughing himself to death. This condescending attitude gave Hull a sense of frustration from being looked down upon.

Li Chenggang offered no explanation, instead attempting to turn the topic back to discussing Sino-US trade quotas. This made Hull feel even more slighted. Hull felt that since Li Chenggang dared to laugh like that, why didn't he offer a bit of explanation? Explain to Hull why he looked down on American political science.

Hull felt that even if Li Chenggang wanted to use a disdainful tone to discuss American slavery or the slaughter of Indians, he wanted to have it out with him. Even an argument would be much better than the feeling of being unilaterally despised.

Li Chenggang patiently listened to Secretary Hull's expression of displeasure before explaining, "The state is a tool of class rule. American political science does not acknowledge this point. This is the reason why China and the US cannot conduct political discussions at the current stage."

Hull immediately felt Li Chenggang was quite decent. He hadn't mocked the terrible things the US had done in history, but instead discussed the divergences in Sino-US political concepts from a more high-minded angle. A discussion like this did not involve insulting attitudes.

Being in a better mood didn't mean Hull was willing to accept Li Chenggang's view. He rebutted, "The United States believes in Liberalism."

Li Chenggang himself didn't particularly like engaging in verbal sparring, but Secretary Hull's view happened to be content covered in the Party School classes. Since Hull had delivered himself to the door, Li Chenggang didn't want to be polite. "The characteristic of Liberalism is to divide humanity into one group after another. In my view, this is the result of choosing to slice the nation vertically, rather than horizontally. China's political concept is to first slice the nation horizontally, using economic status as the standard. Afterwards, classes and strata are sliced vertically; this vertical slicing is distinguished by different modes of production within each stratum. As for people in the same industry, what skin color or race they are—those are means adopted only when making even finer distinctions."

Hull felt that Li Chenggang's large square face made him look fierce, but he was actually more like a scholar. Because even speaking up to this point, Li Chenggang hadn't used facts like American slavery to attack. Hull had encountered Soviet officials and discussed similar issues with one. When Hull brought up American Liberalism, that Soviet official had said with a look of disdain, "Since the United States is a land of Liberalism, is the freedom of Black Americans the freedom to be slaves?"

When it came to criticizing American racism, China had opened fire even earlier than the Soviet Union. So, expecting to be able to continue the conversation, Hull asked, "Are you going to attack the capitalist system?"

"For the United States, capitalism is a lifestyle. When I said the United States is a vertically sliced nation, I referred to the US giving a fixed view to certain specific ethnic groups. For example, mention Jews, and one thinks of shops and usury. Mention the Irish, and one thinks of dockworkers and crowds doing heavy physical labor. This is the result of the United States' short history, and also the result of the American social system. Vertical slicing means that American political science attempts to avoid class division, to avoid class struggle. Just like Jews and the Irish—among them, there are also divisions between capitalists and laborers. Every different state in the US has its own characteristics. Then the stereotype of a certain state, at least in objective reality, eliminates the distinction of different social statuses within it. In my view, I consider this a method very beneficial to the American electoral system. And my methodology of political analysis conflicts with this view."

"No, no, no!" Secretary Hull immediately expressed his objection. "Your method of analysis will trigger opposition and lead to tearing apart. I know that capitalists and bankers have a very poor reputation right now. If you went to the US, you would find that the American people also dislike capitalists and bankers, believing they should be held responsible for the economic crisis since '29! However, one cannot assume they are a group of bad people just because they are capitalists and bankers. If one did that, there would be no way to explain why the US Congress could pass various laws restricting capitalists and bankers. You must know that in the US, many capitalists and bankers actually strongly support bills that restrict their interests, believing that social public interest should be the highest priority."

Li Chenggang listened quietly. The exchange with Secretary Hull allowed him to understand the views of the American upper class up close, although the reaction of the American upper class itself did not exceed the analysis and exposition in the Civilization Party's lessons.

"Mr. Secretary, you are mistaken about one thing. Capitalists do not become capitalists because of their personal evil or goodness, or because they personally possess certain qualities. If someone successfully becomes a capitalist, it is because his actions and judgments aligned with the capital operation model, so he succeeded. And the capital operation model itself, as I just mentioned, belongs to the American lifestyle. Your explanation just now is still pursuing a kind of vertical slicing, analyzing and explaining with an emotional attitude rather than a rational one. In China, 3,000 years ago, scholars proposed that 'Heaven and Earth are not benevolent, and treat all things as straw dogs; the Sage is not benevolent, and treats the people as straw dogs.' Individual people are naturally different. But to pursue a true explanation, one must extract the commonalities among all different objective individuals."

"The commonality among objective individuals—isn't that human nature?!" Secretary Hull felt it going to his head a bit, and his tone became intense.

Li Chenggang sensed Hull's emotion and answered in an icy tone, "If you have read *On the Origin of Species*, you would probably know that the 'human nature' you speak of does not actually exist."

"We in the United States do not accept the theory of evolution!" Secretary Hull replied decisively.

Li Chenggang was first stunned, then laughed out loud. He felt this fellow in front of him was truly quite straightforward. In Europe, the theory of evolution was already accepted by the upper and middle classes; the lower classes might not understand it due to lack of education, but they didn't necessarily reject it. But the Yanks believed in religion so much, believed God guided the white man to North America. So they were exceptionally stubborn in opposing the evolutionary concepts that could overturn religion.

After laughing, Li Chenggang said seriously, "Then I personally suggest you read Chairman He Rui's paper, *The Role of Emotions in Human Evolution*. It explains your question very well. You'd best take a look. I will send you a Chinese copy."

After Li Chenggang finished speaking, he thought to himself that if Secretary Hull really finished reading it, he would probably be so angry he'd jump in the air.
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Although the title of the US Secretary of State contains the word "State" (Guowu), which easily leads Chinese people to associate it with the "State Council" (Guowuyuan), the US Department of State is actually the executive department of the US federal government responsible for foreign affairs and some domestic duties. It is a foreign affairs agency directly under the US government, equivalent to a Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

After Li Chenggang reported the meeting to He Rui, he couldn't help but complain: "Chairman, there are too many problems with foreign names domestically right now. many newcomers haven't learned these details well and actually think the US State Department is the same kind of department as our State Council."

He Rui gave a short laugh. After laughing, He Rui said: "Then let the Ministry of Culture send professionals to conduct a comprehensive cleanup and standardization of titles for various countries. How about it, does your Ministry of Commerce feel the pressure?"

Li Chenggang really hadn't expected that a casual remark would lead to such a result, and he was pleasantly surprised. Chinese characters have a long history; although they change, it is mostly a shift from "single-character words" to two-character words to express richer meanings. The addition of English words often involves creating entirely new words from scratch. As the Minister of Commerce, Li Chenggang had seen many new English words in recent years, and these words had added some trouble to the Ministry of Commerce.

As a member of the Civilization Party, Li Chenggang adhered to the methodology of materialist dialectics. What determines things is the essence of the thing itself; external causes only determine when that reaction occurs. Applied to this matter, Li Chenggang could not determine that He Rui would organize a major translation project; He Rui must have had the idea long ago, and Li Chenggang merely served as the external trigger.

Since he understood the development of events well, Li Chenggang naturally clarified the difficulties of his department's work: "Chairman, seniors in translation work believe that translation should be 'faithful, expressive, and elegant' (Xin, Da, Ya). But foreign terms are increasing, and the content of old terms is also changing. This is a challenge for our Ministry of Commerce. I feel that the Ministry of Commerce cannot achieve 'faithfulness, expressiveness, and elegance' in our field of work."

"'Faithful, expressive, and elegant.' Of course we can't achieve that. The purpose of this major translation effort is to provide services for China using simple, clear, and unambiguous translations. From our standpoint, we neither look up to nor look down upon others. Therefore, 'faithfulness' must be achieved. As for the latter two, we don't need to consider them for now. As long as there is no malice in the translation, it will suffice."

Li Chenggang paused for a moment; he hadn't thought about adding malice to translations, but he felt that He Rui's mention of it was likely not baseless. However, translation was just an unexpected topic. Li Chenggang simply nodded and continued with his own work. "Chairman, are we going to sign the grain purchase agreement with the United States?"

He Rui pulled his thoughts back to the matter at hand and asked: "You mentioned just now that Secretary Hull believes the US is using US market access to solve the world crisis. Does this man really understand what he is saying?"

Li Chenggang already had a basic judgment, so he replied: "Even if Hull only learned this concept from others, listening to what he said, I feel Hull at least knows what kind of concept he is articulating."

After speaking, Li Chenggang asked: "Does the Chairman want to see him?"

He Rui shook his head. "No time to see him."

The reason he didn't want to see Hull was that He Rui indeed had many things to do recently. China's nuclear weapons research had entered a new stage, and destroyer design had also entered a new phase. Time was precious right now, and Hull clearly didn't have a value that made meeting him imperative. Understanding that industrial nations need markets to absorb the productivity of other industrial nations was merely the level expected of a senior cabinet member.

As for Hull's statement that "The US is using the US market to solve the world crisis," which could be interpreted as a threat—implying that without the US market, China's economy would likely face problems—He Rui wasn't afraid in the slightest.

If the United States were truly as awesome as Hull claimed, how could the Great Depression have broken out? Moreover, it was the United States running to China seeking grain exports now, not China running to the United States seeking US acceptance of more Chinese exports.

"Minister Li, we will import at most 20 million tons of grain from the United States annually. Furthermore, the proportion of feed grain within that will become higher and higher. Although we may not necessarily reach this total volume, and the United States may not truly dare to be controlled by a major client like us, I am just telling you that this is our upper limit. As for the arrangement of export policies toward the US, that is the Ministry of Commerce's job."

Hearing He Rui define the grain import volume to this extent, Li Chenggang felt reassured. This figure had been worked out by the Ministry of Agriculture and the Ministry of Population and Resources; Li Chenggang had heard it at State Council meetings. The first time he heard it, Li Chenggang was indeed frightened. But after calculating carefully, 20 million tons of grain is only 40 billion *jin*. With a population of 650 million, that's just over 61 *jin* per person. Compared to China's current grain production of over 200 million tons—heading straight for 300 million tons—it wasn't that significant.

Without importing these 20 million tons of grain, the Chinese people wouldn't starve. But without exporting these 20 million tons of grain, the losses the United States would suffer would be far greater than China's. This was also the basis for Li Chenggang's consistent composure when facing Secretary of State Hull.

"Chairman, I will take my leave then," Li Chenggang said.

After Li Chenggang left, He Rui continued to judge whether it was possible to achieve strategic mutual trust between China and the US. Based on Li Chenggang's report, the US high command had not lost its confidence yet. The US at this time had mountains of problems and a need to solve them; this era in America really seemed to be producing talent in large numbers.

As for how the US could solve its problems, He Rui knew the answer. History proved that the US upper echelons also knew how to solve the problems. That was to overthrow the Versailles system, get rid of Anglo-French hegemony, and establish a world economic system led by the United States. This system solved the market problems the US needed to solve and also achieved US world leadership.

He Rui's goal was not to target the United States, nor did he have any intention of maliciously targeting the US. It was just that this world is a material, realistic world, and the methods for solving problems are the same for everyone. A world economic system led by the US could solve the US's problems; China establishing a world economic system could also ensure China's future development. Two cars trying to squeeze onto the same road—only the country that reaches the finish line first can win. He Rui naturally hoped China would win.

However, He Rui felt that he really seemed to have improved quite a bit. Originally, He Rui always felt that if he didn't win every time, it meant he had lost. Now, thinking about the competition determining the fate of China and even the world, He Rui actually didn't have those anxious feelings of worrying about gains and losses.

There is no need to win every time; as long as China doesn't lose, there will always be opportunities. In this competition, the difficulty for China *not* to lose is not great. The cost required to maintain world hegemony is extremely high. The future strategy He Rui envisioned was not a plan for China to dominate the world. As long as China liberated Asia and obtained an economic system of free trade with countries around the world, it would count as not losing.

Of course, He Rui felt that such a "standard of not losing" would definitely be seen by the United States as China winning. China currently had a large market of nearly 900 million people. After liberating Asia, the total population of this market would reach 1.4 to 1.5 billion. With a global population of 2 billion now, possessing a large market accounting for 70% of the world's population and being able to trade fully with countries around the world—no matter how you looked at it, that was winning.

Thinking of this, He Rui stood up, clasped his hands behind his back, and walked to the window. The garden outside the window was already a riot of colors, but the brilliant purples and reds made He Rui feel a bit annoyed, so he walked back to his simple, empty seat and sat down. Without the influence of the scenery outside, He Rui's mood immediately calmed down again.

pondering the strategic relationship between China and the US again, He Rui couldn't feel optimistic no matter what. Both China and the US were great powers; great powers had immense endurance, and great powers were all quite aggressive in spirit. US industrial capacity had already grown to a level where it could not be digested without the world market. China's industrial capacity was likewise developing toward such astronomical figures.

In He Rui's original timeline, China even caused the WTO established by the United States to become ineffective. The core of the WTO system is a multilateral trade agreement. It is the organizational and legal foundation of the trade regime, the administrator of numerous trade agreements, the supervisor of member trade legislation, and a venue for resolving disputes and conducting negotiations.

Because China possesses the entire industrial spectrum of the world, and in very many important industrial categories possesses the world's most advanced level, any country trading with China can obtain all the goods and technologies it needs. Moreover, China does not demand possession of other countries' markets, but only demands free trade with that country. With China as this infinite supplier, the WTO system established by the US became useless, and the WTO naturally lost its function.

Of course, after this kind of victory, China was also very clear that China had to give other countries a way to make a living. So China had to place a part of the industrial chain abroad, allowing foreign countries to also gain benefits from trade with China. If China didn't do this, relying on sales of goods where China held absolute superiority, other countries would be sucked dry by China. Thus, an economic system centered on China was established quite naturally.

Correspondingly, the world economic system dominated by the US withered in sync with the development of China's world economic system.

"It seems... the struggle with the United States will be very fierce," He Rui muttered to himself. Although he used terms that quite glossed over the peace, He Rui's meaning was "War between China and the US is inevitable." Thinking of the flames of war igniting over the vast Pacific Ocean, He Rui couldn't help but give a bitter smile.

In his teenage years, He Rui used to face a globe, download topographical maps of various countries on his computer, and play games of ruling the country and conquering the world. At that time, "war" was just a game to He Rui, merely a synonym for victory and glory. Now, having launched two wars that mobilized millions of people, He Rui knew very well what war actually was. Even if a war on a grand scale would make He Rui a little excited, He Rui was not happy at all.

He Rui even hoped that the intensity of the war wouldn't be that high, so He Rui had his secretary call the Ministry of Education to inquire about the issue of recruiting foreign students. Soon, the secretary came back and told He Rui: "Chairman, the Ministry of Education asked if they could send someone to give a report to the Chairman."

He Rui nodded, but thought of the Minister of Education who had resigned, Zhou Shuren. It must be admitted that making Zhou Shuren the Minister of Education, while politically a gesture of goodwill to the so-called cultural circles, was a failed personnel arrangement from a work perspective. Zhou Shuren was a literary figure; his personal integrity and intelligence were fine. But Zhou Shuren did not have the ability to operate a modern education system. To put it more coldly, casually pulling a Lieutenant General with staff officer characteristics from the army to be Minister of Education would have resulted in better work than Zhou Shuren.

It wasn't that staff-type Lieutenant Generals from the current Republic of China National Defense Force possessed the abilities of educators, but that the core work of the Ministry of Education at this stage was to provide human resources educated in relevant fields to the required industries and sectors by formulating various education policies.

Zhou Shuren was good in every way, but essentially he was not a man of the industrial age, but a literati of the old era. China had already stepped over the threshold of industrialization; even a person as outstanding as him was destined to be unable to shoulder heavy responsibilities in the new era.

He sighed slightly in his heart, which counted as adjusting his mood. He Rui, having adjusted slightly, stood up and asked his secretary to arrange meetings with the Nuclear Physics Institute and the heads of the Navy.

On the other side, US Secretary of State Hull was also thinking about the progress of his trip to China. Although the various things encountered in between had exceeded Hull's assumptions before coming to China, Hull was quite calm. Up to now, Hull was certain that the objective of this trip—confirming that China would continue to purchase large amounts of grain—could be completed.

In this process, Hull gained a deeper understanding of the worldview and methodology of China's high-level officials. Unlike the view within the US that "Chinese people are atheists," the Chinese upper echelon was simply a group of materialists. That is to say, if Jehovah or Jesus really descended from the sky, appeared before the Chinese upper echelon, and displayed various miracles, the Chinese upper echelon would also admit the existence of Jehovah and Jesus.

Although Hull himself believed in God, Hull knew very well that Jehovah would absolutely not descend to the mortal world; that was something that would only happen at the end of the world. Hull certainly did not wish for the end of the world to arrive now.

China was not an atheist country as believed domestically in the US. As Secretary of State, Hull did not feel optimistic because of this. Compared to atheism which opposes the existence of God, the materialist attitude is more dangerous to religion. Opposing God, in a certain sense, is still considering problems using a theistic line of reasoning. Materialism, however, is a line of reasoning that completely breaks out of the theistic framework; whether "God" exists or not is merely a question within the materialist system. The materialist system is higher than God.

Humans are more prioritized and higher than God—this is the characteristic of a materialist country. Such a view was undoubtedly blasphemy against the gods in Hull's eyes. But in the eyes of materialists, if there is not even proof of the gods' existence, how can there be any talk of blasphemy?

Hull's education since childhood contained two important elements: believe in God, and hate the British. Now Hull discovered that perhaps one more item should be added: loathe the Chinese.

But no matter what Secretary of State Hull thought, he knew he was a public servant, and a public servant's job is not to serve God, but to serve the realistic interests of the United States. He probably wouldn't see He Rui this time, and the work for this stage was already mostly completed; what needed to be considered next was how to give China an explanation. Since China would continue to import large amounts of US grain, the US also had to consider how to let China earn money from the US market. If the US government didn't let China earn the money to pay for the US grain, China would refuse to buy grain from the US.

At this stage, although Roosevelt had considered gradually lowering tariffs, the US economic situation was still terrible. Rashly opening up imports would be very harmful to the Roosevelt administration.

That meant Hull now had to do his best to obtain China's understanding of the Roosevelt administration, so that China would import from the US first. Hull asked his secretary to make a cup of coffee; he needed to perk up.

The bitter taste of the strong coffee was indeed very refreshing. Hull thought for a while and found that the idea initially proposed by the Chinese State Council was actually the best method. If the US did not increase trade volume with China, then it would have to accept RMB payments. That is, at this stage, the US government would hold onto the RMB first, and spend the RMB later by importing goods from China. Or exchange these RMB for other currencies in the international market.

Currently, the only country in Europe and America with an RMB overseas settlement center was France. If the US did this, it would be equivalent to adding bricks and tiles to the Frenchmen's Franc system... It really made one angry!

Hull couldn't make the decision on this kind of matter. Thinking of the long 3-day flight, Hull suddenly felt it wasn't unacceptable. Getting back to Washington after tossing about on a plane for 3 days—this speed was actually quite fast. So Secretary of State Hull bravely challenged his limits again and booked a flight ticket.

This flight was on a Chinese plane. Before departure, Secretary of State Hull also accepted a small gift from Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang: headphones with rubber plugs. Once these headphones were put on, they really blocked out the outside vibrations to a great extent. Providing music for the headphones was a cassette player the size of a large tome.

Although this cassette player was heavy, it was portable. Most importantly, what drove this device was not a power plug, but 6 dry cell batteries. In this era, dry cell batteries were not cheap goods, but for the United States, dry cell batteries were nothing.

The tapes provided by Minister Li Shiguang included Chinese opera, Chinese pop music, and foreign music. Initially, what came out of the headphones was the sound of symphonies. This grand music was indeed effective in resisting the roar inside the aircraft cabin. Afterward, it was opera again.

After enduring the bombardment of these sounds for more than ten hours, Secretary Hull felt exhausted. He started listening to Chinese music. That brisk and graceful music was full of Chinese sentiment. Secretary of State Hull soon fell asleep, and even the roar inside the plane couldn't wake him.

Gifts from foreign officials received by the Secretary of State had to be reported to the state. When Secretary of State Hull returned to Washington, he filled out the documents according to regulations. But Secretary of State Hull had already made a decision: if he returned to China, he would buy a Chinese-made cassette player with his own money. If he couldn't go in the short term, he would mail-order one. Just consider it as balancing Sino-US trade a bit, and also making travel a little more relaxing.
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In the 21st century, the principles of an atomic bomb using fission could be found with a casual internet search. If one encountered big shots keen on collecting data, one could even obtain quite a few theoretical design blueprints.

He Rui had basically thought through how to respond to the nuclear physics institute experts' questions regarding the source of the design concepts, but by the end of the meeting, the experts hadn't asked. They merely reported the recent progress of various technologies with great excitement. It was evident that with the preliminary completion of the theoretical research and verification tests for nuclear weapons, the experts no longer harbored doubts about nuclear fission weapons. The remaining work was simply a matter of how to complete it.

Possessing nuclear weapons meant China possessed the qualifications to participate in the battle for global leadership. Seeing the experts' excitement, He Rui felt truly moved. Achieving nuclear weapons fifteen years after the founding of New China, and subsequently gradually restoring the Republic's international status, was by no means a windfall from the heavens, but something achieved through strength.

The goal He Rui had set for himself was also to complete nuclear weapons within fifteen years of liberation. In this timeline, China's national environment was superior; if it couldn't be done, it would only prove that He Rui and the Civilization Party definitely had problems.

At this time, on the surface of the Yellow Sea, a dilapidated warship was sailing slowly with a formation. Viewed from the front, the warship's bow had broken off; the prow that should have been able to cleave the waves was missing without a trace. The watertight compartments ensured the warship could continue sailing on the sea, but the bow-less warship looked both pitiful and ridiculous.

The vessels deployed this time were all destroyers, with speeds capable of reaching 30 knots. Because of this damaged warship dragging them down, the formation's speed was only about 8 knots; for a destroyer squadron, this wasn't much different from a turtle's crawl.

On the Chinese and Japanese warships in the formation, both Chinese naval personnel and Japanese naval officers were discussing the matter. Any naval officer could easily see what had happened. Insufficient hull strength had led to the bow breaking off. This Chinese warship was a cutting-edge destroyer, employing all the latest technology China currently possessed. For such a problem to occur, the reliability of the new technology naturally became the focal point of discussion.

At this moment, the fleet received a telegram; aircraft from the Chinese Naval Air Force would participate in the escort. Two hours later, several aircraft indeed flew into the airspace above the naval "formation." The planes began to circle, conducting the escort mission according to regulations.

On the plane were not only naval aviation personnel but also Yamamoto Isoroku and Yamaguchi Tamon. Looking down from above, every warship in the neatly arranged fleet dragged a long white wake, which looked quite aesthetic from high altitude. However, after the plane lowered its altitude, one could see that the warship with the broken bow was positioned exactly in the center, its wretched appearance truly causing one to sigh.

Yamaguchi Tamon watched for a moment before withdrawing his gaze. "Judging from its current sailing, this ship's condition is quite good, isn't it?"

Yamamoto Isoroku gave a light chuckle. "Yamaguchi-kun is firmly convinced that He-kun's ideas will not waver."

Yamaguchi Tamon had intended to discuss the issue of a warship's sailing speed under damaged conditions. He felt that since things were already like this, it would be best to test what the maximum speed of the warship could be after the bow broke off. Hearing that Yamamoto Isoroku actually wanted to discuss whether to persist with new technologies, Yamaguchi Tamon's face immediately showed displeasure. "Yamamoto-kun, if we give up just because we encounter some problems, then there is no need for us to build aircraft carriers, nor is there a need to adopt aircraft carrier tactics. Where are there new things that don't have problems?"

Seeing that Yamaguchi Tamon seemed to have misunderstood his meaning, Yamamoto Isoroku didn't want to explain, simply remaining silent with a grin.

Yamaguchi Tamon quickly figured it out as well. Yamamoto Isoroku was now the deputy leader of the Chinese side of the China-Japan Navy Liaison Group. Whether the Japanese Ministry of Defense's views on the navy were conservative or not couldn't affect Yamamoto Isoroku. In any case, the Chinese navy was absolutely not conservative, and was extremely patient. Yamaguchi Tamon bowed his head slightly. "Yamamoto-kun, I apologize. That was not what I meant."

Yamamoto Isoroku replied magnanimously, "It is nothing. I hear that attitudes within the Japanese military are now severely polarized. Regardless of which attitude it is, they have lost their fighting spirit."

Yamaguchi Tamon felt surprised that this fellow Yamamoto had suddenly become so serious. "Lost their fighting spirit"... it was thanks to Yamamoto that he could use such euphemistic words to describe the current attitude within the Japanese military.

In recent years, Yamamoto had been teaching in China, cultivating Chinese naval talent, and rarely returned to Japan. The aircraft carrier project Yamaguchi Tamon was engaged in required him to run back and forth between China and Japan, so he could naturally feel the gap between the two countries more keenly. The Chinese military was systematically making preparations to challenge the Versailles system, while the Japanese military was relatively confused about who the enemy was.

The consensus driving the Japanese revolution was that if Japan continued its previous strategy of expansionism, it would fall into a state of total economic collapse and unspeakable suffering for the people. Moreover, even if the Japanese people endured with immense pain, Japan could not win a war. It was only when driven to such a desperate impasse that the Japanese revolution occurred.

After the success of the revolution, the Japanese economy recovered rapidly. By 1933, the Japanese economy had surpassed the highest level before the revolution. This gave the ruling Mirai-sha (Future Society) sufficient legitimacy, and also caused the Japanese upper crust, who had been forced to unite out of fear and anger, to differentiate rapidly.

This differentiation, when manifested in the military, presented itself in the Japanese military's definition of "the enemy." Current Japanese military personnel had all suffered defeats at He Rui's hands, and more or less harbored some grievances. However, officers who considered China the enemy were a considerable minority in the military, and this view held little influence.

Most Japanese naval personnel believed the "Anglo-American devils" were the enemy. The Army, on the other hand, believed the "Euro-American devils" were the enemy. Regardless of which it was, a state of having the will but not the strength had emerged. With Japan's power, it was insufficient to confront any enemy. The one who could truly confront Europe and America, or Britain and America, was China, whose national power far exceeded Japan's.

For Japan, standing behind China, was it to passively provide auxiliary war support to China, eating meat while Japan drank soup afterwards? Or was it to actively participate in the war China would launch, striking Japan's enemies together with China?

Discerning people in Japan knew this was a test Japan could not escape. Precisely because no one could escape, the Japanese nature was highlighted. The feudal culture, ingrained to the bone due to weak strength, did not naturally disappear just because the Emperor and the dignitaries had been revolutionized. Most Japanese adults displayed an attitude of fence-sitting; they believed that since China was confronting the enemy, why shouldn't Japan shrink behind China and watch the show?

There were even some good-for-nothing fellows who thought that if China found its strength insufficient in a future war, Japan might even be able to ally with China's enemies and stab it in the back...

The revelation of this national character infuriated the clear-headed people in Japan, who wrote books fiercely criticizing Japan's national inferiority and attempted to use He Rui as a blueprint to explain to the Japanese people what noble qualities were. But this effort had not been going on for long, and no results were visible for the time being.

Yet among the Japanese naval personnel Yamaguchi Tamon came into contact with, there were not many with a true enterprising spirit. Although there weren't too many fence-sitters, most Japanese naval personnel held a skeptical attitude towards war, believing the Anglo-American devils actually dared not launch an attack on East Asia, so they should wait and see.

For the past two years, Yamamoto Isoroku had been propagating his view within the Japanese military and even the Chinese military: Britain and America would definitely launch a war against China again. Because after the rise of East Asia, the entire whole of Asia would be influenced by China and begin to seek liberation. This kind of national liberation was something Britain and America could not withstand. Therefore, Britain and America would definitely launch an attack on China, attempting to strangle the liberation cause of the Asian people.

Although up to now, the Japanese military did not really agree with this view, Yamamoto's attitude had not changed. He simply informed his colleagues in the Japanese military that the time had not yet come; before long, they would see Britain and America rapidly expanding their military preparations.

Yamamoto Isoroku knew that the group of conservatives Yamaguchi Tamon criticized might not actually be conservative. They were simply Japanese officers who had no confidence in war. And Yamamoto Isoroku also felt that these people indeed embodied Japan's national inferiority; when Japan could dare to be the first in the world, the national inferiority of the Japanese race caused these people to actually shrink back. Japan loved to gamble on national destiny too much, rather than truly creating the general trend. Because creating the general trend required a spirit of daring sacrifice, whereas Japan only had the mood for adventure; as soon as they saw the future beginning to slip out of control, they would immediately give up.

...Shameful! Truly a shameful national character!

Yamaguchi Tamon was also angry enough inside. He looked out the plane's porthole again and saw the Chinese warship with the broken bow stubbornly continuing its return voyage. The Chinese naval personnel on board were definitely doing their utmost to control the ship's trajectory under this unprecedented situation; this would require expending far more energy and physical strength than usual. If it were the Japanese Navy, these naval personnel might face a deluge of verbal and written attacks after returning to port.

The warship was not built or designed by the naval officers on board; there was no reason to let these naval personnel at the execution level take the blame. The most reasonable approach was to find the person responsible and hold them accountable. The servicemen operating the warship, remaining calm and composed in the face of such an accident and dealing with the emergency with all their might, deserved commendation.

The ship with the problem before them was a Chinese naval vessel, so the Chinese naval personnel would receive the treatment they deserved without worrying about being made scapegoats. But if it were changed to the Japanese Navy, it really was hard to say.

Withdrawing his gaze, Yamaguchi Tamon found a topic that made him happy. "Yamamoto-kun, do you think this type of destroyer, with air defense and anti-submarine warfare as its main objectives, can represent the future development direction of the navy?"

Yamamoto Isoroku answered without hesitation, "Although the new ship-to-ship attack methods have not yet been determined, the combat method of warship-to-warship shelling is no longer the future direction of naval development. Since ancient times, naval battles have always revolved around shipping lanes and unfolded near land. It is impossible for two fleets to conduct a naval battle in the center of an ocean far from land. And these battlefields are all within the operational range of the air force. Under the trade-offs, air defense and anti-submarine warfare are indeed more important combat objectives for current destroyers."

Yamaguchi Tamon nodded repeatedly. The main gun on this damaged Chinese destroyer was a twin 75mm rapid-fire gun; in terms of past naval warfare, this main gun could be said to be extremely weak. But this destroyer had eight twin anti-aircraft guns, as well as depth charge throwers targeting submarines. Even if the Japanese Navy recognized the future direction, the Japanese Navy just couldn't truly make a thorough change. This was where the problem that exasperated Yamaguchi Tamon lay.

Just as Yamaguchi expected, when the damaged Chinese warship returned to Dalian Port two days later, He Rui's figure was surprisingly among the crowd welcoming the officers and men. After the naval officers and men disembarked, He Rui personally gave them a verbal commendation. At the same time, a large number of technical personnel immediately boarded the ship for inspection to determine exactly what caused the bow to break off this time.

He Rui wasn't angry at all. At this stage, the Chinese Navy's enthusiasm for building frigates wasn't high; the combat effectiveness of those small warships just over 1,000 tons was limited. Destroyers of 2,800 tons were the most valuable "small" warships at this stage. These warships were launched two at a time. This voyage was an exercise entering the North Pacific waters through the wind-swept and wave-tossed Tsugaru Strait. The warship manufactured by the Dalian Shipyard had a problem, while the one manufactured by the Jiangnan Shipyard did not. This had to be investigated clearly—why was it so?

This inspection would take some time. He Rui came this time also to reduce the pressure on the Dalian Shipyard, not to lecture people. Six warships of this model had already been built; the other four warships of the same model would follow the same route, passing through the Tsugaru Strait again to enter the North Pacific waters for exercises.

Hearing this news, Yamaguchi Tamon felt even more depressed. This was indeed He Rui's style, and a style the Japanese naval upper echelons did not possess.

Of course, Yamaguchi Tamon didn't know that He Rui's attention was not entirely focused on this matter. Even in Dalian, He Rui spent more time paying attention to the "Hundred Days" brought about by US President Roosevelt.

Unlike the small-government policy Hoover inherited from Coolidge—that is, the policy of government indulgence towards the economy—Roosevelt made the US federal government a more combat-effective organization. Through massive government intervention, he ran the US economy.

Although Roosevelt was called a "communist" by some, Roosevelt himself had great confidence in the American capitalist system. He believed the most important problem at the moment lay in economic confidence, financial confidence. So Roosevelt's Hundred Days started with financial confidence.

The first step was to solve the banking crisis by introducing the *Emergency Banking Act*. On March 9, 1933, just five days after Roosevelt took office, the Emergency Banking Act was quickly approved on the day it was submitted. The bill promised that the Federal Reserve would back the banks, effectively giving the banks a 100% deposit insurance. All banks closed immediately, entering a bank holiday. During this period, all business was prohibited, and the US entered a cashless society. The government needed to re-examine these banks; those qualified would reopen. These qualified banks would ensure the safety of the public's deposits.

Next were the currency and gold issues. in April 1933, Roosevelt issued a gold ban, requiring US citizens to sell their gold to the state before May 1st (or 10th), at an exchange price of $20.67 per ounce. After this day, private possession of gold would be an illegal act. Simultaneously, the export of gold was banned to ensure the state had enough gold to support the dollar. Subsequently, the US also abandoned the gold standard. From then on, the dollar and gold abandoned a fixed exchange rate, switching to a floating exchange rate. The dollar was devalued against gold in one go to a price of $35 per ounce, giving the government a degree of freedom to print money.

After the combination of punches was thrown, by mid-April, large amounts of gold returned to the Federal Reserve and the Treasury. Confidence in the dollar was restored with the support of gold, and following the banks, the monetary order also gradually recovered.

And in the news He Rui received, the US FBI and the IRS really did raid many locations where gold was privately stored, using the weapons in their hands for physical correction.

Those federal agents, holding Remingtons, would first knock violently on the door, shouting "FBI! Open the door!" After shouting, regardless of the reaction of the people inside, they would immediately break the door and enter. Once inside, they would start rummaging through chests and cupboards looking for gold. If they found it, they would immediately confiscate it and take the Americans who violated the decree away with them. If they didn't find it, they would immediately take the people away, and paste seals on these broken doors, announcing that these families had violated federal law.

Americans had always shouted that "bearing arms is to oppose government tyranny." This kind of propaganda clearly belonged to the category of "shouting about whatever is missing." Faced with violence, the American people had always been extremely docile. Only when facing the weak would the American people display that side more cruel and savage than beasts.

First restore financial confidence and ensure banks could continue to operate; next was to deal with the financiers.

Next was securities. Roosevelt simultaneously began investigating various violations on Wall Street during the Great Depression, finding a large amount of fraud and related-party transactions, and proposed the introduction of the *Securities Act*. The SEC was formally established to begin implementing supervision over the securities industry. The chairman of the SEC was appointed by the government. Ironically, the position of the first SEC chairman was given to Old Kennedy, who had supported his campaign all the way. In reality, it was still Wall Street regulating itself. The stock market began to bottom out and rebound starting in 1933, and the situation began to gradually improve.

In terms of agriculture, the Agricultural Adjustment Administration was established to moderately regulate the prices of agricultural products through purchasing, providing subsidies and guarantees for farmers. This was also why Secretary of State Hull was sent to China to seek a major grain customer.

In terms of industry, the *National Industrial Recovery Act* was implemented in 1933. Massive infrastructure construction was launched to restore employment, while at the same time allowing the existence of chamber of commerce price alliances to a certain extent, protecting the prices of industrial products and stimulating industrial recovery, thereby creating more jobs. Because this bill allowed price alliances, it was considered to encourage monopoly. However, it still played a certain positive role in the early stages of recovery; industrial products produced still needed purchasing power.

In restoring the people's consumption ability, through a series of laws and regulations, Roosevelt finally established a social security system in the US. At that time, the US was the only developed country without a social security system. After that, he used the *National Labor Relations Act* to ensure a minimum hourly wage, the 8-hour workday, etc. These systems, which had long existed on paper, could be truly implemented to protect the interests of workers.

He Rui was paying attention to the execution of Roosevelt's New Deal precisely to determine if there was still any possibility of cooperation with the United States.
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President Roosevelt listened earnestly as Secretary of State Hull recounted his experiences in China, occasionally interjecting with questions. Hull soon realized that the President was particularly concerned about whether China had issued any verbal threats against the United States. Roosevelt's inquiries were so serious that Hull had to pause and search his memory before answering.

"Mr. President, I believe the arrogance displayed by China was truly impressionable. Regarding threats, I believe that China is currently so arrogant that they disdain to even issue threats."

Mentioning arrogance, Secretary Hull involuntarily recalled Minister of Commerce Li Shiguang's contemptuous description of Jehovah and Jesus. If Li Shiguang was speaking his true mind, this arrogant Chinese official had suggested that if Jehovah and Jesus wanted to prove their existence, they would have to appear specifically before him to prove to Li Shiguang that God exists.

According to Li Shiguang's logic, even if Secretary Hull claimed to be a believer and conveyed Western concepts to him, Li would only believe that Hull existed, but would not believe Hull's words just because of Hull's existence.

Thinking deeper, one could easily reach a conclusion: Western discourse held no credibility before Chinese officials like Li Shiguang. They would only believe what they chose to believe.

Secretary Hull felt this was a very serious threat, so he relayed this to President Roosevelt.

Hearing this, the corners of Roosevelt's mouth lifted slightly, revealing a meaningful smile. Hull was somewhat surprised to see it.

Since his paralysis, Franklin D. Roosevelt rarely smiled. On one hand, his mindset had indeed changed as a disabled man. On the other, Roosevelt was fifty-one years old, and the American upper class generally believed that at this age, smiling was a form of ingratiation. Hull believed that whether due to age, status, or physical condition, Roosevelt had no need to smile.

Seeing that meaningful smile now, Hull felt that Roosevelt had his own plans regarding China. He stopped his narration and waited for the President to speak.

Roosevelt waited a moment, and seeing Hull switch from narrator to listener, asked in a rather aggressive tone, "Hull, do you think the United States can withdraw from Asia?"

Secretary Hull naturally thought not. But at this moment, he was more focused on the President's tone and demeanor. The long-faced American President's expression was blank, his gaze sharp and indifferent. For some reason, Hull was suddenly reminded of a rattlesnake with its head raised that he had seen while traveling in the Nevada desert. Roosevelt's question was as full of aggression as that rattlesnake.

"Mr. President, I do not believe we can withdraw from Asia," Hull replied.

Roosevelt nodded. "Hull, in the newspapers you saw in China, the Chinese seem to be continuously attacking colonialism."

Hull nodded, agreeing with Roosevelt's observation. If Chinese newspapers only occasionally attacked colonialism, or if the Chinese government "played a card" out of thin air before a conference to manufacture pressure on the US or European nations, one could discuss it as a tactic.

But according to intelligence collected by the State Department, the Chinese public had consistently opposed colonialism, and the Chinese government had always expressed a stance against racism. Although colonialism was not necessarily equivalent to racism, the racism of the white Western world and colonialism overlapped to a high degree. From this perspective, the Chinese government was indeed leveraging private media.

"Hull, I am considering whether to make the Philippines a state of the United States," Roosevelt voiced his consideration.

Hull froze. For a moment, he suspected he had misheard. The Philippines was a colony the US had seized from Spain, and there were views within the US to abandon it and let it become independent. But turning the Philippines into a US state? That was too imaginative.

Roosevelt could see Hull's astonishment and had to explain his reasoning. "Hull, East Asia has effectively unified, and China and the Soviet Union have built security and mutual trust. Although these relationships seem fragile, according to my observation, the He Rui government is building them through a common market. This relationship is even more stable than the future world relationships envisioned by the United States. Currently, the only thing in the world that can compare to it is the Imperial Preference System."

The so-called Imperial Preference System—more accurately, the 'British Imperial Preference System'—was adopted by Britain to counter the economic crisis, abandoning the free trade system. Since Britain levied protective tariffs, it inevitably affected the dominions and colonies with close economic ties to Britain. To prevent economic relations between Britain and its dominions and colonies from being harmed, and to protect and expand British markets in these countries through further trade development, Britain established the Imperial Preference System, which was effectively a customs union.

Hull hadn't expected Roosevelt to have time to think about these strategic issues during the Hundred Days, and he felt quite excited. The main job of the Secretary of State was diplomacy, and this was exactly the field where Hull could fully display his abilities.

But Hull was also a bit worried about whether Roosevelt had enough energy to face international issues right now. Before Hull could ask, Roosevelt offered an explanation. "Morgan and Rockefeller have come to the White House twice recently to talk. The economists employed by their enterprises, based on statistics of American consumer power and the current state of the US economy, have made a judgment: US unemployment will decrease in the short term, but the unemployment situation will not be thoroughly reversed in the long term. To solve America's problems, we must find larger markets for the United States."

Hull himself did not believe Roosevelt was a communist, but hearing this, he sensed a strong flavor of Chinese economic theory. In the He Rui government's economic theory, national consumption capacity was important economic data. The basic principle was simple: China was not a welfare state, and people's income came from labor. Assessing the consumption capacity of the Chinese public was very beneficial for economic management.

The reason European and American countries hadn't done this before was partly because this mode of economic statistics was very labor-intensive. Beyond technical reasons, if one were to scrutinize national consumption capacity, one would need income statistics for every class. Once such data was published, it would easily incite social hostility.

That Roosevelt was speaking this way now was proof enough that to solve America's economic problems, he was truly disregarding everything else.

Hull dared not be completely sure, so he asked, "Mr. President, I would like to confirm. The unemployment rate you mentioned—was it Morgan's economists or Rockefeller's economists?"

"Economists from both sides made assessments based on national consumption capacity and the economic management model promoted by the government. The current government model has indeed raised American national income to a certain extent, but this increase in income is far from enough to cover American production capacity. According to assessments from both sets of economists, the US unemployment rate can probably be reduced from 25% to around 15%. After entering this range, due to insufficient operating rates, a large number of American people will remain unemployed."

Although Hull didn't understand economics well, he could still smell the scent of Chinese economics even more clearly from this assessment method. But since he really didn't understand economics, he simply listened quietly to the President's explanation.

"The United States needs a global market, but the global market has already been carved up. The US can accept exchanging its domestic market for foreign markets, but the areas we can provide are high-tech fields. The US is happy to purchase the world's most advanced civilian products. But the scale of this portion of the market is still too small," President Roosevelt continued to explain.

Hull nodded, though inwardly he disapproved. There had been a saying in recent years that if any civilian product appeared in Europe, a similar imitation would appear in New York the next week. So while the US was happy to buy the world's most advanced civilian products, the scale was always small.

If faced with trade where China purchased large amounts of American grain, the US would grant China certain market access rights. As for whether Chinese goods were competitive in the US market, that depended on China's own competitiveness.

The mercantilist United States didn't actually want to expand overseas markets so much as it wanted overseas dumping grounds. Now, with the integration of East Asia, the last market that could potentially become a dumping ground for the US had its own master. Finding a new market was truly difficult.

Given this situation, the views of the American upper class and academic elite were very radical. The US might not actively provoke war, but given the chance, they would destroy the Versailles system at all costs, thoroughly weaken the two colonial powers of Britain and France, and turn their vast colonies into independent countries that could engage in free trade with the United States.

Hull asked his question. "Mr. President, do you think China, which opposes racism and colonialism, will be our competitor?"

Roosevelt nodded. "Hull, China has already made the Korean model viewed as a success!"

That China was a competitor in dismantling British and French colonies was a common view in American think tanks. China was right next to India and Southeast Asia. Even if China wasn't powerful enough yet, it had the ability to seize the advantage when the world situation changed, liberating India and Southeast Asia first, and relying on geographical proximity to control the foreign trade of these newly established countries.

The US was too far from India and Southeast Asia; competing with China in these regions would be too difficult. The populations of India and Southeast Asia combined totaled 500 million. Adding East Asia and the Soviet Union, that would be an economic sphere of 1.4 billion people. The global population was currently 2 billion. If the US were excluded from this market of 70% of the population, all that remained was Africa.

Whenever he thought of Africa, Roosevelt felt powerless. The US had built a model nation in Africa: Liberia. This black nation's system was entirely copied from the United States, yet its economy was a mess. Moreover, America's proud separation of powers—the Senate and House system—couldn't function in Liberia at all. Instead, it was America's racist system that operated perfectly well there.

The US had sent a portion of its domestic black population directly to Liberia. Facing the local Liberians, who were also black, this group did not lead them onto a path of common prosperity and development. Instead, they designated the locals as a lower class and themselves as the upper class, establishing a de facto system of slavery.

The US Democratic Party was originally the party of the Southern Confederate states. Roosevelt truly hadn't expected that establishing the US Northern political system in Liberia would yield the Southern Confederacy's slavery system. Only in terms of racism did Liberia inherit America's true teachings. Those "seeds" sent by the US viewed themselves as coming from an industrial nation, and having more or less some white American blood, they regarded local Liberians as an inferior race, and likewise viewed blacks in surrounding countries as inferior.

As an aristocrat with incredibly pure "American blue blood," Roosevelt still cared about face. He could not, under any circumstances, promote Liberia as America's model in Africa. In other words, America's effort to use a supported African model to dismantle the British and French colonial systems from within had effectively failed.

Compared to America's failed attempt, China was gradually winning the favor of anti-colonialists worldwide by fostering the Korean model. Although isolationist sentiment was high within the US, the upper-class elites knew that if the US continued to seal itself off on the North American continent, it was doomed to have no future. The US had to go global and possess influence commensurate with its current economic strength.

Hull was one of these upper-class elites, and he fully supported the concept of America stepping out. Since President Roosevelt was resolved, Hull probed no further and said, "Mr. President, do you think the Philippines will be attracted by China's Korean model?"

Roosevelt's expression remained calm but turned grim. "Intelligence provided by the Governor-General of the Philippines indicates that the number of Filipino students studying in China has increased 1,800-fold. In 1924, there were only three Filipinos studying in Chinese universities."

Hull nodded, recalling the dark-skinned foreign students he had seen in Beijing. Secretary Hull felt he didn't have Western arrogance when comparing Chinese and Western universities. If one had to name an advantage of Chinese universities, it was probably their ability to teach how to liberate oneself from colonial oppression. Those dark-skinned students went to Chinese universities for more than just professional courses; they were likely learning other things as well.

Roosevelt continued explaining, "Intelligence also shows that a considerable number of radical Filipino nationalists have also gone to China. And the British side indicates that the number of students from British colonies studying in China has likewise increased hundreds of times. According to white students studying in China, the attitude of these colonial students is very radical. China would certainly be happy to see the US excluded from Asia. The significance of the Philippines to the US is not just as a colony, but as America's bridgehead in Asia."

"Mr. President, I greatly admire your decisiveness." Hull expressed his admiration. He knew he was far less firm than Roosevelt in strategic decisions. Because of this, Hull sincerely stated his judgment. "Mr. President, I believe Congress will never agree to make the Philippines a US state. The Philippines doesn't even have a possibility of obtaining Puerto Rico's status."

Roosevelt's expression grew colder. "We must try! I believe that after the Social Security Act is passed, we must push for this work."

Hull was certain Roosevelt had made up his mind. So far, the Hundred Days' Reform was going well; at least banks had resumed operations, and lending and deposit businesses were complete. The next important task was completing the social security system, determining maximum working hours and minimum wages.

These two laws could only target white adults in cities; child labor, foreign labor, and the "family slaves on farms" that China had criticized would absolutely not enjoy the protection of these laws. Even so, this challenged American tradition. America's traditional freedom was built on the cultural foundation that everything depended on oneself. The state providing security to citizens meant that traditional American freedom was being greatly weakened. American conservatives would certainly not easily accept such fundamental changes.

Hull wanted to continue discussing this issue, but Roosevelt looked somewhat tired. Hull quickly poured a glass of water for him. After thanking him, Roosevelt only moistened his lips slightly with the water, a sight that made Hull feel sympathy and sadness. Due to his paralysis and being fifty-one years old, using the restroom was inconvenient, so Roosevelt's food intake was currently very small.

To cheer Roosevelt up, Hull brought up some interesting news he had learned in China. "Mr. President, the former Minister of Culture of the He Rui government wrote an article titled *The Theory of Friendly Nations' Astonishment* to attack the He Rui government."

"...Hearing the name, it seems to be criticizing He Rui's foreign policy," Roosevelt said, then gently moistened his dry lips again.

Hull nodded, smiling. "Yes, Mr. President. This Minister Zhou is very dissatisfied with the He Rui government's arrest of China's muckrakers. These people wrote a great many articles in newspapers attacking European racist behavior, with very intense language. This triggered in-person protests from the ambassadors of those European countries to the Chinese Foreign Minister. To make a gesture, although the He Rui government didn't appear directly, some of the most excessive fellows were arrested and detained for a few days under charges related to public order..."

After listening to Hull's introduction, Roosevelt's expression revealed incomprehension. In Roosevelt's view, He Rui's diplomatic line was extremely hardline—a view shared by diplomatic elites worldwide. The diplomacy of small countries that seemed blustery was more rude than hardline. He Rui's diplomacy was a steel claw sharp enough to blow a hair apart, sheathed in a soft, silky velvet glove. Japan and Britain had both suffered greatly from it.

It was just that He Rui's diplomatic goals were clear and he never dragged things out. Once the goal was achieved, He Rui would immediately end the war. So to ordinary people, He Rui's foreign policy might appear very "humble" at certain stages. But the benefits earned by this superficial humility were greater than fighting dozens of wars. That such a foreign policy would be criticized as "weak"—Roosevelt had to conclude that China had a great many radicals.

Originally, Roosevelt was also considering whether to communicate with China about dismantling the Versailles system. The boiling radical nationalist sentiment within China made Roosevelt hesitate.

He Rui might be a trustworthy person; at least He Rui had sufficient rationality. But every national leader, especially in strongman politics like He Rui's, had to yield to public opinion to gain maximum support. If He Rui were coerced by extreme public opinion...

The competitive relationship between China and the US far outweighed cooperation. Roosevelt decided to wait and see how the situation in China developed.
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The Chinese branch of the China-Japan Naval Liaison Group was located in Dalian. This city hosted Chinese shipyards, a naval base, and a naval aviation training base. The Dalian Naval Academy was the navy's institution of higher learning. Chief of the General Staff Hu Xiushan arrived in Dalian in June 1933 to hear reports from the Liaison Group.

Japan also sent Yamaguchi Tamon as a representative to attend this meeting. Yamamoto Isoroku was originally scheduled to come, but as the Commander-in-Chief of the Combined Fleet, he had been invited to visit the United States, so he did not attend.

Yamaguchi Tamon felt this arrangement was for the best. That fellow Yamamoto thought about a decisive battle with the "Anglo-American beasts" every day. If he had attended, he likely would have said something untimely.

Inside the conference room, a projector displayed the envisioned naval carrier battle group on a large screen. At the center of the formation were three completed aircraft carrier designs. Yamaguchi Tamon was very fond of the Chinese design for a carrier with a standard displacement of 35,000 tons. A 35,000-ton carrier could carry one air group consisting of various combat aircraft, totaling 90 planes. In addition to fighters, there were 5-8 reconnaissance aircraft and 6 helicopters, the prototypes of which had just been completed. The total number of embarked aircraft was around 104.

Surrounding the three carriers in the first ring were 2-3 fast battleships and 4-5 cruisers. The second ring was an iron wall composed of 18-24 destroyers. Typically, three destroyers formed a section, and two sections formed a squadron. In combat, tasks were executed at the squadron level.

Yamaguchi Tamon himself had participated in the research on carrier operations, and he fully supported this operational model. However, he soon heard more controversial content: exactly how the Army Air Force would coordinate with Naval Aviation.

Construction on the Chinese carriers had not yet begun, but the prototypes for the carrier-based aircraft had already been completed. According to the parameters Yamaguchi Tamon knew, this fighter could achieve a ferry range of 3,300 kilometers solely on internal fuel. With external drop tanks, its ferry range could reach 4,400 kilometers.

This meant that if a carrier operated within 1,500 kilometers of its coastal or island bases, it could rely on land-based fighters for protection. The fighters taking off from the carrier could then launch attacks on targets 1,300 kilometers away. This created a safe combat radius of 2,800 kilometers.

What was the concept of 2,800 kilometers? The straight-line distance from Taiwan to Singapore was 3,096 kilometers. Now that the borders of East Asia had been restored to those of the old era, Japan possessed quite a few islands in the Pacific. As long as airbases were built on those islands, under the escort of these ultra-long-range fighters, the East Asian Coalition Forces could receive uninterrupted air support even without a carrier battle group. They could easily sweep across all of Southeast Asia and seize Australia and New Zealand. The US Pacific Fleet coming to the rescue would be beaten to pieces.

Since the topic of discussion was the employment of carrier battle groups, but the carrier's role didn't seem prominent, the discussion became very strange.

The naval officers present also understood the crux of the issue. Everyone's discussion became very cautious, afraid of saying something wrong. Yamaguchi Tamon had a rough personality; seeing their hesitation, he spoke up. "If we go to war with the enemy, the primary operational target of the carrier battle group in the early stages is to prevent the enemy's main fleet from entering the combat zone. This aligns perfectly with the purpose of building carrier battle groups."

Soldiers all looked forward to distinguished service, so Yamaguchi Tamon's statement was hard for many officers to accept. But Chief of the General Staff Hu Xiushan looked at Yamaguchi Tamon and greatly appreciated the man's decisiveness.

Before the Chinese fighter prototypes were produced, Hu Xiushan had calmly formulated plans based on the parameters of existing main fighters. After the prototypes emerged, in the southward advance plan formulated by the General Staff Department under Hu Xiushan's leadership, the navy's role became somewhat difficult to position. The current consensus was that the navy would escort troop transports. Beyond that, there were various views on the navy's employment.

Yamaguchi Tamon's simple and clear line of thought seemed to make the southward operation plan lack flexibility. After all, naval mobility could allow for a great many operational arrangements. But Hu Xiushan agreed with Yamaguchi Tamon's view: as long as the reinforcing US fleet could be kept out of the war zone, China would be in a winning position. This was the correct mindset for formulating war plans.

The discussion continued in this manner. During lunch, Hu Xiushan and Yamaguchi Tamon sat at the same table. Hu Xiushan's Japanese was average, and Yamaguchi Tamon's Chinese was equally ordinary. But relying on this level of foreign language skills, the two still carried on a very fluent exchange.

"Yamaguchi-kun, how do you think the priority of the Philippines should be considered?"

"Chief of Staff Hu, I believe we should prioritize attacking the Philippines to complete the defensive system of the Philippines and the Pacific island bases. The US Pacific Fleet can indeed pass through the Panama Canal, go around Africa, and join the war from the Indian Ocean direction. But if the US really does that, by the time the Pacific Fleet arrives in the Indian Ocean, I'm afraid the war will already be over. Therefore, the US Pacific Fleet must head for the Philippines as soon as the war breaks out. Even if they stay in Hawaii, they will eventually be besieged and completely annihilated. So the priority of attacking the Philippines must absolutely not be lower than attacking the Indochina Peninsula."

Hu Xiushan nodded slightly while eating a piece of potato and beef.

Yamaguchi Tamon spoke with increasing excitement. "Of course, I believe taking the entire Philippines won't be easy. Looking at the troop allocation, I think by the time we completely capture the Philippines, the East Asian Coalition might already be attacking Australia."

Hu Xiushan continued to nod. This was the key to the problem. China was currently building civilian ships on a large scale; sea vessels over 3,000 tons could become the main force for southward transport. The success or failure of the southward advance was mainly a contest of transport capacity. Although Chinese shipyards were already operating at full load, China's foundation was too thin, and the newly built merchant ships couldn't even meet the robust domestic demand.

After expressing his views as a naval expert, Yamaguchi Tamon asked his own question. "Chief of Staff Hu, how does China judge the timing for the southward advance? I'm not referring to the opportunity for war."

After speaking, Yamaguchi Tamon began eating his portion of fresh stir-fried chicken. Japan's natural environment was not friendly to animal husbandry, so many Japanese had rarely eaten chicken. It was only in the last two years, with the development of Chinese refrigerated ships, that chicken had started to appear on the Japanese market. Yamaguchi Tamon liked chicken very much; eating in China gave him a feeling that a meal wasn't a meal without chicken.

Hu Xiushan replied, "Only when the transport capacity level is sufficient will the conditions for war begin to be met."

Although the words were few, Yamaguchi Tamon understood China's General Staff Department's absolute emphasis on logistics. Chewing the delicious chicken leg meat and thinking of those idiots in Japan, Yamaguchi Tamon made up his mind. He swallowed the chicken in his mouth and asked, "Has the outstanding fighter plane been viewed by the Chinese side as a decisive battle weapon?"

Hu Xiushan froze for a moment, then the corners of his mouth turned up slightly. To an outsider, this expression looked a bit disdainful. But those familiar with Hu Xiushan knew this was his expression of dumbfounded amusement.

Hu Xiushan was indeed amused. He certainly knew about the "decisive battle weapon" line of thought within the Japanese military. Whether it was planes or warships, Japan expected to obtain a type of superior weapon to help them win the war.

Analysis reports from the National Defense Force believed that this strange persistence regarding decisive battle weapons was likely because Japan lacked the capacity for sustained warfare. The true meaning of a decisive battle weapon was not victory, but a very low-cost victory. Only this kind of victory was a level of war Japan could afford. As long as the cost was high, even if Japan won every battle, it couldn't win the war.

Judging by Yamaguchi Tamon's expression when he asked the question, he likely didn't agree with the view on decisive battle weapons. Hu Xiushan asked calmly, "I don't think there is any such thing as a decisive battle weapon. The combat capability of a new fighter is just one part of war, and perhaps not even the most important part. If we are talking about air combat, the only valuable thinking is how to secure air superiority."

Yamaguchi Tamon didn't answer immediately, just nodding as he ate. Because Yamaguchi Tamon really wanted to ask a question: "Are expensive large-scale equipment like battleships and aircraft carriers consumables?"

In Japan, naval officers actually knew that not only small warships were consumables, but large warships were also consumables; war was a contest of attrition. Although Japanese naval officers knew this, they couldn't overcome the psychological issue and still held special ideas about naval equipment.

Although Japanese naval thinking had improved a lot recently, Yamaguchi Tamon believed this change was likely because Japanese military men thought China would bear the vast majority of the losses. Losing someone else's equipment—while they might say "what a pity, it shouldn't have happened" with their mouths—was very easy to accept in their hearts.

Yamaguchi Tamon wanted to ask Hu Xiushan, but felt it was unnecessary. If He Rui had appointed a general who cared deeply about equipment losses as Chief of the General Staff, then Yamaguchi Tamon's view of He Rui would be completely wrong.

Hu Xiushan asked another question. "How long does the US Navy need to train for its basic level to reach the current quality of the Japanese Navy?"

Yamaguchi Tamon thought for a moment. "Five years or more."

Hu Xiushan showed no reaction. The purpose of this question was to understand the impact of the US Navy's shipbuilding plan on its strength. With the US Navy's current strength, even if all naval equipment were replaced with the newest warships, the East Asian Coalition could easily defeat them. If the US Navy wanted to win the war, it had to build a navy of unprecedented scale.

If Yamaguchi Tamon's judgment was correct, then within five years after the start of the US Navy's massive shipbuilding plan, its combat effectiveness would still be very average. That meant the Chinese Navy would have to fully expand its personnel numbers by 1935 at the latest.

The two communicated easily and both felt they had gained much. In the afternoon, the senior officers of the China-Japan Naval Liaison Group continued their discussion, still failing to reach a widely accepted view.

But no one particularly cared. This kind of operational envisioning was preparation every country frequently undertook; there were bound to be various divergences initially. As equipment arrived and the situation of the target country changed, the operational plan would become increasingly reliable.

After the meeting ended, Hu Xiushan received a report from the Military Commission on his way back: "Activities regarding anti-hatred education in the military have already commenced."

Hu Xiushan said nothing. He couldn't predict what the result of this anti-hatred education would be. The goal of this education was to let the army understand the difference between the impulse of hatred and the demands of justice.

When humans faced things they couldn't stand, they always had an impulse to destroy. The National Defense Force would liberate the world in the future, and what they would face was not just things they couldn't stand, but a great many evil objects. For example, Britain's evil colonial rule.

The British people who supported Britain's evil colonial rule didn't think they were evil; they thought Britain brought civilization to the world. The deaths caused during the process of bringing civilization were just some tragedies. Therefore, the countries and peoples who endured these tragedies should forget them and only remember the civilization the British brought.

Hu Xiushan himself felt this way of thinking was utterly shameless, and he could be sure that normal Chinese people would find it utterly shameless as well. But the passion of justice could easily turn into hatred. If one couldn't understand hatred and control it, the retaliatory actions triggered by hatred would lead to massacres and other such behaviors.

Humans could never think of themselves as evil. Once a massacre occurred, they would find various excuses to justify the act. But a massacre was a massacre; whitewashing it would inevitably lead to moral bankruptcy. So conducting anti-hatred education from the start, letting the troops recognize that the demands of justice were directed against criminals and not against ordinary people who had wrong ideas but no wrong actions, was very important ideological construction.

But ideological construction was difficult work, and the comrades responsible for it were more likely to fall into a thankless situation. Because some people simply couldn't turn their brains around; such people would be cleared out of the army. And those cleared out often had outstanding military capabilities. Thus, this practice would meet with widespread questioning.

Hu Xiushan felt that all he could do was not cause trouble and not hold back the comrades executing the ideological education.

When Hu Xiushan returned to the capital, his old subordinate Li Liankui came to find him. Li Liankui had performed outstandingly in operations against Japan and was a fierce general.

"Chief of Staff, you know those people from the Political Department seem to be deliberately finding fault," Li Liankui said loudly.

"What is the specific situation?" Hu Xiushan asked.

"It would be fine if they just did education, no one would say anything. But several comrades have been labeled by the Political Department as having extremist thoughts and were suspended for reflection! What is there to reflect on about fighting the Japanese or the British? Did we fight the wrong people?"

Li Liankui finished venting his dissatisfaction in one breath, then stared at Hu Xiushan with burning eyes, obviously waiting for Hu Xiushan to step in and uphold justice.

Hu Xiushan's face went cold. "Li Liankui, I ask you. Does the Party command the gun, or does the gun command the Party?"

Li Liankui was stunned. He had thought Hu Xiushan would support him, but he didn't expect to be reprimanded. Li Liankui got a bit anxious and said loudly, "Commander, I'm not saying there's a problem with the Central Committee, I'm saying these people have problems."

Since Hu Xiushan had made a decision, he naturally wouldn't change his attitude. He said coldly, "Since you think they have problems, write a letter to the Political Department or speak at the Party Committee meeting. What do you want by coming to me?"

Li Liankui clearly failed to understand Hu Xiushan's meaning. He was an old subordinate of Hu Xiushan and was already a Major General in 1925. Seeing Hu Xiushan's displeasure, Li Liankui didn't get confused but instead pleaded, "Commander, I just want you to talk to the Political Department. If you speak, they will listen."

Hu Xiushan originally thought Li Liankui came to complain, but seeing him behave like this, Hu Xiushan began to feel that the Political Department's ideological education work this time might actually be very useful. Li Liankui clearly didn't understand what "the Party commands the gun" meant. The Party commanding the gun didn't mean the officers were all Party members. It meant the Party responsible for ideology must build the army into one that conformed to the Party's ideology. In this process, soldiers had to accept the Party's education and truly implement it. If soldiers only accepted the ideology they wanted to accept and rejected what they didn't, that would be the gun commanding the Party.

But Li Liankui was talented, and Hu Xiushan still cherished talent. He could only darken his face. "Li Liankui, I order you to go to the comrades of the Political Department right now, submit your opinions to them, and under their guidance, carefully study the documents and understand the spirit. If you don't listen, I will immediately suspend you and have someone escort you there. Will you go yourself, or be escorted? Choose!"

Li Liankui was greatly shocked, looking at Hu Xiushan dumbly, obviously not expecting things to develop to this extent. After a while, a look of grievance appeared on Li Liankui's face. "Commander, killing enemies—where was I wrong?"

Hu Xiushan hadn't attended the meeting and didn't know exactly what happened. But he could be sure that if Li Liankui had only expressed the view "what is wrong with killing enemies," there would absolutely not be the current situation. In other words, beneath Li Liankui's straightforward appearance, he was either truly confused or playing petty tricks, thinking he could fool Hu Xiushan into suppressing the Political Department's work.

He wanted to have someone drag Li Liankui away directly, but Hu Xiushan still didn't want to strike Li Liankui so hard because he cherished his talent. Calling over his guard, Hu Xiushan ordered, "Escort Li Liankui to the Political Department now. Let them argue however they want. Finally, ask the Political Department to give me a report explaining exactly what happened."

The guard was personnel assigned to military commanders by a specialized department. Even though his rank was far lower than Li Liankui's, the guard didn't hesitate at all. He walked up to Li Liankui and asked, "Major General Li, let's go now."

Li Liankui certainly knew the guard's authority and responsibility. He wanted to say something more, but just sighed long and hard. "Sigh, Commander, I think you're afraid." After saying that, he turned and left.

Watching the guard follow Li Liankui out of the office, Hu Xiushan felt truly unhappy in his heart. The army's ideological work had turned into this mess—what was the Political Department doing!

The next morning, while Hu Xiushan was working, someone came in to report, "Chief of Staff, someone posted a poster titled 'Theory of Friendly Nations Surprise'."

Hu Xiushan hadn't seen this article, but hearing the name, he felt it was mocking the Civilization Party's recent training work. Radical thoughts in the army were indeed expanding. Whether it was "liberating the globe" or "conquering the globe," many people's views were indeed out of tune with the Party Central Committee.

Could this matter really turn into a big incident? Hu Xiushan was forced to consider this.
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Lieutenant General Yu Cen, Commander of the Southwest Theater Command, flew directly from Kunming to the capital. During the Sino-British War, when Yu Cen had flown from the capital to the Southwest, the journey of over 500 kilometers had taken a full day, with the plane landing and taking off multiple times along the way. Now, it took only three hours to reach the destination. Listening to music throughout the journey, he landed before he even had a chance to feel restless, which Yu Cen appreciated greatly.

After checking in at the reception, he had just entered his room and hadn't yet closed the door when he heard a happy voice from the hallway: "Isn't that Brother Yu?"

Turning his head, Yu Cen saw someone he considered an acquaintance. The man was dressed in a military uniform with Lieutenant General rank insignia. Since he wasn't wearing a cap, his bald head reflected a bright shine under the lights. It was Wu Peifu.

Yu Cen had initially been in charge of managing prisoner-of-war camps during the Sino-British War before returning to headquarters. The one who succeeded Yu Cen was none other than Wu Peifu, known as the "Valiant General of the Beiyang." Later, he had occasionally heard that Wu Peifu seemed to have gone to the General Logistics Department, but he hadn't expected to run into him here.

Seeing that Wu Peifu was keen to chat, Yu Cen invited him in. The two discussed their current positions; Wu Peifu was currently serving as the Director of the Statistics Bureau in the General Logistics Department. Hearing that Yu Cen was serving as Commander of the Southwest Theater Command, Wu Peifu sighed with emotion. "Brother, you've fought against the Japanese, against the garrisons of the Eight-Nation Alliance, and against the British. And you won every time! Your life has truly been worth living."

After saying this, Wu Peifu sighed again. "In my life, I haven't fought a single battle against foreigners; I've just done some petty, shameful things. Now, although I've cast my lot with a wise master, I'm about to be transferred to the reserves. Sigh... this life really wasn't worth it!"

Yu Cen consoled him, "Brother Ziyu, you are in the prime of your life, why be so discouraged?"

Wu Peifu smiled bitterly. "According to the latest *Officer Service Regulations*, those at my rank retire at 63. I am already 59 years old. Although I'm a Bureau Director, I really don't have many years left to work."

While Yu Cen offered verbal comfort, inwardly he didn't think much of Wu Peifu's old-fashioned mindset. In the old way of thinking, it was best for an official to die in office. Although scholars always talked about how comfortable it was to retire and return home, that was just lip service.

He Rui's government was not a government of old-school scholars, but an industrialized government led by "engineering men." They were very strict about age limits in the retirement system. Just as Wu Peifu had mentioned, the *Officer Service Regulations* stipulated the service age limits for officers.

The maximum age for military, political, and logistics officers in combat units during peacetime service were: Platoon level: 30; Company level: 35; Battalion level: 40; Regimental level: 45; Divisional level: 50; Corps level: 55; Grand Theater level: Deputy 63, Commander 65.

As Commander of the Southwest Theater Command, Yu Cen would retire at 65. Wu Peifu was a Lieutenant General, but his actual position was only Director of the Statistics Bureau in the General Logistics Department, which was equivalent to a corps-level position. For him to be subject to the retirement standard of 63 was clearly a case of special consideration. If not for the need to make the old Beiyang faction feel they weren't being discriminated against, and to keep a few of them in the army, Wu Peifu would have retired by now.

To Yu Cen's surprise, although Wu Peifu looked regretful, he showed no sign of wanting to find a backdoor to stay for a few more years. In the reputation of the Beiyang clique, Wu Peifu was considered a man of character. Looking at him now, Wu Peifu seemed to live up to that reputation.

After chatting for a while, Wu Peifu brought up the matter of the Sino-British War. "Before, I thought Chairman He was just trying to appease the feelings of the Beiyang brothers by giving me a position of some sort. But with my limited ability, I certainly wouldn't catch Chairman He's eye, so he arranged for me to manage the POW camps. But after doing that for more than a year, I realized that the old Beiyang really shouldn't have caught Chairman He's eye. Saying that the old Beiyang lacked culture really doesn't wrong us. Over at the POW camps, quite a few old Beiyang brothers remembered the grievances they had suffered in the past and wanted to vent their anger on a bunch of prisoners. Heh."

Hearing this, Yu Cen felt that Wu Peifu might have more "virtue" than he had thought. Officers from the Northeast Government had, after all, received more than a decade of education, and everyone knew that "imperialism" was not a good word. Even so, quite a few officers had a bit of an "imperialist" style themselves, though they were unwilling to admit it.

Yu Cen wanted to ask what had happened in the POW camps, but felt it wasn't appropriate to ask. While he hesitated, Wu Peifu started talking about these things himself. "Before anything big could happen, the higher-ups sent new political commissars. The commissars held meetings every day, which was hard work. But with the commissars there, at least nothing went wrong. Otherwise, given the nature of the old Beiyang brothers, they would have either been drinking and swearing brotherhood with the British prisoners, or skinning them alive..."

It turned out that after Yu Cen left, the management in the POW camps had fallen into ideological chaos for a short time. The old Beiyang men had a love-hate relationship with imperialism. They hated being oppressed by imperialism, but loved the idea that imperialism could oppress others.

Imperialism is a noun, but humans instinctively bully the weak and fear the strong, and quite naturally discriminate against other races based on appearance. In an environment like a POW camp, such emotions breed easily. Not to mention that China had suffered nearly a century of foreign oppression, and the public generally had strong feelings of revenge.

It wasn't until the Military Commission sent a group of people to assist that things stabilized. The political work cadres were divided into two parts: one part did ideological work on the old Beiyang fellows, and the other part managed the POW camps and did ideological work on the prisoners. Non-political work cadres, a group of intellectuals led by Hu Shi, were sent to teach Chinese culture to the prisoners.

At that time, the establishment of the Asian International Tribunal in Shanghai made the British prisoners extremely fearful. Although the captured British soldiers had not participated in the ANZAC Corps' massacre of the Burmese people, these British prisoners had committed many similar crimes in other colonies. Hearing the news of the ANZAC Corps being put on trial, these British prisoners were terrified.

The pressure felt by the British Indian prisoners was no less than that of the British. Although these British Indian troops suffered British oppression, when suppressing the resistance of the local Indian people, they used quite ruthless methods to gain the appreciation of their British masters.

Moreover, these British Indian troops not only obeyed British orders, but most of them also came from the upper and middle classes of India. With such backgrounds, before receiving communist education, they naturally stood firmly on the side of the local Indian dignitaries. And dignitaries anywhere have always stood on the opposite side of the people. Out of this stance, when suppressing the Indian people's resistance, their hearts were filled with hostility toward the ordinary Indian laborers.

The Sino-British War ended quickly, which caused these ideological issues to be exposed, but before they could be truly resolved, the British and British Indian prisoners were released. Wu Peifu had only seen the problems, but hadn't seen how they were resolved.

Chatting up to this point, Lieutenant General Yu Cen began to understand why the Military Commission would truly employ an old Beiyang warlord like Wu Peifu. Although this guy had also colluded with the British in the past, Wu Peifu was at least a cultured man who had passed the imperial examination at the county level; he had some idealism, and his level of understanding of certain issues was far higher than that of the ordinary Beiyang soldier.

Yu Cen hadn't seen many old Beiyang men, but the ones who left a deep impression on him were the family of Wang Qinian, an engineer at the Aircraft Design Bureau. That family came from a *Jinshi* (imperial scholar) background, and although they still held onto that old scholar mindset in many ways and placed great importance on social hierarchy, in the new era, their family changed quickly. At least when discussing such topics, they spoke according to the concepts of the Civilization Party.

Wu Peifu was another type of person. He inherently pursued loyalty and righteousness and had feelings for the country. So when facing problems, he would also study and try to understand them.

Apart from these two, the old Beiyang men Yu Cen had met were all vulgar people pursuing fame and fortune. The establishment of the He Rui government, to them, was just the world changing masters. For this group of people, whether in the Qing Dynasty, the Beiyang era, or New China, their pursuit never changed—it was always just fame and fortune. Yu Cen chose to keep a respectful distance from such people.

After chatting for a while, it was time for dinner. Wu Peifu wanted to treat Yu Cen to a couple of drinks, but Yu Cen politely declined. Wu Peifu didn't mind and took his leave quite freely.

Early the next morning, the military region guesthouse where the group was staying became lively. Everyone was a soldier, and their schedules were quite regular. As soon as the reveille sounded, even the soldiers who didn't have to run drills got up. Yu Cen put on his shoes and went for a walk in the open space of the guesthouse. In the corridor, he ran into several Lieutenant Generals who had the same idea.

Even if they weren't familiar with each other, they had at least attended meetings together. They greeted each other and started jogging in the open space. From the drill grounds not far away came the shouts of soldiers doing their morning exercises, making Yu Cen feel very comfortable. Yu Cen had initially joined the army out of passion. Now Yu Cen regarded being a soldier as his profession; as long as he was in a military environment, he felt at ease.

Coming to a meeting meant no one had to be on night duty. By 7:30, everyone had finished breakfast. Many room doors were open as people quickly organized their things. By 7:45, people had already arrived at the pickup point. At 7:55, when the bus came to pick them up, all the attendees were present.

By 8:25, the conference room was packed, with only three seats in the middle empty. Yu Cen was very excited. Those attending this time were all Lieutenant Generals, many of whom were commanders and political commissars of Great Military Regions. Presumably, many had received the meeting order suddenly and rushed over immediately. So, of the three empty seats, at least one should be for He Rui. Thinking that he would attend a meeting presided over by He Rui, Yu Cen was full of anticipation.

At 8:28, the door opened, and He Rui and Zheng Silang walked in. Originally, some people were talking in low voices, but the conversation stopped abruptly, and the Lieutenant Generals all stood up.

He Rui was also very happy to see a group of familiar faces. Getting these people together usually only happened at the two annual regular meetings; the rest of the time, everyone was busy at their respective posts. He hoped that these guys would all be able to pass the test of this impromptu meeting.

Walking to his seat and standing still, He Rui ordered, "At ease, sit down."

The Lieutenant Generals sat down in unison, and He Rui immediately said, "Recently, nationalist sentiment has become increasingly intense in the ideological field. Not long ago, quite a few problems appeared during the education process against hatred. This meeting is to discuss this matter..."

Yu Cen listened quietly, surprised that a meeting was being held for such a reason. After He Rui finished explaining the theme, it was Zheng Silang's turn to introduce the situation. Watching Zheng Silang read completely from the script, Yu Cen felt a bit of sympathy for his old superior. The upper echelons of the military knew that among the "Five Tiger Generals," Zheng Silang was a very fierce nationalist. So having Zheng Silang read a report on anti-hatred education felt a bit like forcing a duck onto a perch.

However, Yu Cen didn't think Zheng Silang was being deliberately made things difficult for. Because Zheng Silang was a nationalist, having him read the report was tantamount to He Rui vouching for him, which was good protection for Zheng Silang.

After reading, He Rui asked, "Comrades, you can speak your views first. I know you have your own opinions, speak directly. I will answer them."

As soon as the voice fell, someone had already raised their hand. Yu Cen looked and saw it was actually Wu Peifu. Since only Wu Peifu raised his hand, he naturally got the chance to speak. Wu Peifu stood up and asked, "Chairman, I support China not engaging in racism ten thousand percent. I also know that our opponents are racists, and I don't care about that. I only have one question: why don't we annex Upper Myanmar and the Assam region? I'm finished."

Hearing this, many comrades felt that Wu Peifu had voiced their own doubts, and they all looked at He Rui. The combined population of Myanmar and the Assam region was only a few million, and China could easily annex the local areas. Yet He Rui insisted on letting the two regions establish independent states. Although everyone had heard some explanations, after a few years, everyone really wanted to hear He Rui give a detailed explanation on this matter.

He Rui immediately answered, "Comrades, let me ask a question. Where is Yuan Shikai from?"

Hearing this, many people were stunned because they didn't know. Wu Peifu was from the old Beiyang faction, so he answered, "Yuan Shikai is from Henan."

He Rui asked again, "Where am I from?"

The comrades at the meeting knew He Rui was from Shandong, but they didn't know why He Rui asked this, so no one dared to answer.

He Rui continued, "What I actually want to ask is, can you imagine the future leader of China being someone from the Myanmar region, or someone from the Assam region?"

For a moment, everyone was stunned, not understanding what He Rui meant.

He Rui waited for a moment, and seeing no one answer, he explained, "On Chinese soil, when anyone becomes a leader, the first thing people care about is not where this person was born. Because in China's thousands of years of history, there does indeed exist a blood relationship of the Chinese nation. It is precisely based on such blood relations that there is a cultural consensus that 'a hero is not asked of his origins.'

"I can be certain that if a few people born in the Myanmar or Assam regions joined our organization and took China's interests as their highest pursuit, their becoming leaders would not trigger any prejudice. However, comrades, a region is not the same. The Myanmar and Assam regions are not China in the traditional sense. Even if we annexed them, the first thing would be a cultural transformation lasting decades or centuries. In these decades or centuries, how would Upper Myanmar and Assam view the fact that no Chinese leader would emerge from among them?

"I will emphasize one more time, just now many comrades didn't know where Yuan Shikai was from, because it doesn't matter. Whether it's Yuan Shikai or everyone here, no one thinks there's anything to discuss about Henan producing a leader, nor would they think there's anything surprising about Shandong, Guangdong, or Hunan producing China's leaders. But Myanmar and Assam are different. Annexing the two places means giving the people of those regions Chinese treatment. At this stage, this cannot be achieved. Since it cannot be achieved, we have absolutely no reason to do it."

Wu Peifu listened blankly. He hadn't expected He Rui to view the problem from such a realistic perspective, and to make judgments in such a cold manner. Wu Peifu felt he could completely accept this way of judgment.

After He Rui finished speaking, someone immediately asked, "Chairman, Myanmar and Assam are very valuable to us."

He Rui immediately replied, "The output and geographical location of these two regions are very valuable to us. And the value of the geographical location is more of a value as a departure point for combat. That is to say, who do you think our enemy is? Why must we launch military strikes against the enemy? If there is no war objective, the value of the geographical location of these two places does not exist."

This time, no one asked questions for the moment, because He Rui's rhetorical question hit on the point everyone cared about most. Everyone present felt that Britain was China's enemy, but as to *why* Britain was China's enemy, no one could come up with a very systematic explanation for a while. Of course, the lack of a systematic explanation didn't affect everyone's view of Britain. But if they wanted to ask more questions, they had to first answer the question He Rui had raised.

As Commander of the Southwest Theater Command, the combat objectives set by Yu Cen were mainly directed at Britain. Yu Cen had considered He Rui's question many times. Seeing no one speak, Yu Cen asked, "Chairman, the output of these two regions is also of great value to us."

"If it is an economic problem, there are naturally economic solutions. So far, the economic and trade system we have established is proceeding very smoothly in these two regions. Whether it is the tropical crops of Upper Myanmar or the specialty black tea of the Assam region, they all take the trade system dominated by China as their main trading partner. We have smoothly obtained the crops we hoped to obtain, and the people of these two places have also seen their incomes increase greatly and their societies develop rapidly through economic and trade cooperation. This is much more advanced and civilized than the colonial system."

Yu Cen did not refute, because He Rui was right. The economic and trade cooperation between the Southwest region and Upper Myanmar and Assam was very flourishing. Because the policies of minimum wage and maximum working hours for laborers, as well as guaranteed minimum prices for agricultural product purchases, were implemented locally, the income of many well-run farms was even significantly higher than that of ordinary Chinese in the Southwest region. This also led to many Chinese going to Upper Myanmar and Assam to open farms or work on farms. This also forced the Southwest Theater Command to divert some manpower to prevent illegal border crossings.

However, not refuting did not mean complete agreement. Because Yu Cen felt that China was being a bit too good to these two regions.

At this time, He Rui spoke again. "Comrades, Europe and America levy exorbitant taxes in their colonies, completely disregarding the life and death of the colonial people, let alone caring about the development of the colonial people. It looks majestic, it looks satisfying, but in reality, this is a very inefficient method. With exploitation and plunder reaching such a level, the economic operation mode existing in the colonies is bound to be very low-end. Low-end operation modes are destined not to have any high returns. That is to say, the more they plunder, the poorer the colony. The poorer the colony, the less return there is. This is a very realistic economic problem, and it is also the fundamental reason why colonialism is bound to collapse."

Hearing He Rui say this, Wu Peifu immediately asked, "Chairman, the colonialists have grabbed so many things, how could they collapse? They will only get richer and richer."

He Rui looked calm. "Rich? Even adding the Soviet Union, Europe's population now is less than 500 million. With such a large piece of land, and having engaged in colonialism... why is the population so small? I will tell you a number. From 1925 to now, in eight years, our Chinese population has increased by nearly 200 million. If Europe were truly wealthy, their population should be at least double what it is now. How do you prepare to explain this situation?"
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Zheng Silang listened to He Rui explaining the world order China intended to establish to a group of lieutenant generals, feeling that the resistance in his heart had become very faint. This would have been unimaginable in the past, but now it seemed logical and natural.

In He Rui's political philosophy, the world needs to progress together, and advanced nations should even provide "fiscal transfers" to backward regions within the new order. At least a few years ago, Zheng Silang felt that He Rui's views were simply baffling. If He Rui hadn't launched the Sino-Japanese War and the Sino-British War, thrashing Japan and Britain, Zheng Silang would have suspected that He Rui had suffered some trauma and was mentally unstable.

But the current Zheng Silang no longer thought this way. Over the past few years, Zheng Silang had personally inspected the development of Upper Myanmar and Assam. He had also spoken in depth with the retired Han Haiquan and Li Runshi, the former Deputy Secretary of the Civilization Party's Upper Myanmar region, confirming that He Rui's policies were indeed highly effective.

When Britain colonized the Myanmar region, their policy was plunder. As He Rui said, the predatory policies of colonialism meant that Upper Myanmar couldn't even maintain a medium-level economic model. With a low-level economic model, output was very low. Upper Myanmar and Assam produced little, and the local people lived bitter lives. This suffering triggered constant resistance from the locals, which in turn caused the cost of British rule to rise continuously.

Under a low-level economic model with limited output, as long as the British tax farmers couldn't successfully collect taxes in kind, the cost of British colonial rule would skyrocket. Moreover, during the Sino-British War, although many local masses were vigilant against the Chinese army, they were happy to see the Chinese army thrash the British troops and provided cooperation and help within a limited scope. This seemingly small help actually had a huge impact on the British forces. When the ANZAC corps was put on trial, most of the captured ANZAC officers argued that the reason they killed people was because the Burmese locals were essentially acting as spies for China, so the ANZAC killings were not massacres, but legitimate military actions against spies.

After Upper Myanmar and Assam were integrated into the China-led economic system, the economic mode of the local people quickly shifted from a state of being plundered to a state of normal trade. To obtain better returns, the local people worked hard, and their incomes rose rapidly. Myanmar's tropical crops sold well within the East Asia + Soviet Union economic sphere, and Assam black tea was sold all over the world, even establishing its own brands.

China provided not only institutional help, including state ownership of land, but also production technology. The production efficiency of the local people improved rapidly, incomes rose, and the demand for industrial products exploded. The hundreds of thousands of locals with rising living standards were a market in themselves, not to mention the two or three million Chinese people who had gone to work in Upper Myanmar and Assam. The originally impoverished Chinese people earned incomes several times, or even ten times, higher than back home, which also solved a small part of China's domestic economic pressure. And this increase in income was achieved not by plunder, but by developing productive forces.

Adding together the Chinese immigrants and the local people of Myanmar and Assam, nearly ten million people had obtained better lives under the new economic order, proving that He Rui's design for the world's new economic model was completely feasible.

The influence of this change was much greater than Zheng Silang had imagined. Zheng Silang was now the head of the General Logistics Department. Before China's aircraft carriers had even begun construction, the problem of teak decks had already been solved. And the solution was not the savage exploitation and "draining the pond to get the fish" method used by the British. China conducted research on the growth of teak in Myanmar and surveyed the teak resources. Furthermore, they established forestry farms for planting teak.

Teak takes at least fifty years to mature. Even though China was cultivating teak saplings, the planting of artificial forests was just beginning. But this production efficiency was far higher than the natural reproduction of teak. In a few decades, teak would enter the market continuously. Precisely because of such long-term planning and investment, teak prices did not experience boom and bust cycles. Although the price rose somewhat, it remained within an acceptable range.

If China had not adopted the new economic model but instead used imperialist policies, given China's huge demand, the price of teak would have skyrocketed. Price hikes would lead to predatory exploitation, teak resources would shrink due to savage logging, which would in turn cause teak prices to skyrocket further.

In addition to teak prices, China also opened up plantations for tropical crops like palm, sugarcane, rubber, and sisal in Upper Myanmar. Because the minimum purchase price for agricultural products and the minimum wage system protecting farm workers were strictly enforced locally, the income of these farms increased rapidly. This, in turn, allowed local farms to have money to buy chemical fertilizers and pesticides, and to hire technicians to solve problems related to increasing crop yields and dealing with pests and diseases.

This provided employment opportunities for Chinese technicians. Those graduates who had studied hard in vocational schools found places to display their talents and earned more income. This also allowed the surplus rural population to be released. As the population decreased, the tense human-land contradiction in the Southwest region was relieved. After accumulating experience, these technicians could in turn help the people of the Southwest region plant crops like rubber and palm on the mountains, increasing the income of the local people.

Now, many materials needed by the army, such as rubber and rigging, had begun to be produced domestically. Even if the output could not yet meet demand, at least the problem of existence had been solved. Once a future war broke out, China would certainly face a trade embargo for a short time. Domestic demand would continue to operate because of these production capacities, and production would not immediately be interrupted.

In order to better transport materials out of the Southwest region, the state also began to increase investment in infrastructure construction in the Southwest. This pulled the development of the Southwest economy, so much so that the once incredibly fierce conflict between locals and migrants in the Southwest calmed down significantly. Although the means to quell the local-migrant conflict were quite bloody—local tyrants who once ruled their own fiefs were arrested, and tens of thousands of fierce criminals were publicly executed—this killing was not done to establish authority. Every person executed or sentenced was tried publicly; their crimes were not fabricated, but proven through open and legitimate legal processes.

Although the local people feared the thunderous methods of the new government, they also clearly knew that these criminals were executed for participating in murder and highway robbery. After this group of people was executed, the most direct feeling of the people in the Southwest was that when they passed near another village, they no longer worried about being killed by people rushing out suddenly. The government's thunderous methods not only did not terrify the local people but instead won their support. The number of locals participating in infrastructure construction increased dozens of times over, while robbery and theft of infrastructure materials plummeted, causing infrastructure costs to crash.

To this day, Zheng Silang still had no feelings for foreigners. If China adopted imperialist policies towards the outside world, Zheng Silang wouldn't feel it was inappropriate. But in terms of reason, Zheng Silang truly believed that the new model proposed by He Rui was indeed more beneficial to China's economic development.

Listening to the questions raised by the lieutenant generals and He Rui's answers, Zheng Silang felt that these guys were like elementary school students. He, having followed He Rui for a longer time and having more opportunities to communicate directly with He Rui, had really passed this stage of not understanding the principles. Moreover, these were economic and political issues. Zheng Silang felt it was completely understandable that generals who focused on military research had naive ideas about this.

Wu Peifu did not know the thoughts of Zheng Silang, the Minister of General Logistics, because Zheng Silang remained silent, and Wu Peifu didn't pay any attention to him. Unlike Zheng Silang, Wu Peifu had not been in contact with specific national economic data, nor had he participated in economic construction. Even though Wu Peifu was knowledgeable and experienced in the old era, in his exchanges with He Rui, Wu Peifu only sensed a brand-new train of thought, a line of thinking that seemed paradoxical to him.

On the contrary, a theater commander like Yu Cen could better understand this theoretical knowledge. After listening for a while, Yu Cen was quite touched. The military's operations were not just about protecting the country, but also about realizing the country's policies.

As a soldier, Yu Cen's job was how to fight the enemy. The better domestic industry developed, the better the army's equipment would be, and the more sufficient the supplies. So, logically, Yu Cen naturally accepted the concept that the army served the country and the people. But this also made Yu Cen's thinking regarding foreign wars relatively conservative and passive.

Although he couldn't yet fully grasp the relationship between active offense and the world order, Yu Cen felt that his thinking had been greatly expanded.

The meeting lasted for most of the day, and He Rui felt a bit tired. The overall effect was okay; at least the lieutenant generals were not a bunch of hot-headed imperialists. After the meeting ended, He Rui recalled the proceedings and suddenly understood what his feeling during the meeting actually was.

The feeling given by the current military generals reminded He Rui of reading the memoirs of German generals from World War II. Although it is a historical norm for the living to push all responsibility onto the dead, the memoirs of WWII German generals were considered by He Rui in his youth to be stories of a bunch of despicable guys making excuses for themselves. The most famous among them was Manstein's memoir. Chinese netizens gave this memoir the nickname "The Art of Pot-Throwing" (The Art of Shifting Blame).

But at least the current Chinese National Defense Force generals already had the professionalism of career officers. Military war was a field of knowledge for them. In other words, the Chinese National Defense Force could be seen as a group of science and engineering men ("tech bros"). And they weren't even science men from Junker noble backgrounds. That is to say, even if this group was bad, they couldn't be that bad. Science men had at least one advantage: they had great respect for objective laws.

Compared to the science men, the aura of a literati on Wu Peifu was very obvious. He Rui felt that since he had started making such comparisons, he might as well try to find someone from the Nazis who felt relatively similar. After thinking about it, the name Ribbentrop popped up.

He Rui wasn't quite sure if Wu Peifu was really qualified to be mentioned in the same breath as Ribbentrop. After the Nazi defeat, because Ribbentrop knew too much dirt on Britain, the Soviet Union, and even the United States, the Allies wanted Ribbentrop dead. Of course, there were other views, thinking that since Ribbentrop knew so much, the Allies might have wanted to spare him in exchange for him keeping his mouth shut.

He Rui personally leaned towards the view that the Allies wanted Ribbentrop dead. But what was truly admirable about Ribbentrop was that facing trial, he not only didn't shift the blame at all but declared impassionedly, "I fully supported Hitler's philosophy and strategy, and unremittingly promoted his policies."

When the judge asked Ribbentrop for his opinion on Hitler, Ribbentrop replied: "If Hitler appeared here now and said to me, 'Do it!', I would still follow him without hesitation." This feeling, similar to blind loyalty, was very similar to Wu Peifu. Wu Peifu was extremely loyal to his "Big Brother" Cao Kun.

Thinking of this, He Rui couldn't help but sigh. The current Wu Peifu hadn't done anything to harm the common people, so he was spared. But in future military operations, who knew if this guy would pull some stunt.

Just as he was thinking, the secretary walked in. "Chairman, Minister Zheng requests an audience."

Soon, Zheng Silang appeared before He Rui. He sat opposite He Rui. "Chairman, I've read Minister Zhou's book. I find his views very strange. Why does he have such a big reaction to the arrest of a few literati?"

"The understanding of an industrialized government by literati is different from that of science students," He Rui answered decisively. If possible, He Rui didn't want to mention the essay "Theory of Friendly Nations' Surprise" written by Zhou Shuren (Lu Xun). This wasn't because Zhou Shuren's criticism was directed at He Rui personally. He Rui didn't care about criticism from others; for someone who had commanded millions of troops in battle, such things had long since ceased to be a consideration.

He Rui just didn't want guys like Zhou Shuren to suffer unnecessary shocks. To avoid China's foreign wars degenerating into an imperialist war for hegemony, ideological mobilization and the establishment of clearer concepts were necessary domestically. This was a struggle in the realm of thought, and the result of the struggle would cause some people to be impacted.

Zhou Shuren's "Theory of Friendly Nations' Surprise" represented the patriotism of the literati, and literati were prone to believing that there were "bad people" in the government, which was why some unpleasant actions were carried out. For example, the government had cracked down on some individuals who expressed radical views. Zhou Shuren believed that these people were not wrong to attack European and American countries, as those countries had committed crimes against humanity.

But the situation He Rui saw was different. Those people were not opposing crimes against humanity, but were trying to realize their ideas, or at least vent their emotions, by inciting hatred. And these guys who were being "tapped" (warned/punished) were using the expression of opposition to anti-human behavior as a means, not an end.

One can only judge people by their deeds, not their hearts. So the purpose of the "tapping" was to let this bunch know that they wouldn't be treated as "one of us" just because they shouted a few slogans. But this approach was interpreted as opposing domestic nationalist tendencies.

As a government, sometimes it is this helpless. Some things simply cannot be said, because if the government stated the true reasons, the result wouldn't be clarifying the issue, but would instead make the guys being warned targets of public criticism, directly getting them killed.

It was obvious that Zheng Silang hadn't thought that much. After hearing He Rui's evaluation of Zhou Shuren, he said somewhat unhappily, "Is the Chairman just going to let Zhou Shuren off like this?"

He Rui knew that Zheng Silang wasn't narrow-minded, but that didn't mean he was a casual person. If Zheng Silang felt there was a problem with Zhou Shuren, he would handle it with a touch of "Jianghu" style (vigilante justice).

If Zheng Silang privately made things difficult for Zhou Shuren, He Rui couldn't pretend not to see it. Out of necessity, He Rui explained his views to Zheng Silang in full detail. Zheng Silang listened very seriously, his expression changing several times. After He Rui finished, Zheng Silang remained silent for a good while before saying, "Chairman, I know I was wrong. I will never think about getting involved in these matters again."

He Rui felt that if Zheng Silang could really do what he said, that would be great. One doesn't fear a lack of good deeds, but a lack of good people. If everyone could refrain from overstepping their bounds, the world would have far fewer troubles. At this moment, He Rui could only temporarily trust Zheng Silang. "Silang, nationalism is a double-edged sword. Its positive significance is maximized when the country is invaded. But when the situation is not dangerous, the less positive parts of nationalism will appear. To limit the negative effects of nationalism, we can only rely on education and realistic warnings. I don't want everyone to get hurt; such harm is meaningless."

Zheng Silang pondered after listening, and a moment later asked tentatively, "Chairman, if we start a war to liberate the world, will this kind of criticism decrease a bit?"

He Rui shook his head. "If someone trumpets the legitimacy of China conquering the world, is there any essential difference between that and criticizing us for not being nationalist enough? The key is to establish a better world order, not to listen to others' comments."

Zheng Silang fell silent for longer this time. It was evident that he was touched inwardly. Finally, Zheng Silang said, "Chairman, I can't grasp these things either. I can only say that in the future, I will absolutely not mix in these matters."

"Thank you, Silang. I am very glad you chose this way," He Rui sighed sincerely.

Ideological education in the army proceeded step by step, and by the end of 1933, this round of education basically concluded. Although more than a dozen officers were sent to the Party School for study, the overall impact was not significant. On the contrary, the request to visit China from Ribbentrop, who had been promoted to German Foreign Minister, caught He Rui's attention.

Ribbentrop's visit definitely meant that the "Little Mustache" (Hitler) wanted to rope in China. He Rui didn't want to have any dealings with the "Little Mustache's" regime. Although engaging in private maneuvers might seem to solve a lot of things, He Rui believed there was no need for that. Because when it came to playing little tricks, the "Little Mustache" was an expert.

But after thinking it over, He Rui finally decided to meet Ribbentrop. If he couldn't get some cooperation from the Nazi regime, China wouldn't be able to invite some outstanding German scientific and technical personnel to China. When it came to punishing people, the German Nazis were truly ruthless. In German culture, there really wasn't a tradition of "leaving a line in life so that we can meet on good terms in the future" (burning bridges).
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On the streets of Berlin, Germany, Chinese envoy Ye Lin, having finished packing her luggage for her return to China, stood by the window watching the Berlin streetscape. Ye Lin had witnessed rapid urban construction back in China, and she hadn't expected to see the same scene in Germany. Berlin's streets, unchanged for many years, had suddenly become bustling again. New factories and residential buildings were under construction. The construction sites were teeming with people, a scene of fiery activity.

Although Ye Lin did not like the Nazi Party, after Hitler came to power, he had rapidly opened factories relying on funds provided by Mefo bills. Germany's unemployment rate had dropped rapidly in eight months, from 6 million to 2.2 million. Such economic performance was indeed very impressive.

To achieve such an employment rate, the Nazi Party had exhausted all methods. This included removing women from the workforce and suppressing workers' wages after banning trade unions. But Germany had been in such a miserable state before that the lives of the German people under these policies were much better than the days from 1929 to early 1933, earning the Nazi Party the support of the German people.

As Ye Lin watched the street scene, she saw two people dressed as Taoist priests appear on the bustling street. The contrast between the Taoist robes and Western clothing was stark. The two priests themselves were not flamboyant, but their appearance on the street was very eye-catching. Judging by their direction, they were heading straight for the Chinese Legation. Before long, the two priests entered the embassy reception, disappearing from Ye Lin's view.

*It seems something interesting has happened,* Ye Lin thought.

An hour later, a staff member came to report to Ye Lin. It turned out the Nazi government was restricting religion. The German Taoist Association had received a notification; the Nazi government required the Taoist Association to cease operations. The two members of the Chinese Taoist Association who had come to Germany were asking if the Legation had any way to help them urgently.

The Legation had already received relevant news. The Nazi government's restrictions on religious activities were not targeted solely at Taoism or Judaism, but restricted all religious activities within Germany.

In early 1933, on the day the Reichstag ceded its legislative powers to this dictator, Hitler delivered a speech to this German legislative body, praising the Christian faith as "essential for safeguarding the soul of the German people," promising to respect the rights of these faiths, declaring his government's "ambition is to seek a harmonious accord between Church and State," and adding, "We hope to improve our friendly relations with the Holy See."

But this propaganda, like all of Hitler's other propaganda, was full of deceit. On July 20, 1933, the Nazi government signed a concordat with the Vatican, guaranteeing Catholic freedom and the church's right to "manage its own affairs." This agreement was signed by Papen on behalf of Germany, and by Cardinal Pacelli, the Vatican Secretary of State, on behalf of the Holy See.

Five days after the agreement was signed, on July 25, the German government promulgated a "Sterilization Law." Actions of "purification" targeting the Catholic Church began. The Catholic Church had a lot of dirty laundry; if bishops and priests only played with women, they would be considered saints. A traditional hobby of bishops and priests was the sexual abuse of 8-to-14-year-old boys. The Nazi Party started from this entry point, and they caught them one after another.

Although Ye Lin detested the Nazi Party—and the Nazi Party was doing this to seize control of society—seeing those bishops and priests who sexually abused little boys being arrested one by one, Ye Lin felt she rather appreciated the "purification" the Catholic Church was suffering. Compared to the blow dealt to Catholicism, Taoism, a religion of personal cultivation, had not suffered discrimination.

But Ye Lin did not intend to back down. Diplomatic work was about maximizing the protection of one's own interests through communication. Although Ye Lin might not necessarily be able to achieve anything, she could not fail to argue on the basis of reason. Having determined her stance, Ye Lin began making calls to relevant personnel in the Nazi government.

After contacting them for a day, the Nazi government offered all sorts of excuses. Bureaucratic systems relied on this kind of "please find the relevant department" shifting of responsibility. Ye Lin prepared to pursue this to the end, determined to find the department responsible for the matter. She persisted partly because one must never show weakness to German bureaucrats, and partly because Ye Lin wanted to understand the internal operations of the Nazi government. Since she was leaving anyway, Ye Lin felt spending time on this matter was also a good opportunity to gather intelligence.

For two consecutive days, Ye Lin ran from one Nazi department to another, tenaciously gaming against the Nazi bureaucrats. There were many workers on the streets, especially near construction sites. The coming and going of workers and vehicles transporting building materials caused severe congestion on the not-so-wide streets of Berlin. Seeing that the appointment time was approaching, Ye Lin decided to walk to the last place she needed to visit today: the department of the Nazi SS responsible for this matter.

Ye Lin was from Shaanxi. Walking on the streets of Germany, she could see older women carrying cloth bags, buying food to cook at home, wearing headscarves. These headscarves were somewhat similar to the white sheep-belly towels of Shaanxi. German women, like Shaanxi women, tried to tie them in relatively good-looking styles, giving Ye Lin a sense of familiarity.

As she approached the SS headquarters, the number of SS troops in black uniforms noticeably increased. This was another familiar feeling. The Chinese Security Bureau wore black uniforms, and the German SS uniforms clearly had the feel of the Chinese Security Bureau's black uniforms. From an aesthetic perspective, this black uniform represented coldness, abstinence, and firmness, making it all the more attractive.

When ordinary Germans saw these black uniforms, their expressions were filled with awe. These people represented the backbone of the Nazi Party, representing the violence of the dark side. And the person Ye Lin was to meet this time was none other than the head of the Gestapo, the most violent element within the SS: Heydrich.

Passing through the long, dim corridors of the Gestapo office building and entering a bright office, upon seeing Heydrich, Ye Lin actually felt a slight appreciation for this young Nazi core member who felt like a beast yet clearly obeyed reason. Heydrich's expression was focused but not tense; he was even courteous when greeting Ye Lin.

As Ye Lin recounted the Chinese government's inquiry regarding the ban on the German Taoist Association's activities, Heydrich remained silent. His blue eyes were calm and unrippled; combined with his meticulous hairstyle and uniform, he was truly full of oppressive force. But Ye Lin was not afraid in the slightest. Behind her was China. Although China and Germany were located at opposite ends of the World Island and were unlikely to break into war, China was already a ranking Great Power in the world. According to statistics, China's economic level ranked after the US, Britain, and France, making it the world's fourth-largest economy. And given China's speed of economic development, it was possible to slightly surpass Britain and France in the data within two or three years, becoming the world's second-largest economy after the United States. The current Germany could not afford to offend China.

After Ye Lin finished speaking, Heydrich finally spoke. "Madame Minister, I can understand your confusion. Personally, I appreciate the philosophy of Taoism and consider it a very friendly religion. However, Germany is currently managing all organizations that conduct secret rituals. I hope you can understand that this is not a malicious act, but an order that has to be executed to free the German people from suffering."

Hearing Heydrich express that religion brings real suffering to the people, Ye Lin actually agreed considerably. Religion is a spiritual narcotic; this was the Civilization Party's general view on religion. Although China was not a religious state, religious activities had a long history. Praying to gods and Buddhas for thousands of years had never resulted in gods or Buddhas actually descending. Ye Lin herself did not believe in religion.

But Ye Lin was not here to discuss religion with Heydrich at this moment, but to communicate on behalf of a religious organization, Taoism. Just as Ye Lin wanted to bring up the law for discussion, Heydrich continued in a steady tone, "Madame Minister, if you wish to talk from a legal or other perspective, I can only ask you to find the relevant departments. If you wish to obtain some clear and effective conclusions, I am willing to chat a few words with you."

Ye Lin pondered for a moment and finally accepted Heydrich's suggestion. "As the Chinese saying goes, this is called 'opening the skylight to speak clearly.' Please communicate with me frankly."

"Religion is a commercial organization; religious activity is a type of commercial activity. The current Germany needs to devote all resources to developing the economy, so religious activities are harmful to the current Germany. Of course, after Germany is liberated from the Versailles system and the people regain their wealth, I believe religious activities will resume. I hope that day comes soon. But in the Germany of today, there is no space to allow religious activities. Therefore, even if I appreciate Taoism's philosophy, I must terminate Taoism's activities. I hope you can understand."

Heydrich spoke at a moderate pace, his expression even more calm, but Ye Lin did not develop any intention to bargain because of it. Talking to this extent with a person like Heydrich was enough. In Heydrich, Ye Lin felt a kind of oppressive force; it was a firm attitude born of personal ability and confidence. Heydrich would absolutely not make concessions.

Even if she had her own thoughts, Ye Lin did not answer. As the Republic of China's Minister to Germany, every word Ye Lin spoke represented the official stance. China's official stance could absolutely not be to agree with Germany terminating Taoism's activities in Germany. Ye Lin stood up and bid farewell to Heydrich. "Thank you for your explanation."

Heydrich walked Ye Lin to the door and stopped, watching her walk down the long, dim corridor. Watching Ye Lin's unhurried pace, Heydrich felt some appreciation for her. Such a deep, long corridor could easily induce fear and unease; without company, even a man would feel somewhat unsettled. Ye Lin's pace and posture were very calm and composed. Aside from anything else, that courage alone was extraordinary.

At this moment, Ye Lin was also evaluating Heydrich in her heart. Although the conversation time was short, this high-ranking young Nazi struck Ye Lin as very unusual. Even if this person hadn't joined the Nazis, he would be an outstanding talent. In an organization as radical and young as the Nazi Party, he would become an even more key figure. If other Nazis were mostly about radicalism, this young man displayed style. To be able to understand the essence of religion and, starting from that essence, define the relationship between religious activities and the German economy—this was definitely not something an ordinary person could do.

This brief meeting left a deep impression on Ye Lin. On her way back, she began considering how to write a report to add to Heydrich's file. If a file on Heydrich hadn't been established yet, then one must be created immediately.

***

In China, Ribbentrop was waiting somewhat uneasily to meet He Rui. He Rui had already finished reading Ribbentrop's file. This guy's file was not spectacular; he could only be considered a fellow hovering on the fringes of the upper class. Moreover, after 1941, the Nazis completely lacked any diplomacy to speak of, which meant Ribbentrop's time of activity would be between 1933 and 1941.

Of course, current history was already completely different from the history of the original timeline. But He Rui did not view problems from the perspective of a so-called leader of world change, but analyzed them from a simpler, colder economic perspective. No matter what changes occurred in the Nazi Party's core figures, the German economy could not experience changes that exceeded physical laws.

Germany's economic ceiling and development space were limited. In a sense, He Rui even appreciated the Little Mustache's determination; at least the Little Mustache was a leader with a fairly serious economic philosophy. China could invest massive resources in every field for research and development because China had a massive population and a vast market. The content involved in the full range of industrial categories in 1933 was far inferior to the level of 2033. The China of 2033 was not only the only country in the world possessing all industrial categories, but also possessed world-leading levels in most of them. In 1933, China was even more capable of comprehensive development. But the Germany ruled by the Little Mustache did not have such resources; the Little Mustache could only choose a few fields for investment.

From the beginning, aiming explicitly for starting a war was the Little Mustache's only choice. If the Little Mustache had followed the thinking of an economist like Dr. Schacht and "stopped while he was ahead" after over-issuing so many Mefo bills, the German economy would truly have collapsed in minutes. Although He Rui did not agree with the Little Mustache's line, he considered the Little Mustache a leader with a very serious line of economic thought.

Having made his preparations, He Rui asked his secretary to invite Ribbentrop in. Soon, a man with a capable appearance appeared at the door of He Rui's office, following behind the secretary.

Seeing He Rui from a distance, Ribbentrop felt that He Rui possessed the unique temperament of a commander who had directed armies of millions. Although it was hard to describe the characteristics of such people, Ribbentrop had at least been in contact with the upper class—Hindenburg, Ludendorff, and those German high-ranking officers who were illustrious in the Great War. Regardless of their personal quirks, that confidence, and that pressure naturally born from bearing the weight of millions of lives, was present in He Rui in full measure. Moreover, He Rui was only forty-three years old; his gestures carried a sharp spirit (*rui qi*). In the aging famous generals of the Great War like Hindenburg, this sharp spirit had already faded too much.

Having this feeling, Ribbentrop naturally developed a respect for He Rui. Walking in front of He Rui, Ribbentrop felt that internal sharpness even more. Ribbentrop thought of Hitler; Hitler also had such sharpness. Especially when discussing affairs of state, Hitler seemed to shine in Ribbentrop's eyes.

After the two began talking, Ribbentrop chose to listen, but He Rui did not say much. Forced to proceed, Ribbentrop could only actively recount the purpose of his trip. "My government feels very regretful regarding the misunderstanding between China and Germany. Germany has always pursued advancement; the so-called racist tendencies are completely a misunderstanding..."

He Rui didn't believe a word of Ribbentrop's flowery speech. There was no misunderstanding between China and Germany; He Rui had a relatively good understanding of the Nazis. Of course, He Rui also didn't think Germany's crimes were entirely Nazi decisions. Nazi racism wasn't particularly outstanding in Europe and America; at most, it was an up-and-coming level. As for the slaughter of Jews, most of the sins were committed by local Europeans. The Nazis weren't even paramount in this regard. And judging by the performance of the state of Israel, the Israelis were no less brutal than the Nazis.

Listening quietly to Ribbentrop's narrative, He Rui looked at the hourglass on his desk. The fine blue sand was flowing down ceaselessly. He Rui prepared to end the topic in a few minutes.

Perhaps noticing He Rui's gaze, Ribbentrop's eyes swept over the hourglass. He stopped his explanation and asked straightforwardly, "I wonder if Chairman He considers the Versailles system a system worth maintaining?"

When describing World War II, Chinese history textbooks had a perspective He Rui felt was inappropriate. When describing Germany starting the war, they tended to imply the Little Mustache achieved his goals through deception. He Rui had analyzed the materials he had read and could roughly determine that the Little Mustache never hid his views.

Just as Germany's attacks on the Versailles system were public, both the Little Mustache and the Weimar government had repeatedly expressed their desire to overthrow the Versailles system. This opposition wasn't just private talk, but openly articulated in various public settings and international conferences. Because the British rejected the Little Mustache's demands, the Little Mustache had given British diplomatic personnel quite a few distinct looks.

Since Ribbentrop asked straight to the point, He Rui also answered straightforwardly, "What China pursues is the liberation of colonized peoples. As for the Versailles system, China is at least not a total victim."

Ribbentrop immediately followed up, "Chairman He, Germany is willing to launch comprehensive cooperation with China. Please believe us, whatever France has, Germany can also provide."

To He Rui's ears, this was nonsense. The most important thing in industrialization is technological accumulation and iteration. No matter what, France had been iterating and developing technology ceaselessly from 1919 to the present. Germany had been in various states of chaos from 1919 to now, and its speed of technological iteration was vastly lower than France's.

As for France being easily pushed over by Germany in the Battle of France, it wasn't because France's industrial level was poor, but because France's military concepts and military industry lagged too far behind Germany's. When commenting on the history of World War II, there is a saying: if the Little Mustache had the industrial strength of the German Second Reich in his hands, he might actually have won. Therefore, He Rui did not believe Ribbentrop's description of the prospects for Sino-German cooperation.

Ribbentrop keenly sensed some of He Rui's emotions. He hurriedly added, "I wonder if the Chinese side has any requirements?"

He Rui didn't bother discussing vague cooperation intentions. "Mr. Ribbentrop, China needs some technical personnel. I would like you to look at a list."

The secretary presented a list. He Rui thought it was possible the Nazi government would arrest people according to this list. But this had limited significance for China. With this group of people, China could indeed gain many benefits. If these people were imprisoned in concentration camps by the Nazis for a long time, or even killed, it might not necessarily be a bad thing for China. Although China wouldn't get these people, the United States wouldn't get them either.

Since the United States was China's biggest future competitor, the weakening of the United States meant China had actually gained an advantage. For example, if Oppenheimer didn't go to the United States, the progress of US nuclear weapons development would inevitably be affected.

He Rui waited for Ribbentrop's answer. These people were the meeting gift He Rui hoped for.
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Ribbentrop took the list but did not look at it. This was not because he dared to treat China with such arrogance, but because his status within the core circle of the Nazi Party was relatively low, and he had no authority to make decisions regarding personnel matters. Ribbentrop had come to seek the possibility of economic cooperation between China and Germany. He asked, "Chairman, is China not worried that Russia will form a pressure on China after it becomes powerful?"

After saying this, Ribbentrop observed He Rui, only to find that there was absolutely no unease in He Rui's expression. Instead, He Rui was scrutinizing him with a steady gaze. This was not the kind of scrutiny that sought to probe Ribbentrop's thoughts, but rather a scrutiny like a teacher examining a student. This condescending posture was not feigned; it naturally emanated from within.

Ribbentrop was very sensitive. After enduring it for a few seconds, he couldn't help but probe, "Has the Chairman heard of me?"

He thought He Rui would deny it, but unexpectedly, He Rui nodded. Ribbentrop was even more surprised and laughed somewhat self-deprecatingly, "I imagine those rumors are not friendly towards me."

He Rui shook his head. "I heard that you are full of passion, hope to achieve some great deeds, and have found someone you are willing to follow."

"Are those rumors not about my personal history?" Ribbentrop was very puzzled.

He Rui found this fellow Ribbentrop quite interesting. However, outsiders on the fringe of the high-level circles attempting to enter the inner sanctum always had such hesitation. He replied, "In China, there is a saying: 'A hero is not asked about his origins.' Mr. Ribbentrop, I do not care how you obtained your wealth or your noble title. The true value of a life is not in those things, but in what you yourself can actually achieve."

Ribbentrop sensed no malice in He Rui's expression, which surprised him greatly. In 1920, Ribbentrop had married Annelies Henkell, the daughter of the German champagne magnate Otto Henkell, and began to step into high society. In 1925, Ribbentrop was adopted by his aunt who held a noble title, thereby acquiring the aristocratic prefix to his surname. This was one of the reasons why the European upper class looked down on Ribbentrop.

Another part of the reason was Ribbentrop's worship of Hitler. On May 1, 1932, Ribbentrop joined the Nazi Party. Within a year, he became a member of the Reichstag, an SS Colonel, and Hitler's foreign policy advisor. Ribbentrop's luxurious villa on the outskirts of Berlin became the ideal venue for the secret meetings Hitler held in January 1933 to organize his first cabinet.

First, he obtained wealth and status through women, then used this wealth and status to curry favor with Hitler, becoming a high-ranking official in Germany in a short time. In Europe or China, the upper class would naturally look down on Ribbentrop.

Seeing that He Rui actually seemed to appreciate him very much, Ribbentrop truly could not hold back and asked again, "Chairman, do you think Germany's national movement can succeed?"

"What is your standard for success?" He Rui asked.

With the topic turning back to this, Ribbentrop suddenly calmed down. Just now, he felt that He Rui did not consider the Soviet Union to be any pressure at all. This reaction surprised Ribbentrop. He had discussed the threat of the Soviet Union with high-level personnel from countries like Britain and Poland. Unlike He Rui's calm reaction, the upper echelons of those two countries clearly showed vigilance against the Soviet Union.

Ribbentrop was certain that He Rui could not be fearless out of ignorance. The reason for such a reaction was probably that He Rui truly did not fear the Soviet Union, and even less so Russia.

Such a reaction made things somewhat difficult for Ribbentrop. His method in the diplomatic field was to gain the other party's support by inciting fear. For example, Ribbentrop's goal was to make Britain accept the reality of Germany's military expansion. The specific method was to propagandize the Russian threat to Britain, and to preach that if France became the hegemon of Europe, Britain's policy of continental balance of power would completely fail. Then, on the European continent, naturally only Germany would remain capable of simultaneously countering Russia and France. Germany must possess sufficient military capability to achieve such a goal, so Ribbentrop repeatedly emphasized to the British upper class that only by supporting Germany could Britain obtain security.

The fact that He Rui in front of him was not worried about the Soviet Union naturally rendered Ribbentrop's methods ineffective. Yet Ribbentrop did not give up. He continued, "Even if China does not fear the Soviet Union, the Versailles System is unfair. Only by establishing a fairer world order can China obtain a larger living space."

"Mr. Ribbentrop, our views on living space are different. Survival is a very serious matter, but in China's view, a new world order must first ensure that *any* country has its own living space. A country's sovereignty and security should be protected. If these cannot be achieved, what meaning does a new order have?

"I know that some countries in the world are very stupid. But a true new order will not deprive stupid countries of their survival. Instead, it ensures that in a peaceful environment, countries do not engage in further cooperation with those stupid countries.

"In my view, the new order Germany expects is different from the new order China expects. This is the fundamental reason why China and Germany cannot engage in deep cooperation."

Ribbentrop was stunned. If He Rui hoped for China to become the country dominating the world and was using this description of the future to win over collaborators, then He Rui was a great liar. If He Rui really wanted to establish a new order where countries around the world truly lived in peace, then He Rui was undoubtedly a madman.

In the world Ribbentrop had seen and known, it was all the law of the jungle, mutual deception and rivalry. Those countries that infringed upon others, without exception, advocated peace to gain their own legitimacy, while what they did was invade and oppress other countries.

But the feeling He Rui gave Ribbentrop was very strange. When such words came out of He Rui's mouth, Ribbentrop always felt as if he had a bit of expectation for He Rui. Because He Rui was just different from those people in Europe.

After considering for a moment, Ribbentrop decided to make one more effort for his diplomatic mission. "Chairman, why are you unwilling to cooperate with Germany at a strategic level?"

Ribbentrop could not see his own expression; he could only see that He Rui was amused. This made Ribbentrop feel a sense of near-insult.

The reason He Rui laughed was really not mockery, but simply because He Rui hadn't expected Ribbentrop to be such a sincere fellow. Historically, Ribbentrop himself had great success in the diplomatic field. The completion of the Berlin-Rome-Tokyo Axis and the signing of the Molotov–Ribbentrop Pact were very remarkable successes for a diplomat. For Nazi Germany, these were also the best diplomatic results they could obtain at the time.

As for Germany's defeat, it was not because of these diplomatic achievements, but because Germany did not have the capability to realize their grand strategy and was ultimately crushed by reality. Without the alliance of Germany and Italy in these diplomatic achievements, Germany probably couldn't even have managed the annexation of Austria. Ribbentrop, who achieved these things, could be considered a figure of some standing.

He Rui laughed simply because of the sincerity Ribbentrop displayed. In the books He Rui had read, Ribbentrop was always described as a despicable villain. But a despicable villain would not have such sincerity.

Seeing Ribbentrop looking a bit hurt, He Rui put away his smile. "Our paths are different, and we cannot make plans together. The new world order China expects is completely different from Germany's, so it is impossible for China and Germany to cooperate at a strategic level."

"Can China's current partners help you achieve your actual new order, Chairman? Do you think the Soviet Union and France have true goodwill towards China? I believe these two countries are just using China."

"Cooperation is inherently about using each other's resources to complete one's own national economic development. Therefore, from the very beginning of cooperation between two countries, contradictions will arise. Mr. Ribbentrop, contradictions are not hostility, but a description of reality. The intensity of the contradiction is determined by the means the two parties choose to resolve it. China does not agree with Germany's methods of resolving contradictions. This is the core reason." He Rui used all his patience, trying to make Ribbentrop understand this content.

However, this was also He Rui's final patience. Seeing Ribbentrop fall into thought rather than giving an immediate answer, He Rui said, "Let's end the discussion here for today. I think I have spoken very clearly."

Although Ribbentrop wanted to continue trying to persuade He Rui, he also felt that the divergence between the two sides seemed unbridgeable, so he could only give up.

Watching the secretary see Ribbentrop out, He Rui felt much more relaxed. The current world was very different from the 21st century. Since a globalized market had not been established, every industrial nation possessed its own complete industrial system. He Rui picked up the report and continued reading. The year-end economic report was a summary of this year's economy. From the data, by the end of 1933, China had preliminarily completed its full range of industrial categories by purchasing technical equipment and introducing foreign enterprises to invest and build factories in China.

Having a full range of industrial categories was just a start. The reason He Rui believed China would need until 1939 to possess the strength to win victory was that China's economy could not yet withstand a world-scale war. For example, the Zeiss company had already applied to invest and build a factory in China. Before this, French optical instrument companies had already invested and built factories in China. And China had also established its own optical instrument factories by introducing optical instrument technology.

If it were just for producing military equipment and the components needed by military industrial enterprises, the output of these optical instrument factories could be considered barely sufficient, and the technology was just so-so. Judging from the needs of China's overall industrial chain, the production capacity and technological level of these optical instrument factories were quite terrible.

For example, the sputtering coating technology China introduced from the United States was a prototype design. China spent a great deal of effort to fully grasp it and established its own sputtering coating industry. But these only solved the problem of existence. Many devices required specialized equipment that used optical lenses. After having sputtering coating technology, the components produced were not necessarily satisfactory, the reason being that the optical lenses did not meet China's requirements.

Since China was building its own industrial system, its technical direction and process parameters were different from those in Europe. A large part of the technical field was a blank slate; Europe not only lacked such technology, but they didn't even have research in these areas. This created a paradox in reality: if China hoped to use European corporate technology to solve problems, there was a risk of technology leakage. If China figured out these technologies itself and only gave Europe technical parameters, asking European companies to produce products according to these technical parameter standards, then Chinese companies could handle it themselves—why would they need to place orders with European companies!

How to solve these problems was a challenge for China. This challenge was not only a challenge of technological development and technological security, but even a challenge to the globalized order China wanted to establish. If China simply monopolized all the technology in the world, rudely pushed other countries aside, and used China's first-mover advantage to maintain China's absolute leading position, this attitude could not build a new globalized order led by China.

But the pressure in reality always existed. If China let technology flow out too early, there would be the possibility of failure in competition. And in the view of He Rui's comrades, China's failure in competition meant the failure of China.

How to convince the comrades was the biggest problem He Rui faced. The China of today was already an industrial nation. It was no longer the era where He Rui could issue a single order and the entire national economy could achieve its goal through simple execution. There had to be outstanding leaders responsible for each field, and common progress in all fields, for China to develop most efficiently. Human society expects such good cooperation, but what is most lacking is undoubtedly such good cooperation.

While He Rui was fretting over these matters, Ribbentrop also disappointedly boarded a flight from China to Europe, returning to Germany. Current Chinese flights were the fastest means of transportation between China and Europe. Aircraft capable of continuous flight of 6,000 kilometers allowed people to cross ultra-long distances that were previously unimaginable in a very short time, making communication much simpler and easier.

As soon as Ribbentrop returned to Germany, he wanted to report to Hitler, but was informed that Hitler was currently conversing with Schacht, and his schedule would have to be pushed back. Ribbentrop felt very puzzled. Was the possibility of Sino-German strategic cooperation no longer important in Hitler's eyes?

Thinking this way was underestimating Hitler a bit, because Hitler was currently discussing the field of Soviet-German economic cooperation with Schacht, which was a more imminent major matter for Germany.

"Führer, President Ebert said that if they (referring to Britain and France) took away all our weapons, once a great war broke out again, our poor children would have to pick up sticks to fight them," Schacht recounted the words of his old superior.

Hitler listened with a solemn expression. Just hearing Ebert's name made Hitler feel a burst of unhappiness. Ebert, the first president in German history, had always been considered a representative of weakness and compromise with Britain and France, and his reputation was very poor. However, Hitler was not surprised that even Ebert believed the Treaty of Versailles must absolutely not be accepted.

Schacht continued to introduce the history of Soviet-German cooperation. The German Weimar Government saw that it was impossible for Britain and France to allow Germany to continue developing its military industry. Starting from 1921, the Soviet and German sides signed a series of economic, trade, and military agreements. Germany provided secret aid such as funds, technology, personnel, and equipment to the Soviet Union. As a return, the Soviet Union allowed Germany to establish military industrial bases and training bases within its borders. The landmark event among these was undoubtedly the signing of the "Treaty of Rapallo" in 1922.

Based on the treaty, in 1922 Germany provided the Soviet Union with a low-interest loan of 75 million gold marks to purchase German industrial equipment, and three years later added another low-interest loan of up to 300 million gold marks. On this basis, the Soviet Union built its first modern electrolytic aluminum plant with an annual output of 30,000 tons; the Zaporizhzhia large-scale steel plant also took shape on the basis of German experts and loans. Although the main part of the Soviet Union's current super-project, the Dnieper Hydroelectric Station, was completed under the guidance of Americans, the core part used generators from Siemens of Germany, and its supporting power transmission and transformation equipment were also provided by Siemens.

In 1926, German Chancellor Stresemann signed the "Treaty of Berlin" with the Soviet Union, reaffirming and strengthening the "Treaty of Rapallo" signed by the Weimar Republic and the Soviet Union in 1922. This treaty allowed Germany to secretly open a fighter pilot training school in Lipetsk, Soviet Union, allowing the German Air Force to develop secretly. However, the Soviets also used this school to train more than 10,000 pilots.

Not only that, in order to circumvent the military constraints of the "Treaty of Versailles," Germany also opened the Kama tank school in Kazan and the Tomka gas test site in the Soviet Union, enabling German military technology to develop rapidly. The Soviet Red Army also used the Germans' advanced concepts, facilities, and equipment to vigorously develop their own armored forces.

From 1922 to 1927, Germany exported a large number of engineers and technical experts to the Soviet Union. In 1931, the number of German technical personnel in the Soviet Union reached a peak, exceeding 10,000, which was more than the number of engineers and technical experts from the United States.

Schacht certainly knew the Nazi Party's view of the Soviet Union. His purpose in recounting this first was to hope that Hitler could be unaffected by the Nazi Party's narrow ideology and make a clear choice based on reality. After introducing these things, Schacht stopped, waiting for Hitler to evaluate the Soviet-German cooperation.

Hitler noticed Schacht's thoughts. He asked calmly, "Where does Mr. Schacht think the field for cooperation lies next?"

Seeing that Hitler had no intention of objecting, Schacht immediately replied, "According to our investigation of the Soviet market, what the Soviet Union lacks least now is the supply of civilian consumer goods."

Hearing this, Hitler's eyebrows raised slightly unconsciously. Schacht's description was indeed unexpected. The supply of civilian consumer goods was no small matter. From cloth, pots and pans, to bicycles, radios, and other daily consumer goods, every item required considerable investment to meet the country's needs. The Hitler government was attempting to solve Germany's civilian product supply through rationing. He hadn't expected the Soviet Union to have solved the problem in this area first. Hitler waited for Schacht to explain how backward Russia had solved a matter that even advanced Germany found very difficult.
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"Russia has solved the shortage of light industrial goods through technology introduction and large-scale imports from China." After explaining the Soviet solution, Schacht waited quietly for Hitler's questions. This was a problem requiring some economic knowledge to understand, and Schacht was unwilling to volunteer too much information, nor did he think Hitler's economic knowledge reached the level of an expert.

Hitler thought seriously and did not speak immediately. Just when Schacht thought Hitler would remain silent for longer, Hitler unexpectedly spoke, "I think the Soviet Union cannot satisfy such large import demands just by exporting raw materials."

Schacht felt much more relaxed. To have such an understanding was at least passable, allowing the conversation to continue. If he simply believed that the Soviet Union had abundant resources and could completely rely on raw material exports to meet import demands, there would be no way to discuss reality.

"My Führer, the Soviet Union is not incapable of producing light industrial goods at this stage. After importing Chinese light industrial goods, they also import relevant technology and equipment from China to build their own factories. Even for light industrial goods with the worst production capacity, the Soviet Union's self-sufficiency rate is over 50%. The Soviet Union only basically relies on purchases for light industrial goods that they really deem unimportant and have small transaction volumes.

"Even so, the Soviet Union's raw material exports cannot meet trade demands. As far as we know, the bulk of what the Soviet Union is currently exporting to China is heavy industrial goods. The Soviet Union exports large amounts of pig iron and power plant equipment to China. Especially for power plant equipment, although the technology was imported from China, the Soviet Union in turn exports large quantities of unit equipment to China, effectively balancing the import-export gap. More importantly, the Soviet Union's production capacity in the heavy industry sector continues to improve along with this."

Hitler could hear that Schacht actually wanted to persuade him to cooperate with the Soviet Union in this regard as well. This was a major decision, and Hitler did not intend to make a decision in a hurry. But Schacht's next words forced Hitler to be moved, "My Führer, according to our intelligence, the Soviet Union and China are preparing to jointly build over 200 thermal power plants by 1939, each with an installed capacity exceeding 200 megawatts. China, constrained by French pressure, cannot cooperate with Germany. But the Soviet Union does not care about France's attitude. If we can cooperate with the Soviet Union, we effectively join this large market. If the cooperation succeeds, we can see China's attitude."

500 thermal power plants meant an astronomical amount of equipment. After construction was completed, a large number of maintenance and replacement parts would be needed every year. Hitler did not want to improve the Soviet Union's industrial strength, but such huge orders meant huge profits. Germany was currently desperately building its military industry and also needed a large amount of electricity. If it could export a large amount of equipment, the resources obtained could also meet Germany's domestic industrial needs.

Hitler stood up, walked around the room with his hands behind his back, and made up his mind. He turned to Schacht, "Do you think the Soviet Union will agree to this?"

Schacht felt there was hope, suppressed his inner impulse, and answered calmly: "My Führer, the Soviet Union has already sent people to meet with us, expressing the hope to import heavy industrial equipment."

"Then let's give it a try," Hitler made the decision.

Schacht immediately stood up to handle the matter, but heard Hitler ask again: "Schacht, do you think China's economy is really that strong?"

The question Hitler raised was also something Schacht cared about very much at one point. China had a large population and a foundation for rapid light industry. The Soviet Union relied on massive amounts of light industrial goods to rapidly improve people's living standards; Schacht could not only understand this but also felt it was logical. But heavy industry required a massive educated population. A 200-megawatt thermal power plant required dozens or hundreds of engineers. If China possessed 200 thermal power plants, it meant they needed 20,000 university-educated engineers.

Fortunately, China and Germany had exchanges in education systems. Schacht had studied China's education system through this intelligence source, and the results astonished him.

After He Rui arrived in the Northeast in 1915, he began the construction of compulsory education. Its arduousness reminded Schacht of the early days of compulsory education in Prussia a hundred years ago. In the Northeast Government's fiscal budget, the budget for education reached 8%.

By 1925, after He Rui established a unified central government, the number of science and engineering university students in the same grade in China exceeded 30,000. In the following eight years, China went all out on education, and the number of science and engineering graduates increased at a rate of 20% annually. By 1933, the number of new science and engineering university students in China reached 130,000.

In 1937, when these 130,000 science and engineering students graduated, the number of new science and engineering graduates recruited by China would probably reach 260,000. In order to provide quality education for these students, the Chinese government used the connections established when establishing the Asian International Tribunal to invite professors from various countries to lecture in China. Huge resources were invested in the field of academic research. Speaking only of quantity rather than quality, China could provide enough high-quality labor for its heavy industry.

Schacht answered: "My Führer, I believe that within ten years, China will become a very powerful industrial country. But the quality of Chinese engineers is likely somewhat exaggerated. At present, the ability demonstrated by Chinese engineers should be much worse than the level China advertises."

This was not Schacht deliberately belittling China; Schacht was applying his experience of German engineer development to China's engineer level. But looking at current performance, the level of Chinese engineers seemed to be about the same as Germany, or perhaps a little worse. But this comparison was not normal; engineers relied on accumulation. Germany had decades of accumulation, while China had only 20 years. If the levels of engineers in both countries were similar, it was abnormal according to normal laws. If interpreted using Nazi racial theory, it would be even more incredible.

Nazi racial theory held that Germany was advanced and powerful because of racial superiority. If China became more advanced and greater in a short time, wouldn't it mean that the Chinese race was superior and more powerful than Germany?

Schacht himself had no interest in this set of racist theories, so he simply didn't mention it.

Hitler did not wish for a powerful Soviet Union. Hearing Schacht believe that the actual work ability of Chinese engineers was questionable gave him some comfort. According to German investigations, the number of Soviet engineers was limited, and their strength was inferior to German engineers. Chinese engineers were also a bunch of rookies who only knew how to boast, so the pressure on Germany's east was not great. Moreover, this false propaganda could just be used by Germany to intimidate Britain and the United States.

Ending the meeting with Schacht, Hitler's secretary brought news of Ribbentrop's return. Hitler was not surprised by the news of Ribbentrop returning so quickly and asked the secretary to notify Ribbentrop that he prepared to have dinner with him.

Seeing that it was almost time for dinner, Hitler did not continue to process work but thought about the world situation. The Soviet Union in the East was constantly growing stronger and would inevitably become Europe's most powerful enemy in the future. In the geopolitical suggestions recently proposed by Professor Karl Haushofer, President of the German Academy, he believed that a Berlin-Moscow-Zhengzhou Axis could be built. Once this axis was established, it could control the entire World Island and confront the Anglo-Saxon forces.

Hitler thought this view was too wishful thinking. Although Russia and China had vast territories, their strength was too weak. And once these two countries truly became powerful, Germany would have no strength to confront such colossi.

The only development direction Germany could choose was to first unify the Germans, and then unify the German regions to form a powerful force capable of confronting any great power in the world. To achieve such an ideal, Germany first had to arm itself quickly and then defeat France.

If the current Germany still possessed the strength of the Second Reich, Hitler believed Germany was fully capable of realizing such a strategic concept. But the current Germany had been beaten to a pulp by the Versailles System and was completely unable to launch a war. The urgent task was to use all means to obtain resources for development, and Germany had to be prepared for blockade during wartime. Wilhelm II's mistake back then was not only fighting on two fronts; Germany's industry was overly dependent on world trade, leading to shortages of many materials shortly after the war began. Hitler definitely could not repeat the same mistakes; besides trying his best to avoid a two-front war, he also had to stockpile enough materials beforehand.

This was a very difficult task for the current Germany. Hitler discovered once again that Schacht's idea was correct. Even if it temporarily increased the Soviet Union's industrial strength, he had to complete Germany's industrial accumulation through the large-scale thermal power plant construction with the Soviet Union and China as much as possible.

While thinking about the situation to be faced, Ribbentrop arrived. Facing Hitler, Ribbentrop did not conceal the process of this trip. Of course, concealment was useless. Now meetings between high-level national officials had minutes; what He Rui said and what Ribbentrop said would be recorded by both sides, and records would be exchanged.

Hitler did not blame Ribbentrop. He already roughly knew that the goal could not be achieved when he sent Ribbentrop to China. The geopolitical environment constructed by China was very favorable to China, and there was no reason to destroy such a situation. On the contrary, the list provided by He Rui interested Hitler somewhat. Looking at the people on the list, Hitler didn't know most of them. According to Ribbentrop's explanation, these people were all Jews in the German academic community who had already been purged.

Although these people had been purged, they were indeed big shots in the academic community. Letting them go abroad casually would become academic assistance to other countries, so the German side also restricted these people from leaving Germany.

Hitler originally didn't want to bother with these people, but thinking of the thermal power plant construction plan with Schacht concerning China and the Soviet Union, Hitler suddenly had an idea. Since the Chinese wanted these Jews, they had to pay a price. If Germany and the Soviet Union cooperated on thermal power plants, and China raised objections, these people could serve exactly as bargaining chips.

While considering this matter, Ribbentrop said again: "My Führer, I have a view on Sino-French relations."

"You've worked hard, let's eat first," Hitler said gently.

Ribbentrop felt a wave of excitement in his heart and quickly replied: "I am willing to serve the great cause of Germany."

Hitler nodded, "I believe in your loyalty to our cause."

The food was served quickly. Because Hitler himself did not smoke, drink, and basically didn't eat meat, his meal was just bread, a portion of vegetables, a portion of soup, and an apple. Since the Führer's food was so simple, naturally Ribbentrop didn't have any lavish meal either.

The two quickly finished the meager food before Ribbentrop stated his view. In the Sino-French quasi-alliance, France was in the dominant position. Therefore, China criticizing Germany and lowering the diplomatic level between China and Germany was the Chinese government's way of showing goodwill to France. But China, in a subordinate position, was naturally unwilling to be dominated by France, so China proposing anti-racist views was also to disgust France. In terms of racist persecution, Ribbentrop believed that France was even worse than Germany. This was the real reason why China insisted on anti-racism.

Hitler listened to Ribbentrop's analysis and did not fully agree. But he did not raise objections; after all, China was too far away, and as long as China became powerful, it would naturally challenge the order in the Pacific region. Although Britain believed that the East Asian order led by China was a "beneficial supplement" to the Versailles System, Hitler did not think so.

Based on traditional European political understanding, after the balance of power between the two sides was completely lost, a powerful Far East would sooner or later make a move on colonies like Southeast Asia. No matter how Britain shouted, its purpose was nothing more than to temporarily stabilize the situation. Thinking of this, Hitler suddenly felt that throwing those experts China needed to China wasn't a bad thing. The faster China developed, the sooner the balance of power would be lost. Once Britain was forced to break out into war with China again, Germany's opportunity would come. And before the imbalance, Germany could also fully utilize this change in power balance. The best part was that the imbalance of power in the Pacific would not only force Britain to project a large amount of strength overseas but would also drag the United States into the water.

A major reason for Wilhelm II's defeat lay in the US entering the war. The Kaiser's Battle launched by Germany was ultimately contained by a large number of US troops. If not for those hundreds of thousands of fresh troops, Germany was fully capable of fighting into Paris. If these Anglo-Saxon countries like Britain and the US fought with the East Asian region led by China first, Germany would be much more relaxed.

Britain projected strength overseas, and France could only rely on supporting Poland to contain the Soviet Union. With France's national power, it had no more strength to contain Germany. If France still took striking Germany as its primary goal, France could only choose to conclude a military alliance with the Soviet Union. If a Franco-Soviet military alliance appeared, Hitler would wake up laughing from his sleep.

The Versailles System was meant to contain Germany and also confront the Soviet Union. A Franco-Soviet military alliance meant that the Versailles System had effectively collapsed, and as long as Germany used this as a reason, it could demand Britain to fully loosen restrictions on Germany's military expansion. Moreover, it was impossible for France to gain understanding from Europe and the United States. A Soviet-German military alliance was inherently a betrayal of Britain and the US.

Thinking of this, there was even a smile on Hitler's face. Ribbentrop couldn't figure out what Hitler was thinking and was considering whether to ask when he heard Hitler say: "Ribbentrop, I hope you will next discuss world disarmament with the United Kingdom."

Ribbentrop was stunned for a moment, then replied: "My Führer, I believe the current world disarmament should be cut according to Germany's existing military standards."

Hitler knew Ribbentrop was adopting a retreat-to-advance method. The Treaty of Versailles stipulated that the number of Germany's army could not exceed 100,000, and it could not possess heavy weapons, nor weapons like submarines and aircraft. If countries around the world really reduced their army numbers to Germany's standard, it would be no different from actually disbanding the armies. Countries would never agree no matter what. As long as these countries refused, Germany could legitimately demand the lifting of restrictions on Germany's military expansion.

The key point at present was not what scale Germany expanded its army to, but whether Germany could break through the restrictions of the Versailles System on Germany. As long as the restrictions were broken, Germany could expand its army according to its own steps.

Ribbentrop emphasized even more, "My Führer, the number that Germany can expand its army to is the number we will discuss with Britain."

Facing such a capable fellow, Hitler was very satisfied.

Unexpected surprises came one after another. A few days later, Schacht conveyed the Soviet Union's view. The Soviet Union stated that it was willing to cooperate with Germany in the field of large-scale thermal power plant manufacturing. Now the Soviet Union had a batch of equipment that needed precision machining, and the Soviet Union was willing to trade with raw materials.

Hitler was happy to see this barter trade; what Germany needed most now was raw materials. Germany's originally not-strong-enough financial industry suffered heavy losses after the war, and now foreign financial transactions had to go through other countries' financial channels. If they went through Anglo-American channels, they would likely be made things difficult for. If they went through France's financial channels, they were afraid France would immediately detain these funds and force Germany to use this money to repay debts. In present Europe, the only country that could stably provide large amounts of raw materials was the Soviet Union. The Soviet Union using raw materials to repay debts was just too good!

The Soviet side was both happy and surprised after getting a crisp reply from Germany, with a larger proportion of happiness. However, when General Secretary Stalin asked Kirov whether China would suddenly stop the contract due to insufficient industrial strength, Politburo member Kirov didn't know how to answer either.

Taking advantage of the economic crisis in the capitalist world, the Soviet Union purchased a large amount of technical equipment, making Soviet industry advance by leaps and bounds. But before the economic crisis broke out, China had already begun to introduce technology and equipment from all over the world on a scale several times that of the Soviet Union.

After the Soviet Union itself swallowed so much technology and equipment, it found that its engineers were not only insufficient in number but also greatly insufficient in strength. The time required to thoroughly digest and absorb these technologies was longer than in the original plan. So the Soviet Union adopted the method of directly introducing complete sets of equipment to improve efficiency.

The China that He Rui inherited had an industrial strength inferior to Tsarist Russia. Why did China seem to have completely no problems in this regard? Any technology and equipment was quickly mastered by China after arriving in China. The leading cadres responsible for industry in the Soviet Union were also quite puzzled by this.

Kirov was now appointed as the chairman of the Soviet State Planning Committee, and he also had no way to explain to Comrade Stalin. The current Soviet Union had slowed down the speed of introducing technology and used its strength on digestion and absorption. This led to a part of the factories that were to start construction in the Soviet Union's original plan being postponed. Kirov wasn't quite sure whether what General Secretary Stalin wanted to ask was whether China had the ability to fulfill the contract, or if he wanted to implicitly express dissatisfaction with the Soviet Union pausing capacity expansion.

Finally, Kirov said: "Comrade General Secretary, I believe the industrial sector should unswervingly execute the updated plan."

General Secretary Stalin nodded with satisfaction upon hearing Kirov say this, "Comrade Kirov, Soviet industrial development will definitely encounter many problems, but I believe these problems can definitely be solved. Any pause now is a crime against Soviet industrial construction. We cannot allow such a crime!"

Kirov knew how much the Soviet Union currently lacked engineers, but since General Secretary Stalin had already said so, Kirov could only express support. To reassure Comrade Stalin, Kirov said as if joking: "Those factory directors who cannot complete their tasks must be sentenced and sent to Siberia."

Stalin was very satisfied with Kirov's answer. As General Secretary, Stalin naturally knew the problems the Soviet Union was currently encountering; factories had many safety accidents because of the lack of sufficient engineers and technical personnel. But Stalin firmly believed that such problems could definitely be solved through stricter management.

But no matter how strict the management, there first had to be objects to manage. Stopping the pace of construction would not only fail to solve the problem but would instead delay development. That Kirov could adhere to the current policy meant that Kirov was a qualified future successor.
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After Kirov admitted his mistake, Stalin did not pursue the matter further. The Soviet domestic economy was developing too rapidly; problems, rather than decreasing, were being exposed in greater numbers. Stalin certainly did not want to see industrial accidents, nor did he want to see workers disabled due to improper operation. However, Stalin firmly believed that only through more education and more practice could the masses come to understand the problems sooner, and thus solve them more thoroughly.

Lighting his pipe, Stalin asked, "Do you think China will accept the cooperation proposal put forward by Germany?"

Kirov composed himself, thought for a moment, and asked, "Comrade General Secretary, do you think we should tell China?"

"I want to hear your view." Stalin did not answer directly. Since Kirov had been confirmed as his successor, he should be given the space to make decisions himself. Through Kirov's answer, Stalin could also assess Kirov's own capabilities.

Kirov answered immediately, "What China needs is the equipment; we only need to fulfill the contract. As for the conflict between China and Germany, it is a political conflict, not an economic one. I believe China has a very clear understanding of both."

Stalin had considered the same. Since Kirov said so, he decided to proceed according to the commercial contract. Through exchanges over these years, Stalin had determined that while China was indeed socialist in ideology, its economic model differed greatly from the Soviet one. The Soviet Union used German components and processing equipment when producing equipment, which should have been clarified during trade negotiations. If the Chinese side raised objections, only then would it be the turn of the relevant Soviet departments to step in. Notifying China in advance would only be a show of weakness; the Soviet Union was a great power and had absolutely no reason to do so.

With the decision made at the top, the Soviet commercial representatives followed the contract stipulations and, when providing product parameters, included the factors originating from Germany. The Chinese reaction was swift; they met with the Soviet commercial representatives again that same day. Just as the Soviet representatives thought the Chinese representatives were going to raise questions about Germany, the Chinese representative asked, "May I ask which specific technical problems the Soviet side believes the technology and equipment support provided by Germany has actually improved?"

The Soviet representatives were officials and cadres, while the Chinese technical experts were, well, technical experts. Being asked this by China, the Soviet representatives realized they were unable to answer the technical details at that moment. Fortunately, China and the Soviet Union had years of close trade relations, so the Soviet representative replied, "We will convey your request to our country immediately. We are unsure exactly what kind of information you need."

The Chinese representatives were quite speechless but had no other recourse. Soviet officials would ask for instructions layer by layer when encountering problems. In contrast, the Chinese side believed that since it was a commercial activity, it should naturally be the responsibility of the enterprise. If something went wrong, the enterprise would be held accountable according to the contract. Having officials lead work that should be the responsibility of technical experts was simply too inefficient.

The Soviet officials were not bad people, nor could they be called good people. What was certain was that these people were definitely not technical experts. Even if they had once been experts, having left the front lines of technology, their understanding of the latest technical equipment was relatively weak. Negotiating with Soviet officials was too troublesome.

But things being as they were, there was no other way. They could only wait for the Soviet side to resolve it according to their economic management model. This wait lasted until early February 1934. Not only was the Chinese side suspecting that the Soviet side had changed its mind, but Germany's Schacht also felt that the Soviets were speaking prettily but were actually just trying to use this cooperation to whet Germany's appetite.

It was not until February 3rd, after hearing his subordinate report on the content of the exchanges with the Soviet side, that Schacht understood. The Soviet official responsible for this matter had been too arrogant, thinking he could sort out the content of the technology and equipment provided by Germany himself, but was not up to the task. After spending a long time, he still could not complete it. For this reason, the Soviet upper echelons directly removed this official and replaced him with a new one.

The one removed was named Nikolaev, and the new appointee was also named Nikolaev. This latter Nikolaev had clearly learned the lesson and requested the German side to send technical experts to participate in the Sino-Soviet meetings. Schacht was relatively satisfied with this result; he could not understand why the Soviet Union had been so dawdling on this matter. Given the current relationship between China and Germany, China had already made its attitude clear, hoping the Nazi government would step down. So at most, the deal would not go through—how much worse could it get?

Based on Schacht's intuition, he felt this deal would definitely go through, and there might even be follow-ups. After all, Germany had not built a large-scale thermal power station for quite a few years. Although the technical capability existed, investment in research and development was insufficient. Now, with the opportunity to join the Sino-Soviet 200-megawatt, or 200,000-kilowatt, thermal power station project, Germany could contribute technology and share in the technology of large-scale thermal power stations.

According to the latest news, the United States had already begun the design and manufacture of 300,000-kilowatt thermal power stations. Germany certainly did not have the financial resources to catch up in the field of large-scale thermal power stations of such scale. Moreover, what Germany needed right now was also to go all out and move fast; the mature technology of 200,000-kilowatt thermal power stations was perfectly capable of meeting Germany's current needs.

With this news in hand, Schacht sent someone to deliver a report to Hitler, simply briefing him on the matter. Hitler had just finished reading the report when his secretary came to announce that the Chief of Staff of the SA (Sturmabteilung), Röhm, had arrived.

The good mood brought by seeing the progress was broken by the arrival of SA Chief of Staff Röhm. Hitler prepared himself psychologically before having Röhm shown in. Sure enough, just as Hitler had expected, as soon as Röhm saw Hitler, he proposed that the Wehrmacht (Defense Force) should become a subordinate department of the SA, and that the SA should become the leader of Germany's armed forces.

As early as the Beer Hall Putsch era, Röhm had believed that the Wehrmacht must be abolished and replaced by a people's armed force. Now that the Nazi Party had come to power and the SA had performed deeds of valor, Röhm believed it was time for Hitler to realize the ideal of those years.

Hitler looked at Röhm, feeling a surge of disgust in his heart. Recently, Röhm had become increasingly arrogant and domineering, causing Hitler's loathing for him to skyrocket. And it was not just Hitler who loathed Röhm and considered him a threat; Göring, Goebbels, Himmler, and Hess were all dissatisfied with Röhm. They were all senior veterans of the Nazi Party, and throughout the party's development over these years, they all believed that Röhm's loyalty to Hitler was far lower than his loyalty to the SA.

"Röhm, I heard several SA leaders say that some German army officers are pigs, that most officers are too old and must be replaced by young people, and that we only have to wait for Hindenburg to pass away to resist the army. Is this true?" Hitler asked.

Röhm found it strange that Hitler would suddenly be interested in such rumors. Because these were not rumors, but the common view of the SA. The German Wehrmacht had only 100,000 men, while the SA already had 3 million; wasn't it a matter of course for the SA to absorb the Wehrmacht?

Thinking this, Röhm answered decisively, "Mein Führer, this is not a rumor. Is this not the fact?"

Murderous intent rose steeply in Hitler's heart, but he believed it was not yet time to tear off the mask with Röhm. Moreover, the ideals Röhm had consistently adhered to over these years were also Hitler's ideals from back then. It was just that Hitler had now ascended to a higher position, and his cognition and understanding of the world were no longer those of the past.

Thinking of this, Hitler calmed his mood and began to converse with Röhm. "Röhm, do you think the German national movement has succeeded?"

"Of course!" Röhm answered proudly.

"Then are the goals of the SA and the German Army now the same: to serve the German national movement?" Hitler attempted to guide Röhm to think in the correct direction. Hitler felt that if Röhm could understand the higher pattern, he should be able to understand that the ideas of their youth were not wrong, but reality had changed.

"No, the German Army is the army of the German privileged class, not the army of the people," Röhm answered immediately. "Mein Führer, can't you see clearly? The German Army is only loyal to themselves. They are not loyal to you, and even less loyal to our cause. I know that many army officers also identify with the Führer's ideals. However, they will still choose to be loyal to the Army. Mein Führer, this is the tradition of the Army. Among the November Criminals, among those who betrayed Germany, was the Army."

These were Röhm's heartfelt words, spoken with sincerity and emotion. So much so that Hitler was somewhat moved and wavered slightly.

Seeing Hitler's expression, Röhm continued to persuade, "Mein Führer, back then William II..."

Some wavering appeared in Hitler's heart again. Back then, he and Röhm both believed the German Wehrmacht was untrustworthy, partly because of the Wehrmacht's betrayal. What Hitler hoped for was an army that could uphold ideals and fight to the end. But the organization of an army inherently implied the risk of betrayal, so both men had believed that an army loyal to revolutionary ideals must be built, rather than an army controlled by aristocrats.

But even though his heart wavered, Hitler still tried to persuade Röhm. "Röhm, we do not possess the experience accumulated by the army. At a time like this, shouldn't it be a time for full cooperation?"

Röhm stared at Hitler and answered with passion, "Mein Führer, we do not deny the military professionalism of the Army. That is why making the Wehrmacht a part of the SA is precisely the opportunity to let the reliable people's armed forces possess professional military capabilities. If those in the Wehrmacht truly consider themselves part of the German national movement, shouldn't they join us with joy?"

Hitler did not speak again. He had realized that Röhm was not bargaining, but truly believed that the Wehrmacht must be disbanded. And the Wehrmacht's view was equally insistent; they believed the SA had no military professionalism and that leaders of the SA like Röhm were a threat to Germany's military power. Although the SA and the Wehrmacht were equally insistent on their own standpoints, neither accepted the other gaining dominance.

Thinking of this, Hitler asked with almost no hope, "Röhm, what have the SA personnel been studying recently?"

Röhm felt that Hitler had probably been persuaded by him, so he answered excitedly, "Mein Führer, recently the SA is studying how to divide the regions each will be responsible for in the future. If we encounter enemy resistance, we can resolve them in the most effective way."

Hearing this, Hitler's last hope was shattered. Hitler could accept Röhm's loyalty to the SA, but the fact that the SA was currently considering how to parcel out land and distribute internal power, rather than spending energy on how to build a truly combat-effective army, proved that the SA was just a mob.

In contrast, the Wehrmacht, even though reduced to 100,000 men and restricted from possessing heavy weapons, aircraft, and submarines, continued to conduct research in the military field. To this day, the Wehrmacht had not only discarded the backward military concepts of the European War but had also pushed through the old to bring forth the new, updating their war concepts. Although these reflections were somewhat varied and motley, at least the Wehrmacht's military concepts could be immediately used to build a stronger German army.

Hitler had completely lost hope in the SA and turned to placating Röhm. Based on his understanding of Röhm, Hitler knew Röhm did not yet have the guts to oppose him. What Hitler needed now was to stabilize Röhm and keep this guy from causing trouble. Although Röhm was good for nothing, what he said was correct: the Wehrmacht was not currently loyal to Hitler. Hitler needed to gain the loyalty of the army as soon as possible. Only when he had the army under his control could Hitler solve problems better.

In the days that followed, Hitler began to work on the Wehrmacht. During this period, Hitler received a report from Schacht: the German technical team had arrived in the Soviet Union. After exchanges with Soviet experts, the German technical team had obtained permission from the Soviet Union to participate in the Sino-Soviet negotiations.

At this time, He Rui also received the news that the German technical team was participating in the 200,000-kilowatt thermal power station production project. He Rui did not care much about this. As long as it followed the commercial contract, Germany contributing a part of the effort would also help the project be completed as soon as possible.

Moreover, right now in front of He Rui, there was something more important than this matter. The French Third Republic was indeed the French Third Republic; having only been peaceful for less than two terms of government, the French cabinet had fallen just three days ago. The reason for the collapse was not because of any problem within France, but because the French political parties had an uneven distribution of spoils and had fallen out directly using the French national holiday bill as an excuse.

If it were just these guys causing some mess, He Rui would only have sighed, "The Old Revolutionary Base Area is indeed the Old Revolutionary Base Area!" But for their own interests, the various factions in the French political arena had wired the Chinese government one after another, expressing requests to visit China. These French bigwigs had good relations with China, and they also expressed through private channels their hope that the Chinese government could express support for them.

He Rui put down the report regarding Germany and said to Wu Youping in front of him, "Youping, let's do this. If a cabinet appears in France that lasts for a year and a half, you can consider visiting France. If a cabinet appears that lasts for more than two years, you can consider accepting a request from France inviting me to visit."

Both Wu Youping and Li Runshi beside him were stunned. After a moment, Li Runshi praised, "This standard is very good."

He Rui was quite helpless; even Li Runshi's praise could not make him feel better. Originally, He Rui thought he might be able to change a lot of things, but the fact that those seemingly bizarre events occurred in the world only proved that these so-called bizarre events indeed conformed to a certain order.

The system of the French Third Republic was originally a system designed for the restoration of the Emperor. Before an Emperor or a Napoleon appeared, it was destined to result in this kind of mess. In France, if the economy was bad, they would definitely make a fuss. And if the economy got better, they would make even more of a fuss. Everyone has money, so why not get rowdy!

After listening to He Rui's judgment, Wu Youping scratched an itchy spot on his cheek before sighing, "Chairman, have you heard about something? Now there are people who want you to proclaim yourself Emperor."

"Proclaim myself Emperor?" He Rui was stunned for a moment before asking, "What do they want to get out of this kind of proposal?"

Wu Youping told the truth. "Chairman, right now some people hope you can become President for Life. But some people feel that a President for Life is not secure either, so people have suggested in the newspapers that you, Chairman, should directly proclaim yourself Emperor. This way, partisan disputes can be completely resolved. Oh, right, according to their phrasing, it's called a 'Free Monarchy'."

He Rui hesitated for a moment before asking, "There isn't anyone within the Party echoing this kind of talk, is there?"

Wu Youping did not know how to answer. Within the Civilization Party, there was currently no one challenging He Rui's leadership position. Even if there were, they only hoped to obtain the position of He Rui's deputy through internal party elections. In other words, what these people expected was only the status of a successor, and they did not have the idea of replacing He Rui.

However, if some people gave birth to the idea of hoping for a transfer of leadership, naturally there would be those hoping that the leadership would not waver. Moreover, those who held this view actually had little interest in the imperial system itself; what they hoped for was to avoid the various turmoil triggered after a change in leader.

Seeing Wu Youping's troubled look, He Rui probably knew what was going on. He Rui thought of Zhang Xiluan. This old gentleman was truly interesting; he had very seriously written a parting letter to He Rui, yet still instructed his son that if He Rui did not come in person and ask personally if there was a letter, he should not give the letter to He Rui.

It could be seen that Zhang Xiluan truly hoped that He Rui would receive this letter while caring deeply about Zhang Xiluan's feelings.

In the letter, Zhang Xiluan very sincerely requested He Rui to proclaim himself Emperor, or at least become President for Life. Zhang Xiluan stated that the Zhang family were absolutely not people who clung to the dragon and the phoenix, and even if He Rui proclaimed himself Emperor, he must absolutely not establish a noble system. Using titles of nobility to buy people's hearts would only bring disaster to the country and the people.

But Zhang Xiluan equally agreed that the current China needed a strongman to lead China through a few decades of stability. Only in this way could China continue to develop forward. Finally, Zhang Xiluan wrote sincerely: *When Han Zhaolie ascended the throne, the world was at peace.*

He Rui felt that Zhang Xiluan's cultural level seemed not to be high; comparing He Rui to Liu Bei was somewhat nondescript. But thinking about it again, He Rui felt that this comparison had a strange appropriateness.

"Youping, exactly which people proposed such an outrageous idea?" He Rui asked.
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"Chairman, only if you speak up will anyone truly dare to investigate."

Hearing Wu Youping speak to He Rui like this to his face, Li Runshi was somewhat surprised. Both within the Civilization Party and the government, Wu Youping was considered He Rui's close comrade-in-arms. Yet, answering like this on this matter seemed inappropriate. Moreover, this matter was first raised by Wu Youping, so he certainly wasn't just speaking idly.

Sure enough, Wu Youping asked, "In the current constitution, there is no clear regulation regarding the Chairman's re-election. At present, anyone who isn't confused knows that the restoration of the monarchy is impossible; Yuan Shikai ruined his reputation over this very issue back then. If there are still people talking like this now, I assume most people care not about proclaiming an emperor, but about the stability of leadership."

Li Runshi actually thought the same. Hearing Wu Youping say it out loud, he looked at He Rui. He saw He Rui simply reply, "I know. But the urgent task right now is still to grasp domestic education and accelerate the establishment of economic order."

After saying this, He Rui turned to Li Runshi. "Secretary Li, I invited you here this time to inquire about the situation in Shaanxi."

After stepping down as Minister of Propaganda, Li Runshi had been appointed as the Party Secretary of Shaanxi Province. Seeing He Rui ask him, Li Runshi immediately began his report. Wu Youping unexpectedly did not leave, but stayed to listen to the report, which made Li Runshi feel that this treatment was somewhat too high.

Shaanxi's economy had developed rapidly in recent years, and Li Runshi had precisely grasped the key points. Shaanxi's economic development in recent years had relied more on state investment, especially in areas with soil erosion. The agricultural model relying on silt dams had indeed greatly improved life in the extremely impoverished local countryside.

However, resistance to local industrial development in Shaanxi was significant. The area lacked water sources and transportation was not convenient; solving these problems would require massive investment. After recounting these specific circumstances, Li Runshi sighed, "Chairman, at a provincial meeting a while ago, the Party Secretary of a poverty-stricken county asked for support. The mayor of their city said, 'Tighten your belt.' That county secretary replied, 'Please aid us with a belt.' This is the status quo in Shaanxi. Wanting Shaanxi to solve its problems on its own is impossible in the short term."

He thought that after saying this, he would be criticized by He Rui. Unexpectedly, He Rui asked in a peaceful tone, "How are the fertility rates across Shaanxi? Does Secretary Li know?"

Li Runshi thought for a moment and immediately recounted the approximate fertility rates of various cities in Shaanxi. Li Runshi had not been sitting in an office in Shaanxi for the past year, but had traveled almost all over the province, gaining an understanding of the situation. Combined with the research data, he was by no means ignorant of the grassroots situation.

When Li Runshi finished, He Rui said, "Wherever there is an industrialized area, the birth rate is low; wherever it is a traditional rural area, the fertility rate is high. This is absolutely not just a matter of family planning propaganda and access to contraceptives; it is more a problem of the population in Shaanxi entering an industrialized life. As long as they receive a certain amount of education and then work in industrial zones, they will naturally enter an industrialized life. In an industrialized life, no one wants many children. Coupled with family planning propaganda and convenient access to contraceptives, only then will there be a spontaneous demand to adopt family planning measures.

"In the national industrial plan, Shaanxi also has its planned position. We can give Shaanxi more procurement orders, but the fertility rate can also be seen as a testing standard."

Li Runshi's brows furrowed unconsciously. He Rui's view was too cold and ruthless, shocking Li Runshi deeply.

Wu Youping, watching Li Runshi's reaction from the side, felt somewhat curious. Everyone could tell that He Rui cared very much about Li Runshi. Even if He Rui felt he was trying not to show it, such things couldn't fool anyone. Although He Rui's talent was indeed stunning, his talent for concealing himself was truly very ordinary. Now the requirements He Rui was raising were not ordinarily high; Wu Youping felt that for Li Runshi, this test was truly huge.

Silence persisted. He Rui did not speak, but picked up a document and started reading. Wu Youping lamented again in his heart that He Rui's partiality toward Li Runshi was truly excessive. If it were any other provincial secretary, they would probably be sweating profusely by now from He Rui's relentless questioning.

"Chairman, when will such a lifestyle enter the next stage?" Li Runshi spoke, breaking the silence.

He Rui put down the document and tossed Li Runshi a cigarette. "Fairness and efficiency cannot be achieved simultaneously. When social efficiency has already greatly affected social fairness, the existing distribution model must be thoroughly changed. So in the current process of pursuing efficiency, we must teach the essence of society to the people. With such mental preparation made, when adjusting the structure of fairness and efficiency, we can minimize ideological confusion as much as possible."

"Can't we really consider a more balanced method?" Li Runshi asked after lighting the cigarette. If it were just logic, or the Central Committee's arrangement, Li Runshi could completely understand. But when facing reality, the contradictions therein tortured him.

"Never think you can create something out of nothing. Since the world is in motion, and motion requires energy, then any social behavior requires energy called 'cost'. The way the bureaucratic system fools people is to tangle various contents that have no necessary connection together, forming a giant ball of hemp that looks like pulling one hair moves the whole body. Ancient Chinese literati, intentionally or unintentionally, propagated such methodology. Why are science and engineering men more reliable? Because if science and engineering men thought about engineering problems in such a way, they would never produce any results."

Li Runshi took a deep drag on his cigarette before saying, "As long as there is a little more initiative, many things aren't impossible to make better."

"'The village honest man is the thief of virtue,'" He Rui replied using the words of a literati.

Li Runshi was not unhappy upon hearing this; instead, he fell into thought. Wu Youping, seeing this scene, couldn't help but recall when he was with He Rui in the Northeast, asking He Rui for advice whenever he encountered problems. At that time, He Rui also answered Wu Youping's questions with such a straightforward attitude. Recalling himself back then, he was also often made unhappy by He Rui's views, but after some practice, Wu Youping had to admit that He Rui's views indeed hit the key points.

Li Runshi pondered for another while before speaking. "In other words, social progress is built on the foundation of massive waste."

"That is called cost. We humans are a species with memory, and China is a country that pays exceptional attention to historical records. The reason we feel that seeking solutions from history books often leads to specious results now is very simple: the industrialization we are undergoing is something never experienced before. 'Carving the boat to seek the sword'—we must not do that."

After He Rui finished, feeling his tone might have been overly harsh, he added a sentence. "Of course, speaking for myself, I feel that the old brother who carved the boat to seek the sword was actually just expressing the helplessness caused by losing a sword. Perhaps that brother was also a wonderful person; he didn't shout and scream, didn't cry to the heavens. He just used the performance art of carving the boat to relieve his emotions. After all, a sword wasn't cheap in that era. Think of Ji Li hanging his sword; a sword back then was worth a thousand gold."

Wu Youping followed He Rui's train of thought and suddenly felt He Rui made a lot of sense. Before, he had just followed the book, treating *Ke Zhou Qiu Jian* as a satirical story. But He Rui analyzing it from an economic perspective made Wu Youping feel it was closer to the facts.

Li Runshi knew He Rui was easing the atmosphere, because the topic the two had just discussed was actually very heavy. The pain contained within was the pain felt by millions, tens of millions, hundreds of millions of Chinese people as their lifestyle underwent a huge change. Moving from an agricultural society to an industrial society, China was enduring an incomparably huge shock. In Shaanxi, too many contradictions caused by social change had appeared, as well as the tragedies caused by these contradictions.

From the perspective of humanistic care, such tragedies were simply impermissible. But what He Rui saw was content on another level; He Rui was looking at this unfolding great change completely from the level of a new era. Therefore, He Rui's views appeared exceptionally sharp and cold. Li Runshi felt he could keep up with He Rui's train of thought, but his ability to endure didn't seem as robust as He Rui's.

Li Runshi overcame the resistance in his heart and pulled the topic back to reality. "Chairman, such development will encounter a situation of 'draining the pond to get the fish'."

"How to achieve balance is the government's job. One of the core jobs of the government is to achieve good distribution. Good distribution does not equal egalitarianism, nor does it equal a welfare society. Secretary Li, what do we rely on to drag the people into industrial society as quickly as possible?"

Li Runshi answered decisively, "Education."

This answer satisfied He Rui greatly, so he continued the discussion on this basis. "After the whole people receive education that allows them to enter industrial society, a brand-new situation will emerge: the gap in wealth distribution will change drastically. This gap does not come from capital gains, but more from technical gains. That is, the technical professionals represented by the petty bourgeoisie, as pointed out in your analysis report on Chinese social strata. If it were simply capital gains, we could still resolve the contradictions by raising the minimum wage, limiting maximum working hours, and using tiered taxation. But how should we deal with the gains made by people with strong professional skills through their own legal labor? Do we have to levy heavy taxes on this group?"

"...The industrial age, what a high cost!" Li Runshi stubbed out his cigarette butt and sighed. After speaking, he took out his own cigarettes, handed one to He Rui, and after both lit up, Li Runshi asked, "Is it really impossible to utilize the wasted costs more effectively?"

"Conducting technology diffusion and providing the most advanced technology to society is the government's job. Any failed assets should be auctioned off as soon as possible. In the industrial field, those who can survive to the next round must inevitably adopt more efficient methods. And the industrial capital of the future society is destined to be much larger than the current scale. Do you think that from a long-term perspective, this is a waste of cost, or a saving of cost?"

Li Runshi nodded quickly. "Indeed. And from this perspective, the government's job is to execute policy. Execute policy firmly and effectively. Smash feudalism, smash monopolies, prohibit bureaucratic capitalism. In short, all behaviors utilizing privilege must be prohibited."

"We want to unite the people, and what is the best way to unite the people? It is to provide the people with truly complete education, to point out to the people what the facts are, and what the true path is. Don't just bury your head in pulling the cart; you must also lift your head to look at the road. Secretary Li, according to ancient parlance, you are a person of deep virtue and noble character. According to the modern explanation, you have talent, you understand logic, you have a methodology based on logic, and you can solve specific problems realistically with a dialectical attitude. Then, even if ordinary people cannot reach your height, if ordinary people have heard these truths and received training, giving them the chance to form a tangible physical sensation—this is the direction of future China."

Speaking of such a future, He Rui was also somewhat emotional. He knew how hard this was. To become the social mainstream, two conditions were inevitable: "Someone to teach, and being able to afford to lose." In human history, the only one to teach the "dragon-slaying arts" of understanding the essence of human society to all citizens without reservation was New China. In ancient China and foreign countries, these true dragon-slaying arts were knowledge monopolized by the upper privileged class.

He Rui even had a greater ambition: these dragon-slaying arts should not only be taught in China but also scattered to the world. And the Chinese people would receive even more complete education.

This was difficult; it was even contrary to the animal nature of humanity, but He Rui just wanted to try. The suffering of the human world was too deep; He Rui felt that if he didn't try, he would definitely regret it very much.

Li Runshi felt that He Rui's view fit very well with his own. If it was such a path, Li Runshi felt he must try. He asked, "Limits exist for some things. Can the power of progress really cross such large obstacles? 'Fighting with heaven is endless joy,' but we still need to 'control the mandate of heaven and use it.'"

Hearing this, Wu Youping couldn't help but frown. He guessed Li Runshi was probably talking about the natural environment. The Northwest lacked water and was arid; to increase production capacity, the demand for water would be very large. But how could the millions of square kilometers of water-deficient areas in the Northwest be solved so easily?

He Rui also felt Li Runshi was talking about the natural environment, but he was not troubled in the slightest. Because He Rui had seen the state invest in cheap desalination technology after new energy sources appeared. This process naturally wouldn't be that relaxed, perhaps even extremely difficult. But when technological breakthroughs appeared, China, the country with the most policy endurance in the world, would be able to withstand the huge pressure and persist.

It was precisely based on the extremely high level of civilization reached by Chinese civilization that the artificial irrigation system He Rui saw with his own eyes existed. And China also gained benefits from perseverance; besides gaining millions of square kilometers of brand-new fertile land, it also made the world better by exporting technology.

Because he was somewhat excited, He Rui said, "As long as I..."

Speaking to here, He Rui felt he had gotten a bit carried away and almost said, "As long as I can live another 30 years." This couldn't be said, not because He Rui feared he couldn't achieve it after saying it, but because the issue of the leadership election system had already triggered some fluctuations; He Rui's words might very likely be misunderstood.

"As long as we work together, these problems can definitely be solved." He Rui switched back to a proper statement.

However, both Li Runshi and Wu Youping were smart people; they both guessed what He Rui probably wanted to say. Neither Li Runshi nor Wu Youping felt there was any problem with He Rui continuing to lead China. Although both were anti-feudal, they were both republicans.

Democracy relies on votes, republicanism relies on selection. Li Runshi and Wu Youping had long been very clear on these most basic concepts of political systems. Under a republican system, it is very common for a leader to govern for a long time. If He Rui really wanted to proclaim himself emperor, both would firmly oppose it. But if He Rui governed for a long time, neither felt there was any problem.

So hearing He Rui's words, Li Runshi even looked forward to the words He Rui didn't say. Seeing He Rui was very close to him, Li Runshi smiled. "Chairman, I have a cousin named Li Geng. Once when I discussed ideals and -isms with him, he said a sentence. If current technology cannot support infinite energy, he supports imperialism. If infinite energy appears, he supports communism."

Before He Rui could speak, Wu Youping took over the conversation. "Oh. Listening to this meaning, Li Geng is a patriot."

He Rui didn't pick up this thread. In the 21st century, there were plenty of people in China with such views. And He Rui knew Li Geng; he was currently a Colonel in the General Staff Department, considered a brilliant future star. Although one couldn't say the General Staff was full of such patriotic nationalists, there were at least seven or eight out of ten. Compared to soldiers in those European and American countries, this was already very good.

"Secretary Li, I heard you have walked all over Shaanxi. Then go ahead and do it freely. The Secretary manages personnel. Whether you are afraid or not, you will offend people." He Rui voiced his support.

Hearing this, Li Runshi knew the talk for today ended here, so he stood up. Unexpectedly, He Rui also stood up and proactively extended his hand. Li Runshi grasped He Rui's powerful large hand and shook it firmly. "Chairman, I understand."

"One more thing. Amidst your busy schedule, write more articles. Go on." He Rui finished and also shook Li Runshi's hand firmly.

After Li Runshi left, Wu Youping asked, "Chairman, the urbanization rate has skyrocketed recently, and the number of police needs to be increased. Will this expenditure come from national tax or local tax?"

He Rui answered decisively, "From the national tax. These are rigid expenditures. At this stage, relying solely on legal education is not enough; we must strengthen the security forces. Heh heh, last week, an economist from the Morgan Consortium wrote an article, 'Who Will Feed China'. Have you read it?"

Wu Youping was busy to death every day and didn't have much reading time. He answered frankly, "I haven't read it. Could the Chairman tell me about it?"

"After investigating our new agriculture, the Morgan Consortium believes China lacks water and has very few large plain areas. Desperate reclamation on the American Great Plains and uncontrolled extraction of groundwater have already led to the Dust Bowl in the United States. China's agricultural endowment is worse than America's, and it is walking the old path of the United States. Moreover, China's population is increasing rapidly. By 1950, it might increase to 1 billion people. At that time, China will fall into a state of national starvation."

After listening to He Rui's retelling, Wu Youping had already decided to find time to read this article. The vision of the Morgan Consortium's economists was very sharp and indeed poked at China's pain point. China, undergoing rapid industrialization, was indeed creating massive wealth, but the foundation of this wealth was the faster consumption of resources. The popularization of new agricultural technologies in China, achieving dense planting and high-yield seeds, indeed allowed China to avoid falling into a state of starvation at this stage. China didn't lack coal; current thermal power generation could still keep up. But the consumption of water resources was truly beyond imagination. If the situation continued to develop, the analysis of the Morgan Consortium's economists would probably become reality within twenty years.

But China couldn't not develop. Even if it was 'draining the pond to get the fish' at this stage, it had to be done. Thinking of this, Wu Youping asked, "Chairman, can the population problem really be solved? The population is growing too fast now."

"To solve the population problem, we must rely on industrialization. To lower the birth rate and raise the education level now, we must liberate the population from the rural squire model. In the cities, those young people will naturally have fewer children. But in the countryside, productivity is low. Insufficient employment opportunities and pressure from the village will also force people to have children," He Rui answered.

Wu Youping also knew these problems, so he asked, "Chairman, do you want to write an article?"

He Rui shook his head. "No need, I hope someone else will write it."

Wu Youping felt he understood He Rui's mind, so he didn't ask more. Time passed quickly, and two months went by in the blink of an eye. Perhaps because Wu Youping intentionally paid attention to the situation in Shaanxi, or perhaps because the changes in Shaanxi were quite large, the Shaanxi Provincial Committee made major adjustments to leading cadres in those two months. Many cadres with relatively senior qualifications left their positions as top leaders and went to the Party School to study. Their work was taken over by many young cadres.

Wu Youping looked at the list and had some impression of many names on it. In terms of loyalty to the revolution, these cadres had no problems. But in terms of the cadres needed at the current stage, these comrades indeed hadn't been able to get on the new track of thinking.

Moreover, Li Runshi's article on the population issue made Wu Youping care very much. This was an analysis targeting the population issue and the new lifestyle of the industrial age. It was written extremely well. If He Rui had written this, it would probably have appeared too academic. The same content written by Li Runshi was lively and grounded.

Li Runshi started from the consumption of an ordinary young person after entering the city. Initially, after paying rent from their wages, the remaining money was enough to maintain their life. At this time, because there was no life pressure, they lived very comfortably. But after the young person gradually stabilized in the city, expenditures for parents' homes and various traditional relationships began to appear. If they bore such expenditures, the young person's life pressure increased greatly. When the young person prepared to get married, the expenditure became even larger.

If starting from the traditional lifestyle, this article would easily turn into an accusation against the industrial age, accusing the industrial age of breaking the so-called "warm and tender" nature of the traditional farming era.

But the first part of Marx's *The Communist Manifesto* had already described such social transformation. So Li Runshi also explained this matter from the perspective of social transformation. The content involved was quite profound, yet it very cleverly avoided touching the boundaries that triggered hatred.

After reading the article, Wu Youping lamented greatly. Li Runshi was truly too kind, belonging to that category of heroes who truly held the people in their hearts.

He Rui was also kind, but He Rui's difference lay in that he seemed to have quite a barrier against the old era, belonging to those who could not integrate into the old era no matter what. In terms of bridging the new and old eras, Li Runshi was obviously much stronger than He Rui.

No wonder He Rui attached such importance to Li Runshi. If discussing candidates who could challenge He Rui's position, Li Runshi would inevitably be a strong candidate in the future.
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As soon as the Chinese and German technical experts met on the Sino-Soviet thermal power plant cooperation project, they immediately felt a sense of kinship. The Soviet experts were quickly relegated to the sidelines, listening to the discussions between their Chinese and German counterparts. This wasn't because the Chinese and German experts were intentionally excluding the Soviets; rather, both sides operated within an industrialized system, and their experts shared a similar mindset regarding cost considerations.

In industrial competition, enterprises on both sides aimed to make a profit. To win in fierce competition, one had to lower costs. Thermal power plants were a technology- and capital-intensive industry. Once the technical principles, implementation paths, and technical parameters were determined, the thinking of technical experts naturally turned to how to reduce costs.

Compared to the Chinese and German experts, the Soviet experts' job was to complete tasks assigned from above. This naturally limited their thinking, making them insensitive to the content of the Sino-German discussions and unable to effectively integrate into the conversation.

After several frank exchanges, the German experts concluded that China, as the esteemed "Party A," had ample funds and technical proficiency, making this a highly reliable deal. The Chinese experts also gained much; Germany, as the industrious and capable "Party B," possessed advanced technical concepts, deep accumulation in heavy industry, and superb precision machining capabilities.

China had already completed its second 30,000-ton die-forging hydraulic press, and the fourth 15,000-ton die-forging hydraulic press had been delivered for use. Dozens of hydraulic presses over 5,000 tons were providing components for the automotive and internal combustion engine industries. Chinese experts, having experience with this equipment, realized that Germany should also have its own high-power die-forging hydraulic presses. Even conservatively assuming that Germany's 30,000-ton and larger die-forging hydraulic presses were not yet completed, they should be finished in the short term.

The reason they dared to be so certain was that, based on the parameters provided by the German experts, without 30,000-ton or larger die-forging hydraulic presses, the power plant components Germany hoped to undertake simply could not meet the parameter requirements.

With the confirmation from experts on both sides, the intentions were finalized quickly. The Soviet side was satisfied to confirm that they could continue deeper cooperation with Germany. This news was immediately sent back to Moscow, bringing a sigh of relief to the responsible Politburo members. Although trade between the Soviet Union and China was very close, the Soviet Union was still more inclined to believe that European technology was the most advanced in the world. Since China had set no obstacles to the cooperation, the Soviet side felt that long-term technical cooperation with Germany was secure.

The German experts tirelessly flew back to Berlin and immediately went to see Schacht. Schacht was not particularly surprised by this result; he merely expressed his appreciation and prepared to move on to other work. It had been fifteen months since the Nazi Party came to power, and Germany's unemployment rate had dropped from six million to less than one million. To provide enough jobs, Germany had started too many factories. Schacht now had to use his personal political credit to make guarantees to foreign governments and enterprises that had reached economic cooperation agreements. Since this order went so smoothly, Schacht did not need to step in personally.

"Mr. Schacht, please wait a moment." William Douglas, the head of the German technical expert group responsible for the negotiations, had something to say.

Out of respect, Schacht sat back down, though his tone was somewhat urgent. "Mr. Douglas, please get to the point."

William Douglas had hesitated initially, but now he could only voice the speculation in his heart. It wasn't just the Chinese experts who discovered the other side's equipment level through technical details. In the judgment of the German experts, China's precision machining capabilities were likely superior to Germany's, because the error rates proposed by China were difficult even for Germany to achieve. During the discussions, the German experts frankly presented Germany's views, and the Chinese experts stated that if Germany could not meet them, they should leave enough machining allowance, and China would perform the final procedures.

The components required for thermal power plants were all ultra-large, often weighing several tons, and required extremely high precision. These multi-ton precision components had to go through dozens or even hundreds of procedures to be completed. If any single processing step went wrong, it would lead to problems with the expensive component.

Since the level of the Chinese experts was not poor, the German experts believed it was impossible for them not to know this. Since the Chinese experts proposed that China perform the final precision machining, they certainly knew that this inevitably carried the risk of processing failure, leading to the scrapping of the component. regarding this, Expert William suggested that perhaps Germany could probe China in these fields.

Hearing this, Schacht felt he was wasting time. How could Germany have time to entangle itself in these details now? Out of respect for the expert, Schacht asked, "Mr. William, can Germany's current technology meet the needs of German industrial precision?"

William thought for a moment before answering, "It can satisfy them."

"If China really possesses the precision machining technology you believe they do, then are these technologies essential for Germany right now?" Schacht continued to ask.

William shook his head. "Not absolutely essential, but..."

Schacht interrupted William. "Mr. William, if you have the opportunity to communicate with China in the future, you can try to ask the Chinese side what level their precision machining technology has reached. If you get accurate news, please be sure to tell me."

Hearing this, the experts, including William, understood Schacht's meaning and honestly rose to take their leave. Leaving the Ministry of Economics, the experts would soon go their separate ways. Seeing William Douglas looking somewhat frowning and miserable, a few kind-hearted colleagues persuaded him, "Mr. William, I think there is perhaps another possibility. The Chinese side is just bluffing. The parameter precision I heard didn't feel like it had been technically verified. That amount of calculation requires a large number of experienced engineers to discuss and calculate together. I don't think the Chinese side would consume so much manpower for such a small technical issue. What do you think?"

As an expert, hearing this, William also felt that perhaps he was being too sensitive. As these experts said, coming up with such high-precision data required a massive investment of engineers. Leaving aside whether China had so many experienced engineers, William didn't think China could have so many engineers available in such a short time. Even if they did, mobilizing so many engineers meant high costs. From an economic perspective, this was completely uneconomical. And it shouldn't have happened.

Having untied the knot in his heart, William invited everyone for dinner. But the German experts had all endured a long, bumpy flight and had been away from home for so long, so they all declined. Someone said, "We will have opportunities to cooperate in the future. We'll eat when we meet next time."

Thus, the group of weary experts, eager to return home, said their goodbyes. They got into cars, horse-drawn carriages, and some even sat on the back seats of bicycles ridden by family members who had come to pick them up, dispersing in their own directions.

***

Meanwhile, in the Guizhou No. 2 Computing Center, engineers had finally led technical workers to finish rushing repairs on a burst water pipe. Everyone was soaked and exhausted. Just as they sat down, the Party Secretary of the Computing Center arrived with a group of people invited from a nearby village to help the tired engineers and workers up and take them for a hot bath.

Although they were no longer children and wouldn't be forced to bathe, this attitude alone was heartwarming. Moreover, after soaking in ice-cold water for several hours, their physical strength was truly exhausted. The group, half-supported, went to the bathhouse. The tiled bathhouse pool was filled with clean hot water. Because the tiles were light blue, the water appeared even more clear and transparent.

Seeing this, the villagers couldn't help but click their tongues in wonder, envious of the treatment of the experts and technical workers. Not only was the large pool ready, but the stones on the electric stove in the sauna room were heated red-hot. A ladle of water thrown on them immediately produced a sizzling sound, and steam rose accordingly. Turning on the showers, hot water sprayed from the nozzles.

Everyone washed up warmly. In the break room, ginger tea to drive away the cold was already prepared, once again driving the chill out of the laborers from the inside out. Even so, the next day, several people still fell ill from the cold. Among those attending the meeting, several had stuffy noses, but they managed to persist in attending.

The computing center was built in the mountains, utilizing the terrain. A karst cave had been thoroughly remodeled to serve as the machine hall for the computing center. Power came from several nearby hydroelectric stations. Equipment cooling relied on circulating ice-cold groundwater delivered through pipes.

As soon as the meeting began, the engineers complained. The heat generation of the newly installed transistor computers was much greater than that of the previous electron tube computers. To save money, the higher-ups had ordered the full utilization of the old piping system. To increase cooling, water pressure had been increased, but the old pipes weren't strong enough. Coupled with the fact that the piping system had been in use for a long time, this was already the third failure. The cooling piping system had to be redesigned!

The person in charge of the Computing Center was a professor who, according to regulations, had worked here for nine months and was about to return to his university. He naturally agreed to adjust the cooling system immediately, but the person responsible for funds at the Computing Center was the Party Secretary, so he looked towards the Secretary.

Seeing the professor observing the rules, the Secretary replied, "I already reported this upwards yesterday. The higher-ups gave two suggestions: either we put it out to tender, or we make the cooling plan ourselves. What do you all think, comrades?"

Hearing that the problem was about to be solved, everyone felt much happier. They began to discuss exactly how to solve it. More people leaned towards the Computing Center making its own plan, while a minority felt that tendering was more appropriate. Seeing that the discussion had run its course, the Secretary said, "If we make the plan ourselves, how much time will it take? This time must necessarily come from outside working hours. After the plan is made, do we have engineers responsible for specific parameters to work them out? After completion, it needs to be submitted for argumentation, and then tendered. Even if it passes, I can't be sure how much the bonus will be. After all, our plan isn't a universal one. So there's no guarantee of getting a patent."

After speaking, the Secretary looked at the crowd. Seeing quite a few people looking blank, the Secretary smiled, "Since we are a computing center, I'll list the process and expenses for everyone. You'll know once you calculate it."

The Computing Center did not lack professionals who calculated based on parameters. The Secretary listed the entire process on the blackboard, and many staff members with superb mental arithmetic abilities began to write. Soon, they calculated the time required for different processing methods, as well as the related returns.

After comparing them, the numbers clearly proved that for the Computing Center to propose parameters based on current needs and hand them over to the higher-ups for tendering was the most beneficial option for the center.

Once the numbers were out, there was no need for further discussion on what to do. The engineering department immediately began organizing to prepare the tender documents. The head of the Computing Center found the Secretary. "Will doing it this way increase costs too much?"

The Secretary looked at the professor; he could understand this view. There were specific cases in Party School training where students conducted actual exercises and analysis. The course instructor analyzed it clearly: from a psychological perspective, all living things have a kind of dominance. In human society, this manifests in the form of fighting for dominance.

Placed in the context of the matter at hand, since the Computing Center couldn't get economic benefits from this project, the impulse to fight for dominance would manifest in the form of "nitpicking."

However, from an operational perspective, the Computing Center was a small component in the entire social mass production. The job of the Computing Center was to do the work at hand well, smoothly connecting the preceding and following stages, allowing the entire system to operate well. It was not to nitpick on these matters. Even if one were to nitpick, it should be on matters affecting the normal operation of the Computing Center, not to gossip across fields.

Thinking of this, the Secretary still wasn't quite sure if his thinking was correct. After all, the other party was a professor, an expert with considerable education. The Secretary smiled and said, "Does the Professor know a team that does this?"

Seeing the Secretary asking with a smile, the Professor felt there was a chance, so he lowered his voice slightly and said, "I have a cousin who does piping. I think the level over there is not bad. The difficulty of this project isn't high; he should be able to land it."

The Secretary felt a wave of revulsion in his heart. So the professor really wanted to get this order for the people around him. But the Secretary had received sufficient education, which included how to refuse. He didn't give the professor a political ideology lecture directly, but advised, "Since you know this project is going to be tendered, tell your cousin. Let him pay attention to this matter. Tenders are open now; he can bid."

The professor thought for a moment. He felt that there were more and more enterprises now, and competition was becoming increasingly fierce. Although this project wasn't particularly large, it wasn't small either. And there were quite a few enterprises that could cooperate with the Computing Center; they were experienced, and their probability of winning the bid was greater. He probed again, "This is our own project after all. A lot of it involves non-standard designs. It's still easier to discuss if we find our own team."

The Secretary shook his head. "Look at our work right now, where do we have the time and manpower to manage so much? I think we should still follow the system."

"That will cost a lot of money," the professor continued trying to persuade the Secretary.

The Secretary shook his head. "It's not us spending the money. Let the higher-ups worry about it."

Seeing he couldn't persuade the Secretary, the professor gave up. After the professor left, the Secretary considered whether to write a simple report. But after thinking about it, he abandoned the idea. This report would, after all, affect the professor's evaluation. Since the professor had already given up and caused no impact, there was no need to do this behind his back.

In the following days, the Computing Center received notification that several large projects were being distributed, and all computing centers had to be prepared for overtime. The Computing Center was long accustomed to such things. In the past, only the demands of the military industry would be like this; it seemed there was some new equipment preparing for calculation.

Just as everyone thought, a few days later, troops suddenly arrived and first took over the security of the No. 2 Computing Center. Everyone had experience, and the takeover proceeded very smoothly. Once security issues were handled, a group of field officers and experts arrived at the Computing Center. The No. 2 Computing Center was one of the first batches to install transistor computers. The computing power of transistor computers was dozens of times greater than that of electron tube computers. Work that previously required many computing centers could now be solved by a single one.

The Secretary also saw an acquaintance, Wang Donglu, the Deputy Chief Engineer of the Aircraft Manufacturing Bureau. Due to confidentiality measures, the Secretary only communicated with Wang Donglu during the meeting and had absolutely no other interaction.

Wang Donglu was also incredibly anxious at this time and had no intention of paying attention to surrounding matters unrelated to work. The new fighter jet had encountered problems just before mass production. And this problem wasn't a minor one; rather, after the new wind tunnel was completed ahead of schedule, the new fighter jet immediately underwent full-scale wind tunnel testing. Several problems that couldn't be detected before were now discovered.

In addition to new discoveries in aerodynamics, metal flaw detection and metal crystal phase diffraction detection technologies had also achieved breakthroughs ahead of schedule. These technological breakthroughs were great things, but they triggered a discussion. The core discussion was whether to redesign the current J-9 fighter jet.

Opinions in the Manufacturing Bureau were divided into two types. One was to proceed according to the previous design, and the other was to use all the new technologies to perfect the design. In the final vote, Wang Donglu voted to perfect the design. In his explanation, Wang Donglu stated, "Many of the technical parameters that this design initially wanted to achieve could not be completed at the time, so we settled for the next best thing and chose the current plan. Since materials science can potentially solve them now, why don't we proceed according to the initial plan?"

There were more people supporting the second plan, so the second plan was chosen. Although Wang Donglu decided on this matter, he was still anxious in his heart. Because the new fighter jet was the turboprop propeller combat plan proposed by He Rui. The fighter jet shape hand-drawn by He Rui was initially seen by the Aircraft Design Bureau as an overly idealized plan. But after all, it was He Rui's plan; no matter what opinions everyone had in their hearts, they couldn't say them out loud. However, unexpectedly, with the advancement of various technologies, some of He Rui's initial views actually had the possibility of success.

Wang Donglu respected He Rui very much, so the last thing he wanted to see was someone using He Rui as an excuse. In recent years, there were more and more people in the Aircraft Manufacturing Bureau, and the number of incompetent people had also increased a lot. These people had their own characteristics, but from their traits, they all lacked technical research ability, so they habitually shirked responsibility. And the best method of shirking was undoubtedly to drag politics into it.

In present-day China, He Rui undoubtedly had the greatest political influence. Dragging He Rui out as an excuse was the most legitimate reason. So Wang Donglu came here personally this time to eliminate political influence and focus on doing this job well.

Calculation began quickly. Wang Donglu conducted technical discussions and research with his selected team in his temporary office. In the plan He Rui gave to the Aircraft Design Bureau previously, he mentioned the design concept of drilling holes inside the impeller. And in that original document, He Rui clearly wrote that this needed research; the drawing he drew could at most be used as an idea, and definitely could not be used as a research plan.

Yet when this prototype drawing was being reproduced, there were several times when people wanted to remove this instruction. It was experts, including Wang Donglu's mentor, who withstood the opposing opinions and firmly insisted on retaining the entire instruction. Something that seemed completely normal to technical experts actually had quite a few opponents.

Fortunately, the Aircraft Design Bureau used the team model ordered by He Rui, which finally allowed Wang Donglu and others to choose team members who shared their recognized concepts to participate.

And those guys who wanted to delete He Rui's note actually opposed this design group system. As if these weren't proposed by He Rui.

As soon as there was an opportunity, he definitely had to drive that bunch out of the Design Bureau. During his very short break times, such thoughts occasionally popped up in Wang Donglu's mind. These people were just pests!
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Fluid dynamics, stress distribution, and related engineering considerations have long had extensive practical applications. The engineers of the Aircraft Design Bureau, working in cooperation with engineering mathematics experts and the calculation experts of the Computing Center, finally produced results after 230 hours of calculation.

Wang Donglu scanned the four long data tables. The other three were sent in batches from three other computing centers. Wang Donglu's team was exhausted; their work was not easy. After each batch of data arrived, everyone had to analyze and discuss it. Now, waiting for the final batch, the team members finally relaxed. Judging from the data already received, the theoretical results calculated by the four computing centers were identical. Now they only waited for the final batch to arrive. After completing the comparison, this calculation task would be finished.

At this moment, everyone even had time to discuss which domestic metallurgical teams had the capability to complete such precision machining. No matter how precise the theoretical data, it needed to be turned into reality. The Aircraft Design Bureau's job was design, not manufacturing. No matter how good the prototype was, that was the work of other teams.

Wang Donglu thought he should be happy, but surprisingly, he couldn't cheer up. His thoughts uncontrollably drifted back to the internal mess within the Design Bureau team. The few people Wang Donglu was most dissatisfied with relied most heavily on their background. In Wang Donglu's view, that so-called background, in a sense, had actually become a hindrance for them.

If these people could disregard their various connections and focus their attention on the work itself, they would likely achieve far more than they had now. But unfortunately, their motives were impure; they pursued results rather than the work itself, presenting an appearance Wang Donglu found very disagreeable. These people had a demoniac rejection of "failure." To prove they hadn't failed, they would gloss over mistakes, shirk responsibility, and find other excuses to prove they hadn't failed.

If these people only did this within their own teams, Wang Donglu would have held his nose and accepted it. But to prove themselves, this bunch naturally wanted to elevate their own teams by stepping on Wang Donglu's team. Wang Donglu absolutely could not tolerate this. On what grounds?!

Just as he was thinking, the door was pushed open. A clerk from the team brought in the latest parameters. The team members, who were chatting, immediately stood up and gathered around. They put the parameter lists together, and the various members split up to discuss them. Work immediately began in tense earnest.

Not long after, the door was pushed open again. This time, someone brought a telegram. Wang Donglu took it and saw that it stated the other teams had completed their data calculations and were preparing to return to the Design Bureau. The Chief Engineer asked when Wang Donglu would return.

Wang Donglu did not reply and continued to throw himself into work. Before long, divergences appeared in the content of several parameters. Moreover, there were problems with the content of the parameters. After the team discussed it for a while, they felt that the calculation methods proposed by the other computing centers might have some issues. Wang Donglu immediately said, "Have them send the calculation methods over."

After giving the order, Wang Donglu began drafting a telegram: "We have encountered a problem with the final parameter. We will return to the Manufacturing Bureau immediately after resolving it. The specific time is uncertain; we will send a telegram every day."

In anxious waiting, the information finally arrived. Upon comparison, everyone discovered that a fluid dynamics calculation method proposed by a mathematical engineer at the Sixth Computing Center differed from that of the other computing centers. This was the cause of the problem.

"Send a telegram. Ask that person to explain," Wang Donglu ordered.

Wang Donglu's team didn't send the parameters back. According to custom, the meeting had to be postponed. Director Liu of the Design Bureau could only pick up the phone and call Zheng Silang, the Minister of the General Logistics Department. Zheng Silang was currently in Guiyang; the reason for his visit was to inspect the work of the local military industrial enterprises. But since Zheng Silang was paying attention to this matter, Director Liu had to inform him first.

Zheng Silang was very silent on the phone. After listening, he only said "I know," and hung up. Director Liu had no choice but to continue waiting.

Sitting across from Zheng Silang was the Secretary of the Design Bureau. Seeing Zheng Silang hang up the phone, he asked somewhat uneasily, "Commander Zheng, is there no result yet?"

Zheng Silang glanced at the Secretary. "I heard from Old Li that there's a prickly character in the Design Bureau. This prickly character's family were officials in the former Qing Dynasty, and they still always consider themselves Beiyang."

The Secretary knew that the infighting within the Design Bureau had been stabbed up to the top. Since Zheng Silang had intervened, the Secretary didn't want to speak. If he expressed support for either side at this moment, it would prove that the "unity" part of his work hadn't been completed. Moreover, since the matter had been blown up, the attitude of the "mountain tops" was very important.

Seeing the Secretary remain silent, Zheng Silang laughed. "Heh, what's there to be afraid of saying?"

Hearing this, the Secretary dared not speak even more. Unity work was important. The appearance of such divergence within the Design Bureau proved the Secretary's management work wasn't up to par.

"Speak quickly, so I can make a decision," Zheng Silang urged.

The Secretary could only answer, "He's not really a prickly character, just some work contradictions."

"Work contradictions have turned into personnel struggles. I say, you really have some skill as a Secretary!" Zheng Silang's expression had already turned into that of a smiling tiger.

The Secretary wanted to admit his mistake, but he had worked under Zheng Silang before and knew Zheng Silang wasn't someone who liked to muddy the waters. And since this matter had been stabbed up to Zheng Silang's level, there certainly had to be a result. The Secretary steeled his heart. "Commander, I feel I can't manage this matter either."

Zheng Silang put away his smiling tiger look, but his face became even less kind. "Is it that you don't want to manage it, or that you can't manage it?"

The Secretary felt he was probably going to be sacked, or at least held responsible. He steeled his heart again and answered, "If following the regulations, I couldn't manage it at the time. Now, although I could manage it, I don't know if it's still my turn to manage it."

"Heh, I ask you, if I let you handle it, how do you plan to handle it?" Zheng Silang asked.

The Secretary felt he seemed to still have a chance and couldn't help swallowing. "Commander, right now I'm not afraid of offending people either. At worst, I'll just disband a few teams."

"Oho, you really dare?" Zheng Silang's tone finally softened a bit.

"The Design Bureau is for doing design, not for managing ideology and politics. If it goes on like this, wouldn't it be better to just let those people run the Design Bureau!" The Secretary had also endured a lot of pressure and had long been very disgusted with some people in the military. But those people cared about their own children; this was human nature, and also the reason the Secretary had wanted to fudge things. Now that the Secretary had to bear the responsibility, the fish would die and the net would break.

Zheng Silang hadn't expected the Secretary to have this much backbone; he felt he hadn't misjudged the man before. This incident was too messy, but not yet enough to make Zheng Silang step in personally. The real reason lay in the fact that the General Logistics Department was also currently undergoing structural adjustment. The direction of the adjustment was "whoever is capable goes up." This sounded logical, but it meant elimination. It meant that future evaluation standards would go fully professional. Many people from before would be dropped in this round of elimination.

And among the current batch of people, many had been arranged when there was a shortage of personnel. In Chinese tradition, within the government system, one can go up but cannot go down. If sacked, it would be considered a demotion. This formed a huge resistance.

After all, there is competition within the organization, but one must also talk about unity. Evaluating purely on ability would be considered "not enough meaning" and would lose people's hearts.

Zheng Silang could only take charge of some relatively sensitive departments. Not that these departments were so extraordinary, but the personnel involved in these departments were all big shots. So only a bigger shot could hold the line. Because the person pushing this plan was He Rui, Zheng Silang had to come whether he wanted to or not.

"I ask you, is there a problem with the people, or a problem with the teams?" Zheng Silang still wanted the Secretary, who knew the situation better, to carry it. It wasn't that Zheng Silang was afraid, but he wanted to save face for the comrades above.

The Secretary hurriedly answered, "Commander, you know too, as long as there's competition, everyone wants to win. To say there's a problem with the people, it hasn't gone that far."

"Then there is a problem with the people," Zheng Silang gave his evaluation. At this point, Zheng Silang also made up his mind. A bunch of little brats competing—Zheng Silang wouldn't care if they messed around blindly. If they messed around a few times and got spanked, they'd behave. But it was inappropriate for the little brats to find their parents. Even more inappropriate was that those parents actually stepped into the ring and talked smack. Zheng Silang looked down on this very much and was also very wary.

Zheng Silang felt the guys involved in this had really opened his eyes. Originally on the battlefield, these people really weren't afraid of death. How was it that while they weren't afraid of dying themselves, when it involved their family members, these guys acted like they had lost their minds and actually dared to mix themselves into this!

Although in operas, there were plenty of stories about unruly royal relatives and unruly Grand Tutors. But those were negative examples. And these generals in the army had received education. How could they be like the villains in the operas, not knowing where the limits of their authority lay!

If these parents played a role after stepping in, then who the hell had the final say in this Design Bureau? Did these people have no organizational discipline at all?

Characterizing these people as "confused for a moment" would be considered very polite! If characterized as "exceeding authority to interfere," these people were without organization or discipline and could be retired directly!

Hearing Zheng Silang speak so bluntly, how could the Secretary dare to object? He immediately said, "Commander, I know what to do!"

"Go!" Zheng Silang ordered.

Just after sending the Secretary away, Zheng Silang prepared to look at the objective of his trip. The mess at the Design Bureau was just something he handled in passing. Zheng Silang's goal was to inspect the construction progress of the Southwest Railway. The Southwest Railway was a bidding project. French and American enterprises had participated in the bidding, and eventually, a French company won the main bid. Subsequently, the winning French company formed the Southwest Railway Development Company as the main contractor and began to preside over the matter.

Because Britain had implemented the Imperial Preference system, it effectively restricted foreign bidding on British projects. So when British enterprises came to bid, they were treated reciprocally, and British enterprises were brushed off with various reasons.

Zheng Silang hadn't expected that Britain seemed unwilling to give up. When British enterprises failed to win the bid, the British government, citing that the Southwest Railway threatened Britain's security, had the British Foreign Office step forward to demand an explanation from the Chinese side. Originally, Zheng Silang also felt the British were just asking for a beating. China building a railway on its own territory—what qualification did the British have to gossip? When Britain built railways on the border, China hadn't said anything.

But after receiving training from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Zheng Silang understood. This was so-called diplomacy. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs was a functional department of the government. As a functional department, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs had to take responsibility for national security and other contents.

In terms of reason, China's Southwest Railway greatly enhanced the transportation level of the Southwest. Its branch lines also extended into the Upper Burma and Assam regions, which were currently independent but under Chinese administration. From the British standpoint, China could transport troops and supplies via the Southwest Railway, greatly increasing the military threat.

When a country faced such a sudden increase in military pressure, it would either dispatch troops to solve it through military threats or direct war, or it would have to solve it through diplomatic channels. This is the reason why countries establish specialized diplomatic departments.

The biggest reason Zheng Silang was asked to come and look at this matter was that he was the Minister of the General Logistics Department. The Southwest Railway would fall under state management during wartime, so Zheng Silang was responsible for this. Another reason was that the Central Government already had a decision: since Britain felt threatened, China could accept Britain taking a share, allowing British companies to bid for later operations.

To put it more bluntly, it was allowing British companies to participate in railway operation management. As for whether the British would pass information obtained during operations to the British government, that was a matter of opinion.

Such a matter required a military big shot to come and understand it. The most suitable candidate was none other than Zheng Silang.

Although Zheng Silang knew the reason, he was still very unhappy. But the logic was plain to see, and the British concerns were not superfluous. Zheng Silang believed that once the railway was completed, the Chinese military would inevitably transport troops and supplies through this railway when needed. Anyway, political matters were just that strange. But politics was sometimes really useful; at least everyone muddled through some things in a relatively peaceful state.

Muddle through, then. At least the current China really had no intention of fighting a war.

While he was considering how he should work, a phone call came in. The caller was Zheng Silang's Chief of Staff from the Northeast and Japan campaigns. The old Chief of Staff's voice sounded like he was there to be a peacemaker. "Commander, I heard you arrived in Guizhou. The Aircraft Design Bureau in Guizhou is quite important. Did the Commander go see it?"

"Cut the crap, speak directly." Zheng Silang wasn't polite to his old comrade-in-arms.

"Commander, if it were wartime, I'd have to whip those bastards! How about, when we have time, we call them over and let the Commander have his fill?"

"Get lost! You trying to harm me? Do you need to do it this way?" Zheng Silang laughed and cursed.

Hearing this, the old Chief of Staff on the other end felt there was hope and hurriedly said, "Commander, if a mistake is made, acknowledge the punishment. I've already scolded the people, only stopped short of hitting them. Commander, give me a clear word, so I can let those guys die knowing why."

Since the principals had all chickened out, Zheng Silang didn't intend to kill them all off. Unity was very important. Zheng Silang felt that if he really arranged for those people to retire, He Rui wouldn't say anything, but in his heart, he probably wouldn't agree very much.

Zheng Silang answered, "How about this. If they can manage to know nothing, that would be best. If they insist on knowing some things, then we can only let them know!"

The electric current in the phone buzzed, but one could still hear the sense of relief in the old Chief of Staff's voice. "Commander, is it enough if they just know nothing?"

"Correct. It's best if they know nothing. You tell them, if they know anything in the future, then I'll consider that they knew it before too!"

"Rest assured! Rest assured! Commander, if they dare to let out another fart, you won't need to do it, I'll deal with them!" The old Chief of Staff hurriedly guaranteed.

"Mm. Don't drag yourself into it," Zheng Silang couldn't help but advise.

The other side clearly paused, and after a long while asked carefully, "Is it really that serious?"

"If you know nothing, then it's not serious. If you know, then you know!" Zheng Silang didn't hide it.

"Okay, I know... Oh, I know nothing." The old Chief of Staff finished speaking and hung up.

Zheng Silang put down the phone, truly hoping in his heart that everyone could stop looking for trouble. As the saying goes, "If you're not deaf or blind, you can't run a household." When Zheng Silang was young, he thought this was bullshit. Now he discovered that the old sayings handed down were really not spoken blindly.

These bastards, even after becoming generals, still thought they had no problems. They insisted on pretending to be sharp-eared and clear-eyed. Now that they were about to hit an iron plate, they knew fear! But fortunately, they still knew fear. If they didn't even know fear, then they would really be ghosts who didn't know they were dead; everyone couldn't save them even if they wanted to.

At this time, in a cell at the SS concentration camp in Berlin, two reliable SS soldiers in black uniforms appeared in the corridor leading to the solitary cell. Around 6 PM, Dachau concentration camp commandant Theodor Eicke and SS squad leader Michael Lippert entered Röhm's cell in Stadelheim Prison. They had the prison administrator put the latest edition of the *Völkischer Beobachter* on the prisoner's table. The newspaper reported the events that had occurred in large format. Wrapped inside the newspaper was a pistol with only one bullet. Then these SS members left the cell.

Röhm ignored this blatant request for suicide. Röhm wanted to speak at the time, but the SS officer forbade him from speaking. So Röhm stood straight—he had taken off his upper garment—revealing a face full of contempt. The gun did not fire. Those SS members—carefully this time, because they expected their victim to commit a desperate act—had the cell door opened again. Eicke and Lippert slowly raised their guns and aimed at Röhm, who had struck a pose. "Don't panic," Eicke whispered to his trembling deputy. Two bullets ended Ernst Röhm's life. He died like this, the violence of his death no less than his conduct in life. Towards that friend whom he had expended great effort to help reach a high status that no other German had ever achieved, there was only a share of contempt.

With Röhm's death as the opening, the Night of the Long Knives began.
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In the Night of the Long Knives that began on June 30, 1934, the core leadership of the Nazi Party and the lumpenproletariat within its high ranks, who advocated for the elimination of the upper classes and total destruction, were purged. But Hitler's purge list was not limited to this group.

The purpose of this operation was to secure the support of the German Wehrmacht, and Hitler did not hide his intentions from them. Before the operation, Hitler had provided the Wehrmacht leadership with a list of his political enemies, including former Chancellor Kurt von Schleicher, who came from the military, and those loyal to Vice-Chancellor Papen.

At least 85 people died in the reckoning of the Night of the Long Knives, with the final death toll likely reaching into the hundreds, and over a thousand opponents were arrested.

The SS and the Gestapo carried out the operation. Except for one person who was killed by mistake due to a mix-up with their name, the entire operation was executed with considerable precision.

Even though former Chancellor Schleicher and former military intelligence chief Bredow, who had military backgrounds, were murdered, almost the entire German military approved of the Night of the Long Knives. The aging and frail President Hindenburg even sent a telegram expressing "deep gratitude" and congratulating Hitler on "nipping treason in the bud." General Reichenau also announced at this time that Schleicher had long plotted to overthrow the government, expressing the Wehrmacht's attitude.

On August 2, 1934, within 24 hours of President Hindenburg's death, Army Commander-in-Chief Fritsch ordered the Wehrmacht to swear allegiance to Hitler. This oath of loyalty, which violated the still-valid Weimar Constitution, was dictated by Reichenau and transcribed by a major. At the time, many officers foresaw the evil consequences it would produce. General Beck, then head of the Truppenamt (Troop Office), called this day the "darkest day of his life."

Regardless of how much those generals loathed this oath, this was the price. All units of the Wehrmacht officers and soldiers assembled and read the oath in open grounds: "I swear by God this sacred oath, that I will render unconditional obedience to Adolf Hitler, the Führer of the German Reich and people, Supreme Commander of the Armed Forces, and that I am ready as a brave soldier to risk my life at any time for this oath."

Hitler attended the military oath ceremony in Berlin. On the reviewing stand, Hitler watched as unit after unit of Berlin troops read the oath led by their commanders. The generals and field officers of the General Staff had read the oath even earlier. Having been through so many storms, Hitler's expression was calm and unruffled. He watched these Wehrmacht soldiers take the oath quietly, and when they saluted him, Hitler returned the Nazi salute.

But Hitler's emotions were actually quite stirred. Facing such an oath, Hitler recalled his meeting with Röhm at the beginning of 1934. In that meeting, Röhm had mentioned something related to oaths.

In 1919, 15 years ago, Kaiser Wilhelm II received notice from the army that they wanted an armistice.

Facing Wilhelm II, Heye, who was responsible for delivering this news, said, "The army remains loyal to Your Majesty, but they are exhausted and have no will to fight. They just want rest and peace. Right now, they will not march into the country, even if Your Majesty led them personally it would be of no use. They will not fight against Bolshevism either; their only wish is for an armistice, the sooner the better; therefore, every hour is important."

Wilhelm II demanded loudly, "Then, if I abdicate, would the army be willing to fight their way back into the country?"

Schulenburg swore that they would not violate their sacred oaths and abandon their monarch and supreme commander in a difficult moment.

Hearing this, Groener shrugged his shoulders and said unceremoniously, "Military oaths? Supreme Commander? These are just words. Once spoken, they are nothing but a scrap of paper."

Schulenburg was furious. He retorted that these statements only showed that Groener "did not understand the mood of the frontline soldiers." The army remained loyal to its oath and would absolutely not abandon the Kaiser.

Röhm, whom Hitler had ordered executed, had wanted to use this incident to convince Hitler that the traditional German officer corps was unreliable. But now, with Röhm dead, the officer corps was swearing allegiance to Hitler personally. Facing such a situation, Hitler had mixed feelings.

Just then, at the China Aircraft Design Bureau, the second design version of the J-9 fighter was finally completed. The previous parameter had been confirmed; an engineer from the calculation center had introduced an unpublished empirical calculation model into the calculations, leading to the data change.

For this reason, the leadership of the Design Bureau made a special trip to the capital and invited a university research group to explain this calculation model. After spending five days discussing this model, it was decided to use this empirical formula for now. The entire formula solved a turbulence issue inside the engine very well.

The country was researching supercritical thermal power stations, around 24 MPa and temperatures between 538–560°C. Although water does not evaporate under such high pressure, it exhibits gaseous properties when flowing in pipes. In this high-temperature and high-pressure environment, power generation efficiency using this gas-like water is higher.

There was naturally relative research regarding high-temperature and high-pressure environments. The research group in the capital had not initially thought that the empirical model from thermal power research could be used to a certain extent in the turbofan engine field.

The Aircraft Design Bureau finally managed to finalize the new prototype design before the scheduled deadline. The next task was to wait for the production enterprises to complete the plan.

They thought there would be a celebration meeting, but unexpectedly, the Director and Secretary of the Design Bureau called a meeting. As soon as the group of engineers, who had begun to take on major responsibilities, sat down, the Secretary said, "There is a thought now: should the Design Bureau continue to be retained?"

Hearing this, the engineers were stunned. The work was going well, so why was there sudden talk of disbanding? Seeing everyone's astonished expressions, the Secretary continued to explain, "The Design Bureau's work has been very successful and has solved many problems. But the domestic aviation industry is developing very fast, and several new aircraft manufacturing enterprises have been built. These enterprises all need technical teams, so the idea of whether to split up the Design Bureau has emerged. Even if the Design Bureau no longer exists, China's aviation industry will not only continue to exist but will develop rapidly."

At this point, the Secretary looked at Wang Donglu. "Donglu, what do you think?"

Hearing this, Wang Donglu hesitated for a moment before answering, "Secretary, I will do whatever the state plans. I obey the state's arrangements. But personally, I still want to work in the Design Bureau. I have been nurtured by the state since 1920, and I want to keep working like this."

The Secretary laughed, "Hehe, working in an aircraft company is also serving the country. You don't need to worry about treatment; companies also look at ability. As for the original purpose of the Aircraft Design Bureau, it was established on the basis of catching up. Airplanes are a new thing, and China didn't start researching them much later than foreign countries. However, our basic industry couldn't compare to foreign countries. So the Design Bureau was created to utilize the power of the state and the relationship between the state and the latest research departments to ensure that the Design Bureau's level would not have a generation gap with the world. Now, the speed of our technical industrial level improvement is very fast, and there is no generation gap with the world in these basic fields. Even in a few areas, we can acquire technology through imports and exchanges. The original significance of the Aircraft Design Bureau is different now. It's not about driving everyone away, but letting everyone perform in a broader space. Aircraft manufacturing enterprises are very eager for you to go work there; they also look forward to relying on you to build more efficient and powerful R&D teams."

Listening to these words, Wang Donglu felt that the matter seemed basically decided. Regardless of what the higher-ups thought, Wang Donglu still wanted to stay in the Aircraft Design Bureau. This wasn't some deeply considered matter, just that Wang Donglu was used to it here. He felt that the Aircraft Design Bureau was where he wanted to be.

The Secretary did not continue to question Wang Donglu but asked others. The others' attitudes were similar to Wang Donglu's. In the following days, talks began with the engineers in the Design Bureau. On August 19, people sent by the four major domestic aircraft manufacturing enterprises began to talk with the engineers, sounding out their intentions.

Although all four major aircraft manufacturing plants expressed their anticipation for Wang Donglu to join their enterprises, Wang Donglu felt uncomfortable all over. After thinking about it several times, Wang Donglu confirmed his feelings. He just wanted to continue working in the fighter jet field, and the Aircraft Design Bureau itself was currently a mixed unit; civilian and military technologies were actually developed together.

According to the path of these past years, purely developing military technology was too expensive and yielded no profit. That was why turboprop engines were used for civilian purposes first, using money from civilian applications to support military projects.

Having figured this out, Wang Donglu went to see the Secretary and voiced his thoughts. "Secretary, I only want to design fighter jets. So I hope to go to a relevant department, not to an aircraft manufacturing company."

The Secretary's gaze at Wang Donglu became sharp. "Engineer Wang, are you really sure you only want to work on fighter jets?"

Wang Donglu answered decisively, "Secretary. I originally joined the Design Bureau to produce the best fighter jets for the country. I also know that civilian use is the foundation, and I respect civilian use very much. But what I really want to do is build fighter jets."

"Alright. I understand." The Secretary ended the meeting just like that.

On September 11, the Aircraft Design Bureau announced it would cease operations on September 15. All personnel began to make their final choices, while Wang Donglu received a secret notice to go to the capital.

The climate in the capital was obviously much drier than in Kunming. After just two days in the capital, Wang Donglu's lips peeled and his body felt a bit itchy. Wang Donglu's ancestral home was Sichuan, but he had gone to school in Beiping, so he wasn't unfamiliar with such a climate. Compared to Beiping, the capital's climate was even somewhat milder.

Wang Donglu prepared with all his might when he learned he was to contact the Air Force. But after waiting for five days without receiving a notice, and while he was anxious, Wang Donglu's father came to the guesthouse where Wang Donglu was staying. Upon seeing him, he said excitedly, "Donglu, get ready, we're going to dinner."

"I still have to wait for the notice," Wang Donglu demurred. His father's main friends were former Qing officials and old Beiyang people, and Wang Donglu really didn't want to mix with those people.

Father Wang laughed, "What are you thinking! This time Mr. Zhao Tianlin is attending. He helped you so much; shouldn't you go see him?"

Wang Donglu was a bit surprised. Zhao Tianlin was one of the few high-ranking officials in He Rui's government who had resigned. Although when Zhao Tianlin was Vice Premier, he was in charge of science, technology, culture, and health, and had great power. But after resigning, Professor Zhao Tianlin mainly provided legal aid to various colored peoples through international human rights organizations and promoted anti-racist concepts. In terms of international influence, it was actually greater than when he was Vice Premier.

In terms of Chinese people's influence internationally, Zhao Tianlin's prestige was second only to He Rui. He Rui's international influence wasn't because he was the Chairman of the Republic of China, but because He Rui had reshaped the East Asian order through war and political means, and through establishing a substantive alliance between China and France, caused new changes in the international order.

Zhao Tianlin was considered an important person who upheld He Rui's international human rights concepts and played a huge role in raising the level of human morality. Zhao Tianlin's status could no longer be explained by "power," especially in China, where a figure who promoted morality rather than interpreting it even somewhat transcended the realm of power.

"I'll change clothes right now," Wang Donglu stood up immediately and answered.

On the way, Father Wang emphasized to Wang Donglu several times, "Your job was helped by Mr. Zhao. You cannot forget your roots!"

Wang Donglu knew his father wanted him to thank Zhao Tianlin face-to-face after meeting, and to say nothing else. So he replied, "Dad, I know. But I also want to express my admiration to Dr. Zhao. It's not easy to promote racial equality internationally these days."

Father Wang used to be a Provincial Administration Commissioner. Hearing his son speak like this, he said no more.

The place for the gathering was a not-too-large hotel, with a plaque reading "Beiping Restaurant." Judging by the name, it likely specialized in Beijing and Tianjin cuisine. Not many people came; it was Duan Qirui, Xu Shichang, and other old Beiyang figures. When Zhao Tianlin came out, several people stood up. The last time Wang Donglu saw Zhao Tianlin in person was ten years ago. Since then, he had mostly seen news of Zhao Tianlin in newspapers.

Seeing him this time, he felt that Zhao Tianlin hadn't changed much in the past ten years, feeling perhaps a bit more elegant and steady.

Everyone took their seats. Xu Shichang spoke first, "Gentlemen, the last time we met was to mourn Duke Zhang. After Duke Zhang passed away, the world lost another old friend. A pity, a sigh."

Everyone sighed. Wang Donglu had already decided to speak little, and at this moment he dared not make a sound. Zhang Xiluan had never shown his face in public these years, but just mentioning Zhang Xiluan's name, who among those from Beiyang dared not respect it? In terms of age, Zhang Xiluan was old enough to be Wang Donglu's great-grandfather, so it was even less Wang Donglu's turn to speak.

After everyone praised Zhang Xiluan for a while, Xu Shichang said, "Gentlemen, I will be eighty next year. Thanks to the love of His Excellency, I was made the Director of the National Archives. At my age, I naturally should make way for the worthy. My resignation has been approved, and it will be officially announced in two days. I am also going home to retire."

After listening, Duan Qirui followed, "I will be seventy next year. After finishing this term, I won't run for Member of Parliament anymore. Just right to be a neighbor with Brother Xu."

Hearing this, Zhao Tianlin also felt some emotion in his heart. Zhao Tianlin was considered a member of the "New Beiyang," but in reality, this was just the view of the Old Beiyang people. The so-called New Beiyang referred to the soldiers from Beiyang headed by He Rui, as well as the group who studied abroad on funds from the Qing and Beiyang. But Zhao Tianlin knew very well that the idea of this group had always been to overthrow Beiyang and establish a New China. Especially under He Rui's leadership, before Beiyang surrendered, Beiyang had always been the enemy.

At this moment, when the Old Beiyang was about to completely disappear from the political stage, Zhao Tianlin also had some feelings. In any case, Zhao Tianlin's group had some connection with Beiyang. The Old Beiyang people, at least, did not stand on the opposite side and belonged to a peaceful surrender. With the departure of the Old Beiyang people, an old era had completely drawn its curtains. At this moment, Zhao Tianlin could not remain indifferent.

After exchanging a few pleasantries, Duan Qirui asked again, "Mr. Zhao, you studied law in the United States and are practicing law now. I want to ask you something: can His Excellency remain in power for a long time?"

Zhao Tianlin also knew some things now and could only tell the truth, "The country has an election system. As long as the Chairman is elected, he will naturally continue to govern. Director-General Duan, we are a republic. Speaking of becoming an emperor, that is a joke. As for a life presidency, it looks beneficial to China's present. But if it truly violates the system, it would be a bad thing."

"How so?" Duan Qirui disagreed slightly.

Zhao Tianlin answered, "With the Chairman's talent and the degree to which he is recognized, long-term governance would be a very good case study. It proves the vitality of the republican system itself. But the republican system is a selection system. If the system is broken, it will become a bad precedent later. Not to say everyone will fight for it, but at least some will have crooked thoughts. At that time, although we will no longer be around, what will future generations say? 'The one who initiated this, has he no posterity?'"

These words were heavy enough. Wang Donglu heard his heart beat faster, and he started to regret his decision to come to dinner.
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Wang Donglu originally thought the old men of the Beiyang clique would talk for a long time, but he didn't expect that with just one phrase from Zhao Tianlin—"The initiator of this evil, will they have no posterity?"—Xu Shichang and Duan Qirui would cease their discussion. Soon, Wang Donglu's father brought up the matter of Wang Donglu. Hearing that the aircraft design bureau where Wang Donglu worked had ceased operations and personnel were being transferred to other departments, Zhao Tianlin's expression actually showed a kind of relief. Looking Wang Donglu up and down, Zhao Tianlin said to Wang's father, "The state naturally has its arrangements. How could the state let a talent like Nephew Wang sit idle?"

Hearing this, the stone weighing on Wang's father's heart was finally lifted. If not for his precious son, Old Master Wang would not have been willing to attend such a gathering. Since he had come, what he hoped for was to hear an evaluation of the future from a figure like Zhao Tianlin. Since even Zhao Tianlin thought there was no problem, Wang's father didn't ask further.

After the meal, Wang's father took Wang Donglu back to the guesthouse. As the taxi stopped outside, Wang's father simply said, "Wait here properly, don't wander off. When you're done with your business, come home for a visit."

Wang Donglu now understood his father's intentions. Realizing that his father had taken his affairs so to heart, he was truly moved and didn't know what to say for a moment.

His father pushed his shoulder. "Go on, quickly. In case someone is looking for you right now, are you going to make them wait? Whatever you have to say, say it when you get home."

Wang Donglu could only utter a "Thanks, Dad" before getting out of the car. Turning back at the guesthouse entrance, he saw the taxi, which looked as if it were made of thin sheet metal, already driving away into the distance.

Entering the guesthouse and walking to the corridor where his room was located, he saw two men in military uniform standing at his door. This startled Wang Donglu; he had never expected the military to actually come for him at this time.

In the afternoon, Wang Donglu began to undergo a personnel investigation. Wang Donglu hadn't been subjected to such a detailed investigation in a long time. He had undergone similar vetting during his brief stint in the National Security Bureau and before joining the Aircraft Design Bureau. But compared to those times, the emphasis this time was clearly greater.

Four days later, after completing the investigation, Wang Donglu had a talk with the National Defense Force. Behind a door in a long corridor of an office building, Wang Donglu spoke with a Major General Luo of the military. The Major General asked Wang Donglu if he was willing to work at a certain aircraft research institute. Wang Donglu answered immediately, "As long as it's a research institute that builds fighter jets, I'm willing."

After he spoke, Wang Donglu waited for a long conversation with Major General Luo. Instead, Major General Luo took out a document and placed it in front of him. "Take your time, read it carefully. After you finish, decide whether or not to sign this contract." With that, Major General Luo stood up and left the room.

Wang Donglu looked at a major sitting nearby, feeling that this officer's job was probably not to converse with him, and opened the document to read. It was a contract listing the responsibilities and obligations of both parties if Wang Donglu was willing to go to the aircraft research institute.

Most conditions were nothing special, except that after Wang Donglu ended his cooperative relationship with the institute, he would have to undergo a "desensitization period" lasting several years. During this period, Wang Donglu would have to live in a designated place and could not meet with anyone outside of regulations.

When Major General Luo returned, Wang Donglu asked about this contract clause that made him uncomfortable. "Major General Luo, if I work at this institute until retirement, will I still need this desensitization period?"

Hearing this, Major General Luo shook his head. "Even after ending the contract relationship, you must undergo this desensitization period. The content to be observed during the desensitization period is the same. Expert Wang, the industry you are engaged in involves national technical secrets. I think you already have a deep understanding of this."

The phrase "technical secrets" lifted Wang Donglu's spirits, and he immediately stated, "Where do I sign?"

"Do you want to consider it a bit more?" Major General Luo did not answer immediately.

Wang Donglu replied briskly, "I'm already prepared!"

Seeing Wang Donglu's firm attitude, Major General Luo had the major beside him point out several places for Wang Donglu to sign the date and time. Afterward, the major opened an inkpad box and had Wang Donglu press his fingerprint over his signature.

After this process was completed, Major General Luo stood up and extended his hand to Wang Donglu, who was wiping the red ink from his finger with paper. "Welcome, Expert Wang, to work at the research institute."

As their hands clasped together, Wang Donglu knew he could continue to serve the country and the fighter jet industry, and his heart finally settled.

Two days later, Wang Donglu bid farewell to his parents, boarded a plane with his luggage, and headed straight for his destination: Chengdu. This beautiful city would be Wang Donglu's future workplace.

At the aircraft research institute, Wang Donglu successively met many old colleagues. Just seeing these people made Wang Donglu very happy. Everyone had worked together for so many years and held each other in high regard. It was evident that the standard for this personnel adjustment was truly both virtue and talent.

At the first meeting of the aircraft research institute, a Senior Colonel in military uniform distributed a list to everyone. "Experts, your future work will mainly consist of two parts. One part is the production of our country's fighter jets. The other part is to analyze and determine the strength of fighter jets equipped by countries around the world based on aircraft data. Ultimately, we aim to develop our country's fighter jets targeting foreign ones."

The crowd was stunned. Wang Donglu recalled his own fighter jet R&D experience. From the establishment of the Aircraft Design Bureau by the Northeast Government in 1918 until the end of the Anglo-Chinese War in 1927, attention had been focused on solving the problems encountered by their own fighter jets. After 1927, the main effort was placed on how to complete the research and development of the new-style combat aircraft planned by He Rui. During these dozen years or so, the Aircraft Design Bureau rarely made requirements to compare with foreign aircraft. Suddenly being given such a comparative task was truly unexpected.

After the Defense Force explained the work content, they left the materials and departed. The model here at the aircraft research institute was the same as the Aircraft Design Bureau, still with experts forming teams to complete tasks. The experts divided into various groups according to their specialties and began working.

Wang Donglu hadn't expected research could be so fun. When burying their heads in researching only their own aircraft, what everyone encountered were all their own various problems. The content of discussions was nothing more than how to solve these problems and why such problems appeared. The sense of frustration generated by this self-negation and doubt was actually quite tormenting.

Now that they were looking at foreign aircraft, they could discuss matters on their own merits very freely, and these foreign aircraft truly brought everyone too much fun. In terms of design philosophy, apart from the landing gear structure where foreign countries still persisted in the mode of having two wheels at the front, other design ideas were basically consistent with China's aircraft before 1927. As experts, they understood this content at a glance.

Especially in 1934, when the British Air Ministry issued the F.7/30 fighter specification (Note: The text says F5/34, but historically F.7/30 led to the Spitfire, though F.37/34 was later. The text explicitly mentions Supermarine and Mitchell). The text mentions the F5/34 specification, multiple companies competing, and Supermarine's engineer Reginald Mitchell offering two designs—Type 300 and K5054. Ultimately, the Type 300 won and was named "Spitfire".

If He Rui hadn't intervened and ended the research and development of piston-engine fighter jets, it's possible that China's latest fighter jet would be very similar to the Spitfire.

But the data on the Spitfire was not particularly complete. Not only British fighters, but the data on fighters from France, the Soviet Union, and the United States in 1934 was also incomplete. However, just from these basic materials, the experts at the Aircraft Research Institute knew that their peers around the world had not been idle during the years the Chinese Aircraft Design Bureau was agonizing. Foreign peers were ceaselessly developing new-style aircraft. The reason the Chinese Aircraft Design Bureau didn't communicate much with foreign peers was largely, one feared, due to He Rui's determination to burn his bridges and insist on developing a Chinese aircraft technological route. After seven years of hard work, the experts had fulfilled their mission.

As long as enough resources are invested, the power of a radial engine can be made greater than that of a turboprop engine, and aircraft using radial engines can theoretically be faster than China's J-9 prototype. But the Chinese experts were not panicked at all after seeing the results of their foreign peers. As long as foreign peers continued to use piston engines, Chinese fighter jets only needed to make adjustments and improvements on the existing foundation to remain in a leading state. Because the two sides were no longer playing the same game.

Professor Zhao Tianlin did not know that Wang Donglu, whom he had helped, was now brimming with confidence. He was simply landing in Mexico City on the ultra-long-range civilian airliner that Wang Donglu had participated in developing. This year's International Human Rights Organization conference was held in the Mexican capital, Mexico City. Although the World Human Rights Organization was established under China's lead with its headquarters in Hangzhou, the internal structure of the Human Rights Organization was not a hierarchical relationship like that within the Third International, but rather a relationship of cooperation and consultation.

The human rights organizations of various countries were independent institutions of equal status. The various continental branches of the Human Rights Organization were not leading bodies but secretariat-type departments, with the headquarters merely providing a fixed meeting venue.

On the streets of Mexico City, most of the people coming and going wore hats with ultra-wide brims in the local style. The person who came to welcome Zhao Tianlin also presented him with one of these wide-brimmed hats, which reminded Zhao Tianlin of China's bamboo hats and straw hats. And Zhao Tianlin soon felt the practicality of this hat. in a high-altitude area like Mexico City, the ultraviolet rays were exceptionally strong. Even riding a horse without direct exposure to the sun, the reflection from the surrounding environment alone made Zhao Tianlin's skin feel uncomfortable.

The International Human Rights Organization was a non-governmental organization, and the Mexican government did not send anyone to attend. Riding alongside Zhao Tianlin on the street was the representative of the American International Human Rights Organization, Edgar Snow. Among the members of the American International Human Rights Organization, many were journalists like Edgar Snow. Because these journalists had written many books profoundly exposing the dark side of American society during the Great Depression, the then-President Hoover had given these people a nickname: "Muckrakers."

But Edgar Snow was not unhappy about his title of "Muckraker." He had met Zhao Tianlin several times and wanted to talk about the latest achievements of the "Muckrakers." "Dear Mr. Zhao, after the book about American food came out, it is said that after President Roosevelt read it, he never ate sausages produced in American factories again."

Zhao Tianlin laughed. "Haha, we also had several meat processing enterprises in our country that went bankrupt because they were exposed in the newspapers." When it came to the nature of capitalists in various countries, it was really a case of the pot calling the kettle black, and Zhao Tianlin had no intention of speaking up for this bunch of capitalists.

Hearing Zhao Tianlin say this, Edgar sighed. "Of the factory-produced sausages I've eaten, the Soviet Union's 'Doctor's Sausage' undoubtedly has the best quality. I went to the Soviet Union last year. I like the Soviet people very much, but I don't like the Soviet system."

Zhao Tianlin had also eaten "Doctor's Sausage." "Doctor's Sausage" required 15% high-quality beef, 60% lean pork, and 25% fat pork (semi-fat pork, not the pure fat used in many recipes now). Undoubtedly, if the recipe was strictly followed, the shelf life of these products would be very short and the cost extremely high. Even if the selling price was raised and preservatives provided by China were used, the profit margin of the Soviet Doctor's Sausage was far lower than that of sausages where inferior ingredients were passed off as good. So what the Soviet Union provided at this time were just sausage coupons, and the output was not very sufficient.

Even so, anyone who had eaten this kind of sausage would marvel that a factory could continuously produce such high-quality sausages. There was a reason why the Soviet Union was called the "conscience of the workers."

Zhao Tianlin replied, "The Soviet system is a welfare system. From its inception, this system was aimed at satisfying the working class."

The American Human Rights Organization representative, Snow, nodded. "I respect such an attitude very much. There are also very many people in Europe who support the idea of this welfare system. However, neither China nor the United States seems willing to accept the welfare system."

The Chinese representative, Zhao Tianlin, agreed with Snow's observation. "The volume of China and the United States determines that if we want to develop the economy effectively, what is needed is to hold the bottom line, and absolutely not abandon the people."

"Yes, Dr. Zhao. The Soviet Union has a crime called the 'crime of sabotage.' This may be the Soviet Union's way of not abandoning the people. But I personally do not like to see such a system."

Zhao Tianlin touched the back of his hand. Wearing the large-brimmed hat, only the backs of his hands were exposed. Even in just this short while, Zhao Tianlin felt uncomfortable. Urging his horse forward, Zhao Tianlin changed the subject, speaking of one of the topics he brought this time: "How to resist the logical invasion of developed Euro-American industrial countries."

It wasn't that Zhao Tianlin was afraid that evaluating the Soviet Union would lead to diplomatic problems. He currently had no official status, and in the formal diplomatic field, the Soviet Union had no reason to link Zhao Tianlin with the Chinese government. Moreover, the intensity of this criticism was nothing on a global scale; among the figures attacking the Soviet Union most ferociously, Trotsky was the most dazzling one.

But Snow seemed particularly interested in the Soviet Union, and he directly combined Zhao Tianlin's topic with the Soviet Union. "It seems the Soviet Union has already established its own logic. I wonder if the Soviet Union has considered the antagonistic nature of this logic with Europe and America?"

Zhao Tianlin could only answer, "The Soviet Union has certainly noticed this antagonism. However, the Soviet personnel I have come into contact with seem unwilling to admit that they are a welfare system country. They insist that what they are doing is called Communism. I have also met many people who support the Soviet Union, and their level of excitement about this even exceeds that of the Soviets. They believe that describing the Soviet Union as a welfare system country is the greatest insult to the Soviet Union."

Snow felt a resonance in his heart; he had also encountered the things Zhao Tianlin recounted. Snow himself had deep expectations for Communism, but after going to the Soviet Union, Soviet-style Communism made Snow feel very uncomfortable. But once Zhao Tianlin defined the Soviet Union as a country implementing a "welfare system" rather than a Communist country, this sense of dissonance quickly disappeared. Even those unpleasant systems of the Soviet Union suddenly became more understandable.

"This is Chairman He's view, isn't it?" Snow asked.

Zhao Tianlin knew he couldn't avoid the topic of Communism, so he simply stopped evading it. He answered decisively, "Yes. This is Chairman He's judgment of the Soviet Union, and this is also Chairman He's analysis of the Communist movement being influenced by the Soviet Union. If the Soviet model is taken as the template for Communism, it will cause very serious influence on the Communist movement."

"Will you deliver a speech on this aspect at this conference? Professor Zhao," Snow asked expectantly.

Zhao Tianlin shook his head. "The theme of my speech this time has nothing to do with ideological content like Communism or Capitalism. The biggest problem countries face now lies in the difficulties encountered at the execution level. If these problems cannot be solved, the oppressed people of the world cannot be liberated. For example, the white people among white supremacists actually want to utilize white supremacy. But the people of liberated countries naturally develop imperialist sentiments. True liberation is neither white supremacy, nor black supremacy, nor supremacy of any other race or skin color. Utilizing industrial advantages to maintain a country's super-profits is a common tendency of industrial countries. Only by clarifying this issue can we understand the internal logic of developed Euro-American industrial countries. Only by understanding their logic can we resist this logic."

Edgar Snow only then understood why Zhao Tianlin was unwilling to continue discussing the issue of Soviet Communism, but he was really concerned about the Soviet issue recently. Soon, Edgar Snow asked again, "Professor Zhao, will the Soviet Union also use the advantages of an advanced industrial country to obtain super-profits?"

Zhao Tianlin nodded. "This is an inevitable result in commercial trade. If the Soviet Union cannot provide a new world trade system, then the Soviet Union will inevitably do such things. In a certain sense, such problems will definitely appear in the development process of every country in the future. What we must do is not to give up eating for fear of choking, but to let all countries enter the new industrial age as soon as possible. Only in high-level economic exchanges can this kind of problem possibly be solved."

Edgar Snow couldn't help but smile. "This is really something to look forward to. What will the future world model look like?"

"It will definitely be different for each. Anyway, I can't imagine the American North and the American South adopting the same housing." Zhao Tianlin reminded Snow very subtly that the world could absolutely not be exactly the same.
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Edgar Snow and the others rode their horses higher and higher along the streets of Mexico City, finally arriving at their destination: a manor situated in the upper part of the city. This was the residence provided by the Mexican President. At the entrance, the Mexican Minister of the Interior was welcoming the attendees.

As soon as he entered the manor, Edgar Snow displayed his journalistic instincts and began contacting the representatives he was interested in. He first approached the French representative. Opening the conversation, Snow asked, "I wonder if the French government agrees to transform the International Human Rights Organization into a state-based organization?"

The French representative wanted to speak but hesitated. Over the past two years, as the influence of the International Human Rights Organization expanded, representatives from many countries had come under its scrutiny. The view that the organization should transition from an international academic body to a formal organization of states had been gaining traction.

Just as the Mexican government was willing to host the International Human Rights Organization meeting in Mexico City—politically, this was a good opportunity to promote Mexico to the world. The French government also hoped to possess moral rallying power, so there were voices within the French parliament and government suggesting that an International Human Rights Organization composed of various nations should replace the existing academic one.

The French representative paused for a moment before replying, "There has been no such decision at this stage, but the French government is considering recognizing the International Human Rights Organization."

Snow continued to ask, "Is the French government worried about the possibility of being stripped of its qualification as a human rights organization?"

Knowing that Edgar Snow was a journalist, the French representative teased, "Mr. Snow, are you asking this question as a journalist or as a representative of the American human rights organization? Is the U.S. government not worried about being stripped of its qualification?"

Snow simply smiled and did not answer. When the International Human Rights Organization was a non-governmental organization, its internal relationships could be very flexible. Moreover, NGOs were not limited by state behavior. Just like Snow himself—he criticized the U.S. government for its systemic racial discrimination against Black people, but he would never be expelled from the International Human Rights Organization just because he was American.

However, once the U.S. government joined as a state entity, if the International Human Rights Organization asked why the United States practiced segregation and racial discrimination as a matter of policy, the U.S. government would find it difficult to answer.

In this regard, the French government faced the same difficulty. The whole world knew that China and France were in a substantial alliance. Given the current philosophy of the International Human Rights Organization, France's persecution of people in its colonies was something that had to be criticized. If the French government did not change, it would have to be stripped of its seat.

Snow asked, "If the International Human Rights Organization becomes a state-based organization, will the current philosophy of the organization be modified?"

"No," the French representative shook his head. "But there will be differences in the charter and system."

After saying this, the French representative voiced his own concern. "I heard that besides the four nations of the East Asian Alliance and the Soviet Union, some South American countries also want to become founding members of the potential state-based International Human Rights Organization."

An international organization did not necessarily need every country in the world to join; the number of founding nations could be small. Snow was shaken by this suggestion. Before Snow could speak, the French representative continued, "There is now a possibility that non-white nations will form the International Human Rights Organization. The French government is in a difficult position. No matter which white nation joins first, it will be seen as betraying the white world. Of course, Russian blood is considered to have been contaminated by the Mongols."

Snow fell silent. If the International Human Rights Organization became an alliance of non-white nations, it would be perceived as an organization antagonistic to the white world, which would inevitably greatly affect its influence among white nations. However, compared to an NGO, an international organization joined by states would see a leap in influence and rallying power.

How to choose? This was no longer something Snow could figure out.

For the rest of the time, Snow conversed with human rights representatives from various European countries. Most of the representatives from these countries had also heard some news, and their views on the future of the International Human Rights Organization were quite polarized. Moreover, what everyone was more concerned about was: if this became an international organization composed of states, would the original members from non-member countries be marginalized or suffer crackdowns domestically?

Snow felt that the United States likely would not become a founding member of the International Human Rights Organization, and he and the American human rights organization members faced the same problem. However, Edgar Snow was relatively optimistic. The transformation of the International Human Rights Organization into a state organization would itself greatly expand its influence. Furthermore, working for the legitimate rights of humanity was a great profession. As an American, Snow hoped that the United States could become a more civilized country where every American citizen could enjoy legitimate human rights.

While chatting with everyone, a commotion suddenly broke out in the venue. Following his journalistic instincts, Edgar Snow went toward the direction of the noise. Soon, several familiar faces left Snow speechless. The Weimar government of Germany no longer existed, but when it did, they had attached great importance to the International Human Rights Organization. Although the Weimar government's goal had been to criticize the immense suffering brought to the German people by the Treaty of Versailles, because Germany had been forced to lose all its colonies, it had paradoxically gained moral liberation. Therefore, the Weimar government often published human rights investigation reports at the annual meetings of the International Human Rights Organization through its domestic human rights organizations. In a sense, the Weimar government was the country that had earliest made its human rights organization chapters semi-governmental.

But now, the Weimar government was gone. Hitler, in accordance with the law, had turned Germany into a purely Nazi dictatorship. Now, this group of semi-official personnel had come again...

Under the strange gazes of the crowd, the Nazi German international human rights representatives said nothing and simply walked inside. Since the International Human Rights Organization had not yet convened a review of the German members' status, everyone could only watch them proceed to the rooms prepared for them.

The next day, the General Assembly of the International Human Rights Organization officially opened. At the meeting, the Mexican President spoke first. "Respected ladies and gentlemen. The Mexican government feels extremely honored to be the host of this International Human Rights Conference. Human rights are rights that all mankind should possess. Regardless of skin color, gender, religion, or age, every human being on Earth should receive their legitimate rights. The Mexican government was established based on such concepts of justice. The Mexican government fully identifies with the philosophy of the International Human Rights Organization and believes that the Mexican government should support such a just cause. Therefore, the Mexican government believes that all countries that abide by international human rights concepts should become members of the International Human Rights Organization in the capacity of state members. Thus, the Mexican government requests the respected representatives present to take this suggestion back to your countries. We look forward to more governments being willing to participate, making the promotion of human rights a cause supported by all nations."

Zhao Tianlin felt quite a few gazes directed at him, but he did not look back at all. As China's representative, Zhao Tianlin just stared at the Mexican President delivering the speech. After the speech ended, Zhao Tianlin was the first to applaud.

All countries knew that the International Human Rights Organization was established by China and originated from the Asian International Tribunal organized by China, and Zhao Tianlin was the convener of the Asian International Tribunal. Those who looked over probably thought that the Mexican President's speech might have stolen China's thunder.

Zhao Tianlin himself did not think so. China currently had its own difficulties. China had even collectively put the ANZAC corps on trial, so it was not afraid of foreign misunderstanding. However, the current establishment model of the International Human Rights Organization had clear camp divisions. If China took the lead, it would be misunderstood as a form of provocation. The Mexican President taking the lead was very beneficial for establishing Mexico's prestige, and China was also happy to let Mexico gain this honor.

Just on the second day after the Mexican President issued the initiative, China, Japan, Korea, Ryukyu, Upper Burma, and Assam all sent telegrams expressing their willingness to respond to the Mexican President's initiative and become founding nations of the International Human Rights Organization.

Seeing these telegrams, the Mexican President could not close his mouth from smiling. Mexico's largest neighbor was the United States, and US-Mexico relations were quite poor, but Mexico had no way to deal with the United States. Now, the only thing where Mexico could surpass the United States was in moral aspects like human rights.

Mexico had greatly stolen the spotlight this time. The Mexican President immediately called his deputy, "Immediately have the newspapers publish the news of the formation of the International Human Rights Organization, and have them publish the full text of the telegrams from the four East Asian nations."

Just as the Mexican President expected, American newspapers were finally forced to reprint the news from Mexican newspapers. Major newspapers in the United States and Europe immediately sent personnel to Mexico City. Even newspapers that could not arrive temporarily due to travel schedules immediately hired local journalists in Mexico to conduct urgent reporting.

In London, this news even briefly ranked ahead of the news that Prime Minister Baldwin was about to visit China. Prime Minister Baldwin had already prepared his itinerary; he was taking a special plane to China. Just as he was about to board at the airport, his secretary ran over quickly and breathlessly handed the latest newspaper to Baldwin.

Baldwin just glanced at it, then put away the newspaper and led the delegation onto the plane. When he reached the top of the gangway, Prime Minister Baldwin stopped, took off his hat, and waved a few times to the somewhat distracted journalists below the plane. As the journalists took photos, Prime Minister Baldwin entered the cabin.

The space inside the special plane was much more comfortable than commercial flights, but even so, the roar and vibration of the takeoff still made Prime Minister Baldwin feel uncomfortable. It was not until the plane reached a certain altitude that Prime Minister Baldwin had enough attention to read the newspaper.

Among the latest news in the newspaper, besides Mexico, China, Japan, Korea, and the Republic of Ryukyu joining the International Human Rights Organization, the Soviet Union, Hungary, Thailand, and several South American countries had also submitted applications to become founding nations of the International Human Rights Organization.

Seeing Thailand, Prime Minister Baldwin felt a burst of displeasure in his heart. In the strategic layer currently constructed by Britain, Thailand, as a member of the Sterling Bloc, belonged to Britain's peripheral organizations. He had not expected that Thailand would actually apply to become a founding nation of the International Human Rights Organization, an international organization completely uninfluenced by Britain.

But this was also the reason why British Prime Minister Baldwin was visiting China. In the past nearly ten years, the speed of China's development had exceeded Britain's imagination. After the end of the Sino-British War in 1927, Britain had been forced to accept the East Asian order reshaped by China.

Now, with the rapid development of China's economy, Britain's demand for the Chinese market had become very strong. Moreover, China's strength had once again compelled the British Prime Minister to go to China to have a frank conversation with China's leader, He Rui, to attempt to understand China's future direction.

Foreign Secretary Chamberlain (the elder) took the newspaper the Prime Minister had put down and read it. Soon, Foreign Secretary Chamberlain put down the newspaper and said, "Prime Minister, in the program of this International Human Rights Organization, there is an item about striving to eliminate various slavery systems in the world. It seems very targeted. In the French colonies, there are massive slavery systems."

Baldwin did not react; these small matters could naturally be left to the newspapers to handle. Currently, all countries with colonies had various slavery problems. Just like Britain—it had indeed abolished slavery domestically and in white colonies. But in British India, slavery based on local systems still existed. The British side had absolutely no ability to solve it, nor did it have any idea of spending huge costs to solve it.

Looking at this group of countries wanting to become founding nations of the International Human Rights Organization, they were all left-wing governments in Britain's eyes. This made Baldwin more certain of one question: did China have plans to overthrow the existing international order?

Current European planes could already cross the Atlantic. Britain went all the way east, where there were very many British colonies. The plane could arrive in China with only four landings. When the plane passed through France and Italy, the air forces of both countries sent planes to escort the British Prime Minister's special plane.

Two days later, Prime Minister Baldwin arrived at the Chinese border. Just after crossing the border, four planes flew over head-on. According to aerial radio communication, it was confirmed to be Chinese fighter jets coming to escort them.

Through the porthole, Prime Minister Baldwin saw the Chinese Air Force insignia painted on the skin of the Chinese fighter jets on both sides of the special plane, and he felt truly emotional in his heart. It had been less than 15 years since Britain won the European War. In these 15 years, the British Empire had not only failed to flourish, but its relative status had fallen even further.

At the end of the last century, the total industrial and agricultural output value of the United States had surpassed that of Britain. After the end of the European War, the industrial output values of France, the Soviet Union, and China had successively surpassed Britain. Although the industrial leads of France, the Soviet Union, and China over Britain were very limited, the fact that Britain had regressed to being the world's fifth-largest industrial producer caused quite a stir in Britain.

Britain's economy remained powerful, controlling the world's key shipping lanes and possessing the world's largest navy. But Britain's once world-leading industrial strength no longer existed. According to the British Cabinet's analysis, China, with a population of over 600 million, was undoubtedly likely to become the most powerful country in the future.

It was hard to accept emotionally that China, which had been beaten by Europe for 80 years, would become the world's most powerful country. Especially since China was a purely non-white country, this emotion was even harder to accept.

But calculating from cold hard data, China's population was five times that of the United States. As long as China's per capita industrial and agricultural output value was only one-fifth of the United States, the industrial and agricultural production organization of the two countries would be the same. If China's per capita industrial and agricultural output value were half that of the United States, China's total industrial and agricultural output value would be 2.5 times that of the United States.

It was only after hearing such a simple numerical calculation that Baldwin decided to come to China in person. China had already caused an imbalance in the international balance of power once, and in the future, it would probably cause the international balance of power to tilt again. Before such a decisive situation occurred, Baldwin had to determine China's position.

The reception China provided for Baldwin was standard. Chinese Premier Wu Youping personally received Baldwin. The status of a Prime Minister in China was equivalent to a Premier, while the status of the Chairman of the Republic of China was equivalent to the British King. So He Rui only had to wait for Baldwin to visit at his official residence.

This was Baldwin's first time entering No. 7 Renmin Road, and he was somewhat curious about the architecture here. He Rui's official residence was very traditional and did not have the magnificent appearance of Europe. But these buildings were very elegant and gave Baldwin a peculiarly modern feeling. Especially after taking the elevator to the third floor, Baldwin felt that He Rui was a person who quite enjoyed life.

In the study on the third floor, Baldwin met He Rui, who was dressed in casual clothes. Looking at this young leader in his early forties, Baldwin felt somewhat lost. Although he was 23 years older than He Rui, Baldwin was only appointed as Financial Secretary to the Treasury, a low-ranking official, in 1917. And in that same year, He Rui was already a General Zhen'an of the Republic of China and Chairman of the Northeast Government. In Britain, he would belong to the powerful figures second only to the Prime Minister.

Baldwin became Prime Minister in 1923, and He Rui also became the de facto ruler of China in 1923. The political seniority of the two was roughly the same. But by 1927, although Britain was still the most important great power in the world, Baldwin was slightly weaker than He Rui in terms of political influence.

By now, Baldwin had to come to China in person, and he had absolutely no intention of nitpicking He Rui's attire. In He Rui's official residence, even if He Rui wore pajamas, Baldwin had no way to express anything. This was the relationship between political strength and political seniority.

Thinking of this, the figures of a group of powerful people in British politics involuntarily flashed through Baldwin's mind. This made Baldwin feel a little uneasy. Although most of these people were older than He Rui, these future leaders of British politics had even lower political seniority compared to He Rui.

He Rui, on the other hand, did not think so much. He was wearing casual clothes because he was preparing a new book recently. This was a book for the National Defense Force, titled *Aviation Duty*. It described tactics for using large numbers of aircraft to fly continuously over the battlefield in future wars, attacking enemy large targets upon encounter.

He Rui had originally wanted to name the book *No-Fly Zone*, but after thinking about it, he decided against it. That name didn't sound murderous enough.

So He Rui had actually changed his clothes for Baldwin's visit. Seeing Baldwin lost in thought at this moment, He Rui smiled and asked, "I wonder what kind of tea Mr. Prime Minister prefers?"
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"Mr. Chairman, under your leadership, the living standards of the Chinese people have continued to rise. We hope that China will always live in a prosperous, civilized, and peaceful state. This is of great significance to the prosperity and peace of the world."

Hearing Baldwin's words, He Rui showed almost no reaction, merely lifting his teacup for a sip. This indifferent attitude made Baldwin feel that his compliments and groundwork were becoming somewhat tedious. But Baldwin's purpose for this trip was not to flatter He Rui. He continued to state his objective, "A good trade relationship has been established between China and Britain. The British government has always viewed relations with China as extremely important. I have also seen that the Chinese government has expressed many friendly attitudes towards Sino-British relations. I believe this is very good news for the world. At this stage, we very much want to understand China's future strategic direction."

Listening to Baldwin's statement, He Rui recalled the attitude within the Party. Apart from thoughts on the consumption of resources in a future Sino-British war, the Party members felt that while they might not be impatient for another war with Britain, they at least considered a renewed outbreak of war to be a matter of course. China's high-level leadership did not necessarily have any interest in that place called India; everyone simply viewed India from a geopolitical perspective. As long as India was restored to its historical state of independence—restoring the traditional dozen or so countries—China's geopolitical security pressure would drop precipitously. China had no interest in Indian territory, but China would not let Britain take advantage either.

Since Baldwin was so frank, He Rui did not conceal his own views. "Our attitude on the border demarcation issue is consistent: territories that traditionally belong to China must return to China. This is our consistent stance. Apart from this, China's future direction is peaceful development, and to let China's development benefit the globe."

Baldwin felt a bit helpless in his heart, though only slightly. After the Sino-British War, although the McMahon Line had been abolished, the border demarcation work between China and Britain had not progressed much. However, the conflict was not very large either. Because of the independence of Upper Myanmar and the Assam region, China only bordered India in the Xinjiang area.

For this visit, the Baldwin Cabinet had already made a decision: they were prepared to make concessions in the entire Aksai Chin and Ladakh regions. The reason was very simple—it was not worth it for Britain to bury a fuse for war with China over a piece of wasteland with an altitude of over 3,000 meters. If this piece of land could be exchanged for long-term peace, the British Cabinet and even the Parliament believed it was worth it.

In early 1934, China had already given its final demarcation requirements to Britain. The reason was clear: all Tibetan regions must return to China. Unlike the weak Manchu Qing, China not only provided racial and religious proof and proposed an accurate territorial scope, but also clearly informed Britain that at the current stage, Britain must not take any actions to change the status quo of the region. If Britain did so, China could only consider the British side to be unilaterally changing the status quo.

The meaning of these words was clear: if Britain unilaterally changed the status quo, China would have to "restore the status quo." In British diplomatic parlance, this meant the outbreak of military conflict.

Although the British Cabinet and Parliament cursed China, both sides were very clear that if war broke out again between China and Britain, the fighting would absolutely not be centered in the high-altitude region of Leh, but would erupt across the entire Indian region.

Now, China and France were in a substantive alliance, the United States was trapped in an economic crisis, the Soviet Union was the object of a British blockade, and Germany had begun rebuilding its army after Hitler came to power. As for East Asia, it had already been united by He Rui. If a Sino-British war broke out, Britain would have to rely on its own strength to fight China in India. The last time Britain did this was fighting the Boers in South Africa. The Boers, with a total population of less than a million and no industry of their own, gave the British memories that ran deep.

However, Britain would absolutely not compromise under threat. The purpose of Baldwin's visit this time was to seek a deal. Since holding onto those hundred thousand square kilometers of plateau wasteland was a strategic burden for Britain, abandoning these hundred thousand square kilometers of plateau wasteland should bring strategic benefits to Britain.

"Mr. Chairman, Britain considers you a great statesman. Among your completed achievements, solving the strategic trap of the Far East region is undoubtedly an astonishing accomplishment." Baldwin began to cut straight to the point, but as the British Prime Minister, Baldwin cut in from a strategic level, expecting the conversation to remain on that level.

"According to the concepts of traditional European political science, the Far East is a strategic trap. Any action by you would trigger intense reactions from Russia and Japan. Even if China won in the short term, it would pay the price of long-term confrontation with Russia and Japan. But you saw through the situation with astonishing political vision, bringing stability to the current Far East region. This is a classic case in the political science departments of various universities. So, as a scholar yourself, how do you view the strategic trap that may exist between China and Britain?"

Sitting beside him, British Foreign Secretary Chamberlain (the elder) felt somewhat helpless hearing this. Calling a politician a scholar is a huge honor in Europe. But in reality, He Rui was a famous scholar in the field of world geopolitics who applied his learning to practice, holding high prestige in European academic circles. Prime Minister Baldwin addressing He Rui as a scholar made Secretary Chamberlain a bit helpless, but what made him even more unhappy was that this title was actually well-deserved.

Since Prime Minister Baldwin expressed friendliness, He Rui also answered frankly, "I have always believed that the countries in the Far East region knew this matter was a strategic trap; what everyone lacked was merely the courage to dismantle the trap. I simply solved the situation of mutual distrust in security and economics together with the Far East countries. After the Far East countries established security and economic mutual trust, this strategic trap was naturally resolved. Prime Minister, if you think about starting a war now from the perspective of Japan or the Soviet Union, you will discover a very strange result. Far East countries attacking each other is actually attacking their own markets and sources of commodities. Understanding this does not require profound political science concepts; one only needs to take a look at the trade data of the past five years to understand this fact."

Baldwin actually did not quite agree with He Rui's view in his heart. Britain believed that while China's means of maintaining security in the Far East region certainly had trade factors, the true foundation was that the Soviet Union could absolutely not defeat the East Asian Coalition forces in the Far East, and China, as the core of the East Asian Coalition, had the power to control all parties to prevent the outbreak of war.

What the British upper class and academic circles greatly appreciated was China's strategic understanding and strategic continuity in maintaining peace through a bold yet sufficiently cautious approach. This was also the reason Baldwin could obtain the support of the British upper class; the British upper class generally believed that China was a credible country with which interests could be exchanged.

"Mr. Chairman, do you consider the disputed areas between China and Britain to be a strategic trap?" Baldwin asked.

He Rui shook his head. "The strategic trap between China and Britain lies in the temptation of colonies. China will absolutely not acquire colonies, whether substantive or implicit."

If Upper Myanmar and the Assam region were currently Chinese colonies, these words would be a slap in his own face. But China had already granted independence to these two regions when reaching a package solution for border issues with Japan. Both regions were indeed independent politically and economically, having established governments of their own people. China had no diplomatic privileges in either region.

Since both regions adopted a state ownership system for land, China likewise did not possess any private land in either region. Even land leases were normal commercial contracts; for rubber plantations, which had the longest contract usage times, the lease period did not exceed 20 years. The lifespan of a rubber tree was just 25 years, and it could not be tapped for the first 7 years. The British government was not without experts; after conducting a comprehensive study of various facts, they admitted in their report to the British government that China indeed had not colonized Upper Myanmar and Assam.

Of course, the experts also emphasized in the report that Upper Myanmar and Assam had formed a substantive alliance relationship with China. Because of the close relationship between the two regions and China, this alliance relationship was very stable. If a Sino-British war broke out, these two regions would immediately join the Chinese side and become Britain's enemies.

Baldwin knew that at this stage, Britain had absolutely no power to divide the East Asian Alliance, nor could it divide the relationship between Upper Myanmar, Assam, and China. This was what forced Baldwin to come to China. If there were any opportunity within the security system constructed by China, no matter how small that crack was, Britain, this "shit-stirring stick," would be able to change form and insert itself, performing the offshore balancing operation Britain was most skilled at.

Baldwin continued, "Mr. Chairman, I believe your guarantee. But I find it very strange why China has no interest in colonies. Is this because of China's arrogance? I have heard that in Chinese history, areas outside of Chinese territory were viewed as barbarians."

He Rui felt that the British were truly skilled and brilliant "shit-stirring sticks," even bringing up China's Hua-Yi distinction (Civilized vs. Barbarian) to use. However, if even the British considered the Hua-Yi distinction to be China's strategic weakness, how could He Rui not know? Since Baldwin had presented his face to He Rui, He Rui had to go up and give it a slap, giving Baldwin some soul-shaking tremors.

"China is a country with 5,000 years of civilized history, and is also the only 5,000-year ancient civilization that has continued to this day. Where does China's vitality lie? Sir, China's vitality lies in continuous learning and progress. Chinese sages had a view: when things do not go smoothly, seek the cause in oneself. This kind of self-reflection is one of the cores of Chinese civilization. The Hua-Yi distinction was a concept proposed in a defensive state; with civilization developed to the current stage, this concept is already outdated and restricts the development of civilization..."

Baldwin listened intently, while British Foreign Secretary Chamberlain was somewhat disappointed. He knew He Rui would absolutely not say that China wanted to establish an empire on which the sun never sets. Sure enough, as Chamberlain expected, He Rui continued, "The China of today believes that if the world cannot develop in a more civilized direction, it will regress. Drawing a circle on the ground to make a prison does not promote the development of human civilization. China believes that the future world will definitely be a new world where all races, countries, and nations have equal status and dignity. In the new era, there will be no superiority of the white race, no superiority of the yellow race, and no racial superiority of any other people. In that era, all people on Earth will be liberated and become citizens of equal countries."

Chamberlain listened to the scratching sound made by the pen tips of the recorders in both diplomatic teams moving rapidly across the paper, feeling helpless at the precision of He Rui's wording. In European political concepts, there was a very clear division between subjects, freemen, and citizens. Citizens were those in a country who possessed the right to vote. Although the British people were subjects, they were at least granted the right to vote. This was a very high political right.

Back then, before the old American country gentlemen launched the War of Independence, they had jointly written a letter to the King of England, their suzerain. The language in the letter was extremely humble; the old American country gentlemen requested the King of England to grant them the right to vote, and to give the old American country gentlemen a certain number of parliamentary seats in the British Parliament. If Britain had agreed to such a request, the old country gentlemen in the North American colonies could have transformed instantly, becoming noble Englishmen!

However, the British government refused. The old American country gentlemen then shouted the slogan "No Taxation Without Representation" and raised the banner of rebellion against Britain.

Now that He Rui used "citizen," Secretary Chamberlain did not think this was any good omen.

But He Rui did not seize the topic to elaborate further. He continued, "China has no thought of competing with Britain for colonies. China merely believes that human civilization should continuously progress, with everyone obtaining equality, freedom, and human rights. Therefore, no strategic trap exists between China and Britain. I emphasize once more, China will absolutely not acquire substantive or implicit colonies."

After listening to He Rui's clear answer, Baldwin felt that this trip had already obtained the due results. If China and Britain did not compete for colonies, war would not break out between the two countries at this stage, and the lords in the British Parliament could completely accept such a result.

Next, Baldwin wanted to discuss a more dangerous issue. The 70-year-old man adjusted his breathing, drank another half cup of tea, and prepared himself mentally before asking, "Britain feels very vague about China's future strategy. China was already a great power, and now it is a great power that holds the balance in the world. China's future strategy will have a huge impact on the world. I wonder if you, Mr. Chairman, are willing to lift this state of ambiguity."

Looking at Old Man Baldwin's aged face, He Rui even felt some sympathy for the hardship of this old man having to run to China at the advanced age of 70. For the interests of Britain, the British political elites truly spared no effort and exhausted their wisdom.

But Britain's future had already been decided, and He Rui did not want to provoke the British government at this time. So he answered, "China hopes to make China's contribution to the world in science and technology, culture, trade, and peace, just as in history. China was like this in the past, is like this now, and will be like this in the future. Long before the Age of Discovery, China possessed fleets that reached Africa, yet China never engaged in colonization. I feel Britain can certainly understand China's future."

Seeing that He Rui had no intention of continuing the discussion, the Chinese personnel and the British personnel exchanged micro-expressions. Soon, Foreign Secretary Chamberlain followed the prior arrangement and gave Prime Minister Baldwin a hint. In a friendly atmosphere between host and guests, the meeting ended.

There was a state banquet afterwards, but there was no need for He Rui to attend. According to the rules of reciprocity, He Rui would only be obliged to make an appearance if the King of England visited China. In a diplomatic arrangement of the same level, it should be Premier Wu Youping who was responsible for hosting the British Prime Minister.

Since the Sino-British demarcation was finally coming to an end, this made Wu Youping very happy. Learning that He Rui would not attend the evening banquet, Wu Youping felt even happier. Before going to the banquet, Wu Youping went to He Rui's place. "Chairman, if Baldwin wants to discuss China's strategic ambiguity with me, do you have any thoughts you want to present to Baldwin?"

"That depends on whether you are kind-hearted or not," He Rui's tone was relaxed, but what came to his mind was Li Runshi. If Li Runshi were the Premier right now, this dialogue with Baldwin would completely match He Rui's expectations.

But Wu Youping did not know this. He laughed, "Chairman, you know that when facing foreigners, I can't be spoken of as very kind. However, hearing you say this, you must have some ideas."

Since Wu Youping asked, He Rui did not keep it to himself. "Since diplomacy requires speaking the truth, you might as well tell the British Prime Minister that the best method for Britain is to let all colonies establish independent states. With Britain's identity as the former suzerain, organize a British Commonwealth with Britain as the head based on voluntary participation. This can maximize Britain's interests."

Listening to He Rui's introduction, Wu Youping's eyes lit up at first, but soon he felt it was not quite possible. "Chairman, if Britain does this, wouldn't it dismantle the British Empire? Moreover, Britain will claim that they are currently letting various colonies form their own local parliaments and enhancing the autonomy of the colonies. This suggestion is too radical."

He Rui was indifferent. "So I said, whether you do it or not depends on whether you are kind enough. If you don't want to give Britain a practical and feasible suggestion, just speak pleasantries."

Wu Youping very much wanted to give pointers on the geopolitical landscape to the British Prime Minister, and the suggestion He Rui proposed was indeed very grand in vision. Since He Rui gave the authorization, Wu Youping couldn't help but feel eager in his heart. Finally, Wu Youping couldn't resist asking, "Will this not trigger a diplomatic incident?"

"Haha!" He Rui was amused. "What are you afraid of? If Britain dares to make a diplomatic protest, we dare to issue a statement and have the newspapers publish the specific words you said."

Seeing that He Rui was completely backing him up, Wu Youping felt settled. After a moment of thought, he gained confidence from the comparison of strength between China and Britain. It was not China fearing Britain now, but Britain fearing China. In terms of national strategic interests, India was Britain's testicles. If the British didn't know what was good for them this time and insisted on provoking a diplomatic conflict, as long as the level escalated to the level of war, China's current national power could completely turn Britain into a eunuch. Britain was a great power after all; they knew propriety.

He Rui added at this point, "Britain was the world hegemon after all; there are plenty of people of insight within their country. You also mentioned just now that Britain is gradually permitting various colonies to establish their own parliaments, and Britain itself is no longer seeking more colonies. This shows that Britain has plenty of people who understand. You just need to be polite enough; don't be arrogant in attitude, be kind, be professional. As for how cruel the facts are, Britain knows very well."

"Really?" Wu Youping was just 40 years old and was truly moved at this moment.

He Rui gave Wu Youping a reassurance pill. "I heard a piece of news: Britain's military expenditure next year is likely to reach between 42 million and 45 million."

"What about this year?" Wu Youping did not care about Britain's military expenditure; he only cared about China's military expenditure.

"This year is 37.2 million pounds." He Rui paid very close attention to the military expenditures of countries around the world.

"...That's an increase of about 15%," Wu Youping calculated instantly. There were not many reasons for a country's military expenditure to increase by 15%; either the army was undergoing massive re-equipment, or they planned to complete a large batch of brand-new military equipment. If it was the latter, it proved that the country was beginning to expand its military. Of course, a one-year change in military expenditure did not mean Britain wanted to expand its military and prepare for war. However, if British military expenditure continued to increase, then it was self-evident. As for the target of Britain's military expansion and war preparation, Wu Youping did not want to ask. In any case, Britain could absolutely not ignore China.

"Go on, it's almost time," He Rui urged.

Watching Wu Youping's retreating figure, He Rui looked forward to his close comrade-in-arms being able to have a good time at the banquet.



★


Theory of Friendly Nations' Surprise (16)

Volume 6 — Chapter 114

❧ ❧ ❧


State banquet halls were typically located in either the Great Hall of the People or the State Guesthouse. Both venues offered sufficiently large spaces and possessed specialized security systems. Although the Great Hall of the People was open to the public when meetings were not in session, ordinary citizens could only access it through normal channels and had absolutely no contact with the secret security protocols.

The dinner reception for Baldwin was held in the West Flower Hall of the State Guesthouse, utilizing Chinese-style round tables. There were six tables in total, with eight people seated at each. As a Chinese leader of equivalent rank to the Prime Minister of the British Empire, Wu Youping felt increasingly relaxed. Throughout the banquet, Wu Youping was courteous, refined, and humorous.

At least, Wu Youping considered himself to be so.

Judging by the expression of the 67-year-old British Prime Minister Baldwin, he did not seem to fully accept Wu Youping as a leader of truly equal standing. No matter how polite and humorous Wu Youping’s performance was, Baldwin still felt he was condescending slightly. As the Prime Minister of the British Empire, he felt he should at least be exchanging toasts with He Rui.

But Wu Youping had already passed the stage of psychological maladjustment and faced the British Prime Minister with a mindset of complete equality. Seeing the situation, British Foreign Secretary Chamberlain—the elder brother—asked if He Rui would make an appearance in the upcoming itinerary. Wu Youping replied politely, "Hasn't everything already been arranged?"

Secretary Chamberlain met with a soft rebuff and awkwardly fell silent. Prime Minister Baldwin had by now realized that in the eyes of the Chinese government, he was merely a British civil servant with a status equivalent to the Chinese Premier. Even if he felt stifled, there was no other recourse. After the British fleet was sunk by China’s suicide aircraft squadrons off the coast of Shanghai, Britain had lost its qualification for gunboat diplomacy. Unable to employ gunboat diplomacy, Britain’s capacity to intervene in China was merely that of an ordinary nation.

After a war involving millions of troops between China and Britain had concluded, if Britain did not accept China’s official view of Britain, they could have chosen not to come to China. Furthermore, China’s understanding was not incorrect; the position of the British Prime Minister within the British system was indeed equivalent to China’s Premier. Unless Prime Minister Baldwin came to China in his capacity as the leader of Britain's ruling party, only then could he seek parity with He Rui in terms of party leadership during inter-party exchanges.

However, such a notion was merely a joke. Leaving aside whether the Chinese Civilized Party would accept a visit from the British Prime Minister as a party leader, even if they did, the Prime Minister would inevitably face unprecedented attacks back home, and his tenure as Prime Minister would be over.

Baldwin was, after all, sixty-seven years old and deeply understood the ways of the world, so his acceptance of this was relatively high. Moreover, the dishes at the Chinese state banquet were delicious, which actually made the Prime Minister feel quite comfortable. After eating until he was seventy percent full, Baldwin asked, "Mr. Premier, Chairman He’s views are admirable. I imagine you must face great pressure when formulating and executing policies, do you not?"

Hearing the Prime Minister’s sigh, Wu Youping, as a counterpart, also felt a touch of emotion. "The current pressure stems from the fact that China’s industrialization time has been very short, and we lack experience. Establishing the institutions required for an industrialized era in China places great pressure on the State Council."

Baldwin felt much more balanced internally and said, "Britain can offer many suggestions in these fields."

Wu Youping replied with ease, sticking to the matter at hand. "If the opportunity arises, I look forward to cooperation between our two nations. However, the national conditions of China and Britain differ. I believe that when exchanging specific details, unavoidable misunderstandings might arise, regardless of subjective desires for friendship."

Baldwin sensed no malice from Wu Youping, yet he found these words quite objectionable. In Baldwin’s view, Britain was, after all, the current world hegemon, with a per capita income far above China’s. China ought to be sincerely asking Britain for advice on how to become a civilized nation more quickly.

With this mood, Baldwin asked with a forced smile, "I wonder where the difference lies?"

Wu Youping sensed Baldwin’s pride and acknowledged that Britain’s per capita income indeed greatly exceeded China’s. However, while per capita was a very important figure in the national economy, a nation's overall strength was not solely determined by it. Moreover, China had also entered the industrial age. With industrial society as a carrier for wealth, China’s per capita income was also increasing rapidly, and the gap with Britain was closing fast.

"China is the world's largest citizen-based state. From Chairman He down to everyone in China, all are equal, and there is no distinction in their legal status. The total population of the various demographics in the British Empire is roughly similar to China’s, but there is a vast gap compared to China regarding national identity. As a citizen-based state, the treatment enjoyed by citizens should be consistent," Wu Youping stated frankly.

Baldwin felt as if this forty-year-old youngster across from him had delivered a fierce counterattack, and for a moment, it was somewhat awkward. Although the system in the British Isles was similar to a republic, the population of the British Isles were subjects, not citizens, and legally there were distinctions of high and low. Not to mention the subjects outside the British Isles were divided into various classes. In this regard, Wu Youping’s words could not even be considered mockery; they were merely a statement of fact.

But Baldwin was the Prime Minister, after all, and possessed at least this much breadth of mind. Since Wu Youping was speaking of reality, he quickly admitted, "There is truth in what you say. Mr. Premier, the British Empire is also constantly elevating the status of its people and attempting to resolve the problems that exist within the Empire."

"I believe Britain is indeed making an effort."

"Oh? Then do you have any suggestions?" Baldwin asked casually.

Wu Youping had originally not intended to speak to Britain about this, as such matters could easily cause misunderstandings. However, since Baldwin had asked, Wu Youping could not suppress the impulse in his heart and said, "The disparities within a country are immense. China uses fiscal transfers domestically to provide infrastructure funding to backward regions, elevating their economic development. This kind of fiscal transfer may seem like a loss in the short term, but in the long term, it raises the development level of the entire country. Even for advanced regions, such as Shanghai—the goods Shanghai produces cannot possibly be consumed by Shanghai alone; they must be sold to the whole of China. The more developed the economy of all Chinese regions, the more developed Shanghai’s economy can become."

Baldwin was the Prime Minister; governing the country was one of his jobs. Hearing Wu Youping’s explanation, he wanted to nod, but sighed internally. Fiscal transfer was not an unknown concept in Britain; there had been many discussions and some implementation. Overall, the British upper class knew very well that fiscal transfer was a system that greatly offended people.

The systems of China and Britain were different. China, adopting centralization, had a much higher tolerance for offending people than Britain. Baldwin was actually quite envious and couldn't help but say, "It seems the gap between the systems of China and Britain is indeed very large. Mr. Premier, on this kind of policy, China differs from Britain."

"It is not that we are different, it is just a question of whether Britain has enough courage. For example, if Britain granted independent status to its colonies and formed a more equal Commonwealth, there would be a legal basis for fiscal transfers between the various economic entities of the Commonwealth. The increase in consumer power of the populations in various regions would mean an increase in Britain’s overall wealth. England might seem to be paying out, but it could quickly recoup the costs. Based on China’s current experience, the economy of the England region would achieve tremendous development."

The faces of Baldwin and the several British ministers at the table couldn't help but change. Especially Foreign Secretary Chamberlain, whose first thought was whether China wanted to disintegrate Britain. But following Wu Youping’s line of thought, he could find no words that could be interpreted that way.

Prime Minister Baldwin took it a bit better. Because British domestic society was not one of equality for all, policies to increase colonial autonomy and promote investment by British merchants in various colonies had been proposed by members of both the Labour and Conservative parties. Now hearing Wu Youping’s words, Baldwin’s overwhelming feeling was that the systemic gap between China and Britain was indeed vast. Policies that were effective in China would trigger utter chaos across the entire country in Britain.

At this moment, Baldwin had to admit to a certain extent that among the advantages held by China and Britain, those where China held the upper hand were not necessarily fewer than Britain's.

After the banquet concluded, Prime Minister Baldwin held a briefing with the accompanying British ministers. Several ministers expressed that Wu Youping’s words seemed insufficiently prudent from a diplomatic standpoint. But after voicing these opinions, the other ministers made no further statements. Saying that much was a basic professional requirement. But saying one word more would turn it into internal strife. Because none of these ministers were willing to bear the responsibility for deteriorating Sino-British relations.

The briefing ended with no results. When Prime Minister Baldwin woke up the next day, a briefing document was already prepared. Draping a silk robe over his shoulders, the Prime Minister put on his glasses and began to flip through it. The first item was that the International Human Rights Organization general assembly had completed its resolution and formally became an international organization. The founding nations were China, the Soviet Union, Mexico, Japan, Korea, Ryukyu, Hungary, Iran, Thailand, Upper Burma, and Assam.

Western Europe had always said that Russia was a mixed-blood nation with Mongol bloodlines rooted within it. And Hungary was known as the descendants of the Huns, their ancestors coming from the East. Looking at this list, there was not a single nation of pure white lineage.

Although the International Human Rights Organization had become an inter-governmental organization, it allowed human rights organizations from non-member nations to participate in its various activities as members. The British branch of the International Human Rights Organization was one such member.

The most explosive news was not this, but that the International Human Rights Organization had rejected the application of the Nazi German government. Not only that, but many in the German branch faced questioning due to their Nazi Party identity. The International Human Rights Organization decided to temporarily suspend the German branch’s rights, and its members could only apply to participate in activities in a personal capacity.

Seeing this, Prime Minister Baldwin took off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose. He felt this case proved that China had, to a large extent, figured out how to play the game of international organizations. For an international organization to be established, the primary requirement was institutional fairness. Britain was too experienced in these matters; the fairer the system, and the more equal the rights and obligations, the greater the advantage for strong nations.

The reason for the International Human Rights Organization’s rejection of the Nazi government was absolutely not because China disliked Nazi Germany, but because Nazi Germany’s philosophy was completely antithetical to that of the International Human Rights Organization. Although Baldwin did not know the details, he could roughly determine that even if this opinion was proposed by China, the resolution to reject Nazi Germany was certainly a decision made by the International Human Rights Organization after a fair vote.

Baldwin had not expected the maturity China demonstrated in constructing the first transcontinental international organization, and the pressure in his heart increased by a few degrees. The old man had slept very late last night; he had repeatedly mulled over Chinese Premier Wu Youping’s views on fiscal transfer, feeling very uncomfortable. Internal fiscal transfer, as Wu Youping said, was very good for the entire country. But British local factions were numerous, very similar to an international organization.

In international organizations, Britain advocated for the equality of rights and obligations, the purpose being to provoke confrontation between various forces. In a state of opposition, the Matthew Effect would prevail: the strong get stronger, and the weak get weaker.

China’s ruling party, however, could suppress opposition from all regions with astonishing capability, forcibly pushing through fiscal transfers and enduring short-term losses. This was already a very mature domestic political system.

The current China had a mature and effective domestic system, a very solid surrounding alliance system, and demonstrated a mature style internationally. Although Britain currently regarded the United States as its greatest enemy, Baldwin felt that China’s threat to Britain was not one bit smaller than that of the United States. The harm to Britain from the United States annexing Canada would be much smaller than the harm from China annexing India.

For a moment, Prime Minister Baldwin suddenly felt an urge to retire. He knew he had no ability whatsoever to solve the threats he faced. If someone inevitably had to leave a legacy of infamy in history, Baldwin did not wish to be that person.

Since he had come to East Asia, the British government naturally would not arrange for Baldwin to visit only China. Next, Prime Minister Baldwin visited Japan. The unique "hypocrisy" of the Japanese left a deep impression on Baldwin. During the reception, China had been proper but always a bit casual. This casualness was also a characteristic of a great power; the British Prime Minister felt the same when dealing with the United States.

Japan’s performance, however, was exquisite in every detail, from the head of state to the reception staff, polite beyond reproach. But with China and Britain, as long as they talked, there were results. For instance, Baldwin and China had jointly issued several substantive joint statements, and there was real progress in economic and trade cooperation between the two countries. But with Japan, no matter how polite they were, there were absolutely no substantive benefits.

Even when the British Foreign Secretary met with the Japanese Foreign Minister, the Japanese Foreign Minister very politely and humbly stated that he had also invited the Chinese Ambassador to Japan to join this friendly meeting.

At the meeting, the Japanese Foreign Minister took diplomatic hypocrisy to the extreme, every speech flowery and praising the heavens. In such an environment, the British Foreign Secretary could find absolutely no opportunity to drive a wedge into Sino-Japanese relations.

Arriving in Thailand, the Thai King’s reaction surprised Baldwin even more. The Thai side’s reaction was simple: they feared Britain would annex Thailand and turn it into a British colony. Prime Minister Baldwin felt that Thailand expected only one goal, which was to never be noticed by Britain. The more Britain paid attention to them, the less secure Thailand felt.

Unlike China’s mature diplomacy, the Thai Prime Minister even somewhat rudely proposed that he hoped the British Prime Minister could issue a public statement respecting Thailand’s territorial integrity at the press conference.

This was a very rude request, as Britain had no intention of annexing Thailand at this time. If Britain issued such a public statement, the international community would think Britain was warning other countries who wanted to infringe on Thailand’s sovereignty not to act rashly, and that if they did, Britain would take military action. Subsequently, nations would ask the British government who exactly was threatening Thailand’s sovereignty.

Britain was the world hegemon, so Britain absolutely could not tell the world that Thailand was worried Britain would annex it; that was destined to be mocked by the world. And Britain was a declining world hegemon; if Britain accused other countries of threatening Thailand’s sovereignty, whether accusing France or China, Britain could not bear the diplomatic consequences.

But this kind of thing had to be understood by Thailand itself; Britain absolutely could not explain it to Thailand. Given Britain’s understanding of Thailand, Thailand would definitely not believe it. Thailand would likely express even more rudely that Britain could issue a clearer statement that Britain would absolutely not annex Thailand.

Just as Prime Minister Baldwin’s party was in the midst of a not-so-pleasant visit, the Sino-British Border Demarcation Treaty was officially published, ready to be submitted to Parliament for review.

This news triggered a huge reaction within China. The nationalists initially did not understand it. After reading the details of the demarcation, although they couldn't speak of joy, their emotions were at least stable. Even so, the more nationalist newspapers still published articles titled "The Bitter Seven-Year Wait."

Naturally, the articles showed no disrespect to He Rui, but they still believed that there must be incompetent people in the government who had dragged a border issue that should have been resolved in 1927 out for seven years until it was finally settled.

Since this article did not attack any specific officials, the government pretended not to see it. After all, the level of this article was too low, with no understanding of national strategy or international politics, and it wasn't even worth refuting or correcting.

After the end of the Sino-British War, China’s strategy was to immediately engage in diplomatic struggle with the United States to resolve issues between China and the US. If China had not demonstrated the strength to resolve Sino-US contradictions, France very likely would not have accepted China’s cooperation proposal. An incompetent nation could not enter France’s vision; France needed a strongman at the time, a civilized nation accepted by France as a partner, to revitalize France’s economy.

It was precisely after He Rui had exhausted his wisdom to complete Sino-French cooperation and fully drive China’s economy that the conditions were created where the current Britain had to choose to eliminate the factors of war with China as much as possible. If the current China were still the China of 1927, Britain very likely would not have made concessions.

China did not come out of this without paying a price. During negotiations with British Prime Minister Baldwin, He Rui repeatedly declared he would absolutely not seek to acquire colonies. This was a public guarantee; as long as China made the slightest move to lay a finger on British colonies, the diplomatic credibility China had worked so hard to accumulate would completely collapse. He Rui would be viewed internationally as a liar. The impact of this would be enormous; to salvage such a reputation issue, He Rui would not only have to pay with his political life, but all the achievements he had built would likely collapse with a crash. The Civilized Party would likely have to be purged to restore China’s diplomatic credibility.

In the eyes of the nationalists, as long as it was to realize China’s national interests, leaders and ruling parties could lie and cheat without scruple. This was not only not a stain but was even a kind of honor that reduced China’s losses. Between a serious regime and nationalists with no high-level experience, there were huge divergences in many fundamental philosophies. These divergences were hard to eliminate.

The government had thought the nationalists would quiet down for a while due to the Sino-British demarcation issue, but they didn't expect the nationalists to quickly become angry again because of the "Sino-British Friendship" propaganda conducted by the "Pro-British Faction." They began to angrily denounce the domestic "compradors." The war of words not only did not subside but actually intensified. It reached the point where even Wu Youping saw some related reports.

As Premier, Wu Youping felt very helpless. The reason He Rui adopted so many diplomatic means, not hesitating to start wars, was not to kill until the sky was dark and corpses covered the earth in battles with the global powers. It was to obtain a situation of normal trade with countries around the world through the means of war.

Now China had indeed allowed a great many foreign enterprises to make money in China. In the bidding for many projects, foreign enterprises also won many bids. But these foreign enterprises were completely different from the colonizers who ran rampant in China before 1924. Precisely because the Great Powers knew it was impossible to defeat China, the wealthy people in the Great Power nations had enough intelligence to naturally accept this reality and honestly do business with China.

As for these foreign enterprises making a lot of money in China—if there were no money to be made, these people would not come to China to bid or invest. They came to make money in the first place. The Chinese government did not expect foreigners to sell their livers and kidneys to come and build China, nor did it believe foreigners would come to give money to China with a mentality of atonement.

The Chinese government expected only one goal, which was to obtain the commodities, equipment, technology, and funds China needed through normal trade with the world. For this purpose, they had to let foreign merchants make money. Otherwise, they wouldn't come.

At this moment, Wu Youping missed the time when Li Runshi was the Minister of Propaganda. Li Runshi could publish excellent articles that provided great guidance to national sentiment. The current Minister of Propaganda was hardworking, but people die from comparisons, and goods are thrown away from comparisons.
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On New Year's Day, 1935, CPSU General Secretary Stalin delivered his New Year's address in St. Petersburg rather than Moscow. In his speech, General Secretary Stalin stated that 1935 would open a new chapter of unity between Soviet workers and peasants, and that all Soviet peasants would possess full household registration (hukou).

As General Secretary Stalin's close comrade-in-arms, Commissar Kirov also stayed up late to complete his report. Rubbing his sore eyes, he modified the title, finally settling on "The Development Course of Rural Work in the Past Decade."

Putting down his pen, Politburo member Kirov closed his eyes. His secretary entered just then, and seeing Kirov resting with his eyes closed in the chair next to the radiator, intended to quietly withdraw. However, Commissar Kirov spoke up, "Wait a moment."

Seemingly resting with his eyes closed, Kirov was actually considering candidates. Zinolenko from the Secretariat had good writing skills and was a strong candidate. But Zinolenko was politically mild, and this document was important. Therefore, he needed to find someone politically tougher to pick holes in it.

Fortunately, there was no shortage of hardliners within the CPSU. Commissar Kirov said to his secretary, "Please ask Comrade Petrov to come here."

Before entering the central government, Petrov was the secretary of a small city in the Russian Republic and had rich work experience. He soon appeared before Commissar Kirov with the secretary. When Kirov pushed a document in front of him, Petrov was startled, his first reaction being to wonder if he was in some kind of trouble.

"Comrade Petrov, please read this document and then tell me your emotional response," Kirov ordered.

"I resolutely support the Central Committee's decision!" Petrov answered without hesitation.

Kirov rubbed his somewhat red eyes. "Comrade Petrov, I know you are loyal to the revolution. Therefore, I ask you to finish reading this document with a revolutionary attitude. Then, you don't need to consider anything else, just tell me your emotions after reading it. Can I trust you to complete this task in the spirit of the revolution?"

Hearing that he wasn't being questioned or asked to make a decision, Petrov immediately felt much more at ease. And Commissar Kirov's proposal truly piqued Petrov's curiosity. After a slight hesitation, he answered loudly, "Please rest assured, Comrade Kirov, I will definitely complete the task."

Kirov nodded and had his secretary arrange for Petrov to read the document in the small room next to Kirov's office. Petrov sat down, nervously placed the document in front of him, and was about to read when he couldn't help but take out a cigarette and light it. After taking a drag, his spirits lifted slightly, and he began to read.

The content of the document was not difficult to understand. Since 1925, the Soviet Union had been using light industrial goods to exchange for agricultural products in some areas to collect grain. In addition to the normal payment for the grain handed over by the peasants, rewards were given based on the total amount of grain submitted.

From small items like clothing, fabric, candy, and alcohol, to large items like household appliances, farm tools, motorcycles, and automobiles. This model greatly stimulated the production enthusiasm of Soviet peasants. As the new grain collection method was gradually promoted throughout the Soviet Union, the problems of product output and collection volume that had plagued the Soviet Union were resolved.

After 1931, the countryside had gradually become a strong economic pillar of the Soviet Union. Those cunning Soviet peasants, for their own interests, were producing more and more products. Not only did the output of agricultural products increase, but the production of livestock, poultry, and wool also rose.

For a long time, CPSU grain collection teams would go to the countryside with guns. Their methods included tearing down houses, destroying doors, arresting peasants suspected of hiding grain, or publicly whipping them—these were basic operations. With the popularization of the new grain collection model, the method of taking guns to the countryside to collect grain was no longer common in the Soviet Union. In most areas where socialist transformation had been relatively successful, the local secretary would return to the countryside with a document listing the demand checklist and reward details, and the greediest peasants there would try every means to produce.

The changes in these peasants were very obvious. After they had some cooperation with the government's agricultural experts, the greedy peasants would even actively request the government to send technical experts to the countryside to guide their production. These cunning peasants were even willing to give up their traditional small plots of land to farm and operate on large tracts of land planned by Soviet government experts.

Under the wise leadership of General Secretary Stalin, the CPSU executed a very efficient policy. Although the peasants still possessed a reactionary nature, this reactionary nature had been reduced. With the deepening of socialist transformation, a portion of the peasants would be thoroughly transformed and become new-style laborers under the socialist system.

Now, granting peasants the same full household registration and passports as urban workers could more effectively promote the socialist transformation of the countryside and promote the continued high-speed development of the Soviet economy...

After reading this document, Comrade Petrov was moved. In the document, Commissar Kirov used relatively negative vocabulary to describe the peasants and positive vocabulary to describe the role of the Soviet government, which completely aligned with Petrov's personal philosophy.

Since Commissar Kirov wanted Petrov to report his emotional reaction, Petrov immediately stood up and took the document to see Commissar Kirov, recounting his feelings. "Commissar Kirov, I also think the peasants are very reactionary, but when writing documents, I can't describe the peasants' reactionary nature and the achievements of socialist transformation as appropriately as you have..."

Kirov observed Petrov's reaction and felt he saw considerable sincerity. Petrov was not blindly praising just to flatter.

Petrov's level of ability was not within Kirov's consideration at this moment. The upper echelons of the CPSU generally believed that peasants adopting backward production methods were enemies to some extent, so rural work was very crude. Since a moderate rural policy was now to be implemented, the wording of Kirov's document on this matter had to make the comrades of the CPSU Central Committee feel that they were not being accused or made into scapegoats. Once these committee members felt offended, it would trigger a lot of unnecessary trouble.

Judging from Comrade Petrov's reaction before him, the hardliners obviously did not feel threatened, and this document had achieved the appropriate expression of attitude. There were indeed still people within the party who believed that traditional CPSU grain collection methods should be used, but those people were a minority. If those people were willing to openly confront General Secretary Stalin, let them go ahead. Kirov himself had at least united the majority of comrades.

***

After reading this document, Stalin's first reaction was "Kirov is quite cunning." But Stalin was not unhappy; Kirov was "cunning" in a very appropriate way. In Stalin's view, this document covered everything, especially mentioning "imported light industrial goods" lightly in passing.

This sentence was inconspicuous and seemed like a formulaic description, but it precisely hit the vital point of the Soviet Union's current high-speed development. The Soviet Union itself did not have the capacity to produce so many cost-effective light industrial goods to meet the needs of Soviet workers and peasants; currently, the output of domestic light industrial goods could only barely meet the needs of urban workers. Chinese light industrial goods filled the gap.

The core Soviet leadership knew about this matter, but none spoke of it. This matter could not be spoken of, nor could it be known by others. The current propaganda within the Soviet Union was that the Soviet Union exported a large amount to China every year, and the Chinese Yuan earned could not be used within the Soviet Union and could only be used to purchase Chinese goods. In fact, China had undertaken the financial work for the Soviet Union; if this important financial channel were lost, Soviet trade would be very uncomfortable.

Kirov's "cunning" way of narration made the party and government think that everything was due to Comrade Stalin's capable leadership, and even China had to act according to the Soviet baton under Comrade Stalin's arrangement. This was loyalty to the "Socialism in One Country" line proposed by Stalin, a proof of loyalty. General Secretary Stalin was very satisfied with Kirov's loyalty.

After reading the document, General Secretary Stalin did not make any comments. Instead, he continued the work of his trip. The secretary entered to report, "General Secretary, the KGB person in charge of Leningrad (St. Petersburg) has arrived and is waiting for your further orders."

"Please show him in," Stalin ordered in a happy mood.

The KGB person in charge of the Northwest region centered on Leningrad looked a bit tired, but even so, he puffed out his chest and saluted upon seeing Stalin.

"Please sit. Comrade, you've worked hard," Stalin said in a very mild tone.

The person in charge felt warmth in his heart. After sitting down, he began to report his work to Stalin. Since he had learned in advance some of the questions that would be asked, the KGB Northwest region person in charge picked the most important ones to speak about first. "General Secretary, most of the KGB's strength in this region is currently used to prevent illegal border crossings. After the natural disasters of '32 and '33 ended, the number of stowaways in '34 decreased a lot. However, the number of foreigners with Russian blood applying to immigrate to the Soviet Union has increased a lot, and there are already over 40,000 applications that haven't been processed yet. Some of these applicants couldn't wait and carried out illegal crossings with the help of their domestic relatives."

"Mm," Stalin listened to the report in a relaxed mood. The Soviet system attached great importance to welfare. In the current situation where there was no shortage of goods, the living standards of the Soviet people had improved rapidly, fully surpassing their European neighbors. This led people with Russian blood in neighboring countries to have thoughts of living in the Soviet Union.

Those who carried out illegal border crossings basically had relatives within the Soviet Union, and they went to stay with these relatives, which greatly disrupted the Soviet household registration system. The reason for mentioning the establishment of a complete household registration and passport identity system in the countryside in the New Year's speech was also to deal with the chaos caused by hundreds of thousands of stowaways.

After the KGB person in charge detailed the arduous work of the KGB, he paused to drink some tea because of thirst, while carefully observing Comrade Stalin's reaction. He saw that Comrade Stalin looked relaxed and thoughtful at the same time. This made the Northwest region KGB person in charge happy. It seemed that his department's work at least did not make Comrade Stalin unhappy.

Soon, Comrade Stalin asked a few other questions slightly and ended the meeting.

Lighting his pipe, Stalin considered the problems brought about by immigration. The aroma of tobacco filled the air. Stalin still believed that immigration into the Soviet Union should be controlled. If the Soviet people wanted to help their poor foreign relatives, let them take the money and supplies abroad.

Given the Soviet Union's management capabilities, hundreds of thousands of stowaways would indeed cause certain troubles, but these troubles were far from enough to disturb the entire Soviet Union. In Stalin's view, the true value of these stowaways lay not in supplementing the Soviet labor force, but in giving the Soviet Union legal jurisdiction over the places where these ethnic Russians lived.

Last year, in the border demarcation agreement between China and Britain, China used the Tibetan people as the reason for demarcation to demand a large area of land back from British India. If those people had been suddenly migrated there by China, China's demand would have caused a huge shock in Europe. Forced migration followed by a claim of sovereignty over that land was considered an act of aggression in Europe. But the Tibetan people had lived in that area for a thousand years, so China's territorial claim to that land possessed undeniable legitimacy in European concepts.

Of course, it wasn't that no one in Britain expressed a different opinion. Those opponents believed that whether the Tibetans belonged to one of China's ethnic groups was open to question. However, this questioning was limited to the purely civilian level. If British officials spoke like this, China could view it as a hostile act and take measures including war against Britain.

Facing the declining Qing Dynasty, the British upper class had proposed the view that the Tibetans were an independent nation. Facing a China capable of driving Britain out of India, the British upper class simply did not mention this view. If the Qing Dynasty's strength were the same as present-day China, the British upper class would absolutely not have raised the question of whether the Tibetans were an independent nation, a question that could potentially trigger a war.

The Soviet Union had given up a lot of territory back then out of helplessness. Stalin believed that the Soviet Union must never lose the opportunity to recover those lost Russian territories. For this purpose, the Soviet Union could allow its own people to take property abroad to help poor Russian relatives, but it could not let those Russians all run back to the Soviet Union.

Time passed quickly. By March, the Soviet Union had dispatched a large number of KGB personnel to conduct investigations in rural and urban areas in the border regions, successively repatriating more than 180,000 ethnic Russian foreigners.

The KGB chief rushed to a resort on the Black Sea on March 24th to specifically report the latest situation to Comrade Stalin, who was on vacation. The originally scheduled time was postponed. The KGB chief was a bit puzzled; what could be more urgent than his current work to actually change the agreed meeting?

General Secretary Stalin was smoking his pipe relaxedly at this time, listening to the report of Molotov, the People's Commissar for Foreign Affairs. "...According to our judgment, the purpose of France proposing to conclude the 'Franco-Soviet Treaty of Mutual Assistance' is to hope that we can divert the Nazis' attention and let the Nazis attack us on their own initiative."

Russians rarely smiled, and Commissar Molotov looked relatively serious, but at this moment, a smile hung on the corner of his mouth, showing how happy Commissar Molotov was.

General Secretary Stalin's expression was very flat. Britain and France had been blockading the Soviet Union. Now that the Soviet Union and Germany did not share a border, Britain and France had been helping Poland strengthen its military forces, trying to use Poland to threaten the western Soviet Union.

Exhaling a mouthful of fragrant smoke, Stalin couldn't even be bothered to express an opinion on this. Now, ethnic Russians on Poland's eastern border were setting off a large-scale movement of immigration and illegal crossing back to the Russian Republic. Among ordinary Poles, a portion also tried to leave Poland and immigrate to the Soviet Union to live.

Molotov continued, "We have already notified the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the news in this regard. Judging from the reaction of the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the French side should have also informed China. The Diplomatic Committee believes that China will not interfere with this agreement."

Although he didn't answer, Stalin at least nodded, indicating he knew.

***

At this time in Guangzhou, He Rui was at a resort preparing to return to the capital. Upstairs in the resort, his wives and children were preparing to go home, while He Rui listened to Foreign Minister Li Shiguang introduce the latest news from Europe, especially the "Franco-Soviet Treaty of Mutual Assistance."

"The treaty stipulates that when either France or the Soviet Union becomes the object of aggression by a European country, the two countries guarantee to immediately provide mutual support and assistance. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs believes that France, as the initiator, is trying to divert the disaster eastward. But France seems a bit too wishful," Li Shiguang finished and subconsciously scratched his cheek. As a very experienced Foreign Minister, France's line of thought seemed "very unserious" to Li Shiguang.

He Rui had little interest in the "Franco-Soviet Treaty of Mutual Assistance," but he was interested in Li Shiguang's reaction. "What consequences does the Ministry of Foreign Affairs think this treaty will trigger if signed?"

Li Shiguang scratched his chin subconsciously again and said with some confusion, "If this treaty is signed, theoretically, a possibility will arise. Poland might suspect that France wants to sell out Poland's interests to the Soviet Union.

"Perhaps France will strengthen its relationship with Poland next, but what is the significance of doing so? According to the news we have obtained, Britain has already expressed dissatisfaction with the Franco-Soviet Mutual Assistance Treaty. France believes Germany is the biggest enemy, but Britain believes the Soviet Union is the biggest threat to Europe. With the development of the Soviet Union, it is a country beyond the capacity of Britain's continental balance of power policy."

After finishing, Li Shiguang quickly added, "Unless Britain insists on diverting the disaster eastward, hoping Germany will actively attack the Soviet Union. But this possibility is too small!"

He Rui felt that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs was also beginning to mature, and his heart was truly much more relaxed. As long as the Ministry of Foreign Affairs had such strength, He Rui could save the time that might have been spent on diplomacy. To confirm his view, He Rui asked, "Where does the Ministry of Foreign Affairs think the war hotspots will be in the next few years?"

"Spain," Foreign Minister Li Shiguang answered immediately. "The Spanish left wing has actually split, and every faction is trying to expand its influence by showing more radical means. The situation in Spain is clearly developing towards civil war.

"Germany is currently rebuilding its army, and I'm afraid no military adventures will occur in the short term. In the medium term, Germany's military expansion plan will likely be restricted. Britain cannot allow Germany to possess a powerful navy.

"As for other directions, Britain and France have already completed border demarcation with our country. After Britain completed the border demarcation with our country, France expressed approval at the first opportunity. On the contrary, the Soviet Union and the United States expressed approval even later than the European countries."

After speaking, Li Shiguang stopped. He reminded He Rui a bit but was unwilling to analyze too much. It was easy to understand that the United States was not happy to see China and Britain basically resolve territorial issues. If China and Britain fought, the United States could benefit. But the Soviet Union's late statement was not so pleasant.

Finally, Li Shiguang added, "Although Britain did not explicitly support our country's Eleven-Dash Line claim, it did not oppose it. France recognized the Eleven-Dash Line, and the Soviet Union recognized it. The United States expressed objection to this but did not take any action."

He Rui already had a basic judgment of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs' strength—qualified, but not necessarily outstanding, though this level was more than enough to deal with the current situation. He Rui said, "Germany's level of military expansion determines the probability of war. Our attitude must be clear: China absolutely does not seek to acquire colonies, and China opposes all racism. Adhering to these two points is enough."

"What if a civil war breaks out in Spain?" Li Shiguang asked about what he considered the near-term hotspot.

He Rui answered decisively, "China is very concerned, but China upholds a neutral stance, calling on all parties in Spain to endure for the sake of the country, end the war as soon as possible, and restore peace on the basis of negotiation."

Hearing this tone-setting that was no different from nonsense, Li Shiguang only answered with one word, "Yes."
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On May 3rd, Hitler received news that the Soviet Union had signed the *Franco-Soviet Treaty of Mutual Assistance* in Paris. Although the treaty was signed, both parties agreed that it would not formally take effect until March 27, 1936.

After reading the document, and seeing no one else in the room, the little mustache leaned back in his chair and let out a long sigh of relief. If he knew that the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs considered this treaty merely a petty maneuver, he would have felt that the Chinese diplomats had seen through France's true colors.

What the European elites thought and plotted for was merely to maintain their current interests. Since Britain and France believed that "current interests" existed, any expenditure was viewed as a loss of these "current interests." Consequently, Britain and France would choose to achieve their goals at the lowest possible cost.

Hitler saw this with perfect clarity. Therefore, France's petty trick not only failed to unsettle him but actually unburdened him. The method to deal with Britain and France was simple: just make the upper echelons of these two countries believe that Germany did not intend to overthrow the global benefits the Versailles system brought them, and that Germany only wished to adjust the European order to eliminate the unequal treatment they had imposed upon it.

Reviewing China's actions from 1922 to the present—a span of thirteen years—in his mind, Hitler was convinced his assessment was correct. What Britain and France truly wanted to protect were the global benefits the Versailles system conferred upon them. Even though China had reconstructed the order in the Far East and East Asia, because this new order did not damage Britain and France's overall interests—and effectively allowed them to garner even greater benefits—they not only accepted He Rui's order but even adjusted their relations with China according to their own needs.

Hitler believed he had absolutely no need to care about Britain and France's petty maneuvers. As long as he did not alter the revenues Britain derived from the current world order, Britain's tolerance would be extremely, extremely high at this stage.

Having reached this judgment, Hitler put on his glasses and resumed reading the documents. In his economic forecast report, Schacht advised Hitler to lift restrictions on female employment in Germany as soon as possible and allow enterprises to recruit female workers. After two years of Nazi rule, Germany's unemployment numbers had dropped to less than 500,000, and the unemployed population was continuing to decrease. Based on this economic trend, a labor shortage would soon emerge. Schacht argued that rather than waiting for the gap to appear before finding a solution, it was better to proactively lift restrictions on women's employment before the problem arose, ensuring German enterprises had an adequate labor supply.

Hitler did not fully trust Schacht's judgment. He strongly suspected that the driving force behind Dr. Schacht's suggestion was Germany's big capitalists. After the Nazi Party came to power, it had struggled against these capitalists. For instance, in 1933, just days after taking office, the Nazi Party arrested the heads of several German aircraft manufacturing and heavy industry enterprises, forcing them to submit to the Party's arrangements and immediately form R&D and investment teams for the military industry.

Once these people yielded, the Nazi Party immediately released them and used Mefo bills to provide financial support to these aviation and other enterprises.

In addition, Hitler signed agreements with large German enterprises, such as the chemical giant IG Farben, allowing these companies to secure a stable 5% profit, with any excess profit to be turned over to the state.

At that time, these large German enterprises were deep in economic crisis. Let alone a fixed 5% profit, companies like IG Farben were nearly bankrupt due to a lack of orders. But two years later, having secured massive orders, IG Farben had begun lobbying everywhere, hoping to terminate this agreement. Hitler had to suspect whether Schacht was trying to speak for these big capitalists.

Although he harbored doubts, Hitler did not take immediate action. The Germany of today still needed Schacht, and Hitler hoped Schacht would continue to serve the country. Ultimately, Hitler approved the report and asked Schacht to submit a detailed plan.

Schacht hadn't expected Hitler's reaction to be so swift. Over the past two years, he had fully experienced the fanaticism and stubbornness of the Nazi Party. Schacht didn't care for Jews, but he didn't go so far as to view them as Germany's mortal enemy. Jews had indeed done many bad things, but there were truly few instances where Jews were the masterminds behind the evil. It wasn't that Jews didn't want to, but in the arrangements of the German upper class, Jews were merely a group of lackeys—where would they get the opportunity to dictate policy? Schacht very much wanted to return some Jews he considered usable to management positions, but he hit a wall every time.

Looking at Hitler's instructions, Schacht felt a twinge of suspicion. But on second thought, he called in his capable subordinates and began drafting the specific content. In the propaganda restricting women from working two years ago, the Nazi Party hadn't addressed the issue of employment opportunities. The picture the Nazi Party painted was this: women worked at home doing housework and educating children, while the male head of the household returned home with a wage sufficient to support the family, constructing a perfect image of a conservative family.

Using traditional family values to solve the reality of male unemployment was indeed an excellent political maneuver. But economic changes happened too fast. Schacht hadn't expected Germany's unemployment rate to plummet so precipitously; in just two years, it had fallen to a level where labor was becoming scarce. Shortages of skilled workers to operate equipment had already appeared in factories, and now it was necessary to call skilled women back to work.

Fortunately, these skilled women did not object to working. As long as the Nazis didn't stir up trouble, limited policy adjustments could solve the labor shortage problem.

Time flew by, and in the blink of an eye, it was the end of 1935. Schacht and Hitler were invited to attend the opening ceremony of an Autobahn stretching from Berlin to Frankfurt. A military band played vigorously at the entrance, and in front of the toll station, a mass of cars was already waiting to hit the road. At the very front was Hitler's car.

"Dr. Schacht, let us go up to the stage together. On the way, could you ride in the same car with me?" Hitler extended an invitation. Schacht had anticipated this and immediately expressed his gratitude. He then followed Hitler to the podium. Below, over ten thousand workers who had participated in the highway's construction had gathered. Seeing Hitler step onto the stage, the workers became agitated. They involuntarily surged toward the podium, trying to get a little closer to Germany's Führer.

The Nazi Party members responsible for order hurriedly stopped the workers from leaving their formations. Under their efforts, the tens of thousands of people at the venue returned to the appearance of disciplined square blocks.

Schacht looked at the scene from the podium. The formations looked like Teutonic Knight orders before a campaign; just looking at them, one could feel an immense power. Hitler, having taken the stage, used his slightly hoarse voice to express gratitude and congratulations to the workers. "...Comrade workers, you have completed another great achievement, contributing your toil and sweat to the Fatherland. And the Fatherland will repay you with job opportunities, bread, and dignity. I want to announce a piece of news to you, comrade workers: in 1935, German car sales doubled compared to 1934. The German people already have bread, and the day when every family owns a car will soon arrive!"

The masses below cheered from the bottom of their hearts, so much so that Hitler had to temporarily pause his speech.

Feeling the tsunami-like cheers, Schacht involuntarily felt a sense of unease. But Hitler, standing at the center of this acclaim, wore a solemn expression, his body straight as a javelin, radiating the aura of a leader, as if he were the physical condensation of these sentiments.

Schacht had intended to firmly expound some views to Hitler, but at this moment, he couldn't help but waver. Recently, his divergence from the Nazi Party had begun to intensify. The Nazi Party believed that investment in the military industry must be increased to drive continued rapid economic development. Schacht, however, believed that the returns on continued investment had reached their limit and could not yield the same results as before.

Schacht hadn't expected the Nazi Party to use China's frantic investment as a counterargument. Before 1933, the Nazi Party was indeed a populist party. After 1933, following the Night of the Long Knives which purged a large number of radical populists, the number of Party members considered to be from "good families" rose rapidly. Many people holding doctorates, master's, and bachelor's degrees joined the Nazi Party. The views of these people were no longer wishful thinking, and even Schacht could not dismiss them with contempt.

This new technical backbone of the German Nazi Party used content from French and British newspapers, which cited Chinese economic data showing that the He Rui administration's fixed investment ratio reached 40% of the national tax revenue annually. in many fields, the He Rui government raised funds for investment by issuing massive amounts of national bonds. Although the territory, population, and external environment of China and Germany were different, the new Nazi technical class generally believed that Germany's technological content was higher than China's. Although Germany's territory was smaller than China's, this meant the Nazi Party did not need such a huge investment scale as China. Their utilization of funds would be higher than China's.

This group of new technical stalwarts even used concepts proposed by He Rui. He Rui believed that the lifestyle of an industrial society carried the new wealth created by that society. Based on this concept, the Nazi technical backbone believed that since Germany's industrial level was higher than China's, the investment scale per capita that could be sustained also far exceeded China's. As long as Germany rebuilt sufficient military power, it could protect the wealth of the German people—who made up over 70% of the total population—from being plundered by foreign countries, thereby ensuring Germany's affluence.

Schacht detested this argument because these people's views were actually based on the extreme mindset of "as long as I have a gun, I can beat the creditors away." If executed according to this line of thought, it wouldn't be Germany fighting aggression, but Germany actively engaging in aggression. Schacht firmly opposed the plunder of Germany by the Treaty of Versailles, but he truly did not want to proactively start an invasion.

Pondering such issues, the overwhelming cheers outside surprisingly failed to affect Schacht's train of thought. In fact, during that small window of time when his mind was most active, Schacht turned a deaf ear to the commotion outside.

It wasn't until Hitler walked off the stage and came to his side, saying, "Let's go, Dr. Schacht," that Schacht snapped out of his thoughts.

The two got into the first car, and the military band immediately played a march. Confetti and ribbons were thrown into the air, drifting down slowly. Amidst the enthusiastic atmosphere, Hitler's car started slowly, leading a convoy onto the flat Autobahn.

German engineers now all had jobs, and through their efforts, the quality of the highway was extremely high; the car drove on it with hardly any bumps. As the cheers at the entrance faded into the distance, Hitler finally laughed, "Hehe, Mr. Schacht, Germany will soon have the ability to launch a war."

Hitler never concealed his determination to use military force, and he didn't hide it when saying such things. Although Schacht was somewhat shocked, it wasn't enough to affect his mood.

"Führer, we have reached the stage where we should reduce the scale of debt. I listed data regarding this in the latest annual economic summary report. Over 300,000 skilled female workers have returned to factories, and the number of technical positions will continue to increase in the future. Compared to domestic production capacity, Germany has done its utmost to develop external markets. All markets that can be developed in the short term are already saturated. Reducing the debt scale now can prepare us for debt repayment."

Hitler had read the report submitted by Schacht. According to Schacht's economic theory, this was indeed how it should be. But Germany's economic scale still hadn't reached the size Hitler hoped for. In Hitler's plan, Germany had to possess the strength to defeat France to be considered as having achieved the goal. Originally, Hitler also thought that following Schacht's economic plan, combined with Germany's military tradition which far surpassed France's, it was possible to achieve this goal by the completion of the first Four-Year Plan.

But Schacht had, to some extent, disappointed Hitler. Hitler replied calmly, "Dr. Schacht, I believe Germany's development has not fully unleashed the power the German people should possess."

Schacht felt the winter wind blowing in through the crack in the car window was exceptionally cold. From early 1933 to December 1935, roughly three years had passed. In these three years, Schacht had done his utmost, staking his own political credit to negotiate a vast number of commercial contracts for Germany. In these three years, Schacht had also witnessed Nazi Germany's rapid development with his own eyes. Because the Nazi Party possessed grassroots organizational capabilities that other German political parties lacked, the German people had accomplished an unimaginable economic miracle. Yet Hitler's reproach revealed dissatisfaction. According to the traditions of the Weimar era, upon hearing this, Schacht should have considered resigning. Or obediently obeyed all of Hitler's future orders.

Thinking of his own efforts, Schacht didn't want to give up yet. He replied, "Führer, the scale of investment has reached its limit. Continuing to invest like this will be pure expenditure with no further returns. Nationalization will not achieve the imagined results because nationalization does not create profit out of thin air. True profit is generated through industrial upgrading and increased production efficiency. Simply increasing orders has no necessary connection to rising profits."

At this moment, Hitler's car reached the first exit. The vehicle turned and drove off the Autobahn. This gave Hitler a chance to pause the conversation. This wasn't Hitler's first time on an Autobahn, so there was no need to drive from start to finish. Soon, the car was on the road back to Berlin. These old roads were quite bumpy, especially since materials for building the highway had to be transported via these old roads; under various heavy loads, the road surface was severely damaged and hadn't been repaired yet. These bumps brought the conversation to a natural pause.

When the car returned to a relatively flat road, Hitler resumed talking about economic issues. But this time, he didn't criticize Schacht for not working hard enough; instead, he listened attentively to Schacht's views on the soon-to-conclude first Four-Year Plan.

Recently, U.S. Secretary of State Cordell Hull publicly stated, "Schacht is completely untrustworthy!" This was because Schacht had played a little trick, using German industrial goods as a means of repayment to "pay back" debts to the United States and Britain. Since the U.S. desperately wanted to recover the money lent to Germany, it accepted this proposal.

Schacht, in turn, obtained loan quotas in the U.S. through this "repayment." He then borrowed dollars to buy American technology and purchase raw materials from the international market. Initially, the Americans didn't react, but after a year of this, the U.S. finally realized what was happening. The trick Schacht played was clever, and the harm to the U.S. was direct.

What the Americans wanted to recover were dollars; if Germany couldn't provide dollars, using German assets to repay the debt was also acceptable. But with Schacht's maneuver, the Americans merely received a large quantity of German goods whose quality surpassed similar American products. After the implementation of Roosevelt's New Deal, the domestic unemployment rate in the U.S. remained around 15%. Receiving such a large batch of German goods, the U.S. government couldn't sell them to other countries and could only sell them domestically. In this way, it was equivalent to German goods seizing the U.S. domestic market.

Meanwhile, using the dollar loan quota obtained after "repayment," Schacht borrowed dollars to continue buying raw materials and American technology, improving Germany's technological level and industrial capacity. This seemingly humble "repayment plan" turned into a mechanism where Germany inserted several tubes into the U.S. and sucked blood continuously.

If this development continued, by the time Germany "paid off the money owed to the U.S.," the U.S. unemployment rate would probably hit 30%. That was why Secretary of State Hull cursed, "Schacht is completely untrustworthy!" and terminated this repayment agreement. And Germany took advantage of the U.S. termination to stop repaying debts to the U.S. altogether.

Schacht didn't consider this his success; he was actually quite worried about it. Because under such quick-success operations, Germany was gradually cutting off its relations with European and American markets. What Germany could maintain now were actually traditional trade relations.

Although he knew his evaluation of China would likely provoke Hitler's dissatisfaction, Schacht couldn't care about avoiding suspicion. He frankly recounted his attempts over the past two years, "Führer, we have consistently been unable to open official trade with China, preventing us from obtaining sufficient returns from the Chinese market..."

"Say no more!" Hitler interrupted Schacht. He Rui lowering diplomatic relations with Germany was tantamount to stating that He Rui hoped for a change of government in Germany. The Nazis had completely seized political power in Germany, so naturally, they would not step down. Thus, there was no official friendly contact between the two countries. It wasn't that the Nazi Party hadn't tried; for example, the International Human Rights Organization was a breakthrough point the Nazi Party had hoped for, but Chinese officials had sealed that opening tight as well.

Those enterprises investing in China were engaging in purely commercial activities. Even such enterprises faced *de facto* discriminatory treatment. Unless Germany cooperated with China using its highest-tech enterprises, there was no room. And how could Hitler agree to that?
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On February 8, 1936, the 16th day of the first lunar month. The streets of Hanseong were filled with the bustle of "the whole year's work depends on a good start in spring." In Chinese culture, the 15th of the first lunar month is considered the last day of the New Year celebrations, and the 16th marks the formal beginning of the new year. As a country deeply influenced by Chinese culture, Korea had fully inherited such customs.

Several diplomatic vehicles flying the Chinese flag drove out of the Korean Presidential Palace and entered the citizens' field of vision. Seeing the Chinese flag, many Koreans cast curious glances at the cars. Although the four member states of the East Asia Cooperation Organization were equal relations, in the eyes of ordinary Koreans, the China that had defeated Japan had returned to Korea with the status of a suzerain state, and ordinary Koreans carried no psychological burden regarding this.

It wasn't until they saw the Japanese diplomatic convoy closely following the Chinese one that the Koreans' gazes became complicated. In the eyes of ordinary Koreans, Japan was an enemy, a neighbor, and an invader. Most importantly, ordinary Koreans considered Japan a country on equal footing with Korea. Being trampled underfoot by an equal country triggered the most intense unhappiness.

Revisiting this old haunt, Japanese Prime Minister Ishiwara Kanji, sitting in the car, felt very nostalgic. Especially when the car passed the Hanseong Railway Station, Ishiwara couldn't help saying to his wife beside him, "In the Hanseong Campaign of 1922, I boarded the train right here and headed straight for Pyongyang. At that time, I was prepared to die at Teacher's hands."

Mrs. Ishiwara felt a lingering fear and a heart full of tenderness. She consoled him, "Darling, that is all in the past."

Ishiwara held his wife's hand. "Don't misunderstand, I am just sighing with emotion. back then, I was foolish enough to be unable to comprehend Teacher's vision for the future. Thinking about it now, too many people died in vain, completely without value."

Mrs. Ishiwara was surprised by her husband's thoughts and didn't know what to say. Ishiwara's attention was attracted by signs announcing big sales at the entrances of several shops outside. The signs read "Big Sale on Japanese Goods" in Chinese characters. As the car continued to drive, several roadside shops displayed signs for "Big Sale on Chinese Goods." Ishiwara sighed in his heart and withdrew his gaze.

That evening, the plane arrived in China's capital. Under the bright sun, the plane began to descend. Before long, the surrounding light began to dim rapidly. Sensing the drastic change, Mrs. Ishiwara couldn't help but grab Ishiwara's arm. Soon, a bright area on the dim ground expanded rapidly in their field of vision. Bright lights on both sides of the flight path outlined runways radiating like blooming flower petals, and spotlights illuminated the runways incredibly brightly.

The lower the plane's altitude, the more the full view of the magnificent airport could be seen. Mrs. Ishiwara felt as if the plane she was riding was falling into a brilliant flower. This made her involuntarily chant a Buddhist prayer in a low voice.

What Ishiwara cared about was that such a huge airport inevitably meant a large number of aircraft taking off and landing here. These civil aviation demands provided a solid foundation for the Chinese Air Force. According to intelligence Ishiwara knew, Chinese aviation schools recruited high school graduates every year, and the recruitment standards were quite strict. In addition to academic qualifications, these requirements included checking three generations and clarifying all social relationships.

These aviation schools adopted militarized management. In the second semester of the sophomore year, students were streamed. Cadets with excellent grades, physical fitness, and political standing would be selected for the Air Force to become fighter pilots. At the current scale, China recruited 5,000 Air Force pilots and tens of thousands of Air Force ground crew annually. These people completed undergraduate education; every single one was engineer-level talent. After retiring, they were basically employed in civil aviation and related industries. Seeing such a huge airport, Ishiwara felt he had a very good entry point for when he met He Rui.

Three hours later, Ishiwara and his wife arrived at the Chairman's residence at No. 7 Renmin Road. Mitsuko, carrying a child, came out to welcome them. Seeing Ishiwara, Mitsuko bowed to him with Japanese etiquette. "Brother Ishiwara, welcome to China."

Ishiwara lamented inwardly; the little sister he had looked after back then had become one of the symbols of Sino-Japanese friendship. He took two steps forward and stopped in front of Mitsuko. "Mitsuko, thank you for coming out to welcome us so late. Where is Mr. He?"

Laughter rang out from behind Mitsuko. "Hehe, Ishiwara, Mitsuko came to welcome you, and you're still not satisfied?"

With the voice, He Rui walked out wearing pajamas. Under the light, Ishiwara saw that the silver threads in He Rui's temples were very obvious, and he felt somewhat emotional. Stepping forward a few paces, Ishiwara extended his hand to He Rui. "Teacher, you've worked hard. I came this time with some doubts I'd like to ask Teacher to resolve."

"Come in, dinner is ready." He Rui patted Ishiwara on the shoulder and turned to lead the way.

Many cold dishes were already set on the table in the dining room. Just as everyone sat down, hot dishes were brought out one by one. Ishiwara looked at He Rui's Chinese wife and felt that she had a strong air of a young lady from a wealthy family, yet she was quite different from the noble ladies of Japan's upper class. Japanese noble ladies had to bear the responsibility of managing the family business; He Rui had no servants here, and He Rui himself hadn't acquired any property. He Rui's Chinese wife looked merely like the mistress of the house.

*Is Mitsuko being bullied?* This thought popped up.

During the meal, Ishiwara felt that Mitsuko's status hadn't been suppressed, and he gradually relaxed. If the Japanese public knew Mitsuko was being bullied, they would have opinions.

The meal wasn't very peaceful, mainly because the little ones were rowdy, and the two mothers had to take care of the children eating. Ishiwara saw He Rui eating very fast, so he also sped up his own eating. Ishiwara really hadn't come to He Rui's place this time for the food. Soon, the two men, having finished their meal, put down their chopsticks and went upstairs. The light in the study wasn't off, and many manuscripts were placed on the desk. Ishiwara recalled the days when he ran the *Military Soul* tabloid with He Rui and almost couldn't resist going up to look. Fortunately, Ishiwara wasn't young anymore, and he quickly suppressed the impulse.

He Rui laughed, "I wonder if you can understand the latest book I'm writing now."

Ishiwara hurriedly replied, "Even if I can't understand it, I must take a look. But Teacher, do you sense that an economic crisis is coming?"

Seeing Ishiwara speak so urgently, He Rui felt that the situation in Japan was probably even worse than he had thought. "I heard that the economic data over in Japan isn't optimistic."

"Although it's not optimistic now, it hasn't reached the point of outbreak yet. According to a report from the Institute of Economics of the Japanese Academy of Sciences, several signs that appear before an economic crisis have already emerged. When I was in Korea, I saw shops selling Japanese goods and Chinese goods starting to cut prices. And Japanese merchants have also started selling at reduced prices."

Ishiwara was the Prime Minister of Japan and personally came into contact with a large amount of frontline data to solve many practical problems. At this stage, He Rui focused only on strategic issues and didn't participate much in the specific operation of the country, so he spoke of content he had seen in reports. "China is about the same. current technological diffusion makes opening factories easier and easier. The products of many Chinese township enterprises have begun to ship in large quantities, and inferior products are all over the streets. Customs is strictly investigating smuggling to surrounding countries, though I don't know if they've managed to stop it."

Ishiwara had personally decided on the strict investigation of smuggling. He nodded and replied, "Japan is about the same. The report from the Japanese Institute of Economics describes those enterprises with no technological content as going crazy, desperately looking for channels to sell their shoddy goods. Based on Japan's experience, it won't be long before these enterprises go bankrupt, leaving behind a pile of junk commodities. Hehe, it's still good if they leave products behind; the worst are those who start scamming. I don't know what the situation is in China?"

"The People's Bank has required banks to conduct a comprehensive check on contracts provided by loan recipients. Anyone forging contracts is to be arrested immediately," He Rui replied. Although He Rui didn't need to manage this work, the fact that the central bank had issued this order showed the situation wasn't optimistic.

Ishiwara felt the preliminary exchange was sufficient, so he cut to the main topic. "Teacher, this round of economic crisis in Japan will probably come next year, that is, in '37. The theory proposed by Teacher believes that demand and employment can be created through government investment, but a new economic equilibrium takes time to reach. If the goods produced by expanded production do not have a sufficient market to consume them, what follows is production cuts, layoffs, and depression. Therefore, I feel perhaps it is time to invest in heavy industry related to the military industry to drive the economy and promote economic improvement."

He Rui shook his head. "Ishiwara, why do you think it has reached this stage? In my view, if China and Japan support the development of civilian high technology, it can play a similar role."

Ishiwara did not give up his view but explained, "Teacher, China is a major power and has too many temporary job opportunities. Japan is a small country; if it relies only on Japanese domestic demand, Japan cannot achieve industrial upgrading. The Japanese government can't just say to enterprises, 'You guys hurry up and stop work and close down; those who should close, close; those who should go bankrupt, go bankrupt,' right?"

"It depends on human effort," He Rui teased.

Hearing this, Ishiwara simply pretended to be serious and replied, "It's true that it depends on human effort. Then please, Teacher, let Mitsuko return to work in Japan, and then curse loudly in the newspapers. I've already thought of the theme. Just curse damn capitalism!"

He Rui was amused and laughed heartily.

Just then, the door was pushed open. Mitsuko walked in carrying fruit and cookies. Seeing He Rui laughing happily while Ishiwara beside him looked indifferent, she couldn't help but chime in, "What is so funny?"

"Ishiwara wants to invite you back to work at a Japanese newspaper office to curse evil capitalism every day."

Mitsuko knew that Ishiwara often liked to play pranks, so she replied, "Brother Ishiwara, capitalism's reputation is already rotten in the streets. Even in imperialist countries, a large number of people curse capitalism as the cause of social decay. If I go to curse it, it would just be teaching fish to swim."

Ishiwara nodded. "Teacher, the difficulty of Japan wanting to upgrade its industry is great; the capitalists have united to boycott it. Without sufficient market capacity, Japan cannot complete industrial upgrading relying solely on the Japanese market. At this time, the best propaganda is actually to curse capitalism loudly; only then can we counter those capitalists who are crying, wailing, and threatening suicide."

At this moment, Mitsuko put down the fruit and snacks and withdrew. He Rui replied, "Ishiwara, capitalism isn't just one type. The kind you're talking about is industries with low technological content and high repetitive workload. For example, real estate. Or enterprises that have already built a monopoly system.

"Such industries, no matter how vibrant and enterprising they once were, no matter how great the achievements they obtained, their leaders will ultimately support rent-seeking in politics and feudal privileges in the economic structure. Only in this way can they transfer the cost of maintaining the enterprise's survival to others. These enterprises are also considered national parasites inside capitalist countries."

Speaking of this, He Rui couldn't help but sigh. In He Rui's original timeline, those capitalists who had a sense of responsibility, who took responsibility before destruction, paid off debts, and exited gracefully while hurting others and themselves as little as possible—even if one couldn't say they were unique, they were at least rare as phoenix feathers and unicorn horns. Because this behavior went against human nature.

More than 99.99% of capitalists would try to drag as many people as possible down with them before they were finished. If they had enough ability, they wouldn't hesitate to drag the country down with them. This is the fate of capitalists, a cursed fate.

As long as an enterprise enters the "cursed" path, it will definitely play the "too big to fail" trick as much as possible. These capitalists, who only pursue good-looking earnings sheets, have become scourges in every country. In China, there are plenty of guys who rose with the trend, used incomplete national policies to create astronomical debts, and then tried to escape by transferring responsibility, causing huge economic losses to the country.

Ishiwara didn't know what He Rui was thinking. He explained straightforwardly, "Teacher, Japan doesn't lack enterprising companies, nor does it lack enterprising scientific and technological talent. What Japan lacks is a market. Even if China only gives Japan one or two industrial fields, Japan can promote industrial upgrading.

"The current Japanese *Kabushiki Gaisha* [joint-stock companies] can be said to be feudal remnants, but they are also a self-saving system. The *Kabushiki Gaisha* formed by these small enterprises form Japan's industrial chain. As long as the leading enterprise above decides to implement industrial upgrading through the discussion system within the *Kabushiki Gaisha*, the whole system will operate. Its effect is higher than simple government promotion. Teacher's understanding of Japan is probably above mine; I request Teacher to support Japan's industrial upgrading."

After speaking, Ishiwara saw He Rui still looked thoughtful. He knew that even a politician of He Rui's prestige couldn't ask the Chinese government to give up a certain industry to Japan and provide a market to Japan at the same time. Ishiwara's intention wasn't really to achieve such a goal. After a pause, he continued, "I still believe that the military industry is top-tier content even within the heavy industry field. The completion of the development of a 140,000-shaft-horsepower warship power system is the foundation for the power system of future 100,000-ton freighters. The most important thing now is that time waits for no one. The Japanese Institute of Geopolitics believes that another great war is likely to break out in Europe. In the news obtained by the Japanese *Tokko*, there is definitely someone in Roosevelt's think tank who submitted a report to Roosevelt. It argues that the U.S. needs to fully support German military development to promote the outbreak of a European war. It is said that the report has even calculated the amount of money. Just 4 to 6 billion U.S. dollars, entering Germany in the form of normal investment, would suffice.

"In the last European war, the United States profited from the conflict. The current United States is much stronger than the United States of 20 years ago. If given the opportunity this time, they will likely become the dominant force in Europe and America."

Ishiwara stopped here and picked up a mandarin orange to peel. The upper echelons of the great powers generally believed that He Rui had strong initiative and aggression; saying this much was enough. Saying more would only appear to underestimate He Rui.

He Rui pondered the intelligence gathered by the *Tokko* that Ishiwara mentioned. Industrial nations had powerful national strength, numerous talents, and tight organization. Especially with tight organization, even if decision-making by slapping one's head wasn't rare in industrial nations, the industrial nation knew doing so was stupid, so it would order various specialized agencies and think tanks to propose various plans.

Even France, which had a preparatory alliance relationship with China, definitely had various plans within the French Ministry of Defense for war with China. This didn't mean France really wanted to go to war with China, but the staff officers in the French General Staff had to complete such plans. This was why industrial nations were powerful. Although Europe and America didn't have the saying "Preparedness ensures success, unpreparedness spells failure," their basic concepts were similar.

What He Rui cared about was whether U.S. President Roosevelt accepted such a concept. Since Roosevelt took office, this brother had really restricted U.S. technology and equipment exports to the Soviet Union. He Rui didn't doubt Roosevelt's strategic ability. Moreover, in history, Roosevelt did indeed use economic means to force Japan to attack the United States first, thereby solving the issue of domestic isolationism in the United States.

"Ishiwara, what else did the *Tokko* find out?" He Rui asked.

Ishiwara had already eaten his third mandarin orange. He picked up a tissue to wipe his fingers. "Teacher, the *Tokko* heard that the U.S. fleet is preparing to conduct a military exercise of a surprise attack on Pearl Harbor."

"Uh..." He Rui was speechless. This was indeed something the U.S. could do.

Seeing He Rui's surprise, Ishiwara smiled. "Teacher, I am not surprised that the U.S. wants to use those broken ships from a dozen years ago to conduct such an exercise. There is a rumor that Roosevelt will soon propose a bill to give the Philippines the status of Puerto Rico. Teacher surely knows Roosevelt's intention."

"Hehe." He Rui smiled. If Roosevelt did this, not just He Rui, but basically all the upper echelons of the great powers in the world could understand Roosevelt's strategic considerations.

Sensing the pressure the United States was under, He Rui felt happy, and his tone became much more cheerful. "Ishiwara, if this proposal really happens, start preparing the list of what Japan can undertake."

Ishiwara was overjoyed. Before coming here, he had discussed with the cabinet several times and prepared three contingency plans. The Japanese cabinet believed that the one most beneficial to Japan was for the East Asian Alliance to start increasing military expenditure and preparing for war. The Japanese Ministry of Industry indicated that as long as Ishiwara could bring back He Rui's agreement, the Ministry of Industry would formulate a comprehensive Japanese industrial upgrading plan as soon as possible, which would definitely thoroughly solve Japan's many chronic illnesses.

Now He Rui had practically agreed. Next, it would depend on the level of the Japanese *Tokko*'s intelligence gathering ability.

Since the goal had been achieved, Ishiwara stood up and said, "Teacher, I want to go see Mitsuko and her child now. Having the child call me Uncle shouldn't be a problem, right?"

"Hehe. It is only right. After I left Japan, you were the one taking care of Mitsuko all along," He Rui laughed.

"Then I'll go down first." Ishiwara finished speaking, saw He Rui nod slightly, and bowed to take his leave.

If it were an ordinary family, He Rui would certainly have gone to keep him company. But in He Rui's position, he could no longer do whatever he wanted. The pieces of intelligence collected by the *Tokko* made He Rui's strategic puzzle a few degrees clearer. At this moment, He Rui had to consider these matters as soon as possible.

Looking at China and the United States located on opposite sides of the Pacific on the world map, He Rui actually looked forward to the United States taking the lead in military construction because it couldn't withstand the pressure caused by China's development. And the United States had every reason to conduct military construction.

In 1935, the U.S. Federal Government had an army of only 100,000, about the same as the German Army. Germany's 100,000-strong army was bullied by surrounding countries in Europe. The United States had the security advantage of two oceans; 100,000 troops were just enough to protect the United States' security at this stage. The United States possessed the same naval tonnage as Britain, and its two-ocean fleet was powerful. It could afford to be this lax.

But the situation had changed now. The rise of China had indeed put pressure on the United States. The combined naval tonnage of China and Japan equaled that of the United States. To protect its own security, the United States had every reason to increase the size of its army. Otherwise, if the Sino-Japanese coalition forces attacked Hawaii, the U.S.'s 100,000 federal troops would be useless. Once Hawaii was lost, the U.S. West Coast would face a threat.

Recalling the U.S. Navy in World War II, He Rui's mood couldn't help but soar. This time, what kind of combat power could the massive U.S. Navy unleash? He Rui really wanted to know.
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On February 18, 1936, the session of the new French National Assembly was filled with shouts of anger and abuse. This cabinet, established less than three months ago, was voting on the *Franco-Soviet Treaty of Mutual Assistance*. The previous administration had passed the agreement, but for it to take effect, it required ratification by the French parliament.

The composition of this French cabinet was not much different from the one before last, which was why the treaty was pushed to a parliamentary vote. The vote itself was not particularly turbulent; as long as it was directed against Germany, it easily garnered support within the French cabinet. However, immediately after the *Franco-Soviet Treaty of Mutual Assistance* was passed, the opposition party declared, "We are going to bring down the cabinet!"

According to the system of the French Third Republic, which was originally intended to implement a constitutional monarchy where the head of state was a King and no election for the monarch existed, bringing down a government was quite easy. For a monarch, a frequently changing government did more good than harm. Unexpectedly, the restoration failed. As time went on, the French Third Republic formed a tradition: there must never be another Napoleon. And they effectively achieved this goal.

Consequently, the revolving-door nature of the government became the norm for the French Third Republic. Since the French economy was not powerful—at least not powerful enough to produce two dominant political parties—a multitude of parties, large and small, held seats in the parliament. As long as the opposition party could rally a few cabinet members to launch an attack together, they could successfully topple the cabinet.

On February 20, the cabinet fell. The French political parties, accustomed to this, began their backroom dealings to form the next government based on shifting interests.

Hitler, who had already gathered all power into his own hands, was truly overjoyed. Even facing the opposition of the old generals of the German General Staff, his mood remained relaxed. The old generals of the Wehrmacht had received orders from Hitler as early as last year, when the *Soviet-German Mutual Assistance Treaty* was signed, to formulate a plan to march into the Rhineland.

Now that they had received Hitler's order to execute this military operation, the old generals still voiced their objections one after another. Although the Nazi government had declared in 1935 that it would no longer accept the restrictions of the Treaty of Versailles on Germany and had expanded the Wehrmacht to 300,000 men—completing the expansion plan in 1935—most of this newly formed 300,000-man Wehrmacht were green recruits. There was a shortage of heavy equipment and insufficient training. Once France used Germany's entry into the Rhineland as a pretext to launch an attack, the German Wehrmacht would be unable to resist.

Hitler felt relaxed internally, but his expression was stern. "Generals, I will bear all political responsibility. All you need to do is fulfill your duties and execute the military plans you have already formulated. Who has any objection to this?"

The generals all fell silent. Hitler stood up, looking down at them from his commanding height. "Generals, what is your answer?"

More than ten minutes later, the generals left the office with gloomy faces. Hitler's secretary, Rudolf Hess, stepped forward and said to Hitler, "Mein Führer, when do you plan to go to the Reichstag?"

Hitler asked, "Hess, are you not afraid?"

Hess immediately straightened his back. "Mein Führer, I agree with your view. The French are merely bluffing. I even think France might want to use this agreement to gain benefits from the Soviet Union."

Hitler thought the second half of Hess's idea was a bit of an over-interpretation, but he did not mention it. That Hess could firmly believe France was bluffing already made him better than that group of generals in the Wehrmacht.

Hess was a bit anxious at this moment. He continued, "Mein Führer, how should I notify the Reichstag?"

Hitler thought for a moment and ordered, "The military operation will begin at 8:00 AM. Have the Foreign Ministry convey Germany's view to all signatories of the Locarno Treaties at 10:00 AM. Tell them that because France has abandoned the spirit of the Locarno Treaties, Germany will abolish the Locarno Treaties and propose Germany's own collective security system plan. And I will arrive at the Reichstag at 10:15 AM to announce this news."

Rudolf Hess answered cheerfully, "Mein Führer, do you have any other orders?"

Hitler had intended to ask Hess what China's reaction would be, but instead, he said, "Go and do it, make it quick."

At 8:00 AM on February 20, 1936, 30,000 troops of the German Wehrmacht crossed the Rhineland boundary and entered the Rhineland region.

The Rhineland region is German territory, west of the Rhine River, serving as Germany's western border, bordering the Netherlands, Belgium, and France. The Netherlands, Belgium, and France are distributed from north to south; the Netherlands does not border France, with Belgium in between.

According to the Treaty of Versailles, Germany was not allowed to station troops in the Rhineland. The Rhineland was a German industrial hub. In the Rhineland Crisis of 1923, France and Belgium marched into the Rhineland, occupied the area, and ordered local German enterprises to unconditionally hand over industrial products to France and Belgium to offset Germany's war reparations.

Seeing this situation, the Weimar government took advantage of the trend to create an inhumane hyperinflation, using the excuse of foreign invasion to default on the war bonds the German government should have repaid to the German people.

Although Nazi Germany shouted about abolishing the shackles imposed on Germany by the Treaty of Versailles, they had only restored conscription and had not actually recovered the Rhineland. The march into the Rhineland ordered by Hitler—an operation to completely control the Franco-German border—was the military action that truly tore up the Treaty of Versailles.

Just as Hitler arranged, at 10:00 AM on February 20, the ambassadors of the countries that had signed the Locarno Treaties arrived at the German Foreign Ministry and learned of Hitler's decision to abolish the Locarno Treaties because France had effectively passed the *Franco-Soviet Treaty of Mutual Assistance*.

At 10:15 AM, Hitler arrived at the restored Reichstag building and announced loudly to the assembled German MPs, "France has colluded with the Soviet Union, destroying the *Locarno Treaties*. This is the reason we must act. We have continuously reiterated our friendly relations with France and continuously appealed for the guarantee of peace, only to be met with France's response of a Franco-Soviet military alliance. This renders the *Locarno Treaties* meaningless and unnecessary."

The German MPs were generally unaware of Hitler's decision, but they knew that Hitler was absolutely not the Weimar government of the past that only engaged in verbal protests. Once German troops entered the Rhineland, it meant firing the first shot against French aggression. The MPs' first reaction was astonishment; they hadn't expected Hitler to have such backbone.

In the silence, Hitler announced loudly in his characteristic hoarse voice, "From today, the German government re-establishes its absolute sovereignty, unrestricted by anything, in the demilitarized zone!"

The Reichstag building was dead silent, but a moment later, the Nazi Party MPs stood up one after another, raised their right arms toward Hitler, and shouted loudly: "*Sieg Heil! Sieg Heil! Sieg Heil!*"

*Sieg Heil* means "Hail Victory" in German and was a customary slogan of the Nazi Party. The MPs of Nazi Germany shouted "Hail Victory" from the bottom of their hearts. From 1919 to the present year of 1936, a full 17 years had passed, and Germany finally had a leader who dared to truly resist Britain and France. For this alone, the MPs of Nazi Germany felt incredibly excited.

At this time, the German people in the Rhineland were surprised to see the German Wehrmacht driving along the roads into the towns and cities. As an economically developed industrial region of Germany, the Rhineland was densely populated with towns. But in the past 17 years, they hadn't seen a single German soldier.

At first, these German residents of the Rhineland couldn't believe they were actually seeing German troops on German soil with their own eyes. The German soldiers, however, looked nervous and full of unease.

In the era when Germany only had an army of 100,000, the members of this 100,000-man force were either officers or NCOs, organized as seeds for the future German army. Even though Germany expanded its army to 300,000 in 1935, the proportion of officers and NCOs remained extremely high, far exceeding the armies of other countries.

Germany's current officers were basically university graduates, and NCOs were high school graduates. Their education gave them insight far beyond that of ordinary German citizens. Currently, Germany's neighboring countries could mobilize 90 divisions, approximately 1.8 million troops, at any time. The reserves numbered 100 divisions. Facing an army of 3 million, among Germany's 300,000 Wehrmacht troops, 200,000 had enlisted less than a year ago. As long as Germany's neighbors took action, the 300,000 German troops would be easily crushed.

The goal of this operation for the 30,000 German troops was to occupy key points on the German border. This meant that once the French army launched an attack, these 30,000 German troops would be instantly shattered. Facing the threat of death, every German soldier felt immense fear. Even if there were temporarily no foreign troops in the Rhineland, the German army still moved very cautiously, ready to flee the Rhineland at any moment.

The German people of the Rhineland, however, did not sense the fear of the German Wehrmacht. Upon hearing the news, ordinary people flocked to the roadside to cheer and pay tribute to the German army. Technicians ran home to bring out the Chinese-made plastic flowers used for decoration and presented them to the German troops marching on the road.

Wealthier Germans brought out silk flowers made in China or Japan, presenting these brightly colored, beautifully shaped silk flowers to the German army appearing in the Rhineland for the first time in 17 years.

A few thoughtful German citizens even sprayed Chinese-made perfume on the silk flowers. When the German troops carefully accepted the silk flowers, the petals emitted the scent of jasmine or osmanthus.

The German troops had not expected to receive such a warm welcome at all. They accepted the flowers helplessly and carefully, continuing their march forward. At this moment, the hearts of the German soldiers were filled with fear regarding the blow from foreign armies they were about to encounter.

Yet, their cautious and careful actions appeared to the German people of the Rhineland as a display of the German army's politeness and respect. Accustomed to the rough arrogance of foreign troops in Germany, seeing their own country's army treat the people so politely, the German people of the Rhineland could not help but cheer for the German army. Many young girls blew kisses to the German troops continuing towards the border line, shouting loudly, "I love you!"

The number of German troops marching into the Rhineland was 30,000, accounting for 10% of Germany's current 300,000-man army. Moreover, they were all elite German units. According to the plan, the German army would reach the border line within 48 hours, dig positions, and deploy artillery and troops.

By the morning of February 21, Italian Prime Minister Mussolini was the first to express support for Hitler. In October 1935, Italy began its invasion of Ethiopia. Both Britain and France expressed protests against Italy. Since Ethiopia, this African country, was also a member of the League of Nations, the League also announced sanctions against Italy.

Amidst such fierce opposition, only Nazi Germany gave Italy support. Hitler personally ordered a large batch of weapons and equipment to be sent to Italy. Returning the favor, Mussolini, admiring Hitler's bravery, naturally expressed support for Germany's march into the Rhineland.

Since the French cabinet had been toppled and a new government had not yet been determined, although the French Foreign Minister publicly expressed opposition, the French army remained hunkered down inside the Maginot Line, taking no action. Although Britain also expressed opposition, they took no military action either.

Hitler's accusation of France's betrayal of the *Locarno Treaties* was not irrational logic. The Locarno Pact was a collective security system, and this system excluded the Soviet Union. Although this content was not written into the pact in explicit text, the governments of the Locarno signatories were well aware of it and had discussed and completed verbal commitments multiple times. France, by signing the *Franco-Soviet Treaty of Mutual Assistance*, had indeed abandoned the spirit of the Locarno Treaties; Hitler's accusation was entirely valid.

On February 24, Nazi Germany hired a large number of civilians to participate in rapid fortification along the German border. Relying on Germany's industrial level and the patriotism of the German people, a large number of simple but effective defensive positions rapidly took shape in the German border areas.

By February 26, the 30,000 troops that had entered the border possessed the ability to rely on positions to resist foreign military invasion, at least enough not to be instantly broken by foreign armies. Upon learning this news, most generals in the German General Staff fell silent. The field grade and company grade officers, however, were jubilant.

The greatest threat of marching into the Rhineland was the initial 72 hours. If France had immediately dispatched a corps into the Rhineland to launch an attack, the 30,000 German troops with absolutely no defensive capabilities would have been immediately driven back east of the Rhine.

But once the German army succeeded in fortification, based on the experience of the Great War in Europe, 30,000 German troops were enough to delay 100,000 French troops for at least a week, while the German army could quickly organize armed personnel to come in support. Even ordinary new German recruits could be used as soldiers within the defense lines; when it came to trench warfare, the German army really did not fear France.

Moreover, something that made Hitler incredibly happy occurred. On March 1, 1936, the Spanish Civil War broke out, pitting the Republican government forces of Spanish President Manuel Azaña and the Spanish Popular Front left-wing alliance against the Spanish Nationalist forces centered on the fascist Francisco Franco and right-wing groups like the Falange.

The attention of countries like France, Britain, and the Soviet Union was also drawn to the Spanish Civil War. Their attention toward Germany's actions in its own Rhineland decreased sharply. Nazi Germany survived the most dangerous period and completed the march into the Rhineland, recovering Germany's complete sovereignty.

At this time, a new French government was finally elected. Seeing that the French Ambassador to China was about to formally convey news to the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Foreign Minister Li Shiguang hurriedly requested to see He Rui.

After listening to Foreign Minister Li Shiguang's report, He Rui asked, "What is the issue with the Foreign Ministry?"

Li Shiguang replied, "Chairman, it is not an issue with the Foreign Ministry, but a personal issue of mine. Why are we reacting so lightly to the Spanish Civil War?"

He Rui looked at Li Shiguang's serious expression and asked somewhat helplessly, "Minister Li, has the Foreign Ministry discussed the Spanish Civil War from the perspective of Realist Diplomacy?"

Li Shiguang shook his head. The Foreign Ministry had already clarified He Rui's previous attitude, so when discussing this matter, they were somewhat "second-guessing the superior's intentions." Judging only by He Rui's reaction, they had neither conducted a deduction based on Realist Diplomacy nor a discussion based on Idealist Diplomacy.

He Rui could only reply, "Among the countries with the most influence on the Spanish Civil War, the Soviet Union and France are certainly included. Both of these countries are important trading partners of China. China's downplaying of this matter is simply because we do not wish for the Spanish Civil War to affect China's relations with the Soviet Union and France. This is the perspective of Realist Diplomacy.

As for Idealist Diplomacy, what price are we prepared to pay for the Spanish Civil War? And have the Spanish government and the Left contacted our country up to now? Did they notify our country in advance that a civil war was about to break out in Spain?"

Li Shiguang now completely understood He Rui's line of thought and felt a moment of shame. However, Li Shiguang quickly stabilized his emotions and replied, "Chairman, I understand. But I have a question: what is the basic line of thinking for China's Realist Diplomacy going forward?"

"For any matter where a foreign country publicly issues a request to our country, the Foreign Ministry cannot sit idly by. For any event that affects China's economy, the Foreign Ministry must proactively speak out." Having said this, He Rui added a sentence, "In the future, when encountering such matters, report to me immediately."

As Chairman, He Rui possessed much greater authority than the Premier. Li Shiguang immediately understood that He Rui was going to give direct orders to the Foreign Ministry. He immediately stood up and replied, "Yes!"

"By the way, if a discussion regarding the status of the Philippines appears in the US Congress, report to me immediately," He Rui added.

At this time, US President Roosevelt was listening to the report of US Secretary of State Hull. Hearing that Britain and France had allowed Germany's march into the Rhineland to be completed so easily, Roosevelt's face became even gloomier. Hull knew that the march into the Rhineland was a major event for Europe, but Hull felt that the United States had no reason to intervene in this matter.

In the Treaty of Versailles after the end of the Great War in Europe, the international concept proposed by the United States was "respect for sovereignty, national self-determination." The Rhineland was indisputably German territory, and the German government restoring sovereignty on its own national soil was completely in line with America's international diplomatic thinking. If the United States wanted to express justice, rather than criticizing the Rhineland incident, it would be better to attack Italy for invading the League of Nations member Ethiopia. From any angle, Italy's invasion of Ethiopia was a naked trampling of the League of Nations' ideals.

Roosevelt said nothing, only letting Hull finish his report. Sending Hull away, Roosevelt asked his female secretary to call Professor Franz at Columbia University and ask him to come to the White House. The female secretary stepped forward with affection to adjust the blanket covering Roosevelt's knees. With no one else in the room, Roosevelt patted his secretary—and mistress—on the buttocks lovingly and ordered, "Go quickly."

Watching the secretary's graceful retreating figure, President Roosevelt felt a surge of impulse. At this time of unclear national circumstances, appropriate relaxation was also necessary.
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Professor Franz, of Northern European descent, had ancestors who immigrated to the United States five generations ago. Now teaching International Relations at Columbia University, he wore a monocle, looking cold and serious, possessing that characteristic German rationality.

Sitting opposite President Roosevelt, Professor Franz quickly began his explanation. "Mr. President, granting the Philippines the same status as Puerto Rico can ensure a bridgehead for the United States in Asia. The consumption power of the East Asian League is already approaching that of the entire Europe, second only to the United States. From a geopolitical perspective, China is very close to the Philippines. With the development of the East Asian League, it will soon surpass the United States' influence in the Philippines. Once the United States loses the Philippines, it will be thoroughly driven out of Asia.

"This huge Asian market determines the future of the United States, and the current relationship between the United States and the Philippines cannot allow the United States to maintain its influence in Asia.

"As for the reactions of East Asia and Southeast Asia, from a geopolitical perspective, Britain will cautiously welcome it, the Netherlands will be relatively welcoming, and France will not oppose it. For Asia, the United States is an extraterritorial country. The United States strengthening its presence in the Philippines means that the Netherlands, Britain, and France can use the United States' relationship to form a balance against East Asia. And the United States can also balance between Southeast Asia and East Asia.

"At this time, the United States will hold a very proactive position..."

After listening to Professor Franz's explanation, Roosevelt raised his question. "Will China have a fierce reaction to this?"

"I think China will oppose it, but Mr. President, have you noticed the territorial claims of the 11-dash line proposed by China? Several large islands and reefs among them are right next to the Philippines. Do you think China, having made such territorial claims, has no ideas about the Philippines? Up to now, the Chinese in the Philippines still possess great influence. I think these are all forces suppressing the United States' influence in Asia."

Hearing this, Roosevelt began to think. Of course, the United States could persecute Chinese nationals and expatriates in the Philippines now, but the current China was no longer the Qing Dynasty; China could not sit idly by. Although China was unlikely to launch a war against the United States, Sino-US trade was developing rapidly, and China was soon to become the United States' largest trading partner. Hostility between the two sides would greatly affect American exports.

After sending Professor Franz away, Roosevelt made up his mind to push for the proposal on the Philippines' status. Even if it did not succeed this time, at least it could greatly enhance pro-American sentiment in the Philippines. From an economic perspective, the United States could not afford to lose Asia either.

On March 4, 1936, the Philippines status proposal was somewhat reluctantly submitted to Congress by the Democratic Party. That same day, He Rui received the notification from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. He Rui looked at the report and sneered. It was obvious that this fellow Roosevelt was a warmonger. If one were to speak of the instigator of World War II, Roosevelt was definitely the biggest driving force behind the scenes.

Since Roosevelt's attitude was determined, He Rui had nothing more to say. It just so happened that Li Runshi had been the Secretary of the Shaanxi Provincial Committee for three years. His achievements were great, and the controversy was equally great. It was a good time to transfer Li Runshi back to become a member of the Military Commission, or to become a Vice Premier. In this surging era, it was also time to give comrades who were good at struggle and courageous in struggle the opportunity to display their strength.

On March 5, 1936, Japanese Prime Minister Ishihara Kanji convened a cabinet meeting. Since the United States had expressed a stance of never giving up Asia, Japan's path had been clearly shaped by external forces.

The Minister of Industry requested to speak first. He did not talk about the international and domestic situation in Japan, but went straight to the point: "The Ministry of Industry believes that the unification of Japan's electric power can definitely be completed within two years. The Ministry of Industry is already prepared for the machine tool replacement plan to be carried out simultaneously with the power system transformation, to conduct a thorough elimination of Japan's old machine tools."

Hearing this statement, several ministers, including the Minister of Finance, changed their expressions. The frequencies of the power systems in Kanto and Kansai, Japan, were different, being 60 Hertz and 50 Hertz respectively. This was a sequela caused by Japan introducing power technologies from both Britain and the United States respectively.

The reason it had continued until now was mainly that the Japanese central government had no money. Even if they barely wanted to do it, they met with opposition from local forces. Regardless of whether the power in Kanto or Kansai was transformed, it would subsidize one side. The other side was simply unwilling to bear such costs.

The plan proposed by the Minister of Industry to completely eliminate old machine tools domestically was indeed fair, a good deed that would benefit the present and future generations. But this money was already the sum of the Japanese government's fiscal revenue for several years. How exactly was this cost to be recovered?

The Minister of Finance showed no fear at all. "Prime Minister, may I ask where this money will come from?"

Ishihara was very confident. "Issue 10-year national bonds."

The Minister of Finance felt like he was going to faint. Such a sum of national bonds—let alone whether they could be sold out. Even if they were sold out, would there really be the ability to repay them in 10 years?

Ishihara added at this time: "There is no need to issue them all at once; issuing them in multiple batches is no problem."

Hearing Ishihara say this, and thinking that Ishihara had just returned from China, most Japanese cabinet members guessed that Ishihara must have reached some consensus with He Rui. Even so, the risk of doing this was too great.

But Ishihara could only ask the cabinet members to do it, without giving further explanation. Because Ishihara knew very well that as long as he truly promoted Japan's military expansion and war preparation work, he could get He Rui's support. But if the words of military expansion and war preparation were told to the cabinet members now, the news would definitely leak out, and at that time, He Rui would not be polite to Japan.

The cabinet meeting lasted a whole day, and finally, the domestic affairs of Japan were roughly straightened out. After the meeting ended, Ishihara invited Nagumo Chuichi and Yamaguchi Tamon to a meeting in a small conference room. These two belonged to the aircraft carrier faction and the battleship faction respectively, and originally should not have been able to piss in the same pot. But both of them had already felt the atmosphere of war. Nagumo Chuichi didn't even sit down before saying to Ishihara: "Prime Minister, after Germany successfully marched into the Rhineland, the countries surrounding Germany will lose confidence in France. As long as Germany rapidly expands its army, it can gradually isolate France."

Yamaguchi Tamon nodded repeatedly. Back then, Japan had seized the opportunity to suppress the influence of the Qing Dynasty bit by bit like this, and rapidly expanded its army. The trick Germany was pulling looked truly incomparable familiar to the Japanese military, only hindered by the current situation, they could not directly bring it out as a case study. And since Ishihara was known as Japan's strategist, there was no need to mention it specifically to Ishihara.

Ishihara, however, said: "Gentlemen, have you not noticed that the United States has proposed granting the Philippines a higher status, giving it the same status as Puerto Rico?"

As soon as these words came out, both Nagumo Chuichi and Yamaguchi Tamon were stunned. While Nagumo Chuichi was silent in thought, Yamaguchi Tamon had already jumped up and shouted: "War! Then there is only war!"

Nagumo Chuichi did not like Yamaguchi Tamon's impetuous personality and couldn't help but frown. But Nagumo agreed very much with Yamaguchi Tamon's view. In the present where all the great powers except China had colonies, the Philippines, as a colony of the United States, would trigger a war if lost, but the intensity of the war would be controlled. The Philippines was just snatched by the United States from Spain 40 years ago; the United States would not fight to the death for the Philippines.

The existence of the Philippines was a huge flank threat when the East Asian League went south. Unless the United States reached a consensus with the East Asian League beforehand, the East Asian League would inevitably have to move against the Philippines.

Once the Philippines became a local government of the United States, almost like a state, the war would turn into a total national war, one where a winner and loser must be fought out. The United States could lose a colony, but it could not lose its national territory.

This proposal proved the United States' determination to intervene in the Asian situation. Since the United States had already made its attitude clear, even if this proposal did not pass, the East Asian League would have to regard the United States as an enemy country.

Nagumo Chuichi had been to the United States. At this moment, the developed American urban clusters and large numbers of factories he had seen came to his mind. Although he felt in his heart that the United States' attitude was absolutely unacceptable, Nagumo still asked: "Prime Minister, could there be some misunderstanding?"

Before Ishihara could answer, Yamaguchi Tamon had already shouted: "Nagumo-kun, what misunderstanding could there be? Let's look at the history of the United States. What are they best at? It is picking the fruits after the great powers have fought to exhaustion. Even if the United States seemingly sincerely explains to us now, saying that the United States will absolutely not participate in the war. But while we are waging war, the United States will go all out to expand its army and prepare for war. With the United States' war potential, they will build a large amount of equipment. Once the war reaches the point where our peak strength has passed, the United States will definitely take action. Rather than always guarding against the United States, it is better to completely eliminate the United States' strongholds in the Pacific from the very beginning. Then, we have no necessity whatsoever to take the United States' sophistry seriously."

Nagumo Chuichi did not answer immediately. He considered the United States' industrial strength and truly had no way to judge how much strength the United States could actually bring out. It was only then that Nagumo Chuichi discovered that the United States' powerful industrial strength had caused enormous psychological pressure on him.

At this time, Ishihara finally opened his mouth and said: "You should base your war simulations on the United States mobilizing fully. Do not make any underestimations. With the United States' strength, they have the possibility of mobilizing an army of 10 million. Conduct the deduction based on the United States' full strength, without any reservation."

Nagumo Chuichi felt uncomfortable in his heart and actually failed to answer immediately. Yamaguchi Tamon, however, had already saluted Ishihara. "Please rest assured, Prime Minister. I will definitely produce a report without any wishful thinking."

After speaking, Yamaguchi Tamon did not even look at Nagumo Chuichi, but just stood straight, waiting for the reaction of others.

Nagumo Chuichi knew he had no other choice, so he also replied: "May I ask, Prime Minister, how long can you give us to prepare?"

"Half a month," Ishihara replied. In Ishihara's judgment, China, as the main force fighting the United States, would probably also produce a comparison of basic strengths within half a month. What Japan needed to do now was to consider everything comprehensively. As long as Japan could arrange its own strength well, there was no need to worry that the bonds for industrial upgrading could not be sold.
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Japan's initial industrial system was introduced from Britain, with a standard of 230V, 50Hz. The American power standard was 110V, 60Hz. After 1900, the United States' influence on Japan grew stronger, and Japan's voltage gradually unified at 110V, but it left behind two power systems with frequencies of 50Hz and 60Hz respectively.

After the formation of the East Asian Alliance, North Korea and Ryukyu, because their industrial strength was weak, were able to travel light and quickly built new power systems according to China's industrial standards. For Japan, firstly, its industrial scale was large, making conversion difficult. Secondly, there was also psychological unease within Japan about completely adopting Chinese standards.

By April 1, 1936, Ishiwara was eating breakfast, gnawing on a fried dough stick (youtiao) while reading the newspaper. The headline was the news that the Tokyo Stock Exchange in Japan had risen sharply for three consecutive trading days. Turning to the second page, it was all news about power equipment manufactured by Mitsui, Mitsubishi, and Komatsu, as well as machinery manufacturing. The third page contained news about other companies related to power and machinery manufacturing.

Putting down the newspaper, Ishiwara devoured the fried dough stick and the mixture of tofu brains and spicy soup (hulatang) in his bowl like a whirlwind, stood up and said, "I'm going to work."

Mrs. Ishiwara, a standard Japanese woman, hurriedly stood up to open the door. Before Ishiwara walked out of the house, Mrs. Ishiwara bowed, "Please take care on the road."

If this were before the Japanese Revolution, these words would have been at least half sincere. At that time, Japan's domestic economy was destitute, and society was like a boiling cauldron. Assassination incidents occurred frequently, and it was not uncommon for the Prime Minister to be assassinated. Troops rushing into the Prime Minister's home to kill people had also happened.

Now, Ishiwara only had two guards by his side. Although the guards looked serious, they were actually quite relaxed inside. Along the way, the cherry blossoms in Japan's streets and parks were blooming brilliantly. The Japanese people on the streets walked with hurried steps, full of the vitality of hard work. Ishiwara was very emotional in his heart; many of Japan's chronic illnesses had been destroyed by the revolution. But after witnessing the national situations of China, the United States, and the Soviet Union, Ishiwara had an urgent expectation in his heart, hoping that Japan could also catch up with these great powers.

Even the Soviet Union, which was considered backward, because of the good distribution system established by the Soviet socialist system, the Soviet people had abundant light industrial products, and their daily living standards were above those of Japan. Moreover, the Soviet Union had vast territory and abundant resources, with a population of 160 million, only three times that of Japan. But the Soviet Union's land area was 22 million square kilometers, more than 50 times that of Japan. Just relying on exporting raw materials allowed the Soviet people to live a very good life, not to mention that Soviet industry had also made considerable progress in the past ten years or so.

On this journey, Ishiwara was quite excited. The policy just launched was the Future Party of Japan's first industrial policy in the true sense. As the party leader with absolute appeal in the Future Society, Ishiwara felt immense pressure.

Several cabinet members were already waiting at the Prime Minister's office. Seeing Ishiwara enter, they immediately stood up and bowed. Ishiwara had visited some countries in the past two years and had to wear a western suit. Ishiwara himself had a baby face and was short. No matter how well the suit fit, he looked like an insignificant little person.

Now Ishiwara was wearing a general's uniform without any rank insignia, and he immediately looked like a somebody. Now that he was wearing the military uniform again, Ishiwara sat down in the central seat and immediately unbuttoned his collar hook, "Make the report."

The first to report was the Director-General of the Ministry of Industry. This entire industrial upgrade was a major event, but any major event is naturally divided into many steps and details. So the report from the Director-General of the Ministry of Industry was very thick. He turned past the table of contents and entered the general outline of the first part.

"This industrial upgrade includes the transformation of the entire Japanese power system, as well as the upgrade of mechanical equipment. In the power transformation part, Japan's largest trading partners include China, North Korea, Ryukyu, and the Soviet Union. The power standards of these four countries are all 220V, 50Hz. Japan's power transformation will adopt this standard, and this standard will also be implemented in the future.

"The power system transformation will be led by the Mitsui and Mitsubishi zaibatsus, establishing a new Japan Power Company. In this company, the Japanese government holds 26% of the shares, the Mitsui Zaibatsu holds 11%, the Mitsubishi Zaibatsu holds 8%, and other zaibatsus hold 6%, totaling 51%. Of the remaining 49% of the shares, 15% will be listed and traded on the Tokyo Stock Exchange, and the remaining 34% will be listed and traded on the Shanghai Stock Exchange. It is expected to raise 66 billion yen, which is approximately 11 billion US dollars..."

Hearing this number, Ishiwara's lips couldn't help but tighten. This money, after very careful calculation, could be recovered. But such a huge capital investment, for Japan, was tantamount to gambling on the national destiny.

After the Director-General of the Ministry of Industry finished the part on raising power funds, he began the second part, the content of the industrial upgrade.

Japanese industry and experts examined the industrial systems of countries around the world, combined various industrial theories, and summarized Japan's industrial direction. In this plan, the production methods and equipment adopted in many fields have not yet been developed and can only be temporarily replaced by some existing equipment and production methods. But the future of these industries has already been planned in the present. In order to realize these plans, Japan will invest a large amount of capital and research and development strength, and at the same time cooperate with advanced enterprises and research institutions in the Asian Alliance to achieve expectations as soon as possible.

"Japan's industry is a decentralized small-enterprise production model. Efficiency is low, and utilization rates are not high. In order to improve utilization rates, Japanese production enterprises rely heavily on 'craftsmen', that is, skilled personnel. Among the people, these skilled personnel are given a title, called 'Sennin' (Immortal)..."

Ishiwara couldn't help but light a cigarette. There were too many immortals in Japan: screw immortals, nut immortals, bearing immortals, etc. Even those who molded sushi had the title of Sushi Immortal. Having engaged in so many immortals for decades, the industrial results were far inferior to the results of the He Rui government's 10 years of work.

The Director-General of the Ministry of Industry held the same view. "In contrast, the United States and China, whose industrial scales are far larger than Japan's, adopt the assembly line organization model for industrial production as much as possible. On the production line, there is no space for 'xx Immortals', only various engineer groups who are good at using machines and designing machines.

"Taking the automobile production lines of China and the United States as an example, a leading automobile company assembles thousands of parts into a car. The automobile production plant is more responsible for the design of the car, and thousands of professional production factories provide parts to the automobile production plant. For every part, there may be several factories or even a dozen factories competing. Similarly, because there are many automobile factories, each parts factory may also provide parts to several car companies at the same time.

"China and the United States also have a large number of decentralized small businesses like Japan today. The number, scale, and production capacity are all above Japan's, but the industrial model of China and the United States is taking the path of the large-scale production line model.

"Fortunately, with the establishment of the East Asian Economic Community, Japan's advantageous industries have begun to develop rapidly. At this stage, Japan is developing very fast in shipbuilding and precision processing industries, occupying a considerable market share within the East Asian Economic Community. The number of employees in this precision processing industry far exceeds that of traditional family businesses. The number of people in Japanese traditional family businesses is between 3 and 7, while the number of employees in new enterprises formed as Kabushiki Kaisha (joint-stock companies) is between 50 and 100.

"The Ministry of Industry believes that this Japanese enterprise model is very suitable for Japan's characteristics. Although the number of people is not as large as that of American and Chinese enterprises, it can exert the pursuit of perfection in Japanese tradition. It can also ensure the flexibility of the industrial chain.

"The large-scale production line model of China and the United States also has its own problems, which is the problem of product precision. A large number of Japanese small and medium-sized enterprises can provide higher precision parts for Japan's large-scale assembly line production enterprises. After completing the industrial upgrade at this stage, Japan can increase the output of Japanese assembly line products on a new basis..."

Ishiwara subconsciously touched his collar hook. The Japanese government considers problems from an economic perspective. Before becoming Prime Minister, Ishiwara's profession was a soldier. What he saw was the war that was very likely to break out in a few years. The current stage is the best time for Japan's industrial upgrade, and it is also the last window of opportunity. Seizing this opportunity, one can produce at full capacity in the future war era.

Given Japan's status in the East Asian Alliance, if China eats meat, Japan can eat meat soup with quite a few slices of meat added. After a future worldwide war, the victors will be able to enjoy huge returns.

Japan's power system transformation is a national project. The government can raise funds by forming companies and issuing stocks. This greatly alleviates the financial pressure on the Japanese government.

To carry out industrial upgrades for numerous domestic enterprises in Japan, the funds that can be raised from foreign investors are limited, so the Japanese government has to raise funds by issuing bonds, or even operating in debt. But this is also "gambling on national destiny" that Japan is very accustomed to. Betting on the national destiny now and issuing a large amount of debt, these bonds can all turn into huge wealth in the future. In this regard, Japan has a lot of experience. The European War gave Japan a taste of it once.

Finishing this economic discussion, Ishiwara called in General Nagumo and General Yamaguchi. This time, it wasn't the eager Yamaguchi's turn to speak; Nagumo had already taken out a plan. Facing the former Lieutenant General Ishiwara wearing a military uniform, Nagumo didn't feel much pressure. After all, this guy Ishiwara really understood military affairs.

"Prime Minister, according to our judgment, the limit of US conscription is 11 million. Domestic production and logistics can be satisfied by recruiting women into factories, so the US military can maintain a situation of 3.5 million people fighting on the front line for a long time. Without major changes in the war situation, the US military can maintain 1.2 million people fighting on the front line for a long time.

"This year is 1936, and the United States has not proposed a plan to expand military equipment. We set the scenario that the United States starts expanding its army and building ships in 1937. Generally, military expansion is a three-year plan. The United States can possess 24-36 new aircraft carriers and 24 new battleships. Adding the US naval vessels currently in service that can serve until 1940, the United States will possess a navy with 36 battleships and 36 aircraft carriers as the core in 1940."

Speaking of this, Nagumo paused for a moment. This number was the result of a compromise after a full argument between him and the more steady veterans in the army and the radical carrier faction headed by Yamaguchi Tamon and Yamamoto Isoroku, and the one who compromised was Nagumo.

Yamamoto Isoroku and Yamaguchi Tamon, these two guys, demanded that the standard must be based on the United States exerting that terrible industrial capacity, while the more cautious Nagumo hoped to base it on a deduction as close to reality as possible. In the end, Yamaguchi Tamon jumped up in the venue and shouted: "The Prime Minister has an order to use the US upper limit as the standard for deduction. Nagumo-kun, do you want to violate the Prime Minister's order? If you have forgotten the Prime Minister's instructions, I can call the Prime Minister now and ask him to state his views."

Facing such coercion, Nagumo had to compromise. And the result of the compromise was that after the deduction ended, the faces of the more steady veterans turned green. The industrial strength of the United States is number one in the world. At the London Naval Conference, when various countries discussed aircraft carrier tonnage, the US side believed that the maximum tonnage of aircraft carriers was 35,000 tons. Now the Chinese naval aircraft carrier determined by the China-Japan Naval Joint Working Group is also of 35,000 tons tonnage.

A flight wing on a Chinese aircraft carrier is about 100 fighter jets, and the number on a US aircraft carrier is probably similar. The envisioned US Navy would possess 3,600 various fighter jets.

With the industrial strength of the United States, if a full-scale war really breaks out and the US situation is unfavorable, the United States can start construction on 36 aircraft carriers in one year. Maintaining a force of 1.2 million on the front line, the United States can conduct a war of attrition with the East Asian Alliance for a long time that is unimaginable to Nagumo.

Settling his mind, Nagumo continued: "According to this deduction, the Japanese Navy can provide 12 new battleships and 4 secondary aircraft carriers. If Japan produces new aircraft carriers with all its strength, the number will be about 3. During the war, Japan can produce three 45,000-ton battleships and two 35,000-ton aircraft carriers annually. The rest of the vessels will have to be borne by other countries in the East Asian Alliance."

Listening to Nagumo Chuichi's account, Yamaguchi's eyes shone with excitement. Nagumo was frightened by the scale of such a battlefield, while Yamaguchi couldn't wait to throw himself into such a magnificent war immediately.

Looking at Yamaguchi Tamon's impatient appearance, Ishiwara asked: "Yamaguchi-kun, do you agree with this presupposition?"

Yamaguchi Tamon answered immediately: "Ishiwara-kun, I think it is entirely possible for the United States to complete such armaments. Especially now that the United States has to pay attention to Sino-US trade, the United States is very likely to start building ships in 1937."

Nagumo was speechless. He still believed that it was impossible for the United States to start large-scale ship building in '37, and it was impossible to do so even in 1939. The reason was simple: China had already started building 35,000-ton secondary battleships and 35,000-ton aircraft carriers.

Moreover, Britain had agreed to Germany building a navy at the end of '35, especially allowing Germany to build battleships. So China and France were prepared to announce at the International Naval Treaty Conference to be held in May '36 that China would give up the 4 battleships that France "built for China", and China would begin to build its own capital ships with a total tonnage of 140,000 tons.

In order to cope with the naval pressure from East Asia, the United States might build about 8 aircraft carriers and less than 8 battleships. But to let the United States start construction on 36 aircraft carriers, what kind of lunatic would do such a thing?

At least in Nagumo's view, US President Roosevelt did not look like a lunatic.

Ishiwara didn't care about these things. In his current considerations, the highest priority was the economy, not the military. The future war would definitely not be Japan alone fighting the United States, but the entire East Asian Alliance going to war. China has a population of more than 600 million, and its industrial scale is constantly expanding. Japan will have at most 60 million people by then, one-tenth of China's. It is enough for Japan to provide military power matching its own strength. According to this report, Japan can provide slightly more than one-tenth of the military power, which has already met Ishiwara's needs.

Originally, the report should have ended here, but looking at the worried Nagumo and the jubilant Yamaguchi Tamon, Ishiwara could only say a few more words, "Do you think that if China adopts general mobilization, how large will the army size reach?"

Yamaguchi Tamon answered loudly immediately: "70 million!"

Ishiwara nodded, "Therefore, China will not see a situation of general mobilization. Not only that, during the war, the entire East Asian Alliance will also view the war as a war that has a profound impact on the country, but will not adopt general mobilization. Because, with ordinary mobilization, the total military strength of the war can easily reach 30 million, and the number of reserves will also reach 60 million. That is to say, on the scale of the current earth, the number of troops that can be accommodated on the battle line that the East Asian Coalition Forces can truly deploy on the front line will not exceed 6 million. Even with an army of 30 million, only one-fifth of the troops are fighting on the front line. So, everyone, don't be overly nervous."

Hearing this, Nagumo's expression improved a little, while Yamaguchi Tamon was even more delighted. Any commander wants to fight a war with sufficient troops and excellent equipment. The current size of the US federal army is less than 300,000. On such a scale, no matter how the army is expanded, the equipment and quality of the US military cannot exceed that of the East Asian Alliance.

Now in the East Asian Alliance, North Korea has a standing army of 100,000, and Ryukyu has a police force of less than 1,000. These two can be ignored.

Japan now has a standing army of 210,000 in the land, sea, and air forces, of which the navy and air force add up to 130,000. China has a standing army of 810,000, of which the Army is 590,000, the Air Force is 140,000, and the Navy is 80,000. These armies are all taking the high-tech route. Officers enlist at least as college graduates, non-commissioned officers are high school students, and ordinary soldiers are also junior high school students. That is, 9th-grade graduates.

Such military quality is also much stronger than the entire US military. Although the United States is also carrying out large-scale universal compulsory education, the United States is vast and sparsely populated, with a large population in rural areas, as well as villages and towns in Chinese and Japanese standards. And villages and towns in Chinese and Japanese standards are "cities" in the United States.

This is also the reason why the nominal urban population of the United States is so large. The United States regards "cities" of the American standard as urban population. And the educational level of this urban population is worrying. Many people seem to have received compulsory education, but these villages and towns do not have content that particularly requires reading and writing, leading to many primary school or even junior high school graduates in statistics having reading barriers (dyslexia/illiteracy). That is to say, this group of people are actually educated illiterates.

In comparison, due to the particularity of Chinese characters, as long as Chinese people master 800 Chinese characters, they have basically no reading barriers, and can communicate smoothly through writing.

Therefore, the quality of soldiers in China and Japan exceeds that of the United States. If war breaks out, the odds of winning are extremely high.
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Granting the Philippines the status of Puerto Rico could only be achieved through a bill, not an executive order. Under the system of separation of powers, U.S. President Roosevelt could issue executive orders but could not submit bills to Congress. Although Roosevelt used the immense influence accumulated during the implementation of the New Deal, he could only persuade a portion of Democratic lawmakers to submit this bill.

The first hurdle was the Senate. Senator Fleming, a Democrat who proposed the bill, was 45 years old this year, belonging to the "young" ranks within the Senate. Facing senators who wore expressions of genuine astonishment, Senator Fleming calmly stated his view, "Who is currently the United States' largest trading partner? It is China."

Senator Fleming went straight to the core issue. China had always been a massive market the United States attempted to open, but after it was truly opened, the U.S. discovered this market was even more colossal than imagined. Sino-US trade volume had surpassed the total trade between the U.S. and Europe in just a few years, a scale the American upper echelons had not anticipated.

"China is not only the United States' largest trading partner; China is also France's largest trading partner. China is also the largest trading partner of the Soviet Union and Japan. China is even Britain's largest trading partner. Gentlemen, there are also two South American countries whose largest trading partner is China. Can you guess which South American country one of them is?"

Senator Fleming deliberately paused for effect. When the other senators focused their attention, Fleming revealed the answer, "That is Chile. China is the largest trader of Chilean copper ore and is also currently the largest supplier of radio and broadcasting equipment to Chile."

The senators were genuinely somewhat swayed. China becoming the largest trading partner of the U.S., Soviet Union, Britain, France, and Japan was already shocking news for America, as this was a trade position the U.S. coveted but could not attain. Not to mention Chile was a South American country. The U.S. hoped to turn South America into its backyard, yet unexpectedly, China had cut in and become Chile's largest trading partner. Today it was Chile; who would it be tomorrow? This was indeed becoming somewhat intolerable!

Senator Fleming's voice became more resonant and forceful. "Gentlemen Senators. The Great Powers fought for hundreds of years to vie for the status of the largest trading partner of various countries in the world. They shed the blood of tens of millions and spent countless amounts of money. Yet, the Chinese government only fought two wars against Japan and Britain to achieve such a status. More importantly, this is not a situation unique to the He Rui administration. For at least 300 years after the Spanish started the Age of Discovery, China continuously traded its handicraft products with countries around the world, and countless amounts of gold and silver flowed into China like a tide. At that time, China was undoubtedly the world's largest exporter of goods and the country with the largest trade surplus.

"Now, China is regaining its historical status. Last year, that is, 1935, the total Sino-US trade volume was 500 million USD. Of this, the U.S. exported 300 million USD to China, and China exported 200 million USD to the U.S. The U.S. invested 260 million USD in China, and China invested 11 million USD in the U.S. In 1928, the total U.S. exports were 1 billion USD. Now, total U.S. exports are 500 million USD. Last year, 60% of U.S. goods were exported to China. The export data for the first two months of this year is similar to last year.

"Gentlemen Senators, to protect the U.S. trade route to East Asia, the United States must strengthen its presence in Asia. Hawaii cannot bear this heavy responsibility; the Philippines is the most suitable choice. The United States needs to establish a financial center in the Philippines to undertake the duties of a financial trade hub between the U.S. and China. To protect the financial center in the Philippines, a new anchorage for the U.S. Pacific Fleet also needs to be built there. The U.S. Navy and Army will be used to protect this financial center.

"If the Philippines remains merely a colony as it is now, it obviously cannot bear such a heavy responsibility. Only by granting the Philippines a status equivalent to Puerto Rico can construction be carried out there. This is the core reason for this proposal."

In the view of Japanese Navy Vice Admiral Yamaguchi Tamon, the U.S. upgrading the status of the Philippines was for the purpose of invading Asia. But in the mind of U.S. Senator Fleming, he had not thought of offense at all, but was considering defense. Senator Fleming was 45 years old this year. When he was three, the Philippines became a U.S. colony; at that time, Senator Fleming could not even speak clearly.

In the following 42 years, the Philippines had consistently been a U.S. colony. The only thing the U.S. worried about was the Philippines being taken away by others; it had truly never considered invading Asian countries. When the Sino-Japanese War ended in 1923 and He Rui led his army south, killing quite a few U.S. troops stationed in China, the U.S. just endured it.

It wasn't that the U.S. didn't want to kill its way into China like the Eight-Nation Alliance, but after discussion, the U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff believed that even if the U.S. poured 300,000 army and navy troops to attack China, the navy with a maximum speed of 30 knots would be completely sunk by suicide attack aircraft with speeds over 120 knots in China's coastal waters, just like the British Navy. The 200,000 U.S. troops without logistics would be encircled and annihilated by 2 million Chinese army troops, with not a single one escaping.

The U.S. Army Chief of Staff and the Chief of Naval Operations at that time both believed that even if some fool might formulate such a plan in the future, they were not fools at present.

After the end of the Sino-British War in 1927, the U.S. had even less intention of actively invading China. Usually, war plans were basically contests between the U.S. Navy and the Chinese Navy. After the revolution in Japan and Japan's entry into the East Asian Economic Community, U.S. operational plans changed to naval battles between the U.S. and the Sino-Japanese allied forces.

With the development of the East Asian Economic Community, U.S. military plans added the scenario of guarding against an East Asian allied forces attack on Hawaii. They were also preparing to conduct a large-scale fleet raid military exercise on Pearl Harbor at the end of 1936.

If Senator Fleming were discussing U.S.-East Asia relations face-to-face with Vice Admiral Yamaguchi Tamon now, Fleming would probably shout, "Bullshit! It's clearly the U.S. worrying about the East Asian Alliance attacking the U.S., okay!"

The old guys in the Senate were much older than the 45-year-old Senator Fleming. Among the crowd of senators, there were even old men born before the Civil War era. Although they could understand the views of this youngster Fleming, the older the senators were, the less interested they were in this proposal.

In the youth or prime of these old men, the United States had just seized the Philippines from Spain. As for China becoming the U.S.'s largest trading partner, that was something that happened only in the past few years. The old men did not feel it was necessary for the U.S. to change its traditional policies just because of this minor change. Puerto Rico was at least considered a house slave; why should the yellow monkeys of the Philippines gain the same status as a house slave? If they did this, the United States would no longer be the United States.

President Roosevelt soon received the news that the proposal to upgrade the status of the Philippines was blocked in the Senate. Although it had not yet been voted on, it was basically certain that it would not pass. President Roosevelt was not surprised by this; he had long expected the old guys in the Senate to have such a reaction.

The Democratic Party's base was the southern states, where racism was deeply added. Being able to first persuade the Democratic caucus to accept this proposal was already very difficult. The Republican Party would certainly sing a different tune from Roosevelt; this was not only because the Republicans insisted on opposing him, but because this year, 1936, was an election year. The Republicans naturally hoped to pull Roosevelt down from his horse. And the Republican view was that Roosevelt's victory in the 1932 election had a flavor of an unfair win.

President Hoover had struggled to support the country during the Great Depression. In the last few months of his term, because he signed a grain export agreement with China, the U.S. grain prices, which had fallen to rock bottom, barely began to be pulled back. It was just that the Republicans had bad luck; just as they were about to succeed, Roosevelt picked the peach.

After Roosevelt took office, taking advantage of the rapid development of Sino-US trade, he successfully ended the chaos caused by the Great Depression and allowed the economy to begin recovery. A large part of the assistance for this came from projects that President Hoover had started to promote during his term, which should have borne fruit in his second term.

So Roosevelt was not in a hurry. U.S. presidents basically spent their first term cleaning up the problems caused by the previous term and began to forcefully implement their own policies in the second term. Due to Roosevelt's New Deal, there was basically no suspense in this year's election. Unless Roosevelt went crazy and suddenly came up with some decisive proposal. Roosevelt clearly hadn't gone crazy; he decided to bring these proposals out first and then push them with full force after his reelection.

Among the two matters Roosevelt had to face immediately, the first was the Third Naval Treaty Conference to be held soon in Paris, France, and the second was that Roosevelt prepared to have the Federal Reserve raise interest rates after his reelection in '37. Roosevelt reached out and patted the shapely buttocks of the secretary beside him, ordering, "Go get the Secretary of the Treasury."

Upon learning that the President had summoned him, the Secretary of the Treasury immediately called along several professors. These professors had contributed greatly to Roosevelt's New Deal and were highly trusted by President Roosevelt. Learning that the President was holding another meeting, they hurriedly followed the order to gather at the Secretary of the Treasury's side first. The few who arrived first had already begun to discuss in low voices.

There were two and a half core elements that made Roosevelt's New Deal effective. The first was rectifying finance and restricting speculation, thereby restoring the financial system. When banks could operate normally again, the economy naturally bottomed out and rebounded.

The second was lowering the gold content of the dollar from 24 dollars per ounce of gold to 36 dollars per ounce of gold. This was equivalent to being able to issue at least 50% more currency than before.

While the second policy was being executed, the U.S. strictly prohibited private ownership of gold; gold had to be exchanged for dollars at the Federal Reserve Bank. For this, the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) turned out in full force, demanding the public hand over gold in exchange for dollars. If they encountered hotheads who refused in the name of freedom or whatnot, they would be shot on the spot, and then the gold would be searched for and taken away.

The other half was the trade agreement reached with China during Hoover's term. Roosevelt had absolutely no psychological burden when utilizing this part of the resources. In the initial diplomatic war between China and the U.S., Roosevelt was the matchmaker. He helped guarantee He Rui's special envoy, allowing the envoy to meet the then-President Coolidge, thereby ending the Sino-US diplomatic war and normalizing Sino-US relations. In this contribution, Roosevelt unhesitatingly felt he should share this political dividend.

Promoted by these two and a half factors, through the issuance of astronomical amounts of dollars, the U.S. economy restored order. But such massive investment led to a rapid rise in prices, and danger signals of inflation had already appeared. Corresponding to the inflation was that the U.S. unemployment rate had dropped from 30% to 17% during the New Deal, but subsequently could not be lowered any further.

And the main object of this inflation turned out to be agricultural products, not industrial products. The U.S. exported over 10 million tons of grain to China annually. Although this drove the economy, it also pulled up grain prices. The Great Depression had looted the wealth of the American people, leading to a consumption downgrade in the U.S. While consumption downgraded, installment plan consumption in the U.S. also suffered a heavy blow. Moreover, installment plans were for industrial product consumption and could not be used for household grain purchases. This led to the majority of American people's expenditures being on food. Rising grain prices caused the suffering felt by the American public to skyrocket. Furthermore, speculators also believed that grain, a necessity of life, was currently a very good speculative commodity in the U.S., and many people were making trouble in this sector. Although the Roosevelt administration promulgated various decrees, they were useful, but not as useful as expected beforehand.

Moreover, new anti-China sentiment appeared within the U.S. The poor shouted: "The American people are starving to death; why export grain that could have saved American people to China?"

The growth of anti-China sentiment also triggered actions to boycott Chinese goods. Because in recent years, the quantity of Chinese goods exported to the U.S. had also increased greatly. With a 17% unemployment rate in the U.S., workers began to believe that the Chinese had stolen American job opportunities.

Although a portion of politicians with noble character and firm will resisted such venting emotions, most politicians would not do so. Even though they knew perfectly well that it was precisely by relying on large-scale exports to China that the U.S. economy was actually revitalized. And the current He Rui government in China was not the Qing government; the He Rui government naturally would not let the U.S. turn China into a dumping ground for goods. The reason the He Rui government endured a trade deficit of 100 million USD in goods annually was that every year the U.S. had a capital investment surplus of 200-300 million USD in the capital account.

But firstly, the American people did not understand these economic issues, and secondly, even if they understood, it would not solve the suffering they endured in reality. Therefore, the current U.S. economics circle began to generally believe that the U.S. needed to raise interest rates to curb inflation. Although raising interest rates would inevitably affect the economy, the New Deal had, after all, solved the Great Depression and restored economic order. As long as the economic order could run smoothly, the problem would not be too big.

Led by the Secretary of the Treasury (Economic Minister equivalent), the elite team of economists met with the President and detailed their views on the economy to him.

Roosevelt did not immediately state his position in the end, but judging from his expression, Roosevelt was relatively supportive of the view to raise interest rates.

When the economists left, Secretary of State Hull sent a list of personnel from various countries for the upcoming World Naval Treaty Conference. The Secretary of State pointed to the name of the Chinese representative, Vice Premier Li Runshi, and said to Roosevelt, "Mr. President, this head of the Chinese delegation named Li Runshi is somewhat unexpected."

Roosevelt roughly looked at Li Runshi's resume. He was in his early 40s this year, which was a very common age within the He Rui government. He Rui was already a few years older in his government; although He Rui had high political seniority, he was only 46 years old this year. Those who were He Rui's pillars during the Northeast Government era were basically in their early 40s.

"Mr. President, this person did not participate in the Northeast Government. And according to our investigation, before joining the Civilization Party, this person was a true Communist Party member."

"Is he not one now?" Roosevelt laughed. In the view of Roosevelt and quite a few American elites, He Rui and the Civilization Party were not Soviet-style Communists. In terms of philosophy, the Civilization Party was more in line with the concept of a socialist party leaning towards communism held by the American elite class. If Roosevelt had to choose a Communist Party that was not an enemy between China and the Soviet Union, Roosevelt naturally believed the Civilization Party was the [true/acceptable] Communist Party.

Secretary of State Hull was not amused by the President's joke. He said seriously, "Mr. President, this person is the first core leadership member in the He Rui government who is truly not from the Northeast Government background. The State Department believes we need to pay some attention to this person."

Roosevelt just nodded but said nothing. In the eyes of the 54-year-old Roosevelt, Li Runshi, who was more than ten years younger than him, was just a political symbol. What the U.S. government truly needed to pay attention to was He Rui, not those around him. The U.S. elite layer had conducted very serious analyses of the Chinese government several times, and the conclusion reached was that He Rui could not be treated as a Chinese person at all. But those who followed He Rui were still standard Chinese people.
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The most perfect resume for a Chinese government official would be one that started from the grassroots, with work experience at the county, municipal, provincial, and ministerial levels, and ideally, experience in a large state-owned enterprise. However, from 1935 to the present, not a single person in the leadership layer possesses such a complete resume. Thus, Li Runshi's resume was already quite comprehensive.

He Rui's plan was not for Li Runshi to remain Prime Minister indefinitely. Party and state leaders grasp the general direction, not every single detail. What Li Runshi lacked most now was experience with the Party School and the Military Commission. This time, He Rui appointed Li Runshi as the head of the delegation for the 1936 World Naval Negotiations. Even within the Central Committee, not everyone supported this. So, this was also a test for Li Runshi.

Li Runshi was well aware of this, and he had likely even guessed He Rui's longer-term views. In fact, Li Runshi didn't need to guess; there would naturally be people who would "reveal" such a future to him to express their goodwill. But Li Runshi didn't care about this at all. It wasn't that he was pretending to be high-minded; while fame and fortune held great attraction for many, Li Runshi had absolutely no interest in them. What he was truly willing to dedicate his life to was exactly what He Rui wanted to offer him.

So, after receiving the appointment, Li Runshi spent four days and nights reading, going through the materials once. Foreign Minister Li Shiguang had expected Li Runshi to convene a meeting, but he didn't expect that after Li Runshi slept for a whole day, he invited experts—including but not limited to those from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs—and asked them quite a few questions.

When the Foreign Ministry personnel who had been consulted by Li Runshi reported to Li Shiguang afterward, they actually exclaimed with emotion: "Premier Li's understanding of international politics is incredible."

Li Shiguang had greatly admired Li Runshi's talent back when Li Runshi was the Propaganda Minister, so he wasn't particularly surprised at this moment, though he did feel a little pressure.

Only when preparations had reached this stage did Li Runshi convene the first meeting. Going to Paris now no longer required a ship; if departing from the Western Regions Province, the plane could take off in the early morning and arrive in Paris the same day. Li Runshi's tone was simple: since France would express a desire to increase its naval tonnage, China would also demand naval tonnage equal to that of France.

As for the reason, Li Runshi asked Li Shiguang, "Are the materials ready regarding all laws related to the navy passed by Carl Vinson and Franklin Roosevelt from 1933 to 1936, as well as the number of US naval vessels completed and funded?"

Li Shiguang was instantly relieved. Li Runshi intended to start from the balance of naval power in the Pacific, using the quantity of the US Navy's expansion as the standard. Even if the US muttered complaints, they couldn't truly oppose it. Moreover, China only had a coastline on the Pacific; using the balance of the US Pacific Fleet as a reason, Britain and France wouldn't oppose it either.

Diplomacy is not complicated; what diplomacy requires is grasping the principal contradiction. If the principal contradiction is not grasped, one can only find far-fetched reasons. Even if these reasons don't cause a diplomatic incident, they will be laughed at by those sharp-eyed diplomats in the diplomatic circle. Li Runshi had clearly grasped the principal contradiction.

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs had long prepared these materials and brought them out immediately. Soon, the Chinese delegation, having completed its preliminary preparations, departed. Paris in May was no longer cold. Because of Sino-French economic cooperation, France had not been impacted by the economic crisis at all. It had even made a fortune off the economic crises of other countries. A large number of wealthy people from Europe and America invested in the Paris Stock Exchange and obtained considerable returns. The consumption of these wealthy people in Paris made the city look even more feasting and revelrous.

The Chinese delegation merely toured the streets by car before checking into their hotel to continue preparations. Next, Li Runshi met with the new Prime Minister of the French Cabinet. After their talk, they jointly issued a statement on deepening Sino-French friendly cooperation. By the time Li Runshi returned to his residence, the comrades who had been in contact with the French Ministry of Defense had also brought back France's attitude.

Given Germany's rearmament and the Anglo-German Naval Agreement signed between Britain and Germany, the total tonnage of Nazi German naval vessels was not to exceed 35% of the total tonnage of British naval vessels as stipulated by the Washington Naval Treaty and the London Naval Treaty. Regarding submarines, Germany guaranteed that the tonnage of submarines possessed would not exceed 45% of the total submarine tonnage of the British Commonwealth nations.

According to the Washington Naval Treaty and the previous London Naval Treaty, the ratio of British naval tonnage to French naval tonnage was 5.25 to 1.75. The German naval tonnage agreed to by Britain already exceeded France's tonnage, so France would demand that the French naval tonnage ratio be increased from the original 1.75 to 4.

It was clear that France was serious. And France was not short of money right now; due to the strength of the franc, France's total industrial and agricultural output value had already surpassed that of Britain. Let alone increasing the naval ratio to 4, even if it meant building a navy with tonnage equal to Britain's, France could afford the bill. It was just that France didn't have such a large demand for naval vessels, so they only wanted a ratio of 4.

After the conference convened, France frankly put forward its request. There were only six participating nations in the naval agreement: the United States, Britain, France, China, Japan, and Italy. These were indeed the world's strongest naval powers at present, or at least countries with huge naval potential.

China and Japan maintained a consistent position. Because Italy had invaded Ethiopia—a fellow member of the League of Nations—last year and faced opposition from the League, other countries had no interest in treating Italy's views as content for real consideration. The focus now was on Britain's attitude.

Faced with France's accusations, the British representative merely perfunctorily brushed them aside. Just when everyone thought the British representative would end it there, he raised a point: "Perhaps it was precisely because of the excessive restrictions on Germany that intense nationalist sentiments were triggered within Germany. Britain believes that allowing Germany to become a normal country is the only way to make Europe more peaceful."

Just after these words were spoken, Li Runshi immediately indicated that he requested to speak. The French representatives couldn't help but show looks of joy. During previous contacts with the Chinese delegation, the Chinese side had clearly stated that the naval tonnage China needed was not directed at Europe, nor at the North Atlantic region. China's naval requirements were entirely based on its own needs, namely the balance of naval power in the Pacific region. This had disappointed the French representatives very much; what France hoped for most was that China could stand up for France, but they hadn't expected the Chinese delegation's attitude to be so rational. Now, seeing Li Runshi's reaction, it was possible he was going to attack Britain. The French representatives adjusted their sitting postures, ready to listen comfortably to what Li Runshi had to say.

The venue layout consisted of four concentric circles, leaving a 270-degree section. Li Runshi was located at the core round table. It was originally China's turn after Britain spoke. Soon, Li Runshi said in his powerful voice: "I oppose the reason just given by the British representative. If history were to return to 1919, Germany should indeed have been treated in a not excessive manner. But now it is not 1919, but 1936. During these 17 years, Germany had many rational and moderate governments; that was the time to conduct rational discussions with Germany. After excessive policies led to the Nazis—this most radical racist party in Europe—coming to power, what countries need is to be vigilant against this kind of radical racist party, not to compromise, not to relax restrictions on them.

"In the view of the Chinese government, Britain's policy will not only fail to make a radical racist party like the Nazis show any restraint, but will instead make the Nazi Party and the German people believe that only madness can exchange for Germany's interests. My view on the British government is that the British government has already been wrong once, and is currently being wrong a second time! Therefore, I suggest that the British government reflect and return to the correct path. I have finished speaking."

As soon as Li Runshi finished speaking, the French representatives applauded one after another. The British representatives, on the other hand, looked unhappy and glared at Li Runshi, but said nothing.

In this atmosphere, it was the Chinese representative's turn to elaborate on his country's view on quotas. Li Runshi had already adjusted his emotions by this time and said frankly: "In June 1933, the *National Industrial Recovery Act* proposed by Carl Vinson of the United States stipulated that the United States would build an additional 2 aircraft carriers, 4 light cruisers, 20 destroyers, and 4 submarines.

"In 1934, under the normal US naval construction plan, 1 heavy cruiser, 3 light cruisers, 14 destroyers, and 6 submarines were completed.

"In 1935, the *Emergency Relief Appropriation Act* proposed by President Franklin Roosevelt stipulated that the United States would begin additional construction of 1 aircraft carrier, 2 light cruisers, 14 destroyers, and 6 submarines.

"In 1936, under the normal US naval construction plan, the United States completed 12 destroyers.

"From 1933 to 1936, China built a total of 2 cruisers, 2 light cruisers, 12 destroyers, and 4 submarines. Now, the naval power in the Pacific has appeared to be in a state of serious imbalance. In order to guarantee the balance of Pacific naval power, China plans to build 300,000 tons of naval vessels to ensure the balance of Pacific naval power, as well as peace and stability in the Pacific region."

300,000 tons of naval tonnage seemed like a lot, but it was actually nothing remarkable. Just the 12 battleships in France's plan would exceed 300,000 tons. Moreover, from 1924 to 1936, China had never built a large navy. Although other countries knew that half of the personnel on Japanese naval vessels were Chinese naval officers and sailors, and the frequency of the Japanese Navy's exercises in recent years was the highest in the world—so much so that the Japanese Navy's ships were almost being driven to the scrap heap—the Chinese Navy did not have its own fleet, and that meant it didn't have one. From being almost non-existent to possessing 300,000 tons of vessels, the Chinese Navy still posed no threat.

After Li Runshi's speech ended, none of the countries had much of a reaction. When it was Japan's turn to speak, Japan simply stated, "We need to replace all our ships." This remark also didn't trigger any reaction; if they wanted to replace them, then replace them. If those broken ships weren't replaced, they probably wouldn't last much longer anyway.

When the Italian representative spoke, everyone cared even less. Moreover, the Italian representative's speech was full of a "wanting this and wanting that" posture, as if wanting to get some response through his speech. But other countries completely ignored it. Ethiopia was currently the only independent country in Africa and was also a buffer zone recognized by European countries. Ethiopia bordered the Red Sea, was close to the two entrances of the Red Sea, and was very close to the Suez Canal. Britain's attitude was firmly opposed to Italy's invasion of Ethiopia. And the League of Nations had already passed a resolution to impose sanctions on Italy. Giving Italy any excuse now would only encourage the Italians to push their luck.

When Italy used the excuse that French shipbuilding threatened Italy's security, the French representative watched the Italian representative's performance with a face full of mockery.

After criticizing France, the Italian representative began to attack China, believing that China giving up ownership of four battleships was playing a double act with France.

Li Runshi watched the Italian representative's performance like watching a play, also saying nothing. He even lit a cigarette and watched with ease. Everyone was a civilized person; the Italian representative expressed Italy's attitude based on the speaking rights granted by the conference, so he naturally had the right to speak. Fortunately, Italy also prided itself on being civilized and did not deliver a meaningless long-winded speech to turn the international naval conference into a farce.

After the Italian representative finished speaking, the US representative asked a question: "May I ask why China gave up ownership of the four battleships?"

The French political scene changed governments like a revolving lantern, so the French representative looked slightly nervous. Li Runshi answered calmly: "When the shipbuilding agreement was signed, the Nazi Party had not yet come to power. Now the situation has changed. The Chinese government, based on specific changes and France's request, gave up ownership of the four battleships in order to maintain world peace."

The US representative was somewhat disappointed in his heart. Li Runshi's answer was impeccable, so much so that this question failed to achieve the US representative's expected goal. The Chinese government's anti-Nazi stance was very firm; as soon as the Nazi Party came to power, the Chinese government took the initiative to lower diplomatic relations with Nazi Germany.

With an explanation completely in line with the Chinese government's position, plus the well-known Franco-German contradictions, Li Runshi very reasonably explained the issue of the transfer of battleship ownership between China and France. If he hadn't answered this way, it would have become a diplomatic incident.

The Great War in Europe had been triggered because secret treaties were flying all over the sky. Europe and America learned from the painful experience afterwards. Although no treaty was publicly reached, all countries believed that if two countries reached a secret treaty, it meant hostility towards other countries. Other countries would then make reciprocal responses based on this hostility. No one liked Italy, but the accusation made by the Italian representative just now was not without lethality. If China and France had reached a secret treaty when signing the construction contract for the four battleships, it would definitely have placed China and France in a disadvantageous position.

Before this trip, the US representative had received instructions from the US Secretary of State to pay attention to Li Runshi. At this moment, the US representative had a rough judgment: although Li Runshi was not famous, he was at least a qualified diplomat. And Li Runshi's resume had always been in the positions of various chief government officials. Although he was only given the comment of a "qualified diplomat," this had actually greatly improved the US government's evaluation of Li Runshi.

Diplomacy is originally a place to announce contradictions, attempt to coordinate relations, and reduce conflicts. As a qualified diplomat, Li Runshi simply ensured that this naval conference did not encounter unnecessary trouble because of him.

In the subsequent meeting, the enthusiasm of all parties was not high, and the other talks did not last long. Two days later, the Paris Naval Conference ended, and everyone held their noses and accepted the content of this naval treaty. France got the ratio of 4 as it wished, Japan renewed its warships, and China built 300,000 tons of new naval tonnage.

This agreement would be effective until December 3, 1942. However, almost all the representatives of the participating countries felt that the naval conference in 1942 might be very difficult. Especially those naval powers, they all felt the pressure of war constantly increasing. After the meeting adjourned, when the British representative walked out the gate, he couldn't help but stop and cross himself. As the world's most powerful naval nation, the British representative's sense of crisis was very strong.

Britain's former naval strategy was the "One-Power Standard" (Note: Text implies Two-Power Standard description "sum of 2nd and 3rd"), where the total naval tonnage was the sum of the second and third place. But Britain's strength was no longer enough to suppress countries around the world. Although Britain was still the nominal world hegemon, the ground beneath the hegemon's throne had long since begun to hang in the air due to collapse. As for which brick would be the first to collapse, the British representative didn't know either. But the British representative knew that no matter which brick collapsed, the current Britain could not deal with it easily.

After Li Runshi returned to China, his performance as a representative this time did not receive superficial high praise. Foreign Minister Li Shiguang's evaluation consisted of only one sentence: "A great warrior has no illustrious merit."

After Li Runshi returned to the capital, his old friend Ye Shengtao came to visit. The two hadn't seen each other for many years, and this reunion was also a great joy. When asked about his recent situation, Ye Shengtao replied, "I have been arranged to go to Vietnam to serve as an official protecting expatriates."

Hearing that his old friend was going to the far south, Li Runshi quickly said, "Wait a moment." Then he and his wife searched quickly and returned before long holding a bottle of green ointment. Handing the ointment to Ye Shengtao, he said, "Brother Ye, when I was in Burma, I used several kinds of ointments and floral waters for mosquito bites, but none were very satisfactory. This ointment is the most effective. If you apply a little on exposed skin usually, it can also prevent bites."

Ye Shengtao looked at Li Runshi's robust body and smiled: "Thanks. Do you have any other suggestions? Although I am from Zhejiang, I haven't been back to the south for a long time. The mosquitoes in the north really can't compare with those in the south."

"Mosquito nets must be prepared," Li Runshi urged. Just as he finished speaking, Mrs. Li had already brought in a large bundle. "Mr. Ye, this is a mosquito net our family bought. We bought several at the time, but didn't use them all. This one hasn't been opened yet; please don't disdain it, Mr. Ye."

Ye Shengtao was not a pretentious person; he immediately took the mosquito net. "Brother Li has stayed in Burma. With Brother Li's reminders, I can suffer a lot less. Thank you."

Ye Shengtao was not one to ingratiate himself either; he really came to see his old friend this time. After eating, he left in a leisurely manner carrying a few packages, very carefree.

Two days later, Ye Shengtao arrived in Hanoi. Sure enough, as Li Runshi had said, at night the mosquitoes hummed outside the nylon mosquito net but but just couldn't drill into the fine holes of the double-layer net. They could only rage impotently outside the net.

The French colonial officials in Hanoi had long prepared a welcome banquet. As soon as Ye Shengtao handed over his work, they invited him to the banquet. Sino-French relations were very close, and Ye Shengtao himself was responsible for the rights and interests of Chinese citizens in the French colony. The level of the reception banquet was even a bit higher than Ye Shengtao's position. Several young French ladies were also invited to the banquet. Ye Shengtao was served very comfortably.

On the way back, Ye Shengtao was a little dizzy. He swatted at the mosquitoes inside the car, his brain also a bit woozy. The driver had also been entertained and had drunk a few glasses, talking with Ye Shengtao. Suddenly, the driver exclaimed and immediately slammed on the brakes. Ye Shengtao was unprepared; his body lurched forward violently, and if he hadn't subconsciously propped himself up with his arm, his face would have almost hit the front seat.

The driver opened the door and got out, shouting a few words at the outside. Ye Shengtao was startled, fearing that they had hit someone. He also quickly got out of the car. Sure enough, in front of the right side of the car, a skinny boy was lying on the side of the road clutching his leg, his face full of pain. The local people of French Indochina around them hid to the side with fear on their faces, not daring to come close at all.

Ye Shengtao didn't think much. He first looked around the car and saw no one else was injured. He immediately ordered the driver: "Saving the person is the priority. Hurry up and carry the child into the car and send him to the hospital!"
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The driver saw that Ye Shengtao was truly anxious. Although he felt somewhat aggrieved, he hurriedly asked, "Director Ye, which hospital in Thang Long District?"

Ye Shengtao was so anxious that when he heard the name "Thang Long District," he didn't immediately recall what it referred to. Fortunately, the driver continued, "There are two large hospitals in Thang Long District now. One is our government's People's Hospital, and the other is a private hospital."

Hearing the background of the hospitals, Ye Shengtao instinctively replied, "Go to the People's Hospital."

After speaking, the two of them, one on the left and one on the right, helped the child up. The young boy was already crying with mucus and tears running down his face from the pain, yet he spoke in Mandarin with a heavy Guangxi accent, "Sorry, don't beat me."

Ye Shengtao felt even more guilty and quickly asked, "Child, are you Chinese?"

The boy didn't answer. The driver helped the boy into the car and said to Ye Shengtao, "Director Ye, he's definitely Vietnamese just by looking at him. When Vietnamese people speak our Mandarin, it has this exact flavor."

The car started up. The driver remained silent for a moment before speaking, "Director Ye, it really wasn't that I was careless. It was this child who suddenly ran out... Speaking of which, he was the one who hit our car."

Hearing this, Ye Shengtao felt extremely displeased. He was close friends with Zhou Shuren. Among Zhou Shuren's many famous works, the only one He Rui had publicly praised was the short story *The Rickshaw Puller*. He Rui had evaluated this story as "narrating the level of civilization that life in the industrial age should possess."

Since it was written by an old friend, Ye Shengtao had naturally read it. He also greatly appreciated the qualities Zhou Shuren described. Wishing to emulate the virtuous, Ye Shengtao naturally admired the conduct of the rickshaw puller in the story. However, this article had sparked quite a bit of discussion. Many people did not deny that the rickshaw puller was responsible and a good person. But they expressed concern about whether the rickshaw puller would receive fair and just treatment after supporting the old woman—who might not have actually been knocked down by him—to the police station. After all, the story *The Rickshaw Puller* did not describe such an outcome.

Some even proposed more radical hypotheses. The old woman might demand an exorbitant sum, and because the rickshaw puller had voluntarily taken her to the hospital, the judicial institutions might judge that he had to pay compensation. If the rickshaw puller had no money, he would be forced to sell the rickshaw he relied on for his livelihood and, due to medical expenses and the like, would end up deep in debt. Eventually, with his family broken, the rickshaw puller might take his own life in despair.

Saying this was not baseless. With the rapid development of industrialization, incidents of extortion and faked accidents had indeed occurred. They had even appeared in the newspapers. Because no concrete evidence could be provided, it eventually turned into a shouting match about "people's hearts are not what they used to be, and public morals are degenerating."

Ye Shengtao himself hadn't been able to come up with a perfect solution, but hearing the driver grumbling now, he understood the driver's thoughts very clearly. He replied, "Don't worry, you don't need to be responsible for this matter."

Looking from behind, the driver's shoulders immediately relaxed, but he still probed, "Director Ye, you really are a good person. But for this kind of thing, why must you take the responsibility?"

Ye Shengtao immediately felt some displeasure but didn't flare up. He simply ordered, "Drive the person to the hospital. I will handle the other matters."

The Thang Long District People's Hospital was located towards the south of the People's Avenue, the main road in the Chinese residential area. Its scale was larger than a county hospital but smaller than a city hospital. It was 6:00 PM, and the doctors were off duty. The duty medical staff sent the injured boy into the emergency treatment room. Not long after, they came out and said, "Are you this... this child's employers?"

Before Ye Shengtao could speak, the driver hurriedly introduced Ye Shengtao to the doctor. The doctor immediately became polite. He invited Ye Shengtao into an empty room nearby. "Director Ye, this child can be bandaged up and sent away."

Seeing the doctor's initial frown, Ye Shengtao knew the injury was likely not that simple. He replied, "Doctor, please speak the truth. Tell it like it is."

The doctor thought for a moment, and his expression became serious again. "Director Ye, we need to take an X-ray to see the situation. I'm not an orthopedist, but looking at it now, this child might have a comminuted fracture. Even if it's cured, I'm afraid it will leave a disability."

Hearing this, the driver couldn't help but suck in a breath of cold air. Ye Shengtao couldn't help but frown, but he replied, "Do whatever needs to be done. I'll pay now."

The doctor was stunned. There was some disbelief in his expression, but also some admiration. A moment later, the doctor said respectfully, "Then please follow me."

After paying the money, the hospital quickly began the X-ray. The subsequent work was professional, and Ye Shengtao couldn't intervene. The hospital told Ye Shengtao that after the hospital officially opened tomorrow, an orthopedic surgeon would handle the matter specifically and would contact Ye Shengtao then. It was useless for Ye Shengtao to stay at the hospital now, so they asked him to go back first. If a companion was needed, the boy's family could come to accompany him.

Ye Shengtao went to see the boy again, asking his name and where he lived. The boy had already been given a local anesthetic, and the pain was greatly reduced. Hearing Ye Shengtao's questions, the boy was so scared that he apologized repeatedly, keeping on saying that he was wrong. Seeing this, Ye Shengtao spoke kindly to console him. In the end, the boy only said that his name was "Ah Liang" and that he was a shop assistant. He did not say anything about his family situation.

Finally, the driver said, "Director Ye, I still remember the location, and the people around there seemed to know this kid. If we find the French police station, we can definitely find out."

Helpless, Ye Shengtao could only listen to the driver's suggestion. They left the door and drove to the local French police station. Upon hearing Ye Shengtao's identity, the local police immediately attached great importance to it. "Mr. Director Ye, please rest assured. We will investigate clearly overnight. We will give you an explanation tomorrow."

Ye Shengtao thanked them and then urged, "Tomorrow, please be sure to take me to this child's home."

"Rest assured, rest assured. We will definitely take you there tomorrow." The chief of the French police station was a Frenchman, and he agreed profusely. After speaking, the French chief added, "In order to find the person you are looking for, could you leave your driver to help us?"

Although Ye Shengtao did not intend to let the driver bear the cost, he felt he shouldn't let this guy off too easily. If he didn't have to pay compensation, he should at least put in some effort and make sure they didn't get the wrong person.

On the way back to his residence, Ye Shengtao walked on his own two legs. He saw that the electric lights were on along the wide roads of Thang Long District, where Chinese people gathered, and the storefronts on both sides of the street were also lit up. The design of this Thang Long District was similar to that in China, with quite wide open spaces on both sides of the road. Many Chinese people with various accents set up tables in the open spaces in front of the shop entrances, sitting by the tables to eat.

The average temperature in Hanoi was not low, and it was quite cool sitting outside. Those eating included not only Chinese people but also quite a few French people. In front of some shops, there were low stages for entertainment, where scantily clad women were posturing and performing rather seductive dances.

Ye Shengtao felt this was somewhat offensive to public morals, but the people below the stage did not appear particularly dissolute. They were just eating, drinking, chatting, and watching as if it were customary. In this city with a strong scent of decadence, there seemed to exist some kind of bottom line.

Crossing the street, Ye Shengtao also saw patrolmen patrolling the streets. The leading French patrolman did not appear nervous; his expression was quite calm. When passing by familiar French and Chinese people on the roadside, he would occasionally greet them. The Vietnamese police following behind the patrolman would bow and scrape whenever they saw French or Chinese people. In their eyes, Chinese and French people were likely both masters who were a head taller than the local Vietnamese. Since they were masters, naturally they could not be offended, and naturally, they had to be greeted with smiles and served carefully.

The small alleys on both sides of the main street were very dim; the streetlights on the main street could not illuminate the inside. Ye Shengtao saw some people inside the small alleys as well, indistinct and unclear. And judging from the sneaky appearance of those people, Ye Shengtao felt that they were probably not up to any good.

Back at his residence, Ye Shengtao only felt irritable. The cities in China were not as loose as Hanoi. Small alleys were becoming fewer and fewer, replaced basically by streets, which looked very reassuring. But casting aside this decadence, the current status of China was not entirely the China in Ye Shengtao's ideals.

Over a decade ago, before He Rui launched the war between the Northeast and Japan, Ye Shengtao's ideal China was one that had shaken off unequal treaties, abolished all concessions, and was a country not bullied by foreigners. This was already the limit of what he could imagine. In the present, more than a decade later, everything Ye Shengtao had thought of, China had achieved. What Ye Shengtao hadn't dared to think of, China had also achieved. Just like on the street just now, Chinese and French people sitting together, toasting and exchanging completely as equals—Ye Shengtao had at most held a little expectation, but actually hadn't dared to think about it.

Reasonably speaking, Ye Shengtao should be satisfied, but Ye Shengtao happened to feel very unsatisfied. According to the national direction announced by the He Rui administration, China was to become an industrialized country by 1941. All Chinese people were to live the life of an industrial nation. As a public servant, Ye Shengtao was also working towards this goal. According to Ye Shengtao's observations, China was indeed industrializing rapidly. In terms of industrialization level alone, the gap with foreign countries was getting smaller and smaller.

But the industrialized life that the Chinese people were living was not what Ye Shengtao had imagined, and to a large extent, it was not even what Ye Shengtao had looked forward to. There were *nouveaux riches* everywhere, and people carried a heavy hostility under pressure. Just as described in the *Communist Manifesto*, all that was once sacred—scholars, experts—had become objects that could be hired with money. All that was once considered virtue was being subjected to questioning and testing.

Virtues that Ye Shengtao once thought didn't even need discussion were now discussed by many, and even questioned and opposed. Just like the moral behavior described in *The Rickshaw Puller*, even if it was considered moral, many people analyzed it using various social evils, reaching the conclusion that good people don't live long, while scourges last a thousand years.

Even the more rational discussions reached conclusions that chilled Ye Shengtao's heart. Those rationalists raised a cold question: "Who will bear the cost of maintaining social justice? Given the current level of social development, it is fundamentally impossible to realize a truly fair and just ideal society."

The more he thought, the unhappier he became. Moreover, the mosquitoes began to launch large-scale sneak attacks on Ye Shengtao. Having no choice, Ye Shengtao washed up and went to sleep. Lying inside the mosquito net, Ye Shengtao tossed and turned, ultimately failing to figure anything out. Amidst a vague thought, Ye Shengtao fell asleep.

Waking up early the next morning, yesterday's irritability had dissipated. After washing up and eating a Chinese breakfast, it was time to go to work. Just as he arrived at the office, a call came. The French police station expressed very proudly, "Mr. Director Ye, the person you were looking for yesterday has been found. If you have time, please come to our place."

Half an hour later, Ye Shengtao got out of the car. Along the way, the driver proudly explained to Ye Shengtao how he had worked hard yesterday to find a passerby who knew the young boy. After the French frightened him, the passerby honestly confessed where the child's home was.

Ye Shengtao didn't say anything; he just wanted to resolve this matter quickly. Entering the police station, the chief welcomed him enthusiastically and then led Ye Shengtao to the back. The surrounding buildings became dimmer as they walked, giving Ye Shengtao a somewhat unsettling feeling. Soon, the group arrived at the prison entrance. Outside a cell, several Vietnamese local police officers holding sticks and whips stepped forward with accompanying smiles. After seeing the look in the French police chief's eyes, the few of them bowed and scraped to pay their respects to Ye Shengtao, and then the leader spoke in broken Chinese. Ye Shengtao could only try his best to understand. The general meaning was: Master, we have already caught the people. How do you want to deal with them? If a beating isn't enough to appease Master's anger, then in a while we will take them away and give them to...

Speaking to this point, the Vietnamese policeman even made a beheading gesture.

For a moment, Ye Shengtao suspected he had misunderstood something. But Ye Shengtao actually knew very clearly that he hadn't misunderstood. This kind of thing hadn't happened in China since 1924, but before 1924, killing Chinese people to please foreigners was merely a commonplace occurrence.

Ye Shengtao had witnessed with his own eyes New China sentencing those evildoing foreigners and Chinese lackeys to death, hanging them together on the gallows. At that time, although Ye Shengtao had a bit of inexplicable pity, the vast majority of his mood was joy. Yet he never expected that more than a decade later, he would actually see locals willing to kill their own countrymen for the sake of a foreigner. And that foreigner turned out to be Ye Shengtao himself.

"Release them immediately!" Ye Shengtao shouted.

The French police chief was very puzzled, suspecting slightly that he had messed something up. He asked, "Mr. Director Ye, that person dared to hit your car, and you're just going to let them go like this? Or..."

Seeing the feasting and revelry in the Chinese-populated Thang Long District last night, Ye Shengtao had only felt that this city was very decadent. But now Ye Shengtao understood that this city was not only decadent; the power foundation of this city under colonial rule was evil. Bottom lines that no one in China dared to breach had become things that couldn't even be understood here.

Afraid that this group would misunderstand, Ye Shengtao explained in detail what had happened and earnestly stated his method of handling it. That was to treat the child's illness, bear the medical costs, and give the family a certain amount of economic compensation.

After listening to this, and hearing Ye Shengtao emphasize that they absolutely must not lay a hand on this family, the French police chief had a face full of incomprehension. Finally, he shrugged. "If you think so, I will not stop you." After speaking, the police chief ordered the few Vietnamese policemen who had faces full of astonishment, "Did you understand? If you understood, then release the people according to Mr. Ye's order."

Hearing the order, the leader of the Vietnamese policemen asked carefully, "May I ask, Master Ye, do you know this family?"

Ye Shengtao shook his head. "I don't know them at all."

That policeman breathed a sigh of relief and hurriedly opened the cell door to let the people out.

Looking at the scene before him, Ye Shengtao suddenly remembered his thoughts before sleeping. That thought was very simple: Since China had already been in a terrible state to arrive at the present, it absolutely could not get any worse. If left unchecked, China would definitely degenerate into the appearance of the Chinese-populated Thang Long District in Hanoi.
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Time flew by and it was July. The central leadership was going on vacation. On the train to their destination, He Rui and Li Runshi were talking. "Premier, your latest article is excellent. I was thinking, perhaps I should let you be a vice-principal at the Party School."

"I was inspired after seeing a report written by a comrade working in Vietnam." Li Runshi sighed slightly.

"Are you talking about Ye Shengtao?" He Rui asked.

Li Runshi nodded. "Since the Chairman also noticed this report, didn't you write something?"

"What needed to be written has long been written. Right now, I only think about one thing: getting China into the industrial society stage as soon as possible. Many of the views he raised are still the traditional views of scholars from the old era. If I were to write, I'm afraid I would just criticize. I personally identify with Director Ye's sentiments, so it's better not to write."

Li Runshi was stunned for a moment; He Rui's words were quite interesting. After seeing that report, he had also requested the local report. Ye Shengtao hitting someone in that area wasn't serious. Even in China, because the specific facts were unclear and no one died, responsibility could only be determined based on the division of liability after the collision. Li Runshi had even done a little research on domestic legal construction regarding this and had some lamentations about the government's judicial system.

As for Ye Shengtao's case, there were also things that made Li Runshi sigh. The young child was named Li Liang. Because of a comminuted fracture, he was left with a disability after treatment. Ye Shengtao arranged for Li Liang to study in China. When Ye Shengtao went to the Li family to explain this, the Li family was grateful, but requested that Ye Shengtao let their other son go to China to study in place of Li Liang.

Ye Shengtao was a very upright person. Although he could understand the Li family's choice, he told the Li family, "It was Li Liang who was hit by the car, so I can only help Li Liang. There is no need to mention the matter of a substitute again."

Perhaps the Li family felt Ye Shengtao was too good a person, and from the perspective of an agricultural society, the value of a disabled person was greatly reduced. So the Li family played a little trick, first forcing Li Liang to voluntarily tell Ye Shengtao that he was willing to let his brother have the opportunity to study. Ye Shengtao still refused. Later, when Ye Shengtao took people to pick up Li Liang, the Li family hid Li Liang. In the end, Ye Shengtao still used reason and righteousness to make the Li family accept reality. Actually, Ye Shengtao didn't need to go through so much trouble; he only needed to send a word to the French colonial police station, and the Li family would have obediently handed over Li Liang under the threat of violence.

This incident itself was nothing, but the process, and the thoughts Ye Shengtao developed from it, touched Li Runshi considerably. And Li Runshi's article unfolded precisely with a comparison between industrial society and agricultural society, and even included a comparison of the "morality" of the two societies.

Since they were going on vacation and the atmosphere was relaxed, Li Runshi asked, "I wonder where the Chairman thinks the criticism should lie?"

"For China to establish a new world order, we must export culture. This culture includes ideology, systems, technology, etc. I think a more persuasive term should be 'lifestyle'. There will be very many socialist countries in the future. Based on geography, climate, and environment, the manifestation of the socialist system in every country will be different. Just like in China, the mode of production in Mohe in the north is definitely different from that on Hainan Island in the south. Based on different modes of production, lifestyles will also be vastly different. However, Chinese civilization has achieved a relative balance precisely under conditions of various different modes of production and living. This is the Chinese lifestyle. I think Director Ye's understanding hasn't reached this level."

Li Runshi nodded. Lifestyle was indeed a major matter for civilization, but Ye Shengtao not understanding to this level... wasn't a major matter either.

He Rui continued, "A higher level is his sentiment and understanding of industrial society. Industrial society naturally has the lifestyle of an industrial society. Director Ye's sentiment towards industrial society has obvious thinking from agricultural society.

"In an industrial society, the social system, the level of rule of law, and the level of management are already closely related to the broad masses of people. The people's requirements for the industrial lifestyle are higher than in agricultural society, and the requirements are very urgent. 'Paternalistic politics' is very suitable in agricultural society, but it is not suitable in industrial society."

Li Runshi nodded again. He Rui's words were really not intended to condemn, nor did they hold any malice. From He Rui's perspective, not writing anything really protected Ye Shengtao.

"Chairman, what about the higher level?" Li Runshi asked proactively.

"Premier Li explained in the article that the lifestyle of industrial society is a carrier carrying huge wealth. This judgment sees through to the essence of industrial society. Precisely because of this characteristic of industrial society, it appears that the finely operating machine of industrial society itself is creating unease and instability.

"View society as a machine; the higher the precision, the greater the instability. For example, if a city's power system has a problem, it affects the lives of millions of people in that city. And the disorder of production and life in a city will consecutively affect the operation of various social industrial chains that the city participates in. 'Pulling one hair moves the whole body' is very obvious in industrial society. Of course, while industrial society possesses instability, it also possesses the characteristic of self-stability. This influence will in turn cause adjustments in the industrial chain. In order to eliminate the influence of unstable factors, the powerful productive forces of industrial society will choose to eliminate unstable factors. Cities with unstable factors will be marginalized, which in turn causes an impact on that city."

Li Runshi nodded again. He had originally felt that this fellow He Rui had a unique feeling about him. He had once thought that perhaps because He Rui had lived for many years in Japan, the most advanced industrial country in Asia, the influence of the living environment caused He Rui's uniqueness.

But now Li Runshi felt this judgment was wrong. If this theory were to be used to judge He Rui, He Rui would have had to live for a long time in a society far exceeding the current world level, and in that society, He Rui would have at least had to achieve academic success to present thinking vastly different from the current world. Because when He Rui explained the future, he didn't show "deduction", but rather that it was "only natural".

At this moment, he heard He Rui continue, "Director Ye is a person who pays great attention to social justice. I appreciate this very much. But the social justice he proposes is more of a feeling, a mindset of the old era. I don't think the justice he speaks of is wrong, but his direction of expectation is not materialist enough. For example, traffic accidents have certain solutions. With the advancement of technology, cameras and information storage devices will appear. In a vast range, and on various vehicles, there will be these devices. Although we can't say they solve 100% of the problems, they can at least solve the majority of problems.

"The industrialized lifestyle, or the Chinese lifestyle, is that justice had better not be late, but arrive as early as possible.

"Besides these, I very much agree with Director Ye's even firmer anti-imperialist and anti-feudal stance after this incident. Facts prove that if imperialism is finished, then if China walks that path, it will also be finished. Domestic people and comrades within the Party, quite a few feel that China is a special existence in the world. Of course I admit China's uniqueness, but on the path of imperialism, so many countries have walked it over the centuries, and they are all finished. No matter how unique China is, it is not unique to the extent that the material world creates a set of rules specifically for China."

Li Runshi listened with a happy mood. "That is exactly so, it should be exactly so. However, Chairman, is Director Ye's view on social unfairness a higher-level issue than social justice?"

He Rui nodded. "The issue of social fairness is divided into levels. What anti-imperialism and anti-feudalism pursue is fairness at a certain level. This kind of unfairness can be solved through revolution, through social systems, and through raising the level of the rule of law. 'The prince who breaks the law commits the same crime as the commoner'—this saying has circulated for so long, proving that the people may not be willing to treat themselves this way, but they are definitely willing to treat others this way. This has a sufficient mass basis."

"Haha." Li Runshi was amused. That unique feeling of He Rui often made him very relaxed when speaking of these cruel things. Precisely because He Rui understood how cruel these views were, his relaxation sometimes really made one want to laugh. But Li Runshi felt that in He Rui's views, there must be unfairness that was even harder to surmount.

"The state is a tool for the dominant class to implement class rule; class nature is the main attribute of the state. The development of productive forces is the main driving force of social progress. Then, the unfairness of capital control can be weakened in many ways. But based on the high ground of the level of productive forces controlled, that is, the 'technological dividend' that has already begun to appear, is the greatest creator of unfairness in the future.

"If one has assets in hand, as long as there is a good operation team, capital dividends can even accept a 5% annual return. Capital gains superimposed with technological gains will inevitably lead to a huge income gap in the future.

"When facing rent-seeking capital, and other capital not engaged in labor, class struggle works instantly once grasped. But when facing technological gains, class struggle may not be particularly effective. Moreover, if heavy taxes are levied on professionals, they will turn around and run. What China loses is not only the country's talent but also important industrial capabilities. This is no longer 'hesitating to pelt a rat for fear of smashing the vase'; if not executed well, it is destroying one's own Great Wall.

"But they indeed cause huge unfairness. How should this be solved?"

Li Runshi thought for a while before asking, "Can China be strong to such a degree? The petty bourgeoisie can actually become the main force creating social wealth?"

"Premier Li, we must have confidence in China. The IQ of Chinese people is the highest in the world. Chinese civilization has created diligent and hard-working Chinese people who can endure hardship. China has a large population and the egalitarianism of a civil society. Is it strange that a large number of outstanding talents appear?"
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"Chairman, do you think the communism Marx spoke of will be realized?" "No." "Why?" Li Runshi asked, not particularly surprised. "The communism predicted by Marx was deduced from his economic theories. However, humans do not exist solely with social attributes; they also possess biological attributes. I believe that in the process of rapid social development, technologies that alter human biology will also emerge. When that stage is reached, there will be new discussions regarding what defines a human being. For instance, 'clasping the moon in the Ninth Heaven and seizing turtles deep in the Five Oceans.' When everyone can enjoy such capabilities, many will consider the human physical body to be too fragile. If one must rely on extremely complex and precise mechanical assistance to perform such activities, what if we modify the human body to extend its adaptive capabilities... If I must describe it, you could consider it becoming a 'semi-immortal body.' In that case, do you think that new human society will be the same as our current society?"

Li Runshi enjoyed the sense of penetration brought about by chatting with He Rui, but He Rui's words now were perhaps too erratic, making Li Runshi feel this wasn't like a normal discussion. Fortunately, Li Runshi could actually keep up with He Rui's train of thought. He shook his head. "From a materialist perspective, if the internal causes undergo such tremendous change, the inherent attributes will change accordingly... So, the five stages of human development proposed by Stalin are a misunderstanding?"

"Stalin's theory of the five stages of development of human society is meant for the people of today, not a genuine consideration of the future world. If a new world order is established in the upcoming war of liberation, human society will achieve tremendous progress. Humanity's ability to transform the world will be vastly elevated. At that time, poverty, hunger, and absolute scarcity will all vanish. Such a future would count as..."

"Knock, knock, knock." Someone knocked at the door. He Rui stopped his narration and turned his head. "Come in." The secretary pushed the door open, walked up to He Rui, and whispered, "Chairman, a telegram from the Soviet Union. Stalin has sent a special envoy requesting to see you." "Arrange it. I'll see him," He Rui replied. After the secretary left, He Rui smiled. "Speak of Cao Cao, and Cao Cao arrives. Stalin has sent a special envoy. What does Premier Li think this is about?" Li Runshi thought for a moment and replied, "Perhaps it's about the Spanish Civil War. Is the Soviet Union preparing to provide aid?" "Why?" "China is a great power and has a decisive influence on the Soviet Union. Even if only from the perspective of respect, Stalin must send someone to notify us of this matter," Li Runshi answered.

Seeing that Li Runshi had completely accepted China's current global status, He Rui felt very satisfied. Many people within the party and the country clearly hadn't yet grasped China's true standing in the world. In those people's perception, China was either the "Celestial Empire" of the past or a weak nation coveted by imperialism and liable to be attacked at any moment. In reality, the elites of the Great Power nations were smart and tactful; they already regarded China as one of the Great Powers and treated China with the attitude reserved for a Great Power. If a British Prime Minister were to announce this morning that they were declaring war on China in order to sell opium to China, by this afternoon at the latest, that Prime Minister would either be in a mental asylum or dead due to various accidents. Having mixed in to the level of a Great Power, how could one be like a gangster thug? Acting according to the person one is dealing with is one of the most basic abilities of the Great Powers.

"Why is the Chairman unwilling to participate in the Spanish Civil War?" Li Runshi asked with interest. "France and the Soviet Union are both very important trading partners for us. If we participate in the Spanish Civil War, we will offend them," He Rui replied. Seeing He Rui, who had just been proposing that humans might achieve a "semi-immortal body," instantly revert to a cold realist, Li Runshi found it truly interesting and couldn't help but feel a twinge of envy. To have such a massive span in thinking, the person's spiritual world must be extraordinarily rich.

"There is another issue: we must absolutely not give other countries an opportunity to sow discord," He Rui continued to explain. "For example, if we intervene, we need to make a diplomatic stance. Suppose Britain sends someone now to articulate an attitude basically identical to ours—should we express agreement?" Hearing He Rui's query, Li Runshi thought for a bit and then replied, "We cannot express agreement... but..." Seeing Li Runshi grasp the focal point of the problem so quickly, He Rui explained, "Correct. This is a so-called diplomatic trap. The British would immediately publicize internationally that the Chinese government agrees with London's attitude toward the Spanish Civil War. At that point, the Soviet Union and France would certainly demand we clarify the matter. How should we clarify? This is a little trick in diplomacy." Li Runshi nodded. He hadn't received diplomatic training, but with a little thought, he immediately mastered the methodology involved. As for the outcome of the Spanish Civil War, although Li Runshi felt regret for the idealists among the Spanish left wing, the Spanish left-wing groups themselves had too many problems; it didn't look like they could win no matter how one looked at it. And once China entered the arena, it had to win. With China's current projection capabilities, even if they entered, they likely couldn't win. So Li Runshi simply didn't mention supporting the Spanish left wing.

One day later, Li Runshi accompanied He Rui to meet the Soviet representative, Molotov, at a guesthouse outside the resort area. Molotov did not conceal anything. "Mr. Chairman, General Secretary Stalin ordered me to come and express the CPSU's views to you and the Chinese government. The CPSU believes that the Spanish revolution is encountering a huge crisis. As a member of the Third International, the CPSU has an obligation to provide aid to the Spanish government. This is a struggle between socialist forces and Nazi forces, concerning the future direction of the world. If the revolutionary forces in Spain fail, fascist forces will gain greater influence."

Just as He Rui expected, the Soviet side expressed ample respect. Li Runshi looked at He Rui, and heard He Rui say, "Please convey to General Secretary Stalin that the Chinese Civilization Party and government's view on the Spanish Civil War is independent, serious, and profound. The Chinese Civilization Party and government will not oppose the CPSU's decision." Molotov knew He Rui's basic attitude before coming. Hearing He Rui's specific answer now, he stood up and said, "If you have no other matters, I will take my leave." "Please convey my regards to General Secretary Stalin. Goodbye," He Rui said as if chatting about domestic trivia. Molotov turned and left, as if he had just dropped by He Rui's place for a visit, rather than having flown over ten thousand miles from Moscow. Watching Molotov's retreating figure, Li Runshi wanted to ask something. Although the French government had expressed a neutral stance, French republicans were raising funds domestically to support the Spanish republicans. Now, although the Soviet Union was not intervening in the name of the government, it would actually give a large amount of support, plus the mobilized forces of the Third International—was there really no possibility of victory? In a flash, Li Runshi recalled the three words He Rui had just used: "independent, serious, profound." He felt relieved. Since He Rui firmly believed the Spanish left wing would fail, then he would watch how the specific issues developed.

Time flowed on; the streets were peaceful. Days continued. US President Roosevelt was successfully re-elected. Due to their respective demands for heavy industry, related industries in Japan and China were booming. Conversely, light industry showed a less-than-favorable situation. Discount activities were becoming more frequent; light industrial goods, especially cheap, low-quality commodities, filled the streets but no longer sold quickly just because of low prices. Spring went and summer came; in the blink of an eye, it was early June 1937. It was already summer in Spain. After the 16th International Brigade of the International Brigades completed their positions, they naturally held a regular meeting.

Starting in October 1936, the Third International organized the International Brigades to fight against the Italian and German armies participating under the name of volunteer forces. By now, the International Brigades had a scale of about 50,000 men, organized into six brigades. The 11th International Brigade, composed mainly of Germans and Austrians. The 12th International Brigade, composed mainly of Italians. The 13th International Brigade, composed mainly of Poles, Yugoslavs, Hungarians, and Bulgarians. The 14th International Brigade, composed mainly of French and Belgians. The 15th International Brigade, composed mainly of British, Americans, Canadians, and Irish. The 16th International Brigade, composed mainly of Chinese, Japanese, and communists from other Asian countries and Asian colonies. The number was about 5,500, with about 3,400 Chinese, about 540 Japanese, 28 Koreans, about 320 Burmese, and members of local communist parties and the Civilization Party from the Philippines, Vietnam, and Malaysia coming to fight.

The "Civilization Party members from Asian colonies" were not a branch of the Chinese Civilization Party; they had spontaneously adopted this name. Most Civilization Party members from Asian colonies were studying in China or were members of local guerrilla forces who had gone to training camps on the border for training. The reason they came to participate in the Spanish Civil War was neither China's arrangement nor China's instruction, but rather, like the participating Chinese volunteers, purely out of their own volition. The communists from Asian colonies came in response to the call of the Third International, totaling about 500 people. Colonial communists generally could not speak Chinese, while other volunteers from the colonies could mostly speak some Chinese. Therefore, the meetings of the 16th International Brigade were held in Chinese. After more than half a year of fighting together, even the personnel from Asian colonies who previously couldn't speak Chinese could communicate simply in Chinese, though they couldn't understand complex Chinese content. Fortunately, Brigade Commander Liu Jingtian never used complicated language. He simply pointed at the map and explained, "After failing to attack Madrid, the rebel army has turned to attack the north, attempting to seize the important industrial areas of the Basque Country and Asturias along the Bay of Biscay. Losing this, the Spanish government loses its self-produced industrial goods and weapons."

Liu Jingtian had once gone to France as a Chinese laborer to support the war, and joined the Comintern at that time. Later he returned to China and went to work in the Northeast. Afterwards, he was caught by the Northeast National Security Bureau. The National Security Bureau did not make things difficult for Liu Jingtian, and because he had some technical skills learned in factories when he was a laborer, Liu Jingtian stayed in the Northeast and entered a factory. Later, when the war between the Northeast and Japan broke out, Liu Jingtian volunteered to join the army, becoming a soldier in the Northeast Army. At the end of 1923, he followed the troops all the way south, participating in the war to liberate all of China and the subsequent Sino-British War. However, after the government was established, Liu Jingtian still felt that China didn't seem to have thoroughly changed. When he retired in 1928, he was a captain, and he subsequently returned to the Comintern. In 1930, accepting a Comintern assignment, he went to Vietnam to organize the Vietnamese Communist Party with Ho Chi Minh and launch struggles against French colonialists. Afterwards, he went to work at the Comintern headquarters. Because he had undergone three six-month training sessions in the military academies of the Chinese National Defense Force and completed the basic officer courses, he naturally became a commander in the 16th International Brigade. Following the system of the Chinese National Defense Force, he held meetings on ordinary days to conduct ideological education. Especially regarding the war, he did not hide the war situation from the officers and soldiers. Precisely because facts were never hidden, the officers and soldiers knew what kind of war situation they were facing and had a high acceptance of fierce combat. Borrowing the words of some soldiers, "If I die, I'll be a ghost who knows what killed him." This working method also had good results in the International Brigade. Although some among the officers and soldiers of the International Brigade were indeed terrified after understanding the pressure, the Chinese National Defense Force's response was to conduct military training and military exercises, letting the soldiers master the methods of confronting the enemy. There were many who impulsively came to join the International Brigades, but coming to Spain required going through untold hardships. Those who were not firm had already beaten a retreat when facing difficulties. Those who could remain here were all people of firm will. What they needed was precisely the methods and training on how to specifically defeat the enemy.

The officers' gazes moved on the map following Liu Jingtian's finger. The Bay of Biscay is a gulf in the eastern North Atlantic, located between the west coast of France and the north coast of Spain. The French government had originally decided to support the Spanish government but encountered opposition from the French right wing, who believed such support might drag the French government into war. Hearing the French right wing's description of being dragged into war, the French public immediately expressed instinctive opposition. The war less than twenty years ago had wiped out a generation of French youth; the French people resolutely opposed entering a war on their own initiative again. At this time, the British government also required the French government to maintain neutrality. The French government was rather resistant, because France's northern neighbor Germany and eastern neighbor Italy were now both fascist regimes. The current Spanish rebel army was also obviously fascist. If the Spanish government were defeated, France would have another fascist country, Spain, beside it. France would basically be surrounded by fascist countries. So the French government's stance given to Britain was extremely vague. At the same time, it used French fleets to transport material aid provided by left-wing forces worldwide to the Spanish government through the Bay of Biscay. After introducing this situation, Liu Jingtian concluded, "Therefore, the rebel army will certainly do its utmost to seize the Bay of Biscay. Besides taking the industrial zone here, they can also cut off France's maritime aid route. And the Italian government has already dispatched their fleet to cruise along Spain's Mediterranean coast, intercepting aid supplies for the Spanish government."

Just as he said this, someone from the patrol unit came in from outside. "Report to the Brigade Commander, a supply convoy has arrived." Liu Jingtian and the people in the brigade headquarters were overjoyed and hurriedly went out to welcome them. Seeing the arrival, Liu Jingtian stepped forward happily. "Brother Ma, you've come again." Ma Wenbin was from Xinyang, Henan. "Cousin, those guys in the Spanish government are really screwed up. They insisted on detaining half the stuff on the trucks along the way. I don't know what they're trying to do. I said before, aid is aid, but the stuff for you has to end up in your hands. They couldn't be harboring some other ideas, could they?" Hearing Ma Wenbin's complaints, Liu Jingtian gave a bitter smile. Most of the Spanish government's gold was used to buy weapons and equipment from the Soviet Union; the process was truly hard to describe in a few words. On the contrary, the 16th International Brigade received richer supplies because of Sino-French relations, plus the fact that Liu Jingtian had been a Chinese laborer, and China's anti-Nazi stance. After cursing the Spanish government, Ma Wenbin hurriedly had people unload the supplies. A total of 20 trucks had come this time, all having crossed the Pyrenees on the border of France and Spain, traveling thousands of miles to arrive in here. The trucks carried mostly supplies, no ammunition. Even so, seeing those precious medicines and medical instruments, Liu Jingtian and the officers in the brigade headquarters were overjoyed. Although Spain was a European country, its industrial level was not even up to that of Japan during the Great War in Europe. The medical level didn't even need mentioning. This batch of medicines and medical instruments truly helped a lot.

Just after unloading the supplies, the alarm sounded. Liu Jingtian hurriedly said, "Brother Ma, quickly drive the trucks to the concealment point. The rebel planes are coming." Ma Wenbin quickly jumped onto the first truck and went toward the concealment ground under the guidance of 16th Brigade personnel. Not long after, several planes flew overhead. Seeing the 16th Brigade's position empty, they casually dropped a few bombs and left. Seeing the German Air Force painting on the planes without any concealment, Liu Jingtian felt both angry and regretful. His feeling about the Spanish Civil War was similar to the Sino-Japanese War 15 years ago. At that time, China also used air-ground integrated attacks, but back then it was the Japanese army taking the beating. Now finding himself on the receiving end, Liu Jingtian finally understood how the Japanese army felt back then. The harassment and bombing by planes greatly affected the daily work of the troops; this point alone was extremely unpleasant. As for during combat, the feeling was even more unbearable. At this time Ma Wenbin rushed back over. Liu Jingtian didn't want Ma Wenbin to take risks, so he had people bring over several large boxes. "Brother Ma, inside here are some combat records, and also the personal effects of some people. Take these back." Looking at those boxes, Ma Wenbin sighed. "Cousin, don't you... take care!"

Not long after Ma Wenbin left, planes painted with Italian army insignias came again. Based on Ma Wenbin's accumulated experience and judgment of the overall situation, the opposing Spanish rebel army would launch a fierce attack within the next two days. Commanding this campaign was Franco. He personally went to the front line to inspect the battle. Planes whistled as they dropped bombs on the Spanish government forces' positions, and artillery towed by trucks had also arrived, opening fierce fire on the government forces' positions. Just looking at the smoke and dust, one felt the government forces' positions had been thoroughly destroyed. Franco, however, was not so optimistic. This tactic was not being used for the first time. It worked very well on some government army units. But on other government army units, especially the International Brigades, it didn't work so well. In the intelligence obtained before the battle, the 11th to 16th International Brigades were all incorporated into the government army. Now it was hard to judge whether there were International Brigade people on the front. After this preparation of air-artillery cooperation, Franco's troops coordinated with the Italian troops to launch an attack. For this attack, Italy and Germany were also determined to cut off France's support for the Spanish government. The Pyrenees were very difficult to traverse and not suitable for large-scale transport. Italy was also doing its best to blockade the Spanish Mediterranean side, even risking conflict with the French fleet. Therefore, this attack was an attack that would decide the strategic posture. Thus, Mussolini of Italy also spent significant capital, dispatching 100,000 Italian troops to arrive in Spain to fight. If they couldn't seize the Bay of Biscay, Franco's army could not win the war. The attack was not smooth from the start. The rebel positions looked as if there was no one there, but as soon as the rebel troops approached, the counterattack fire from the position immediately became fierce. Several probing attacks were all beaten back. The Italian troops didn't believe in heresy and soon relieved the rebel troops to begin the attack. As a result, several massed attacks were equally unsmooth. The enemy's position just showed no people, yet they simply couldn't charge up. News soon arrived in the staff department. The opposing unit's designation was completely confirmed: it was the 16th Brigade of the International Brigades, which was the Chinese Brigade that had thoroughly defeated the rebel army relying on a night raid in the Battle of Madrid. Hearing the name of the Chinese Brigade, the faces of several Spanish generals who had participated in the Battle of Madrid turned very ugly. To this day, they still hadn't figured it out. The Chinese Brigade had only made one assault at night, and they were defeated. At that time, all positions were attacked; various units lost command in the chaos and were directly routed. But the opponent was only a brigade-level unit; where did they get so many troops? Although this era no longer believed in witchcraft, a rumor circulated in the Spanish rebel army that the Chinese seemed to possess some sorcery that made soldiers fearless of death. Gunshot wounds sufficient to kill ordinary people were only ordinary injuries to the Chinese. Only when the Chinese soldiers achieved combat victory would the real injuries erupt, and the Chinese soldiers would die at that time. Just as the atmosphere became oppressive, a German officer wearing a monocle, Model, spoke up. "Isn't this very good? We have already confirmed the location of the enemy's elite troops. I suggest that we next dispatch troops to pin down this Chinese army, while our main force launches an attack on the enemy's weaker defense lines." The generals around Franco looked at Model, who was only a colonel, and were not convinced in their hearts. But Franco had stabilized his emotions by this time. Model's view was very correct. Although shifting the direction of attack was indeed rather troublesome, major US corporations were supporting Franco one after another. especially the US auto giants General Motors and Ford, who provided Franco with 12,000 trucks, making it easier for Franco's troops to maneuver. Adjusting the deployment immediately now could allow them to change to a new attack direction before the opposing government forces adjusted. "Colonel Model, where do you think it is appropriate to attack?" Franco asked. After Hitler expanded the army, Model was already the Chief of Staff of a German infantry corps. He came this time as an advisor to support Franco. He had long studied the map thoroughly, and even took a German plane to actually look at the various positions. Since Franco asked, Model didn't put on airs. He pointed directly to a location on the map. "Launch the attack here. Since the main force of the International Brigades is placed at the very front, it means the Republican Army is prepared to resist stubbornly. Judging by this, the defense troops in this valley will not be the main force. Let the troops conduct a raid, supplemented by continuous air strikes from the Air Force; it is possible to seize this place."
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After reading the latest news regarding the Northern Campaign of the Spanish Civil War, He Rui didn't even have the interest to make a sarcastic retort. In the descriptions of the online wits, the Italian army was terrible, but this was prejudice. If judged by the standard of their equipment, the Italian performance was worthy of their gear. To compare the Italian level with the People's Liberation Army was to commit the error of thinking, "If the Rabbit can do it, so can I." Moreover, in terms of the choice of strategic direction, there was no problem with the Italian strategic judgment.

He Rui's attention was now focused on the interest rate hike plan implemented by U.S. President Roosevelt. This excitement brought his mood back to the year 2020 in another timeline, when he watched with his own eyes as the U.S. stock market triggered circuit breakers every few days.

There was a joke at that time where the American investment guru Buffett said: "I've lived more than 80 years and only seen a circuit breaker once." "I've lived more than 80 years and only seen a circuit breaker twice." "I've lived more than 80 years and only seen a circuit breaker three times." "I... am still too young."

The feeling now was similar to that time. On June 1, 1937—twenty days ago—Roosevelt announced that the Federal Reserve would raise interest rates and shrink its balance sheet (reduce the deficit). For the first few days, American newspapers publicized this heavily, all supporting Roosevelt's decision. News reporters and experts stated that over the past three years, the U.S. economy had recovered under state stimulation. Now it was time to let the U.S. economy recover on its own, and the government's stimulus role should come to an end.

The logic was certainly correct, so for the first few days, the U.S. stock market remained relatively stable, even rising a point or so. But by the sixth day, the market took a sharp turn for the worse. Although the current U.S. stock indices were far below the Great Crash of 1929, the decline had that familiar flavor. It was a straight dive.

Over the following week, U.S. stocks dove again. Except for Rockefeller companies, which had extensive cooperation with China and only fell by 8%, other stocks generally fell by 30%. Now the crash was over, and a slow decline had begun. Most famous American speculators had already jumped off buildings in 1929; otherwise, one could wonder what new jokes would have emerged.

Li Runshi did not share He Rui's mood at this moment. His office was filled with the heavy smell of tobacco smoke, and large numbers of reports were spread across the walls and tables. Since the start of Roosevelt's second term, the He Rui administration had secretly begun preparations. Li Runshi could understand the reasons for these preparations. When the U.S. stock market crashed in 1929, the U.S. had significant investments in Germany. To save the market, the U.S. not only withdrew the funds planned for Germany but also began divesting from Germany to repatriate capital for the bailout. This directly detonated Germany's economic crisis.

In 1929, no matter how eagerly the United States wanted to conduct comprehensive trade and investment with China, the He Rui administration had coolly blocked it, only engaging in targeted cooperation with a few major companies led by Rockefeller. It was not until mid-1932 that Sino-U.S. economic and trade exchanges, especially capital flows, began on a large scale.

Over the past five years, China had become a destination for U.S. investment. Coupled with the $1 billion interest-free government loan borrowed from the U.S., China was faintly poised to become the largest destination for U.S. investment. During this U.S. stock market disaster, American companies scrambled to withdraw capital from China to save the market back home. In a very short time, this triggered intense turbulence in China's financial markets.

According to China's regulations on finance and investment management, American merchants investing in China brought U.S. dollars to exchange for Chinese yuan, then used the yuan for investment within China. The U.S. dollar was not a payment currency within China and could only be used through specific channels. The reverse was also true; the Chinese yuan was not a circulating currency in the U.S. and had to be exchanged through foreign exchange channels before use. The exploding demand for exchange caused the U.S. dollars in China's foreign exchange reserves to be rapidly depleted.

In recent years, most enterprises investing in the U.S. had made some money. Now that domestic interest rates in the U.S. had risen, borrowing costs also surged. Many American companies sold off their Chinese assets or other assets, preparing to convert them into dollars to return to the U.S. This also caused a wave of selling in the Shanghai stock market. The stock market had always been a place where people bought on the rise and sold on the fall; once the market dropped, many people followed suit and sold their stocks indiscriminately. This irrational attitude made Li Runshi shake his head involuntarily.

The theory explaining the current situation was not complex; Li Runshi had studied it and truly understood it. But witnessing it with his own eyes, he still felt quite shocked. This was the instability of the industrial age that He Rui spoke of. Compared to agricultural society, information in the industrial age flowed freely; any disturbance could trigger tremors in the financial markets, and these tremors would immediately trigger further actions.

Holding the exchange rate chart of the dollar against the yuan, Li Runshi sighed inwardly. By his intuition, the U.S. economy had problems while the Chinese economy was doing well, so the dollar should fall and the yuan should rise. But from a market perspective, it wasn't like that; the market often only cared about demand, not fundamentals. Because a large number of Americans were selling yuan to buy dollars, the dollar skyrocketed.

The He Rui government had assessed and prepared for this event in advance. The Central Bank had already performed estimation simulations based on data, listing figures for various scenarios. With the Chinese yuan falling to its current extent, it wasn't just people withdrawing funds; some were beginning to use this crash to short the yuan. According to pre-established warning lines, the Central Bank began selling the dollars reserved for this possibility and buying yuan, hedging against those fellows who were shorting the currency.

Analyzing the use of these financial instruments, Li Runshi wasn't sure how much capital the group shorting the yuan possessed. But China's economic fundamentals were very stable, and with the French banking industry also cooperating with China, it shouldn't be a particularly big problem. However, this incident gave Li Runshi a very bad feeling about the financial industry. in the West, early finance was also considered the devil's trade. Li Runshi felt this evaluation was extremely precise...

"Premier Li, there's a meeting at 2:00 PM," the secretary pushed open the door to remind him. It was already 1:45 PM; if Li Runshi waited any longer, he would be late.

Li Runshi picked up his prepared briefcase, swept his gaze once more over the charts and figures, and left the office without looking back.

In another office, Wu Youping, along with the Central Bank Governor, the Minister of Finance, and the Minister of Industry, were all smiling, completely unaffected by the pressure Li Runshi felt. Seeing Li Runshi enter, Wu Youping smiled. "Everyone is here. Let's begin. Governor Ding, please introduce the situation first."

Governor Ding Song was entirely relaxed. "At the same time the economic crisis broke out in the United States, an economic crisis also erupted in Britain. According to the joint analysis materials from the Central Bank and the Ministry of Finance, the countries currently falling into economic crisis are mainly the United States and the Sterling Bloc countries. These countries share a common characteristic: none of them have used investment in heavy industry to drive their economies. The East Asian Economic Cooperation Organization has recently invested heavily in heavy industry. The Soviet Union, from 1928 to the present, has made massive investments in heavy industry. The two fascist countries, Germany and Italy, have both invested in military industry, especially Germany, which has invested heavily in infrastructure, electricity, steel, highways, railways, and military industry. These fields are either heavy industry sectors or closely related to heavy industry..."

Hearing this, Li Runshi suddenly felt a sense of enlightenment. The driving role of heavy industry was manifesting in a time when consumption power was generally insufficient across countries, especially in the military industry sector.

After introducing the situation of the economic crisis, Central Bank Governor Ding Song began to report on the task he had received. "Premier, the Central Bank was ordered to analyze the United States. If the U.S. wants to continue in the direction of the New Deal at present, it must first abolish the gold standard for the dollar. As long as the gold standard is enforced, the issuance of dollars cannot break through its limits. Since the essence of the American New Deal is to forcibly pull the economy through national deficits, they shouldn't consider so-called upper limits anymore. In the current context of massive currency issuance, lowering dollar interest rates to the lowest possible level and assuming government deficits through national bonds is the only way to support the continued execution of the New Deal."

Li Runshi couldn't hold back and asked, "U.S. national bonds eventually have to be repaid. How do they plan to repay the debt?"

Ding Song laughed. "The U.S. borrows dollars and repays dollars. What's difficult about that? If Premier Li is asking about the U.S. economic problem, ask Minister Song."

Li Runshi looked at Finance Minister Song Jiangqi. Song Jiangqi looked at Premier Wu Youping, then turned to Li Runshi and said, "Premier Li, the United States has very high resource endowments, and during the Great Depression of '29, it frantically liquidated foreign investments in the U.S. I wonder if Premier Li has seen the documents regarding that part?"

"I have seen them." Li Runshi nodded. As the former Minister of Propaganda, he had the qualification to see minister-level documents immediately. Even when he was the Party Secretary in Shaanxi, this qualification had not been revoked. After 1929, the U.S. financial industry once reached a state where almost all banks suspended operations.

This situation was caused not only by bank bankruptcies. According to information collected by China, the persons in charge of at least 100,000 domestic American banks with close ties to foreign investment disappeared inexplicably. At least 30,000 such bankers suddenly evaporated after Roosevelt was elected President and the New Deal was promulgated.

In Roosevelt's New Deal, the first thing to be restored was the multitude of American banks. And among the restored American banks, the figures of those banks controlled by European capital were gone.

Serious political analysis cannot rely on conspiracy theories. Looking at the impact of the Great Depression on the U.S. from a factual perspective, foreign banks disappeared in the storm of the U.S. Great Depression. The persons in charge, funds, and accounts of those banks vanished without a trace. The most important thing for a bank is its accounts. Bank accounts record not just depositor content; recording only basic depositor information is the level of the lowest grassroots bank branches, like small bank outlets in Chinese rural towns. True bank accounts record the flow of various funds within the bank and various transactions with other banks.

The accounts of banks participating in international banking business involve a huge network of bank transactions. Even domestic banks are involved in capital flows within the country.

Only after learning this part of knowledge did Li Runshi discover that modern banks are truly the blood vessels of a nation. Funds connect the organism of the state through these arteries, veins, large vessels, and capillaries. Through currency, this medium of equivalent exchange, resources are provided to every organ and every cell.

The disappearance of so many accounts meant the disappearance of the whereabouts of massive amounts of foreign capital in the United States. But the meat rots in the pot; since this money disappeared within the United States, it ultimately became American resources.

Seeing that Li Runshi knew about the American banks, Song Jiangqi continued, "The United States has a population of 130 million and a territory of over 9 million square kilometers. The per capita land and resources are very high. With its own endowments and the investment it has received, the baseline standard of living in the U.S. is high. As long as the current industrial ratio in the U.S. is tweaked to increase the small peasant economy component domestically, the U.S. can be completely self-sufficient. If the U.S. wants to maintain its status as the world's largest industrial nation, it can only expand the world markets the U.S. controls to sustain its manufacturing industry."

"Does Minister Song believe the U.S. will expand its military?" Li Runshi heard the implication Song Jiangqi hadn't spoken aloud.

"At least they will first drive U.S. demand through heavy industry orders," Song Jiangqi gave a very cunning answer.

Wu Youping felt that what needed to be said had been said, so he asked, "How are the preparations for the task Premier Li received?"

Li Runshi answered immediately, "That part of the institutional regulations has been completed and handed over to the Ministry of Justice for analysis and discussion of the legal issues involved. The Ministry of Justice has not replied yet."

The work Li Runshi received was to formulate domestic regulatory systems, especially providing a standard for judging collusion between officials and merchants. Both the central and local governments managed the economy; for those low-level cases of abusing power for personal gain, the judicial departments could investigate and arrest.

But merchants and capitalists were not stupid. As the Civilization Party's management in these areas became stricter, merchants and capitalists naturally changed their methods of co-opting and corrupting officials. Many methods had begun to exploit legal loopholes. Even though the Civilization Party had implemented a property declaration system, as long as there was money to be made, people would still engage in capital offenses.

Wu Youping felt that He Rui had given Li Runshi a very difficult job and even sympathized with him somewhat. Wu Youping himself came from a merchant family and had been Premier for so long; he had seen too many things. He raised some different views. "Mobilizing wicked merchants to fight wicked merchants sounds reasonable. But Secretary Li, wicked merchants are very worried about retaliation from officials. after all, after they expose these things, will they face malice from other officials? Although many officials are not corrupt themselves, they might very well feel an impulse to eliminate such merchants quickly."

Li Runshi was not only the Vice Premier but also a Secretary of the Civilization Party's Central Secretariat. The Central Secretariat was equivalent to the Soviet Politburo. Wu Youping addressing Li Runshi as Secretary Li was also a well-intentioned reminder to pay attention to political impact. If merchants possessed the power to bring down officials, how could officials feel at ease?

Li Runshi explained, "Such problems will certainly arise in the early stages. At the current stage, we precisely want to form a relationship of mistrust between corrupt officials and wicked merchants. Therefore, this requires more complete management methods and judicial research on potential loopholes. With economic development, a large number of young people with higher education will graduate and enter the workforce. This will improve the overall level of the civil service team. The most critical thing is how to define collusion between officials and merchants, and to determine sunset clauses. Merchants corrupt officials for greater economic benefits; how to create an environment where one can do business well without corrupting officials is the core of anti-corruption. Our job is to try to make the current phase pass quickly, not to enact an eternal law for anti-corruption. Sing the song that fits the mountain you are on."

Wu Youping didn't quite understand, but he could sense that Li Runshi's method had a possibility of success. Because the failed cases he had encountered often shared a commonality: they wanted to solve the entire problem, not the problem at hand. If Li Runshi had proposed a plan to completely eliminate corruption, it could basically be considered unreliable.

Having finished discussing these matters, Wu Youping asked Finance Minister Song Jiangqi again, "In the plans simulated by the Ministry of Finance, what is the possibility that would have the greatest impact on our country?"

Song Jiangqi was thinking about the anti-corruption issue and was stunned for a moment when Wu Youping asked. A moment later, he returned to the mindset of a Finance Minister rather than an official. "It is possible that the United States will restore high tariffs. Roosevelt's New Deal relied on the U.S. federal government providing jobs to drive the economy, creating massive deficits. This is also why Roosevelt had to rashly interrupt the deficit economy just as his second term began.

"In his recent policies, Roosevelt tightened finances, raised corporate tax rates, and compressed government spending to balance the fiscal deficit. At the same time, he significantly raised the reserve requirement ratio, tightening the money supply. The U.S. economic recovery originally relied on government promotion; the private sector, which is the foundation of the U.S. economy, lacks confidence in the economy. Now that the power provided by the government through deficits has disappeared, the U.S. economy naturally returned to the appearance of the Great Depression era.

"So Roosevelt is very likely to restart the deficit economy, and at the same time raise tariffs to ensure domestic employment. The Ministry of Finance strongly agrees with the landmark event proposed by the Central Bank as a wind vane: the U.S. is likely to abolish the gold standard. Once the gold standard is abolished, the U.S. will engage in high tariffs."

Li Runshi felt that this judgment was again slightly different from his view of the economy, but he immediately thought of an explanation. Although abolishing the gold standard would lead to a weak dollar and enhance the international competitiveness of U.S. goods, international trade was currently terrible, and all industrial countries were suffering from overcapacity. The reason China had become the largest trading partner of major countries in the world was that international trade had shrunk severely. The Great Powers' trade with China was entirely because they had to open part of their markets to China in order to enter the Chinese market.

The United States had no colonies and similarly could not enter the colonies of other countries. Although the most important emerging market in the world today was China, the competitiveness of U.S. goods in China was not high, so high tariffs would have a limited impact on the U.S. economy. But doing so would have a huge impact on the Roosevelt administration. The American people were already used to suffering; what they couldn't tolerate most now was foreign goods coming to the U.S. market to destroy the jobs of American workers.

The complexity and simplicity, the effectiveness and uselessness of the economy, all made Li Runshi feel the instability of industrial society once again.
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When Roosevelt's secretary walked into his office, her face was slightly flushed. Seeing Roosevelt's low spirits these past few days, she had specially worn sexy lingerie and sprayed a more seductive perfume, wanting to properly serve her beloved man. But upon entering the office, she saw Roosevelt's expression was extremely grave, a look she had never seen before.

From his youth, Roosevelt had been a "hell-raiser," defending gangsters as a lawyer. He chatted and laughed with those murderous mobsters, never knowing fear. Even though the secretary had only started working by Roosevelt's side during the final phase of that period, the Roosevelt she saw always had light in his eyes. Even disability hadn't been able to extinguish that inner flame.

But now, Roosevelt's gaze was heavy. Even if there was still fire in his heart, the sky within Roosevelt's heart seemed to be made of stone, blocking out that light.

Standing at the door, the secretary felt there was no space to release the passion in her heart. Even though only Roosevelt was in the office, the air seemed like hardened concrete, leaving no room for anyone else.

Roosevelt waved his hand at the secretary. She wanted to step in, but seeing him wave again, she could only retreat and close the door. She stood blankly at the door, at a loss.

Seeing that he was finally alone in the room again, Roosevelt turned the wheels of his wheelchair and went to the bookshelf. A bottle of liquor sat in the corner of the shelf. Roosevelt picked up the bottle, didn't bother with a glass, uncorked it, and took a large swig. The recent economic news was completely unexpected. Contrary to the views of those economists, the US economy was extremely fragile—unexpectedly fragile. When the government stopped driving the economy, the capitalists not only didn't expand production but rapidly sold off stocks, preparing to hold cash for the winter.

With US stocks falling more than 30%, Roosevelt had to consider one thing. Perhaps his view of the US economy was wrong from the start. The US economy hadn't encountered a temporary problem but had truly reached its ceiling. The New Deal could stimulate the economy through fiscal deficits, but it lacked the ability to save the US economy.

Taking another swig from the bottle, Roosevelt felt a heat resembling courage surge in his chest. Roosevelt didn't lack courage now; he hadn't had the slightest fear since disability accidentally fell upon him. Just as he had told others: "The only thing we have to fear is fear itself—nameless, unreasoning, unjustified terror which paralyzes needed efforts to convert retreat into advance."

Actually, this sentence wasn't originally created by Roosevelt. Bacon had summarized it: "We only need to fear fear itself, eliminate the fear of ignorance, shatter feudal superstitious thoughts, and cut off the neurotic, blind practices born of nothingness; to obtain freedom in the true sense, freedom of thought, and even freedom of action."

Roosevelt now admitted that the New Deal probably couldn't fundamentally solve America's economic problems. Early on when formulating the New Deal, Roosevelt had discussed this possibility with economic experts. At that time, most American economists dared not or would not answer this question. Only Professor Veda from the Rockefeller Company bravely answered: "Mr. President, everything is relative. Even if the New Deal fails, it doesn't matter. As long as the New Deal can still regulate America's social contradictions so that the US doesn't *have* to choose the path of war, those countries with weaker economic strength than the US will be the first to be unable to hold on and start a war. As long as the US intervenes in the war later, it can profit from others' wars."

This viewpoint truly shocked the room and left a deep impression on Roosevelt. Later, Roosevelt had people carefully investigate Professor Veda. The professor's academic and career history in the US was no different from other American economists, except that he had studied in the Political Science Department of Northeast University in China from 1932 to 1933, obtaining a doctorate in Geopolitics. That is to say, Professor Veda's view of the world was "Made in China."

Years passed, and Roosevelt often recalled this matter. The changes in the world were highly similar to Professor Veda's judgment years ago. The New Deal had alleviated America's economic problems so far, while other countries were falling into deeper crises. At least in Europe, the clouds of war had appeared, creating opportunities for the US to intervene in others' wars.

Now, the only thing Roosevelt had to be sure of was: should he admit that the New Deal couldn't fundamentally solve the problem? Roosevelt had thought about it for days, and at this moment, he made the decision to admit this situation.

After making the decision, Roosevelt felt his heart filled with immense regret and loss, but he pressed the electric bell button to summon the secretary. Releasing the bell, Roosevelt raised the bottle and took another swig. Just as he corked the bottle, the door opened, and the secretary walked in as if she had never left.

While putting the bottle back in its place, Roosevelt ordered, "Call Mr. Hull and have him come to see me with Professor Veda."

The secretary quickly dialed the phone. Even as Roosevelt's hand gently stroked her waist, the secretary's voice was completely unaffected. She quickly confirmed that Secretary of State Hull and Professor Veda could arrive in over an hour.

Hearing the report, Roosevelt ordered, "Lock the door and draw the curtains."

The secretary gave Roosevelt a sweet smile. After completing these tasks, she unbuttoned her jacket. Under the dignified jacket was sexy lingerie worn by showgirls. Seeing Roosevelt's eyes light up, the secretary cast aside her outer garment and squatted down in front of Roosevelt.

***

Professor Veda had been prepared since seeing the latest US economic data. There wasn't any special news; Professor Veda just felt he should prepare. So, an hour after receiving the call, he arrived at the White House in the same car as Secretary of State Hull.

He had expected President Roosevelt to have bloodshot eyes and an anxious expression. But unexpectedly, the President was neatly dressed, as if he had just tidied up. Although his gaze was serious, his cheeks were rosy, showing no sign of being crushed by the current situation. Professor Veda admired such heroic spirit in his heart.

When the President explicitly asked about the current world economic situation, Veda answered without concealment, "Mr. President, there are two countries that most want to disrupt the European situation: Germany and the Soviet Union. The Soviet economy looks good, but I believe the Soviet Union is even more dangerous than Germany. Because Germany started rebuilding its military in 1933, while the Soviet Union began fully developing heavy industry in 1928. According to the intelligence we've collected, the best industry in the Soviet Union is the military industry, followed by agriculture, and the worst is light industry. Because China exports a large amount of light industrial products, the Soviet Union can invest more resources into the military industry. If things develop according to the current situation, by 1943, the Soviet Union will possess the strength to challenge all of Europe."

Perhaps having admitted the limitations of the New Deal, Roosevelt felt like a sage at this moment, easily accepting Professor Veda's view without the inner conflict he used to have.

Professor Veda glanced at the solemn-faced Secretary of State Hull beside him and continued to expound his views. "Mr. President, we absolutely cannot wait until 1943, nor can we wait for the Soviet Union to make a move. Because the Soviet Union lacks the confidence to start a war, and also lacks the urgent psychology to do so. Therefore, as soon as any probe by the Soviet Union meets resistance, they will choose to stop. Britain and France, as the biggest beneficiaries of the Versailles System, have no internal need to start a war. At this time, the most favorable choice for the United States is to continue expanding support for Franco. Create a geopolitical environment for Germany to start a war. On this matter, I want to congratulate the government. From the beginning, using the excuse that the Soviet Union participated in the 1931 revolution that overthrew the Spanish King, it expressed strong dissatisfaction with the Soviet Union and subsequently implemented a military embargo on Spain."

Secretary of State Hull couldn't help but sigh inwardly. The United States itself was a democratic country, but since its founding, it had basically supported monarchs of various countries. So much so that after China gained a certain amount of influence internationally, Chinese scholars mocked the US: "Perhaps out of nostalgia for 'Founding Father' Louis XVI and 'Godfather' Napoleon I, the United States has become a friend of monarchs. Of course, this is a joke. The US supports autocratic monarchs to obtain maximum benefits from revolutions in other countries—worthy of the traditional skills of the Anglo-Saxons."

It was clear that Professor Veda was preparing to continue displaying America's traditional skills.

Professor Veda continued, "At this stage, American merchants have already provided a large amount of support to Franco's Nationalist forces. I believe we should increase support to let Franco achieve victory as soon as possible, forming a Fascist encirclement of France."

Roosevelt asked, "Does China have a need for war?"

Professor Veda's eyes lit up. He had seriously studied the Chinese economy in recent years and had quite a few insights. That the President could prioritize the China issue showed his very high strategic level. After organizing his emotions, Professor Veda replied, "China's economy is far less stable than it appears. According to the economic theory proposed by Mr. He Rui, the economy is divided into three cycles: short, medium, and long.

The short cycle is usually 3-5 years, determined ultimately by the completion of an economic cycle through changes in inventory and investment.

The medium cycle is usually 8-10 years, determined by the end of an economic cycle through equipment replacement and capital investment.

The long cycle is 40-60 years. Let's not discuss the long cycle for now. Looking at the medium cycle, China started two medium cycles in 1924. Through domestic asset restructuring and cooperation with France, the Chinese government completed equipment replacement and capital investment. By 16 years later, which is 1940, Chinese consumer power will be unable to digest the product explosion brought by these two cycles. It is bound to fall into an economic crisis.

If looking from the Sino-French economic cooperation in 1928, 8 years after the start of cooperation, although China has opened up the Soviet and French markets, the output of China's light industrial products has also exceeded the capacity of the domestic and foreign markets that Mr. He Rui strove to create. Large quantities of unsold light industrial products have begun to appear in China. The situation where production and sales were both booming has turned into the fierce internal competition of price cuts we commonly see. The profit margin of light industry has plummeted. By 1939 at the latest, a large number of Chinese light industrial enterprises will go bankrupt.

Therefore, both Japan and China have begun to increase investment in heavy industry. But the more developed heavy industry is, the greater the output of light industry. The situation of bankruptcy in China's light industry will not disappear but will intensify. Light industry provides the largest number of jobs in the industrial system. A crisis in light industry is a national employment crisis. I believe Mr. He Rui will definitely consider starting a war. However, his timing is hard to determine. According to estimates based on economic data, the pressure of China's economic crisis will peak between '40 and '42.

Regarding China, my view is that China will join the war earlier than the United States. And if China joins the war, it will inevitably encroach upon Southeast Asia. This is very favorable for the United States."

Hearing this, Roosevelt already had a general judgment of the situation and asked, "Do you think strengthening forces in the Philippines at this stage is very beneficial to the US?"

"I believe the Two-Ocean Navy Act proposed by Congressman Carl Vinson of the Naval Affairs Committee is very beneficial to the current United States. The East Asian Alliance is building ships on a massive scale; this is the best excuse. There is a Chinese brigade in Spain. This brigade has strong combat effectiveness, and its commander is a Chinese officer. Is there a possibility that this is China sending regular troops to join the Spanish Civil War?"

Roosevelt smiled faintly. The powers of the world knew very well that Italy and Germany had already entered the fray bare-chested. Italy maintained a force of about 70,000 in the Spanish Civil War, and Germany's Condor Legion had over 10,000 men, providing Franco with equipment like planes, cannons, and tanks, as well as military advisor support. If one only criticized China, it would be seen as supporting Germany and Italy, and showing hostility towards China and the Soviet Union. Politicians had plenty of ways to deal with this. Roosevelt's brain moved for two seconds, and he already had an idea.

This matter needed to be discussed with Secretary of State Hull in a moment, while Professor Veda's job was to analyze international economic problems. Roosevelt continued to ask a question, "The government purchased a large amount of German bonds in '34, and practically interrupted the import of German goods last year. Now, whatever technology Germany wants to buy, just sell it to them. The earliest large batches of Mefo bills will enter the redemption period starting in 1937. By 1939, Germany's debt will max out. At that time, the money Germany scrapes together by borrowing new to repay old will only be enough to maintain its military industry and army; they won't be able to borrow money from the international market at all. That will also be the time when the United States demands Germany repay its debt."

Roosevelt nodded; enough had been said. The data obtained by Professor Veda, the US government had long obtained. Just three weeks ago, the US Treasury Secretary had reported to Roosevelt with worry that Germany would have no ability to repay the US by 1939, asking if they should find a way to negotiate with Germany now about debt repayment. Now it seemed the Treasury Secretary didn't need to consider foreign affairs and could concentrate on the domestic economy.

Having sent away Professor Veda, Roosevelt discussed the issue of the International Brigades' Chinese Brigade with Secretary of State Hull. Hull was considered a "Dove" internationally, so he quickly came up with an overall idea. "Mr. President, we issue a statement. At the very beginning of the statement, mention the attitudes of Italy and Germany in a couple of sentences, then focus on describing the impact of the International Brigades on the Spanish Civil War. Precisely because of the International Brigades' participation, the intensity of the Spanish Civil War has increased, casualties have increased, and the war continues to escalate.

Only when foreign forces led by the International Brigades leave Spain can the two sides of the civil war calm down. Only then can the international community, led by Britain and France, have a chance to mediate.

What do you think?"

"Hull, you really are the most excellent Secretary of State I have ever seen," Roosevelt praised sincerely.

According to Hull's speech, the International Brigades must leave Spain first, followed by Anglo-French mediation. Judging from the current situation, the most combat-effective force in the hands of the Spanish Republican Government was the International Brigades.

As for Anglo-French mediation, as a descendant of Anglo-Saxons, Roosevelt had already seen the future, as if those futures had already happened before his eyes. To avoid being dragged into the war themselves, the most mediation Britain and France would do was publish a few innocuous statements; they would never send troops to intervene.

As long as the US kept letting Secretary Hull express the aforementioned view, the future described by Professor Veda would inevitably appear. The US didn't even need to continuously target the Chinese Brigade in the International Brigades. The 15th International Brigade was mainly composed of British, Americans, Canadians, and Irish. After mentioning China, the US could also "smear" itself, bringing up the 15th International Brigade. Emphasizing that citizens of Britain, the US, Canada, and Ireland appearing on the battlefield of the Spanish Civil War as part of the International Brigades would make these peace-dedicated nations very embarrassed. Only by eliminating the embarrassment and clarifying their stance could these countries truly promote peace.

For the Great Powers, they very likely understood the meaning behind this kind of speech. But what needed to be convinced now wasn't the Great Powers, but the Spanish Republican Government. Based on intelligence collected by the US, very few people within the Spanish Republican Government could understand the cruelty of international politics. Even if the few within the Republican Government understood the cruelty of international politics, they didn't understand the subtleties of the Great Game of geopolitics. If those few people in the Spanish Republican Government really understood geopolitics, they would have wiped out the Francoist rebels long ago. Or even, this rebellion wouldn't have happened.

Hull received his orders and left to start preparing the diplomatic speech and subsequent diplomatic operations. Roosevelt looked at the desk clock; it was already 4 PM. The President decided not to work anymore today, but to rest—rest well. The secretary had just hinted that her underwear was a full set. Roosevelt wanted to see the full set, relax fully, and be satisfied.

Under the heavy pressure of state affairs, Roosevelt needed to relax, needed to be satisfied. Because the job of the American President was to satisfy the needs of the entire United States. If Roosevelt himself stopped moving forward under the heavy pressure, he couldn't fulfill his responsibilities as President.

Although deep in his heart Roosevelt felt a little bit of unease because he could no longer truly satisfy the secretary. But Roosevelt firmly believed that when the secretary satisfied Roosevelt, her heart was also satisfied. That was enough.
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On August 16, 1937, Li Runshi's work finally bore fruit. Although he had been responsible for anti-corruption, through this assignment, Li Runshi formed a perspective on future work, which he tentatively termed "opposing bourgeois right."

August 20 marked the National Economic Work Conference. After the conference concluded, Premier Wu Youping, accompanied by Vice Premier Li Runshi, presented a report to He Rui. Arriving at He Rui's office, they found Generals Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan already present. Since they were already seated beside He Rui, Wu Youping had no intention of asking them to leave to avoid suspicion. Both were Central Committee members of the Civilized Party and were entitled to read the internal version of the National Economic Work Conference report. Moreover, the summary report of the conference was to be published in the newspapers, accessible to the entire nation. As for how many among the general public could understand it, that depended on their individual level of knowledge in this field.

The content of the report contained no whimsical ideas; it was all grounded in reality. Raising the level of economic development, rectifying market order, and anti-corruption. To elevate the economic level, the focus was on strengthening the four-year education system for adults to cultivate a larger workforce capable of joining industrial production.

As a Secretary of the Central Secretariat, Li Runshi served as the secretary for this economic conference. The secretary's job was to write the summary report of the conference. Only those at the center of power knew how important this seemingly clerical role truly was. Once Li Runshi's report was approved by the conference committee, every department would have to act according to the guidelines and regulations set forth in it. Even if Wu Youping were to act as the secretary for this conference, he might not have managed it easily. For Li Runshi, it was indeed a challenge.

Reporting to He Rui was necessary because, as the leader of the Party and the government, He Rui needed to check whether the content of the report conflicted with national strategy. If there were conflicts, where did they lie? Could they be accepted within a certain timeframe?

While presenting the report, Li Runshi briefly observed the observers, Xu Chengfeng and Cheng Ruofan. Xu Chengfeng appeared composed, though he didn't seem particularly interested. Cheng Ruofan, on the other hand, listened intently, occasionally furrowing his brow and other times relaxing it. This reaction aligned with the rumors: although Cheng Ruofan would not violate the system or interfere with government work, as a member of the Communist faction, he was quite passionate about world revolution. He would often ask He Rui for advice on political and economic issues in the capacity of a student. It was said that He Rui regarded Cheng Ruofan as a student and had long been tutoring him in these fields that were not strictly critical for a soldier.

After the report was finished, He Rui, who had been listening quietly, finally spoke. "In the training for small enterprises, it would be best to add some content on business lifecycles and bankruptcy experiences to help add some depth for them."

Li Runshi replied, "This was discussed at the meeting. Most comrades felt that this might send a bad signal to small enterprises and easily lead to misunderstandings. Providing this kind of educational training to those selected high-quality enterprises should be sufficient."

Li Runshi had been a teacher, and he felt that since they were doing training, there was no need to segregate it. Especially for content that dealt with basic laws, there was no harm in letting all enterprises learn it. Although Li Runshi thought this way, most comrades disagreed, and when explaining to He Rui now, he did not mention his own view at all.

He Rui fell silent again. Li Runshi felt that He Rui probably knew what had happened. The comrades in the economic departments weren't afraid of the slight increase in workload from the training; they simply didn't want to see the trouble that this work might bring. Similar training had been conducted in previous work, and when the situations warned about in the training actually appeared, many private newspapers published "grievance" articles one after another, accusing the government of speaking but not explaining thoroughly. Enterprises only realized what the government had meant after they ran into problems and went bankrupt.

Tabloid newspapers were even more prone to inciting emotions, insisting on steering the issue toward intensifying conflicts. According to those trashy reports, the government was like a fortune teller, deliberately misleading enterprises and then standing by with arms folded, watching the ship sink when enterprises faced bankruptcy. To incite emotion, timid newspapers hinted at collusion between officials and merchants, while bolder newspapers named names, alleging that certain enterprises were involved in such collusion.

Li Runshi was very dissatisfied with this, but precisely because of this, he discovered that inciting "profiteers to fight profiteers" seemed to be a good method for solving short-term problems. When facing bankruptcy, many desperate merchants would disregard so-called rules and try to drag down enterprises they disliked. although many of these tips were based on hearsay, the proportion of actionable intelligence was indeed significantly higher than in general investigations. As long as the cadres responsible for the investigation did not engage in personal vendettas, this was an avenue that could be utilized.

While he was thinking, he heard He Rui say, "The level of education popularity in the country has reached a point where the comprehension of economics is sufficient to withstand this knowledge. Future competition will be even more cruel. I think this content should be added."

Hearing this, Wu Youping immediately replied, "Good."

Sensing He Rui's strong position, Li Runshi felt a twinge of envy. Things decided by the leader could be implemented. To ordinary people, this might seem like a matter of course, but in reality, it was not. Leaders had to be very cautious when making decisions precisely because their decisions were hard to truly implement. Work that was easy to implement didn't need personal instructions from the leader; people at the grassroots level would have done it already. Anything that required a competent leader to personally order inevitably faced various obstacles during execution. No capable leader would believe that simply giving an order would solve the problem.

It was like the joke about how to get a pig to climb a tree.

Option 1: Give the pig a beautiful vision that it can reach by jumping, tell it that it is an agile monkey and can climb the tree. This is called "vision" or "painting a pie." Option 2: Tell it that if it doesn't work hard to climb up, there will be no food, or a pig-slaughtering banquet will be set. This is called "assessment" or "KPIs." Option 3: Build a ladder for the pig and pull it up the tree. This is called "win-win" or "management." Option 4: Cut the tree down and naturally let the pig lie on the tree for a photo opportunity. This is called "execution."

Usually, the central government chooses the first option, the province chooses the second, the counties and cities choose the third, and the grassroots choose the fourth.

Li Runshi knew very well that as long as the level of leadership at various levels was insufficient, this joke was not a joke, but reality.

At this moment, He Rui said, "Let's put the government work report aside for now. Let's talk about something relaxing."

Hearing the word "relaxing," Li Runshi suddenly remembered a report he had read recently. It wasn't just China that was troubled by the problem of insufficient government management levels; the whole world was in the same boat. Recently, *Shen Pao* wrote a report on the global spread of this joke, which was very interesting.

This Chinese joke had spread across European and American newspapers in less than half a year. After using this joke to curse their own governments for bringing calamity to the country and the people, the European and American newspapers praised the Chinese official who invented this joke as extremely wise for being able to summarize such a universal reality.

The reactions of newspapers in various countries to interesting matters were similar. Some European and American newspapers took the opportunity to elaborate further, proposing the Soviet solution. Any Soviet official who failed to complete tasks assigned by the Central Committee of the CPSU or local governments would, at best, be sent to a gulag for reform, or at worst, be shot directly in public. The CPSU Central Committee also adopted a "survival of the fittest" system: leaders who ranked last in assessments would be hanged by the Soviet Cheka from utility poles in front of the factories or government buildings where they worked, their bodies displayed to the public.

Given the stereotypical impression of Russia in Europe, many European readers believed this to be true and sent letters to their local newspapers expressing their appreciation. After publishing some reader letters, British newspapers declared that the method of hanging people from lampposts after a simple trial was undoubtedly transmitted from France, an "old revolutionary base area" in Europe, to the Soviet Union, where it was carried forward. They hoped France could explain this.

Upholding the consistent passion and humor of the French, France declared with an attitude of regarding shame as glory that France had now fully popularized the guillotine. Watching beheadings by guillotine had become a form of national entertainment in France, lacking the necessary deterrent effect. Therefore, it was necessary for France to re-import this glorious tradition from a century ago back from the Soviet Union to deter French corrupt officials and unqualified politicians.

More populist French newspapers even developed new jokes: "If all current French officials and politicians were hanged on charges of corruption, there would indeed be some who were wrongly accused. But if you hang every other one, there will inevitably be some who slip through the net."

This populist, humorous response met with great approval in the United States, so much so that a US newspaper quoted this statement: "Of the 24 hours in a day for American politicians, 8 hours are spent sleeping with mistresses, 8 hours eating, drinking, and playing, and of the remaining 8 hours, at least 7 and a half are spent considering how to embezzle public funds, colluding with evil capitalists, and discussing how to squeeze workers. In the remaining half hour, these politicians go to Congress to pass their evil proposals by vote. Therefore, it is necessary to implement the plan of hanging every other one in the United States first. Only in this way can those greedy politicians and capitalists be deterred and made to know that the people's anger has reached a breaking point!"

The next day, this American newspaper was sealed for certain reasons, and the FBI rushed into the home of the person in charge of the newspaper and took them away...

Some smarter newspapers developed other jokes. "Someone shouted in the square that Senator XX is a corrupt criminal. This person was taken away by the police who arrived immediately and was quickly sentenced to 13 years in prison. This person refused to accept the verdict and loudly questioned the judge, 'Even for the crime of insult, the maximum sentence is only one year. Why was I sentenced to 13 years?' The judge glanced at the man contemptuously and replied: 'The crime of insult is indeed only one year, but the crime of leaking state secrets is sentenced to 12 years.'"

Participating in state administration is a very vexing and heavy job. Li Runshi would read jokes in his spare time to relieve his mood. Suddenly remembering such a humorous report, he couldn't help but smile.

Seeing Li Runshi smile, He Rui asked in a relaxed tone, "Premier Li, US Secretary of State Hull made a proposal to withdraw foreign intervention forces, including the International Brigades, and called for peace in Spain. Did you see it?"

Li Runshi replied easily, "I saw it."

"How do you feel about it?" He Rui continued to ask.

Facing the gazes of the other three, Li Runshi continued to reply casually, "The US government wants to create a geopolitical situation unfavorable to France. Hull's statement is to achieve this goal."

Xu Chengfeng was somewhat surprised. "Has the United States decided to prepare for war so early?"

Cheng Ruofan laughed. "Imperialism has always been like this." After speaking, Cheng Ruofan glanced at He Rui and saw that He Rui wore that look indicating he was about to give a lecture again. Cheng Ruofan simply asked proactively, "What is the Chairman's view?"

He Rui indeed offered guidance. "Ruofan, you need to have more penetrating insight. In last year's Olympics, how did our men's soccer team perform?"

Cheng Ruofan didn't follow men's soccer and was stunned. To save time, Wu Youping answered proactively, "They didn't win a single match and were eliminated in the group stage." Because Wu Youping knew what He Rui wanted to criticize, and adding his twenty-plus years of friendship with Cheng Ruofan, he added, "After losing the first match to Britain 0-4, British newspapers praised the Chinese men's soccer team for having skill and a vigorous offensive spirit. They didn't mention the score. The German Sports Minister shook hands with the Chinese soccer team after the match and presented gifts."

Hearing the details, Cheng Ruofan replied, "Germany was showing goodwill to China. This proves China's international status."

He Rui didn't answer this but asked again, "Which country was the Olympic soccer champion?"

"Italy. Their soccer level is extremely high, worthy of being world champions." Wu Youping had quite an interest in soccer and, knowing Cheng Ruofan definitely couldn't answer, answered for him.

He Rui asked Cheng Ruofan, "Do you believe that under certain conditions, the King of Italy and Prime Minister Mussolini would publicly declare that they like Chinese soccer very much and would find ways to collect news about Chinese soccer whenever they have time?"

Cheng Ruofan gave an awkward laugh. "They might say so against their conscience."

"You need penetrating insight, Ruofan. If Italy could determine that by saying this, we in China would unilaterally purchase 100 million pounds of goods from Italy annually for ten consecutive years... I guarantee you, the King of Italy and Mussolini would definitely say those words with the most sincere attitude. And in these ten years, the King of Italy and Mussolini would be able to recite the scores of the Chinese soccer league every week as if enumerating their family treasures."

Cheng Ruofan paused for a moment and sighed. "I understand. They wouldn't be doing it for soccer, but for that money. For... that money, they really would say such words very sincerely."

"You're not wrong, but your insight is insufficient. You can say that the King of Italy and Mussolini are doing it for money, or you can say it's for their status. But can we consider that by doing so, they are being loyal to their country, loyal to their duties and responsibilities?"

Li Runshi looked at Cheng Ruofan's furrowed brows and immediately felt that He Rui's assessment might be correct; Cheng Ruofan's insight did have some issues. But a moment later, Cheng Ruofan replied seriously, "Indeed, I brought my personal emotions into it, so I subjectively thought that these people did what they wanted to do."

Li Runshi's evaluation of Cheng Ruofan instantly rose a level. Cheng Ruofan was not muddled.

"I ask you to have greater penetrating insight because only by piercing through these emotional layers can you see the more profound content and have an understanding of our opponents that is closer to the facts. Roosevelt's decision proves that he is doing his utmost to serve the United States. So what if he is the US President? Roosevelt alone cannot start a war. But Roosevelt has not stopped planning for America's future just because he is currently powerless to start a war; he is pushing for the US to participate in the war within the scope of his ability. We can dislike Roosevelt, we can hate Roosevelt, we can be hostile to Roosevelt's policies. But we must admit that this person has ability and is struggling very hard for America's interests, and we must give respect to such ability and struggle."

Cheng Ruofan felt a bit disappointed upon hearing this. "This is indeed my problem. I have tried hard to overcome it, but I'm still lacking a bit."

Li Runshi's evaluation of Cheng Ruofan rose another level. Cheng Ruofan's view just now had no problems at the tactical level; it simply lacked penetration at the strategic level. Being able to frankly admit this proved that Cheng Ruofan's breadth of mind was fine. As long as a leader like He Rui was leading the way, Cheng Ruofan would quickly get into the groove. He was already an outstanding talent. Li Runshi also discovered that Cheng Ruofan was neither alarmed nor angry when facing criticism, proving that he had considerable capacity for self-reflection and didn't make excuses for his shortcomings. The highly trusting relationship He Rui, Wu Youping, and Xu Chengfeng had with Cheng Ruofan was likely due to these excellent qualities.

He Rui didn't dwell on this matter but continued, "If the United States wins, the world order their management layer wants to construct will certainly not be the colonialist order of Britain and France; it will be much better. However, the war the United States wants to launch inevitably cannot escape the essence of an imperialist war. Moreover, whether the world order we in China expect to construct is an imperialist order is also hard to say. Just as Roosevelt cannot start a war on his own, neither can we."

Li Runshi listened earnestly, analyzing in his heart. He Rui frankly admitted that he could not start a war. This was a very rational judgment, and Li Runshi appreciated it greatly. He saw He Rui turn his head and ask, "Premier Li, how much of the framework for opposing bourgeois right have you completed?"

This question stunned Li Runshi. He suspected He Rui was monitoring him. Li Runshi was a man who fought no battle unprepared. He hadn't proposed the framework for opposing bourgeois right simply because he hadn't finished preparing, not because he didn't dare to propose it. While he was hesitating, Wu Youping smoothed things over. "Premier Li, do you not oppose bourgeois right?"

Li Runshi felt relieved immediately. Given China's current status, he hadn't been quite sure if He Rui was just a very brilliant bourgeois. At this moment, Li Runshi felt he had found a true comrade. Getting through the "New Democracy stage" as quickly as possible and supporting bourgeois right might look similar in appearance, but they were worlds apart in reality.

Since he was facing comrades, Li Runshi replied, "I haven't finished preparing. The more I learn, the less I know. The depth and breadth of the framework I've prepared are insufficient."

Hearing Li Runshi state his position, He Rui continued, "We are also engaging in state investment to drive the economy, so naturally, we cannot transcend economic laws. We analyze the United States, and the United States is surely analyzing us. Based on my judgment of the United States, they should be able to determine that we will face a very bad economic situation by 1939. The most direct means to solve the economic predicament is to expand markets. Given the current level of understanding of the Chinese people, the solution the people can think of should be the so-called 'good imperialism' method. Whether it is good imperialism or bad imperialism, it still cannot escape the imperialist mold.

"With that imperialist value system, they know very well that with China's current strength, we may not be able to achieve success, but we are certainly more than capable of ruining things. So they will try every means to pull us into their camp. The United States in the eyes of imperialist countries is the same. It is possible for China to obtain huge returns at a very small cost. Under such circumstances, the Chinese people's willingness to participate in the war would be relatively high. Therefore, from now on, we must oppose bourgeois right domestically."

Li Runshi had already completed the content on opposing bourgeois right; what he hadn't completed was what should be introduced *after* opposing it. Just as Li Runshi had said, the more he witnessed the complexity of the economy and understood the "modern lifestyle," the more confusion it brought.

Hearing He Rui speak like this, Li Runshi simply asked, "Replace it with what?"

He Rui had decided long ago and answered immediately, "At this stage, we will use socialist asset valuation to replace it. The capitalist system has developed to the point where it has begun to enter the stage of scientific management. After entering this stage, capitalist countries have all produced bourgeois asset valuation systems. With a bourgeois valuation system—this is what I consider bourgeois right. You can view bourgeois right as a coordinate system. With this coordinate system, lifestyles and production methods can be precisely positioned and operated. From the perspective of productivity development, this is a great progress. We must admit that in the past ten-plus years, we have indeed adopted this valuation system in many fields."

No one made a sound. The conference room fell into silence until the *cha-cha* sounds of a lighter broke it. Li Runshi took a puff, feeling very relaxed. Many things he had been forced to guess at were now completely clear. Many of China's policies since 1925 had given Li Runshi a paradoxical feeling. To say these policies were advanced—they were indeed advanced. But he always felt that if followed to the end, they would betray socialist ideals. So He Rui's seemingly very sophisticated manipulations had forced Li Runshi to suspect that He Rui was a brilliant leader standing on the bourgeois side.

Now Li Runshi was no longer worried. While He Rui was desperately promoting the development of productivity, he was also doing his utmost to curb the bourgeoisie from seizing power and to prevent the bourgeoisie from becoming the dominant class in China. And the Chinese bourgeoisie hadn't produced any talents; the current level of the Chinese bourgeoisie was such that they couldn't even understand bourgeois right—they were completely good-for-nothing. What Li Runshi worried about was China falling into the hands of imperialism, feudalism, and bureaucratic capitalism again, ruining all revolutionary achievements in one go. If a socialist valuation system could really be built, with a brand-new coordinate system, the people would be able to more clearly understand who their enemies were.

When facing interests, the eyes of the people were sharp. When the people mastered advanced knowledge, ability, and productivity, it would be impossible for imperialism, feudalism, and bureaucratic capitalism to rule them. Even if deceived for a short time, the people's anger would soon grind those reactionaries to dust.

Only when the people had power would the Party and the government not truly go to the opposite side of the people. After all, even if those who made up the Party and government thought they were extraordinary, they were essentially also people. When facing interests, the eyes of the people were sharp.

He Rui broke the silence. "If we launch an imperialist war, we can easily get quite a lot of support. Even if many people question it—sacrificing millions of young people just to fatten the bourgeoisie is wrong—comrades can understand such a situation.

"However, launching a socialist liberation war will be met with more questioning. The people will think that millions of young Chinese dying is just a sacrifice for unrelated foreigners. What are we after? Even if we assume the Chinese people can understand the internal economic principles, I'm afraid there will be more people opposing a socialist liberation war than those opposing an imperialist war.

"From the immediate reaction of the human body, everyone will feel it's a loss."

Li Runshi agreed with this view in his heart and looked forward to He Rui explaining the internal logic. But unexpectedly, He Rui distributed cigarettes to everyone and asked the secretary to make tea. He Rui looked like he was relaxing himself, but also like he was preparing for what to say next. Li Runshi hurriedly organized his own train of thought.

Previously, He Rui didn't talk about the details of the socialist liberation war to maintain secrecy. Exposing strategic intentions too early was very dangerous, and since the level of comrades within the Party was limited, entrusting it to the wrong people would only lead to failure. Li Runshi looked forward to shouldering heavy responsibilities in this socialist war, so he carefully combed through the ideas he could determine so far.

The United States had a thick foundation. As long as Roosevelt continued to implement government deficit economics, they could definitely last until 1941. China's foundation wasn't thick, but it had large room for development. Coupled with an absolutely strong leader like He Rui, lasting until 1941 should not be a problem.

He Rui's decisions over these years, whether military or political-economic, were full of proactive aggressiveness. Li Runshi himself also insisted on active offense rather than passive beating. Therefore, the best policy for China was definitely not to drag it out and wait for changes, but to prepare actively and launch an attack as soon as preparations were complete. Then China's war aims, war means, and the design for the future world must surpass that of imperialism. If China could not surpass the height of imperialism at the strategic level, it would have to settle for the second best and choose a "good imperialist expansion policy."

After sorting out his thoughts, Li Runshi reflected on his own stance. To this moment, Li Runshi still believed that imperialism had no future.

With this stance and mood, Li Runshi picked up his teacup and took a sip, ready to wait for He Rui to return and recount the policy and execution ideas for the future socialist war. But He Rui did not return to his seat, which suddenly gave rise to some uneasiness in Li Runshi. If He Rui was merely a brilliant anti-imperialist, in the end, he would only destroy other imperialist countries and make China the sole imperialist hegemon. Facing such a He Rui, would Li Runshi feel disappointed?
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He Rui returned to his seat. His first sentence was, "Everyone, relax. Today we are discussing strategic issues. If you understand, you understand; if you don't, you don't."

Li Runshi hadn't expected He Rui to be worried about this, and it actually made him look forward to it more. Glancing at the other three, he saw they were all sitting upright with extremely serious attitudes. This made Li Runshi, who had been a teacher, want to laugh a little.

He Rui began to speak: "The imperialist world order is one of unilateral taking without giving back. In the new world to be established by the Socialist Liberation War, the profits China earns from foreign countries will be returned in the form of developing those countries' economies. You can use domestic fiscal transfers as a comparison."

The others pondered this. Xu Chengfeng, who hadn't spoken until now, asked, "Where is our benefit?"

"Chengfeng, you need to consider this with dynamic thinking. First, our goods are sold, employing our workers and circulating materials.

"Second, the goods sold earn profits. From counting the profits to returning them takes anywhere from two to five years. We get a sum of interest-free money to invest in the domestic economy for two to five years.

"Third, China's return is not giving money directly to those countries, but investing in their basic education, infrastructure, and training institutions. To a large extent, these projects provide demand for Chinese goods, and this demand will continuously upgrade. Initially, it might be thatch and wood, where we provide the wire and nails to build thatched huts. Later, it upgrades to brick-making equipment and processing technology for cement and mortar. After that, it might be reinforced concrete and various renovation materials. When those countries develop to a higher level, the equipment they purchase will be even more advanced.

"Fourth, China can obtain large quantities of commodities that are not produced domestically or are of low yield and quality. China does not possess the world's best resources and crops, such as tropical crops.

"Fifth, the dominant position of China's currency globally.

"Sixth, China's technology will fully develop within such a vast world market.

"There are many benefits; I've only mentioned a few. The most important thing is to possess dynamic thinking: in the future new world, will China be a creator of global wealth or a rent-seeker sucking blood from the globe? If China is a wealth creator, a provider of lifestyles, a country that makes huge contributions to the world—a just cause attracts much support—China's status will not be shaken.

"If China becomes a rent-seeker lying on top of the globe sucking blood from other countries, stopping its own progress, China will also be finished due to rot and corruption. Whether it's 'bad imperialism' or 'good imperialism,' as long as the operating logic is that of imperialism, it will be finished regardless of good or bad."

Cheng Ruofan sighed, "To achieve such a future, there are so many things that need to be filled in."

"Ruofan, shouldn't you state your position first?" He Rui laughed.

Cheng Ruofan shook his head. "Chairman, I stated my position long ago. I feel that saying it again makes me look silly."

Li Runshi looked at the other two and saw they weren't agitated; they were frowning in thought. Cheng Ruofan also showed no high spirits; he looked calm, as a general facing serious military issues should. Li Runshi already felt these men were excellent, and his confidence in them increased significantly. As Cheng Ruofan said, such an abstract future design required countless realities to fill it. The job of the people in this room was to be responsible for concrete affairs. When these people completed the plan, that was when the war could be launched.

He Rui asked, "Do you comrades have any questions?"

"If this war starts, how long can our finances sustain it?" Wu Youping asked.

"If the plan can be implemented, at least ten years," He Rui replied. Seeing Wu Youping look a bit puzzled, He Rui smiled, "Then thirty years."

"Thirty years? Heh, are we going to fight a Thirty Years' War?" Wu Youping finished and sighed. "Sigh, I have no further questions."

He Rui looked at Xu Chengfeng. Xu Chengfeng hesitated for a moment and asked, "There was previously a rectification of the Party's leadership over the army. Are we going to further strengthen the Party's leadership over the army?"

"Yes." He Rui nodded.

"Is it a rectification or a purge?" Xu Chengfeng's tone became somewhat suppressed due to the heaviness of his mood.

He Rui looked serious. "Are you worried about problems triggered by the transition between old and new?"

Xu Chengfeng said in a deep voice, "Many comrades believe that war brings glory, and war realizes their dreams. The war the Chairman hopes for may not be the war they expect."

He Rui laughed, "As long as they obey the Party's command, have the ability to complete military work, and do not cause negative influences on the troops. As for what kind of personal satisfaction it brings them—give them that freedom. Moreover, are the supervision departments just decorations now? If someone does something inappropriate during the war, is the supervision department unable to handle them?"

"That's impossible," Xu Chengfeng answered very firmly.

"Then that's fine," He Rui replied.

Having finished, He Rui scanned the four men again. Seeing that no one really had anything else to say, he ordered, "It is now 1937. I predict the war will start by 1942 at the latest. We have less than five years left. I have only spoken of my strategic concept to the comrades in this room. China's future destiny lies in your hands. I propose that Comrade Li Runshi serve as the secretary of this core member meeting, and he will be responsible for liaison work. What are your views, comrades?"

Li Runshi was stunned, feeling blood rush to his head. Li Runshi had originally thought He Rui's grooming of him would follow a normal path, but he hadn't expected that what He Rui really wanted him to be responsible for was the future global liberation war. This was undoubtedly work Li Runshi genuinely looked forward to undertaking.

Although he was never moved by fame or profit, Li Runshi felt some worry at this moment. He wouldn't oppose others questioning him, but he didn't wish for others to question him.

"Will this team be permanent? Or will it become a leadership institution during the process?" Wu Youping asked a clear and logical question.

He Rui replied, "The work of this team will ultimately be the work of the Central Secretariat. After all, there are still less than five years; let's not expand it to that extent yet. I believe the work should be divided into three levels.

"The first level: Ensure we have the ability to win an imperialist war. This requires sufficient armaments and about five years of fiscal endurance.

"Once the first level is completed, the second level is to ensure we have the ability to win a 'good imperialist' war. Apart from armaments, this also requires cooperation with great powers with whom we have good enough relations, as well as our ability to penetrate colonial regions. This requires diplomatic efforts, as well as how many personnel from colonies we can recruit to study and exchange in China, and how many organizations we have built in various colonies.

"The third level is to prepare to fight a Socialist Liberation War. At this level, we will face a situation where global imperialist countries stand against us. As for military allies we can count on, the Soviet Union probably counts as half. Our true allies are the oppressed peoples of the colonies. We will fight together with the vast oppressed peoples against the current international imperialist order. Can you comrades understand the arduous degree of this war?"

Silence fell in the conference room again for a while. Xu Chengfeng broke the silence, "Chairman, I obeyed your orders before. I will obey your orders in the future as well."

Li Runshi hadn't expected Xu Chengfeng to be so honest. This statement expressed not just loyalty; Xu Chengfeng was implicitly expressing that he might not have the ability to fully understand He Rui's concepts. Of course, this wasn't bargaining; Xu Chengfeng would resolutely execute He Rui's orders to the end.

Seeing Xu Chengfeng state his position, Cheng Ruofan followed, saying, "If I say I'll bear the burden without complaint, will I be stealing Premier Wu's lines?"

Hearing that Cheng Ruofan still had the mood to joke at such a time, Wu Youping was amused. "Haha, whether you say it or not, I am definitely bearing the burden without complaint. I don't have the ability to complete the strategic design, so I ask Premier Li to communicate more."

Li Runshi immediately replied, "I will do my utmost to complete my work."

Everyone having stated their positions, He Rui further arranged the work. "I will elevate Premier Li's clearance level. Intelligence clearance related to these war arrangements will be opened to Premier Li. Next, I'll ask a question. Is there any news on the equipment progress updates?"

Xu Chengfeng was now responsible for the East Asian Allied Forces. Hearing a specific question about domestic issues, he looked at Cheng Ruofan, the Vice Chairman of the Military Commission. Cheng Ruofan immediately replied, "After the last routine update, there have been no sudden situations."

"I have the following assessment of the last routine update content: We must complete the practical combat readiness of nuclear weapons by 1939. The operational concepts and systems for the Army, Navy, and Air Force have already been established. I believe two pieces of equipment still do not satisfy me. The first is the application of computers within the military system. The second is the laser gyroscope, which hasn't been settled after ten years. Investment in this device and related fields has reached the limit, so comrades don't need to increase investment. We just hope for good news before the war breaks out."

Li Runshi listened earnestly. Apart from the laser gyroscope, which was a specific issue he had completely never heard of, the other few words contained a massive amount of information. If Li Runshi hadn't obtained higher clearance, he could only listen to such strategic issues.

After the meeting adjourned, Li Runshi asked Cheng Ruofan, "Can I catch a ride back with you?"

"Go back for what? Come sit at the Military Commission; I'll take care of dinner," Cheng Ruofan laughed.

Bidding farewell to the other two, as soon as Li Runshi got into the car, Cheng Ruofan asked, "Anything you want to ask?"

"Is that device the Chairman asked about very critical?" Li Runshi felt He Rui wasn't a micromanager and wouldn't focus his attention on small matters.

"The things that pair with this component are basically all completed. To pair with this component, the technological achievement certificates in related fields could pile up to fill two rooms. But for ten years, it's said to be stuck on some basic problems. For this, we even spent a considerable price a while ago to get a few people from Germany." Speaking of this, Cheng Ruofan looked as if there was no greater sorrow than a dead heart.

Li Runshi felt that to force a guy with Cheng Ruofan's enthusiastic personality to this point, he must have heard "good news" very, very many times over ten years, only to be disappointed one by one. He even felt a little sympathy for Cheng Ruofan in his heart.

Not waiting for Li Runshi to ask again, Cheng Ruofan lowered his voice, "You can think of it this way: this device is to be used on all valuable equipment. With this equipment, it's like adding wings to a tiger."

Li Runshi still didn't know what a laser gyroscope was. He asked, "Is there a substitute now?"

"Yes," Cheng Ruofan answered very crisply.

Li Runshi felt that "adding wings to a tiger" could probably be calculated as increasing the combat effectiveness of valuable equipment by 5%. Such equipment indeed had value to be placed in strategic considerations. Li Runshi was conversely unwilling to ask further; he prepared to look at the materials himself when he had time. What needed to be done right now was to first understand China's long-range projection capability.

Arriving at the Military Commission, Cheng Ruofan introduced the National Defense Force's current long-range projection capability and military systems to Li Runshi. They talked until midnight. While eating a late-night snack, Li Runshi recalled Cheng Ruofan's description of the laser gyroscope. The laser gyroscope wasn't mysterious; it was said to be not very big, just a core device for inertial navigation. If a large aircraft installed this device, coupled with the yet-to-be-completed transistor computer, as long as there was enough fuel, the plane could turn on unmanned autopilot to fly a lap around the globe, and upon returning to the starting point, the distance from the starting point would be within about 20 kilometers.

Ships, aircraft, torpedoes, and the ballistic missiles now basically finished development all needed laser gyroscopes to provide more precise operational control. Especially for fighter jets—the cabin is cramped, and pilots operating the plane for hours on end have extremely harsh physical demands. If there were the assistance of laser gyroscopes and future new-type computing devices, pilots could set the plane to autopilot during cruise time, saving a large amount of energy. This would undoubtedly be a huge help to China's long-range projection capability.

Li Runshi didn't drink alcohol, and his mind remained very clear. He quickly digested the content Cheng Ruofan had introduced. In the more than ten years since liberation, China hadn't engaged in militarism or built up military equipment; instead, it had disarmed and reduced personnel. An 800,000-man standing army really wasn't much for a major country like China with such a long land border.

Similarly, China hadn't put the weapons in the armory and the horses on the southern hill; on the contrary, it took the opportunity of disarmament to invest a large amount of saved funds into researching and preparing for the next war. The greatest result was that the Army, Navy, and Air Force had all established their own operational systems.

The Navy had an aircraft carrier combat system; the Army had a ground-air integrated system; and the Air Force, besides coordinating with the Army and Navy, had its own strategic air force system. From Cheng Ruofan's simple introduction, he also learned that China was developing rockets and would launch artificial satellites orbiting the earth in the future, some of which would be geostationary satellites. These technologies were currently only in the research phase, but plans had already been mapped out for satellites to send signals to the ground in the future, providing global positioning for military and civilian ships, aircraft, vehicles, and other carriers. These technologies couldn't be used in the next war at this stage, but the next generation of the Chinese military would be able to use this equipment.

Under He Rui's leadership, China's short, medium, and long-term plans were all constantly being pushed forward, which conversely reduced Li Runshi's interest in equipment a lot. Li Runshi loved to read, and in history, there had indeed been a very few instances where strategic disadvantages were reversed by accumulating tactical victories. But the reason these cases made it into history books was that they were too rare. To date, there wasn't a single case of reversing strategic failure by relying on tactical victories.

The work He Rui handed to Li Runshi was to be responsible for strategic planning. This was also why Li Runshi hadn't understood initially why He Rui would care about a few pieces of equipment. Now Li Runshi understood: the high-speed calculation capability of computers provided computing power for the operational systems of the Army, Navy, and Air Force. The function of the laser gyroscope was to solve the huge disadvantage of China's lack of overseas bases. These weren't tactical issues; at the very least, they were important fulcrums required for external wars.

Now Li Runshi looked forward to assessing the strategic thinking for China winning the imperialist war through extensive reading and exchange. The road had to be walked step by step; rice had to be eaten mouthful by mouthful. Li Runshi didn't feel unhappy because the minimum goal was an imperialist war. If they couldn't even win an imperialist war, on what basis could they win the global Socialist Liberation War which had even greater strategic height?
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Li Runshi soon discovered the benefits of having higher security clearance. He could not only see more classified content, but the latest global updates were also delivered to him first thing after being compiled.

"A scholar knows the affairs of the world without stepping out of his door"—this is merely wishful thinking. However, the fact that national leaders do not step out of their doors does not affect their understanding of domestic and world issues. Leaders are not unaware; rather, for various reasons, they choose not to know. For instance, due to his mission and position, Li Runshi paid close attention to the progress of the Spanish Civil War. The Minister of Education, however, would not read this content; at most, he would casually glance at the general news in the newspapers.

By August 1937, the situation in Spain had become even more acute. The internal contradictions within the Spanish Republican forces had completely detonated. The internal strife between the Spanish Communist Party, the moderate left, the Third International, and Spanish separatists—after a period of simmering conflict—had now exploded into the open.

At this stage, the native Spanish faction was purging the separatists and the forces of the Third International, attempting to use terrifyingly orderly politics to end the chaotic disorder within the Republican camp. For the time being, it was working. But the side effect was that during this purge, the campaign in the northern gulf failed, and Franco's rebel forces occupied Spain's northern industrial zone.

The purged Spanish left-wing forces then took troops loyal to them and left the territory controlled by the Republican government, attempting to establish their own independent power.

Li Runshi looked at the map of Spain, which marked the zones occupied by various factions, and held no further illusions about the Spanish Republican government. As for those left-wing forces, Li Runshi had absolutely no interest in spending time considering their future. Although Franco's rebels were not powerful, his forces were highly united; despite significant internal disagreements, there were no splits. Italy and Germany were providing full support in troops and weapons, while the United States was providing full logistical support and loan services. The balance of power had fundamentally changed. The once-disadvantaged Francoist rebels had reversed the power dynamic.

Withdrawing his gaze, Li Runshi sat back in his office chair and continued reading the documents. Over the past few days, Li Runshi had basically established his confidence that China would win the imperialist war. As long as the imperialist countries fought each other, they would not be able to hold onto the Pacific and Indian Ocean regions. These areas were colonies, far from Europe and America. Once China seized these regions and established effective administration, all European and American countries would need to dedicate their national strength to military preparation for ten consecutive years before they could possibly launch a counterattack. Neither Europe nor America could accept such military preparation and cost. Therefore, once Europe and America lost Asia, they would not be coming back. In other words, China had ample conditions to build a "good imperialist" economic community in Asia.

If China's future strategy stopped there, the gains would be great and the costs small. Based on such a massive economy, China could focus on domestic affairs and quietly await external changes. As *The Art of War* says: "Therefore the skillful fighter puts himself into a position which makes defeat impossible, and waits for the enemy to reveal the opportunity for victory. Thus it is that in war the victorious strategist only seeks battle after the victory has been won."

Sun Tzu's view was perfectly in line with materialist dialectics: internal causes determine the nature of the contradiction, while external causes determine the conditions of the contradiction. Victory can be predicted, but it cannot be forced.

What troubled Li Runshi now was not what China could achieve, but that he could not figure out whether the American elite class had a clear strategy. From America's current behavior, it could be basically determined that the U.S. intended to push for the outbreak of war and had begun to cautiously advance within the scope of the President's authority. But this content was not enough; to fully judge America's reaction, more views from the American elite were needed.

Li Runshi did not rely solely on solitary contemplation. Since he had made such a judgment, he noted down a sentence: "Please have the Ministry of Foreign Affairs exchange views with the American elite regarding the possibility of America engaging in foreign wars."

Having written this objective, Li Runshi began to list criteria for analyzing information from the U.S. State Department. If the American elite did not accept forming a balance of power in the Pacific with the Chinese Navy, it meant the American elite believed there was no security trust between China and the U.S. at this stage. If the American elite showed a strong tendency toward isolationism, it meant the American management class felt a strong threat of war...

Every point was based on a normal human's understanding of national status, feelings about the international status quo, and reactions to threats. This was not easy to write; before he was even halfway through, Li Runshi felt there were too many threads in his mind and had to stop to rest for a moment.

Looking at what he had written, a thought suddenly popped into Li Runshi's head: *If I used these criteria to judge He Rui, what result would I get?*

A moment later, Li Runshi was amused by his own conclusion. The things He Rui did seemed very normal in hindsight, and most of He Rui's thinking was no different from that of a normal person. But Li Runshi believed that if he asked He Rui these questions, he would definitely get the answer He Rui wanted the other party to hear, and it would be the most sincere, frank, and unconcealed answer. Because while He Rui would give an answer at the level of the question, his depth of view on the issue completely transcended that level.

While he was smiling, the door was pushed open. General Cheng Ruofan entered and asked in puzzlement, "Why is Premier Li laughing?"

Li Runshi did not hide it. "I imagined the Chairman answering strategic-level questions raised by foreigners, and suddenly I really wanted to laugh."

Cheng Ruofan replied without the slightest surprise, "Oh, I often laugh when I think about those things too."

Li Runshi nodded, but before he could speak, Cheng Ruofan said, "Premier Li, the evaluation team from the General Staff has arrived. Let's go listen together."

"So soon?" Li Runshi stood up immediately. Over the past decade or so, China had constructed its own combat systems. These systems were not the flashes of genius from the agricultural era, but scientific analyses based on the industrial age. These combat systems had underlying logical frameworks, mid-level methodological model frameworks, and equipment support at the execution level. The theories behind these systems were not complex, but Li Runshi, having only made preliminary contact with them, could already feel the power contained within.

Sure enough, upon arriving at the adjacent office, the research experts gave an introduction lasting less than ten minutes before submitting comparisons of national war capabilities calculated based on these systems. The first was the comparison of French and German military power. The conclusion was that if Germany continued to develop in its current direction, its military advantage over France would continue to expand. Unless France could carry out a comprehensive military revolution and completely overturn its old war concepts, France would inevitably be defeated on the battlefield in a future war between the two nations.

From the perspective of military spending, Germany's 1937 military budget was about 6 billion Marks, equivalent to roughly 2.6 billion US dollars. France's military spending had fluctuated over the years; in 1936 it was 3.6 billion Francs (about 600 million USD), and in 1937 it was 12 billion Francs, about 2 billion USD. France not only had a lower total annual military budget than Germany, but its use of funds was also far less effective.

Taking the 1937 budget of 12 billion Francs as an example, part was used on the Maginot Line, and part on updating rifles, aircraft, and naval vessels. It seemed comprehensive, but analyzing it from the perspective of China's combat systems, France was merely treating symptoms without addressing the root cause, and had not touched upon true future military concepts.

The reason France was doomed to defeat was not that the French army had become weak. From every angle, the French army possessed immense strength, vastly exceeding Germany on paper. Based on the results of a series of military exercises, China calculated and judged that the combat effectiveness German military equipment could exert was 2-3 times that of France. France, however, did not possess military forces more than three times the size of Germany's. Judging by current development, France's actual deployable military power was only 20% higher than Germany's current level. Germany's combat power would soon comprehensively surpass France's. This power balance curve was highly similar to the Franco-Prussian War.

Li Runshi felt he lacked the ability to evaluate this, so he looked at the China-US comparison. To his slight surprise, the Chinese General Staff's evaluation believed that in terms of land forces, China was 40% stronger than the United States. However, in naval and air combat, the gap between China and the US was only about 10%. If China wanted to win, it could only rely on the quantitative advantage of naval and air equipment, as well as providing fully targeted training to China's 12 million active-duty service members, thereby obtaining advantages in both quality and quantity.

Before Li Runshi could ask, the two Major Generals across from him began to explain. "According to the intelligence we have obtained, the US Navy is increasingly inclined toward aircraft carrier operations. In particular, the United States has already developed the Mk 37 Fire Control System with radar. This fire control system can support American combat systems. The American military tradition has the weakest influence on the US; they are poised to adopt armored units for the army and aircraft carriers for the navy. Through the efforts of a large number of technical personnel, they are building a brand-new American combat system based on technologies the US has already mastered.

"Judging from the perspective of 'anticipating the enemy's strength liberally,' our conclusion is that objectively, the United States will possess a combat system capable of confronting China. Once war breaks out, the US military will rely on America's powerful industrial strength to drag China into a high-intensity, high-attrition war of attrition. We can only defeat the United States by exhausting its war potential."

Li Runshi said nothing. He wanted to ask about the military comparison between China and the Soviet Union, but when he opened his mouth, it turned into, "What about the Soviet-German military power comparison?"

This change was not because Li Runshi was afraid of war with the Soviet Union, but because Sino-Soviet security trust was the cornerstone of China's geopolitical strategy. Current relations between China and the Soviet Union had absolutely not reached the point where this cornerstone needed to be overturned. Therefore, Li Runshi could find no reason to raise such a question. In such a serious environment, he did not want to waste everyone's precious time to satisfy his own curiosity.

"The Soviet Union only possesses a littoral navy, intended to protect the Baltic and Black Seas. If war breaks out between the Soviet Union and Germany, do not expect to see the Soviet fleet in the North Atlantic or the Mediterranean. Regarding the land army concepts of the Soviet Union and Germany, the Soviet Union appears to be moving in the right direction, but due to the problems currently accumulated within the Soviet Red Army, its development direction has a high degree of uncertainty."

Li Runshi did not know how to rate the Soviet military tradition either, so he turned to a clearer target. "Where is the obvious shortcoming of the Soviet Army?"

"Assuming the Soviet Union establishes a mechanized warfare concept for its army, its research on aircraft to accompany armored units in offensives is extremely backward. In contrast, Germany has already built dive bombers. In the Spanish Civil War, these bombers attacked Republican bridges, command posts, artillery positions, and ships in harbors, achieving very good results. Most importantly, through the use of dive bombers, Germany has proven that their combat system concept is correct."

"This judgment..." Li Runshi didn't finish.

"Based on the battle reports from the 16th International Brigade and intelligence gathered from numerous other channels, we can confirm that Germany has indeed completed the theory of armored warfare. In this Spanish Civil War, the German military purposefully conducted a large number of tests to verify their combat theories and achieved good results.

"Based on our understanding of the Soviet Union, even if they were to set up a special project immediately, the earliest they could produce a tactical bomber equivalent to the current German dive bomber would be 1941. At this stage, intense debate continues within the Soviet Red Army, which will delay Soviet research and development in this area."

Li Runshi determined that the meeting could end here; continuing further would not prove any more how fully prepared the Chinese National Defense Force was. Moreover, Li Runshi had discovered several topics he needed to learn about during the meeting. If he couldn't immediately make up for these knowledge gaps, he couldn't guarantee he could effectively continue the discussion.

Before indicating that the meeting could end, Li Runshi suddenly remembered a question. "May I ask, when did China begin the project to develop tactical bombers?"

The Major General across from him answered immediately, "1930."

After the meeting ended, Li Runshi asked, "The laser gyroscope won't delay the development progress of battlefield bombers, will it?"

At the mention of this, Cheng Ruofan showed no regret. He answered with an attitude of one whose heart has died past the point of grief: "Without laser gyroscopes, there are still mechanical gyroscopes. comparatively, the performance is just much worse, and the price is much different."

Li Runshi asked no more. According to the materials he had read, the rotor of the best mechanical gyroscope currently could theoretically spin 10,000 times per minute. A laser, however, travels at a speed of 300,000 kilometers per second inside the gyroscope. If the length of one circuit is 60 centimeters, or 0.6 meters, the laser beam acting as the "rotor" completes the equivalent of 500 million "rotations" in one second. This is the physical basis for the immense difference in precision between the two.

Because of the high-speed rotation and the high requirements for stability, the most cutting-edge materials and precision processing equipment must be used, making the manufacturing cost of high-precision mechanical gyroscopes very high. In contrast, the manufacturing cost of laser gyroscopes was already only half that of mechanical ones. The key limiting the laser gyroscope was not cost, but that a large number of technical problems on the frontiers of science had not yet been solved. Most countries on Earth did not even know China had built a laser, let alone study these problems; there was absolutely no possibility for China to solve the problems by importing technology. They could only rely on Chinese scientists and engineers to accumulate knowledge constantly, attempting to achieve a breakthrough one day.

Understanding this, Li Runshi was not disappointed; instead, he had more confidence in victory. This time, China could finally fight a war at the same technological level as the rest of the world. This victory would no longer prove the sacrificial spirit of the Chinese people's love for their country and family, but would prove China's comprehensive victory.

With such confidence, Li Runshi asked, "Chairman Cheng, to what extent do you think the American upper echelons currently understand America's strategy?"

"I feel the US has only realized that old methods can no longer solve America's current problems. Their management class has some basic consensus in this area, but there are many different solution mindsets within their elite. Even expecting other countries to start the war first is merely America's path dependence regarding a European war." Cheng Ruofan did not speak very smoothly; this question also troubled him. Especially after He Rui reminded him to "have penetrating power," Cheng Ruofan had to try to put himself in the shoes of the American elite, which made his thinking very painful.

Before this, Cheng Ruofan's thinking had been much more relaxed and brisk. At that time, Cheng Ruofan believed the US had not established the theory to support its war plans, and all American solutions were not pure enough, so the American management class was prone to indecision. China, on the other hand, had started constructing new military theories ten years ago. Given the gap in preparation between the two sides, although the future war would be intense, the United States was doomed to defeat.

Now forced to understand the American management class, Cheng Ruofan suffered quite a bit. So much so that this answer, which tried to be as comprehensive as possible, was so vague that Cheng Ruofan himself was very dissatisfied with it. After saying this, Cheng Ruofan looked at Li Runshi, feeling very unconfident about what evaluation this comrade, whom He Rui highly appreciated, would make.

After listening to Cheng Ruofan's answer, Li Runshi felt much clarity in his heart. After pondering for a moment, he praised sincerely, "Chairman Cheng's judgment is very close to the facts. Especially the point you raised about the American choice of path moving 'from spontaneous to self-conscious'—that is a key point in judging this war."

Hearing Li Runshi's relatively high praise, Cheng Ruofan felt much more relaxed. He smiled bitterly. "Heh, we judge that the US will likely pass a large-scale ship-building act within a year. Whether this act is America's path dependence or the starting point for many American political elites to move from spontaneous to self-conscious... that is not easy to judge."

Seeing Cheng Ruofan so conflicted, Li Runshi tentatively asked, "Does Chairman Cheng feel very troubled?"

"Shouldn't I be troubled?" Cheng Ruofan asked. He felt he could be looked down upon by others because he never felt inferior in front of them. But Cheng Ruofan could not ignore He Rui's criticism because he believed He Rui was definitely correct. Ignoring the correct direction would break Cheng Ruofan's bottom line as a person.

Li Runshi had been a teacher and had seen students facing such confusion. Since what Cheng Ruofan cared about was not emotion, he advised, "Chairman Cheng, warfare today is different from before. In the past, commanders were required to have insight into the opponent's mind, but that was the state of war under old forms of warfare. With current technological levels, the fog of war has thinned considerably. No matter how excellent a commander is at insight into the human heart, they cannot withstand a commander who controls the battlefield with 24-hour aerial reconnaissance. No matter how incredible the troop deployment, it cannot withstand the correct judgments of hundreds of engineers operating hundreds of computers calculating non-stop. Why don't we look at the problem from a different perspective?"

Cheng Ruofan was piqued by this. "What kind of perspective?"

"Can the United States achieve strategic mutual trust with us now?" Li Runshi asked.

Cheng Ruofan was stunned; he really hadn't deduced carefully from this perspective. After thinking for a moment, Cheng Ruofan answered, "I have never trusted the United States, or rather, I have never been willing to trust the European and American powers."

"That's very good," Li Runshi praised. "In other words, Chairman Cheng believes that China and the United States cannot achieve strategic mutual trust."

Cheng Ruofan couldn't understand for a moment, but he quickly adjusted his thinking and felt Li Runshi's view made a lot of sense. Considering from the level of strategic mutual trust between the two sides, Cheng Ruofan quickly answered, "Because both China and the United States expect to establish a new international order that their own country expects, it is unlikely for China and the US to achieve strategic mutual trust under the current circumstances. For a road that has never been realized, any responsible elite class can understand it, but will not truly believe it. When both sides determine that the other wants to push their own new order, a chain of suspicion is generated."

Li Runshi nodded slightly. Cheng Ruofan's answer proved the evaluation of Li Runshi's old leader in the Upper Burma region, the former teahouse owner Han Haitao. What Cheng Ruofan lacked was strategic penetrating power of He Rui's degree, not understanding. Cheng Ruofan was very smart; as long as it was on a level he could understand, judging the situation and predicting developments had always been his strong suit. In this aspect, even Xu Chengfeng, considered the most talented in the military, did not dare to claim superiority over Cheng Ruofan.

Since Cheng Ruofan had figured it out, Li Runshi said, "If this is America's path, we despise the United States strategically and take the United States seriously tactically. That is enough. As for when the Americans move from spontaneous to self-conscious, it has very little impact on this war. As for fighting... you fight your way, I fight mine."

Cheng Ruofan savored Li Runshi's words, finding them more flavorful the more he tasted them. Cheng Ruofan couldn't help but ask, "Premier Li, have you really never studied military science?"

This was not a joke; Cheng Ruofan truly felt that someone who could say this must be a great military strategist.
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On February 24, 1938, Li Runshi suddenly received a call from Cheng Ruofan inviting him to attend a meeting. Cheng Ruofan did not disclose the content of the meeting, merely stating it was a "confidential meeting." Since the mystery would be solved upon arrival at the venue, Li Runshi was prepared to enjoy a surprise. Moreover, Li Runshi also had a few small surprises to bring to this fellow Cheng Ruofan.

Security at Building 19 of the National Defense University was tight. The Majors and Lieutenant Colonels outside the conference room were all accompanying staff. Inside the conference room, Generals, Lieutenant Generals, and Major Generals made up one-third of the attendees, while the remaining two-thirds were Senior Colonels who served as the backbone of the military. Li Runshi was one of the few people not wearing a military uniform, which aroused the curiosity of many soldiers.

Soon, the soldiers learned that the person before them was the newly appointed President of the Central Party School and Secretary Li Runshi. The gazes directed at him became somewhat complex. The Party School Secretary was responsible for personnel, while the Party School President determined the teaching and academic assessment work. For a long time, He Rui had served as the President of the Party School. With Li Runshi assuming the role of President, the views of those within the system were vastly different from those outside. Who would He Rui's power be handed over to? He Rui was not yet fifty years old and was in good health, so no one dared to speak carelessly about this matter. But Li Runshi had been appointed as the President of the Party School, holding the power to assess party members and cadres. In the Organization Department's judgment on the use of leading cadres, the Party School's assessment carried heavy weight. As the President of the Central Party School, Li Runshi held enormous power that directly influenced the appointment and removal of leading cadres.

Xu Chengfeng saw that Li Runshi's demeanor was completely unaffected by such enormous power, and only felt that He Rui was extremely accurate in judging people. People are different; for some, the greater the power and responsibility, the more adept they become at social maneuvering and handling heavy burdens with ease.

Arriving beside Li Runshi and Cheng Ruofan, he heard Li Runshi say, "The Spanish Republican Army and the International Brigades have begun to engage in fierce battles with the Francoist rebels in the coastal areas of the Spanish Mediterranean."

A map of Spain appeared in Xu Chengfeng's mind. On the left side of the map was the area already occupied by the Francoist rebels, which controlled Spain's Atlantic coastline. The war was now erupting along the Mediterranean line on the right side of the map, naturally because the Francoist rebels were attempting to cut the Republican-controlled areas in eastern Spain in half. This was a very normal choice for the side with the advantage, and it also roughly proved that the Spanish Republican Government had fallen into a huge crisis.

"It seems the Spanish Republican Government can't hold on," Cheng Ruofan sighed in disappointment.

Li Runshi had long determined that the Spanish Republican Government was beyond saving, so he did not pick up on this topic. Instead, he continued, "It is now almost certain that Nazi Germany is about to annex Austria, and next it will be Czechoslovakia's turn. When British Prime Minister Chamberlain proposed that Austria should not expect support from other major powers regarding Germany's annexation, the US government announced the abolition of the gold standard, raised tariffs, and continued to adopt a deficit policy. Moreover, the Two-Ocean Navy Act is about to be sent to the US Congress. It is said that the reason for the Two-Ocean Navy Act is that the United States needs to balance naval pressure in the Pacific and Atlantic regions."

Xu Chengfeng's first thought was that a shipbuilding race would trigger a war. As for the current situation, ever since He Rui took the lead in forming the group in 1937, Li Runshi, as the group's secretary, had made various predictions about future developments. The previous predictions had all become reality, proving that Nazi Germany was now frantically expanding its military, using its military advantage to force Britain and France to accept Germany's territorial demands. In Li Runshi's prediction, the territories Nazi Germany wanted to reclaim included Austria, Czechoslovakia, and the Danzig Corridor in East Prussia.

From the perspective of German national sentiment and historical origins, the German Empire was a "Little Germany" after kicking out Austria. Since the Austro-Hungarian Empire was finished, Germany taking back these regions to establish a complete German state could not be considered unreasonable. With the insight, courage, and political ability displayed by the Nazi Führer Hitler, they were capable of completing these tasks. However...

Xu Chengfeng asked, "Can such a result still not satisfy Nazi Germany's economic needs?"

Li Runshi replied, "In the Nazi Party's philosophy, they have always believed that Germany's economic problems are due to foreign blockades, rather than problems with Germany's own economic policies. Now the Nazi Party is obviously not prepared to adopt the method of internal digestion to solve economic problems, so they can only export externally."

"Is this riding a tiger and finding it hard to get off, or path dependence?" Cheng Ruofan asked.

Hearing this, Xu Chengfeng was somewhat surprised. The former Cheng Ruofan believed that imperialists were not good things and that their choices all stemmed from evil purposes, so Cheng Ruofan would only say "riding a tiger and finding it hard to get off." Now that he could say "path dependence," it proved that Cheng Ruofan's perspective had broadened considerably. At least he would think that the primary purpose of imperialists was to solve the problems they faced; as for whether the means of solution were evil, it had nothing to do with whether the purpose was evil. Xu Chengfeng himself also believed that the methods of imperialists were basically inhumane. If imperialists occasionally reasoned, it must be under a situation where they were forced to do so. But between nations, there is no morality, only stance. The purpose of imperialists is definitely to serve the ruling class of their own country. In the eyes of imperialists, they themselves are patriots as bright as the sun and moon.

Cheng Ruofan, this fellow, had already made huge progress. Xu Chengfeng asked, "Can we judge the time when Nazi Germany will annex Czechoslovakia?"

"This depends entirely on the time it takes for Germany to digest Austria. In the past decade or so, the Nazi Party has been developing in Austria and the Sudetenland region. The actual launch of the annexation depends only on external conditions." Li Runshi gave his own judgment.

Xu Chengfeng wanted to ask more, but heard Cheng Ruofan ask, "Does the United States dare to participate in such intense European issues?"

This view made Xu Chengfeng somewhat surprised again. After Cheng Ruofan's perspective improved, the questions he asked were also different. If it were before, Cheng Ruofan would definitely ask how the United States would add fuel to the fire. When emotional, Cheng Ruofan might even directly throw out the silly question of "Will the United States jump in to stir up trouble?" It wasn't that Cheng Ruofan really thought the United States would jump into the fierce vortex of contradictions in Europe, but rather that when this guy was lazy in thinking, he would lazily set a boundary and then get the answer from others. With a boundary, thinking would become much easier.

Li Runshi replied, "The United States will continue to advocate on the Spanish issue that the International Brigades should leave Spain first."

Xu Chengfeng nodded. If Li Runshi's judgment was correct, this was indeed the support the United States could give to the fascist bloc. Nazi annexation of Austria, and if it annexed Czechoslovakia again, would incorporate the two regions with the highest level of industrialization in Central Europe into the German territory. The combined population of these two countries was nearly ten million, which must be one-fifth of France's total population. After obtaining these two countries, Germany's strength would increase greatly.

The most ridiculous thing was that France still had a lot of investment in these two countries. It was equivalent to France cooking a pot of food, only to have it taken away by Nazi Germany. And the United States' advocacy played a role in facilitating the demise of the Spanish Republican Government. If France could not do its utmost to interrupt this process now, France would be sold out and still help count the money.

This level of exchange took only a few sentences, and the three quickly participated in the meeting. Technicians took out a hexagonal metal device, opened the lid of the upper half, revealing a device with mostly red transparent parts inside. Li Runshi had read the materials and remembered some technical terms. Apart from these terms, Li Runshi's feeling about the laser gyroscope was only that this device looked like it had an industrial beauty similar to a marvelous mechanical heart.

In the subsequent meeting, Li Runshi thought he would be listening to a "book from heaven," but he did not expect that the R&D unit would simply explain the basic principles in words that even Li Runshi could understand. As well as some technical parameters, including precision, lifespan, and the price compared to the highest precision gyroscopes currently available. When the soldiers heard that the price of the mass-produced laser gyroscope was about one-third that of ordinary gyroscopes, someone immediately took the lead in applauding, and then applause rang out violently in the conference room.

Xu Chengfeng stood up abruptly, looking solemn, and made a shushing gesture to everyone. Only then did everyone remember the regulations before this trip and all stopped their movements. But the excitement on everyone's faces could not be stopped; they were truly beaming with joy. Then these Senior Colonels and Major Generals who undertook specific work gathered around to ask questions, while the leaders who were not responsible for specific work retreated, retreating until they retreated to other rooms.

The leaders' work had nothing to do with this specific technology. Cheng Ruofan said nostalgically, "I remember it seemed to be 1920 when Tesla was invited to the Northeast. The Photoelectric Reaction Center was built then. It's been 18 years now... Forget it, since it has been built, we can calculate this account next."

No one misunderstood the meaning of "calculating the account." Xu Chengfeng smiled and said, "The account for fighting a 'good imperialist war' is about calculated. Secretary Li, do you have any opinions?"

"Fighting an imperialist war is just bullying Britain and France. Fighting a good imperialist war requires forcing the United States to cooperate with us. Fighting a socialist liberation war requires defeating Europe and America. What level can be achieved now depends on the Military Commission's calculations."

Xu Chengfeng just nodded but didn't answer immediately. No matter who calculated the account, it had to be handed over to He Rui in the end. Up to now, the initiator of various policies in China was He Rui, and reporting to He Rui was not an easy task. The account calculated by He Rui might be the most accurate.

"The cost for the United States to maintain 100,000 aircraft is the cost for us to maintain 300,000 aircraft." Cheng Ruofan stated his assessment.

Li Runshi was very happy after hearing this number. This is calculating the account. Formulating strategy does not rely on whimsical ideas; how much war power a country can possess is calculated based on detailed economic data. Therefore, strategy wins because it is correct, and tactics are correct because of victory.

The numbers calculated by Cheng Ruofan were similar to those calculated by Li Runshi. Taking the Chinese Air Force as an example, the National Defense Force calculated that China needed to maintain more than 100,000 aircraft in the war. Judging by various losses, at least 300,000 fighter jets needed to be produced. Compared with the world's top fighter jets, China's mainstream fighter jets would definitely not be at a disadvantage. At this stage, cost control of Chinese fighter jets became the key to whether the war could continue.

In order to reduce costs, China produced at least dozens of various 10,000-ton hydraulic presses. To manufacture these super-large pieces of equipment, China's investment was extremely huge. However, these super-large pieces of equipment improved China's industrial design and production capabilities. Even if these super-large pieces of equipment were not used to process military equipment parts in the future, there would still be a large number of other industrial parts queuing up for processing. Within the lifespan of these devices, the manufacturing cost could be fully recovered.

Specifically regarding fighter jets, China not only developed the current J-9 but also developed several prototype aircraft using piston engines. After comparison, it was determined that after adding supercharging equipment, the combat effectiveness of these piston engines was roughly on par with the Chinese J-9 fighter jet, but the manufacturing cost of the piston type with supercharging turbo equipment was much higher than that of aircraft using turboprop engines.

In addition to manufacturing costs, in order for piston engines to exert high power, these aircraft needed to use expensive high-octane gasoline. While the engine of China's J-9 used aviation kerosene. The difference in usage cost was shocking.

China has cooperated with the US Rockefeller Consortium for nearly 10 years, jointly developing and sharing the world's most advanced petroleum cracking technology. From the perspective of cost accounting, the price of high-octane gasoline produced by China's most advanced large-scale petroleum processing enterprises is 3-5 times that of aviation kerosene. If the United States loses the sources of crude oil suitable for processing high-octane gasoline in the Middle East and Southeast Asia, relying on oil fields in the US mainland and surrounding countries, the price of high-octane gasoline may be 5-8 times that of aviation kerosene.

With such numbers as support, the cost for the United States to manufacture and maintain 100,000 fighters for war is enough for China to maintain 300,000 fighters. The extra fighters China has can be used in various aspects. For example, cutting off the channels for the United States to obtain high-quality crude oil, forcing the United States to maintain the war at high costs. This is why strategy wins because it is correct. After the outbreak of war between China and the United States, as long as China executes the correct strategy and continues to fight, it can win. It is not that the United States lacks war determination, nor is it that American soldiers are afraid of death, but under such circumstances, even if the United States spends 90% of its industrial and agricultural output value on the war for several consecutive years, the United States will not persist until the day of victory.

Strategists are not unique to great powers. Great powers, medium countries, and small countries, as long as there are people who have received enough relevant education and can correctly understand strategy, can become strategists. It's just that the strategic upper limit of a small country is lower than the strategic lower limit of a great power, so naturally, they can't hold up in many areas. The reason why small countries are easily occupied and even conquered lies in this.

But this does not mean that great powers can have infinite space. The problem of great powers lies in strategic goals. Fighting a war is an extremely expensive thing. Strategic calculations in the last six months show that once the war starts, the military expenditure will be 420 billion Chinese Yuan per year, which is about 70 billion US dollars. China expects the GDP in 1941 to reach 1.2 trillion Chinese Yuan. About one-third of the GDP will be used for war, which is a huge sum of money.

Now that the war has not broken out, about 120 billion Chinese Yuan, or about 20 billion US dollars, needs to be invested every year. This expenditure is equally huge. Many countries do not fail to see the benefits of war, but before they can make a profit, their domestic economy is dragged down during the preparation for war.

Xu Chengfeng also understood these issues, so much so that he now leaned more towards fighting an imperialist war, at most fighting a "good imperialist war." Since a good imperialist war could also cause the collapse of the colonial system, why bother consuming huge national strength to fight a socialist liberation war?

If fighting an imperialist war, China's goal is only to liberate Asia, then it would be even simpler. War costs could even be directly reduced to 240 billion Chinese Yuan per year, equivalent to 40 billion US dollars. Occupying only about 15% of China's future GDP, China can completely bear such pressure.

The leaders' words were short because everyone knew that speaking at length was meaningless. Xu Chengfeng said, "I personally lean towards the 240 billion plan per year."

Cheng Ruofan only sighed slightly but did not make a sound. Li Runshi also did not wish to fight such a war. Since it could only produce a result of a good imperialism, he didn't make a sound either. Seeing the two like this, Xu Chengfeng also fell silent. The three knew they couldn't remain in a deadlock like this. Li Runshi broke the silence, "Since there are clear figures, let's report to the Chairman."

Cheng Ruofan immediately expressed agreement. Xu Chengfeng knew he could not persuade the two opposite him. Most importantly, Xu Chengfeng knew that He Rui hoped to fight a war to liberate the world, so he could only agree.

Two hours later, He Rui began to flip through the content of the plan in front of the three. He Rui flipped extremely fast, as if a child flipping through a book. More than ten minutes later, He Rui closed the plan book. "I think the 240 billion plan is not too far off, and it can also fight a socialist liberation war."

"Really?" Xu Chengfeng couldn't help but ask. No matter how he calculated, he couldn't calculate the result He Rui mentioned.

Cheng Ruofan also dared not believe He Rui's words, so he put forward his view, "Sustaining the war by means of war?"

He Rui smiled, "Not sustaining the war by means of war. I think it should be put this way: three parts military, seven parts politics. If we can achieve this, the troops that finally march into the imperialist capitals will be a world coalition army, not the Chinese army."

Cheng Ruofan felt that what He Rui said was probably not sustaining the war by means of war, but it looked very similar. And Xu Chengfeng really couldn't imagine how a group of colonial native soldiers could possess the strength to fight against the Great Powers in just a few years.

Li Runshi was overjoyed in his heart. He had considered repeatedly in the past six months and believed that only by exerting the resistance spirit of the vast colonial people could they gather sand into a tower and form a strength capable of fighting against European and American imperialism. It was just that doing so required very brilliant economic organizational ability. Li Runshi himself failed to come up with a complete plan, nor did he find a complete train of thought through conversations with others. However, Li Runshi believed that only this method could defeat European and American imperialism.

He Rui had made a plan himself. What was needed at this time was for the core leaders of the Central Committee to keep up with the pace first. At this time, the three plan books were enough to prove that everyone had kept up, so the subsequent work would be much simpler.

Knocking on the plan book on the table, He Rui asked, "I'll ask another question. You didn't write it clearly. Is it a committee or a war cabinet that executes this plan? Who will answer?"
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On March 7, 1938, Heinz Guderian, Inspector of Mobile Troops, sat in his command vehicle equipped with a radio. The road ahead was blocked by a lifting barrier, with the flags of Germany and Austria hanging on either side.

Before Guderian could speak, his adjutant had already jumped off the command vehicle and called down several German soldiers from the tank behind to help lift the barrier. Soon, the road to Austria lay open to the German army. As the adjutant returned to the vehicle, he heard his superior order, "Write a slogan: Destination, Vienna."

Armored units always carried various signboards during operations to point out directions for the troops. Hearing the order, the adjutant immediately jumped out to get to work. Guderian stifled a small yawn. The order to march into Austria had only reached him on the afternoon of March 5. March 5 was a weekend, and many officers had returned home to be with their families. Guderian himself had stayed up all night with his staff preparing for this ad-hoc operation, and they had to send people out to recall the officers and men who had left the barracks. Many officers were dragged from the beds of their wives or lovers and brought back to camp. Those fellows hadn't rested well either.

Thinking that the German panzer forces would have to march for two days, Guderian didn't have much confidence in his boys. Standing up in the command vehicle, Guderian looked behind him; the highway was filled with German tanks and trucks, stretching as far as the eye could see.

Based on Guderian's understanding of armored warfare, the commander should be as far forward as possible, so his command vehicle was at the very front of the entire army. When the adjutant returned, Guderian issued another order, "The entire army is to take a dose of Pervitin at 12:00 today. Also, have the forward units inform all Austrian gas stations along the route in advance to provide refueling services for our tanks..."

The adjutant quickly pulled out a small notebook to record this, then got out of the vehicle. Guderian couldn't wait for the adjutant to catch up; he ordered the driver, "Depart! To Vienna!"

The driver, who had been waiting for the order, immediately stepped on the gas. The command vehicle quickly crossed the border and entered Austrian territory.

Behind Guderian, hundreds of tanks and dozens of trucks from two panzer divisions began to move, following the lead vehicles.

By this time, Hitler had already arrived in Austria and announced that Germany and Austria would soon hold a plebiscite to determine whether the two countries should merge into one. There were not many cars on the road. Seeing the German tanks rumbling towards them, vehicles voluntarily pulled over to the side of the road. The Austrian passengers who had made way got out of their cars and waved to the German armored forces, some shouting, "Long live Germany!" and "Are you going to Vienna?"

To the ears of the German panzer troops, Austrian German sounded roughly like a Henan person listening to a Hebei person—the accent was obviously different, but completely intelligible. So the officers and men greeted the Austrian people in German with Bavarian, Hessian, and Cologne accents. In this harmonious atmosphere, the German armored forces drove straight ahead towards Vienna.

At 10:00 AM, the troops had fully entered Austria. Guderian ordered a temporary halt to organize the long-distance march formation. In a long-distance march, there had to be sufficient intervals between each unit, as well as various coordination measures. Even if the march into Austria was like a march through their own home, Guderian's baseline as a military strategist would not allow him to turn this march into a comical "long snake" formation.

During the brief reorganization, news that the first tank had broken down was relayed to Guderian's command vehicle via radio. Guderian was not surprised at all. Before this march into Austria, he hadn't received any prior notice. After receiving the order, he had immediately told the armored units scattered across Germany to rush to the Austro-German border. Many tanks that were due for maintenance had driven over a hundred kilometers from their bases just to reach the border. If all these tanks made it to Vienna, *that* would be what surprised Guderian.

At this moment, the adjutant, who had caught up in another vehicle, came out of a nearby travel shop, followed by two German soldiers carrying a large stack of travel brochures. The shop owner followed behind them, clutching the money the adjutant had stuffed into his hand, saying repeatedly, "I don't want your money, I really don't."

Faced with such enthusiasm, Guderian's adjutant stopped and saluted the shop owner. "Sir, I can understand your love for Germany. But we, the German Army, are an army of honor. Robbing the people is a crime we can never accept. So please, you must accept this money."

Hearing this answer, the shop owner, moved to the point of red-rimmed eyes, stopped and looked at the German officers and men walking towards the command vehicle. Suddenly, the shop owner shouted, "Long live Germany!"

The shop owner had only shouted out of his own emotion and didn't expect a response. Unexpectedly, the officer who had given him the money immediately raised his right arm and responded, "*Sieg Heil*."

Watching the soldiers stride forward, tears burst from the shop owner's eyes. In these years, it wasn't just Germany that had been oppressed by the Treaty of Versailles; life in Austria had been very difficult too. Now, finally, an army had come to protect the country!

The adjutant reported to Guderian, "General, we've obtained travel maps. I'll immediately arrange for them to be distributed to every tank."

"Get in the car once the arrangements are made. We need to get to Vienna as soon as possible!" Guderian replied. The operation had been too hasty; there were only enough maps to distribute to regimental and some battalion-level commanders. Although travel maps couldn't be used as military maps, this advance wasn't for fighting anyway.

At 12:00 noon, the troops took Pervitin. That night, the troops didn't rest at all, driving their tanks along the Austrian highways with full energy. The night wind was very cold, but it couldn't extinguish the inner and physical drive of the German officers and men. Moreover, marching at night had an advantage: since there was no one on the road, they wouldn't be greeted by the enthusiastic Austrian people.

It was fine at the border, but once they entered the cities, Austrian people who heard the news flocked to welcome them. Presenting flowers, giving food—this feeling of brotherhood moved Guderian greatly, but it also brought the trouble of slowing down the march. At night, which was originally unsuitable for marching, the armored forces could actually advance without stopping.

By 10:00 AM on March 8, seeing Vienna right before his eyes, Guderian asked his adjutant, "How many tanks can make it to Vienna?"

The adjutant flipped through the telegrams received along the way and found the latest one. On the telegram, the adjutant had scribbled the statistics of broken-down tanks. He read, "About 20% of the tanks have had some malfunctions, and 10% have broken down and are awaiting repair."

Guderian just nodded. He jumped out of the vehicle and headed straight for the twenty tanks in front of him, then jumped onto the first tank and shouted to the commander, "Enter Vienna."

"Jawohl, Excellency," the tank commander responded loudly, then started the tank.

Seeing Vienna getting closer, Guderian confirmed in his heart once again that after returning, he must strengthen the push to increase the number of mobile maintenance vehicles for the armored forces. Some old fogeys always liked to increase the number of tanks; fearing that maintenance units would squeeze the funds for producing armored units, these old guys especially didn't want to hear news about tanks needing repair. If so many breakdowns occurred during a peaceful march like the advance into Vienna, the road conditions wouldn't be this good when the armored forces engaged in field warfare. Would they just leave precious tanks parked by the roadside then? No matter how much the old fogeys disliked it, they had to increase the number of maintenance vehicles.

As soon as the German tanks drove into Vienna, large crowds of Austrian people parading in their Sunday best noticed Guderian's troops and surged forward in excitement. Compared to Vienna, other Austrian cities were very small. Even those small cities had impeded the tank column's passage, let alone now.

In the blink of an eye, all the tanks of the advance unit entering Vienna were surrounded by Austrian people and couldn't move. The armored troops, feeling both helpless and moved, opened their hatches, leaned out, and shouted to the Austrian people, "Compatriots, thank you for the welcome. Could you please make way for us?"

Before the words fell, the excited Austrian people next to the tanks immediately gave the officers and men big hugs and kisses. Flowers were also immediately stuck into the collars and chests of the German armored troops.

Fortunately, there were Austrian police nearby. They hurriedly came forward, pulling and persuading the people to clear a path. The German armored forces passed through the channel filled with cheers and flowers, driving onto the square in front of the Austrian Chancellery. At the entrance to the square, the SS in black uniforms had set up a security cordon. Seeing the armored advance unit arrive, bedecked with so many bouquets that they looked like festival floats, an SS *Obersturmbannführer* immediately stepped forward and blocked the lead tank Guderian was riding in. The SS officer spoke very politely to Guderian, who was leaning out, "Excellency, please wait a moment. General Keitel will give you orders shortly."

General Keitel had just become the Chief of the High Command (OKW) a little over half a month ago. Hearing that his superior would personally give him orders, Guderian, the Inspector of Mobile Troops, realized that he had finally arrived in time for the highlight: Hitler's public speech to the Austrian people at the Chancellery. Although the goal of entering Austria was to take over Austria's entire national defense, arriving for such an important moment was an unexpectedly perfect outcome.

Before Guderian could say anything to the SS officer, he saw General Keitel walking briskly through the narrow passage left by the Austrian people, accompanied by his adjutant. Guderian could stand in the tank to speak to the SS officer, but seeing his superior, he immediately jumped out of the tank and saluted General Keitel.

General Keitel returned the salute and said happily, "You've arrived at a good time. Five minutes from now, the Austrian military band will play the *Wehrmacht* anthem. You will immediately lead your troops across the square to be reviewed by the Führer and the Austrian people!"

Being able to be the first organized unit to arrive in Austria for the review, Guderian was overjoyed and quickly asked, "What speed for the review march?"

General Keitel hadn't expected this actually very important detail. After a moment's thought, he replied, "Pass through the square at cavalry speed."

Five minutes was just enough time to pass the order down. But Guderian received even better news: another 40 tanks and 17 trucks had arrived at the rear of the column. Thus, 64 tanks and 16 trucks drove onto the square at the speed of cavalry on parade. To make the column look more imposing, Guderian ordered the tanks to march in double columns.

Hitler was currently standing at the edge of the Chancellery balcony. The square was packed with his Austrian compatriots. Hitler had already wiped away two tears of excitement; now, seeing the German armored forces rumbling across the square in neat formation, he raised his right hand to acknowledge them.

The German tank commanders had already opened their hatches and exposed their upper bodies. Seeing Führer Hitler raise his hand, they all raised their hands in salute. Maintaining the salute posture, they accepted the review of the German Führer and the German people amidst the tsunami of cheers.

There were many reporters from Germany, Austria, and foreign countries in the square. They took photos and filmed, recording this historic scene.

News quickly spread to London, Paris, Washington, Moscow, and the Chinese capital. Even the Chinese government, which had publicly expressed hostility towards the Nazi German government, made no statement on this. Regardless of how many private tricks Hitler had played in the Anschluss, the entire process was indeed peaceful, and the vast majority of Austrian people did not oppose the merger. For the Chinese government to oppose the Anschluss would not be politically advantageous.

Soon, a plebiscite on the Anschluss was held, and over 99% of the German and Austrian people supported the merger. Before the results of the plebiscite were even out, Hitler sent a handwritten letter to Italian Prime Minister Mussolini. In the letter, Hitler didn't stand on ceremony but made a promise to Mussolini, "...No matter what predicament you find yourself in, you can be certain that you will receive my most sincere friendship and help. With warm comradely greetings, Adolf Hitler."

This gratitude was by no means fake. The Anschluss was of immense significance to Hitler. It meant that Germany had gained seven million well-educated people, industrial strength with a considerably high level, and the large amount of gold in the Austrian treasury.

As early as 1935, Hitler had wanted to annex Austria. After visiting Mussolini in Italy, Hitler mistakenly thought he had Mussolini's tacit approval. On July 25, 1934, he instructed the Nazi Party to assassinate Austrian Chancellor Dollfuss in Vienna.

Unexpectedly, this action angered Mussolini, who considered himself Austria's protector. He immediately mobilized four elite divisions to the northern Italian border, taking threatening measures against Germany. This forced Hitler to halt the annexation of Austria. Later, during Italy's invasion of Ethiopia and Italy's support for Franco, Hitler fully supported Italy.

These expenditures were not small sums for Germany, but compared to the current benefits of the Anschluss, they seemed insignificant. In Hitler's view, Mussolini had no obligation to support him at this time, yet Mussolini had supported him out of friendship. This was a friendship that had to be repaid.

After the results of the Anschluss plebiscite came out, Hitler immediately ordered the imprisonment of Austrian Chancellor Schuschnigg, who had opposed the merger, as well as other opposition figures. Hitler's attention then turned to the Sudetenland region of Czechoslovakia.

As early as 1934, Hitler had begun preparing to annex Austria and the Sudetenland. Austria was already in hand; naturally, the Sudetenland was next.

Less than a week after the Anschluss, Hitler summoned Konrad Henlein, leader of the Sudeten German Party (SdP), to Berlin and demanded that he take action immediately.

On April 12, with Hitler's support, Henlein issued eight demands, including equality with the Czech government, complete autonomy, and compensation for all losses suffered by Germans due to inequality since 1918.

The news of the Anschluss made the upper echelons of the United States feel the threat of war drawing closer. Roosevelt himself had long been resolved to enter the war. Seeing that the American elite had finally sobered up somewhat in the face of reality, Roosevelt immediately had the Democratic Party push the "Two-Ocean Navy Act" proposed by Carl Vinson in Congress.

Soon, the Democratic Party Chairman brought Roosevelt a partial demand from the Republican Party: "Cancel the proposal to upgrade the status of the Philippines."

Roosevelt did not want to abandon the goal of building the Philippines into a US bridgehead in Asia, but it was no longer his turn to be willful. If he gave up this opportunity for cooperation, it would mean the United States would lose half a year of war preparation time. Out of necessity, Roosevelt indicated to the Democratic Party Chairman that if the "Two-Ocean Navy Act" could pass, he was willing to abandon the proposal on the Philippines' status.

In American politics, the President is responsible for setting the national direction. The Senate manages legislation and personnel, while the House of Representatives manages the review of bills and holds half of America's financial power. Within the legislature, it is a very complex and exquisite arena of interest gaming.

It wasn't until June 19, 1938, with the US economic crisis intensifying, that the Republican Party was forced to compromise. The "Two-Ocean Navy Act" was passed.

The Two-Ocean Navy Act stipulated that the United States would add an extra 12 billion dollars over three years to build a two-ocean navy. This included 12 new battleships and 18 new aircraft carriers. By 1941, the United States would possess 24 battleships and 24 large aircraft carriers. According to requirements, the US Army and Navy air forces would possess a total of 20,000 combat aircraft, and the number of pilots would reach 35,000.

US bills must be published. On the second day after the bill passed, He Rui saw a clean version with information unrelated to the military and military industry removed.

"Could Roosevelt finally not hold back anymore? Haha." He Rui laughed. It was evident that China's development had indeed brought huge pressure to the United States. Without pressure from China, the US would never have passed an additional 12 billion dollars in military spending; they would likely have only passed about 4 billion dollars.

Judging by the Two-Ocean Navy Act, the United States had substantially broken all restrictions of the international naval treaties. This was exactly what He Rui liked most. He Rui immediately had Li Runshi prepare a Chinese Naval Construction Act, announcing the number of ships China would build to achieve naval balance in the Pacific region.

In another timeline, foreign governments always liked to attack China's military spending for lack of transparency. In the eyes of the Chinese, foreign governments were just picking quarrels and stirring up trouble. But the reality might not be so. European and American countries were always ready to turn their swords against their allies of the previous moment, so they had no scruples about announcing military spending and military construction. If potential adversaries could be scared by this military spending, it was actually quite good in the eyes of the West.

China, on the other hand, prioritized maintaining stability, so even if it built up its military, it kept it hidden. This was to avoid triggering a drastic reaction from the other side.

Since the United States had announced its shipbuilding first, the He Rui government did not hide or tuck anything away but publicly announced reciprocal shipbuilding. In the eyes of imperialist countries, there was no more reasonable justification than this. As for whether the United States would engage in a shipbuilding race because of the provocation, He Rui didn't care.

More importantly, according to the rules of the imperialist game, since it was the US government that first announced the shipbuilding plan, the He Rui government could completely brand the US government as the chief culprit in destroying peace. As long as China won the Sino-US war, the European and American cultural system would truly acknowledge China.

In such a low-level civilization as Europe and America, no matter how flowery the rhetoric or how exquisite the steps, the essence of their low-level civilization has never changed.
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Before stepping into the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs building, US Ambassador to China John Leighton Stuart couldn't help but pause for a moment.

In the past, as the president of Yenching University, Stuart had always adopted the condescending attitude of a scholar towards incompetent officials when dealing with the Beiyang Government. Now, Yenching University had long since closed its doors, and Stuart was facing officials of the He Rui administration. Although these officials acknowledged that the United States was a powerful country, they viewed it as *just* a powerful country—nothing more.

All the advantages Stuart once possessed had vanished. He now had to face the He Rui government's cold, ruthless, and highly qualified diplomatic personnel. Stuart felt like a sheep going to negotiate with hungry wolves—helpless and resigned. As a state civil servant, Stuart knew he couldn't stop moving forward; he could only enter this "devil's den" of the Chinese Foreign Ministry, filled as it was with impassive officials.

Having seen diplomats from all the Great Powers of the world, Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang did not take Stuart particularly seriously. The United States of the present had to communicate with China on the basis of strength; even if the US President himself came, he would have to follow the rules. However, precisely because Stuart had some friends in Chinese academic circles, Li Shiguang felt it would be inappropriate to deploy petty diplomatic tricks against him.

Stuart had come this time to convey the attitude of the US government. The US government had already summoned the Chinese Ambassador to the US to express its dissatisfaction with the "Naval Act of 1938" just passed by the Chinese National Assembly. The Chinese Naval Act of 1938 stipulated that in the next three years, China would build 16 battleships and 24 aircraft carriers.

The US government had not only summoned the Chinese Ambassador but also the Japanese Ambassador to the US, expressing dissatisfaction with the Japanese Naval Act passed by the Japanese Diet. The Japanese Naval Act stipulated that Japan would build 8 battleships and 4 aircraft carriers to replace all of Japan's current obsolete warships.

Everyone with eyes could see the reality. The East Asian Economic Cooperation Organization had already adopted a customs union policy. Even if East Asia could not be viewed as a single country, they were at least firm allies. The tonnage of capital ships possessed by the East Asian Alliance was already on par with that of the United States, and this was the source of American dissatisfaction.

Based on the foundation of strength, the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs did not care in the slightest whether the United States was happy or not. After listening to Stuart convey the American attitude, Foreign Minister Li Shiguang replied, "In view of the number and tonnage of warship construction stipulated in the 'Two-Ocean Navy Act' recently passed by the US government, China has decided to build a fleet to ensure the balance of the Pacific. This is the attitude of the Chinese government."

Stuart was an undergraduate holder at the very least and knew the basic rules of Great Power diplomacy. Since he could not make a breakthrough from the official standpoint, he tried to express unease from a personal perspective. But before Stuart could initiate such an emotional exchange, Li Shiguang clearly asked him, "Ambassador Stuart, does what you are saying represent the view of the US government?"

This was actually very polite. With Stuart's level of competence, Li Shiguang could have played him to death with a few minor tricks. But Li Shiguang and the people at the Chinese Foreign Ministry chose not to do so, relying instead on these polite measures to protect Stuart. After all, the American upper echelon actually believed the Chinese government thought Stuart was truly beneficial for drawing the feelings of the Chinese and American people closer. Since the American leadership believed it, China had to express belief in it as well.

Stuart replied helplessly, "President Roosevelt hopes to send a special envoy."

"Chairman He is very busy and cannot schedule time recently," Li Shiguang replied sincerely.

Faced with these cold, intelligent Chinese officials, Stuart was truly at his wits' end. He could only define himself as a messenger, and as someone who could participate in various Chinese civil activities relying on his past connections. Stuart did not know that for a diplomat to achieve even this level was already quite remarkable.

The Chinese officials, whom Stuart considered cold and clever, were not lying; He Rui had indeed been very busy recently. For instance, He Rui was currently meeting with a French special envoy. The French envoy directly showed He Rui the records of recent meetings with the Soviet Union and Britain.

Given that Germany was practically preparing to resolve the Sudetenland issue, French diplomatic personnel had met with Molotov and asked in the name of the French government, "If Germany invades Czechoslovakia, what does the Soviet Union intend to do?"

Soviet Foreign Minister Molotov immediately stated, "We will fulfill the obligations stipulated in the *Franco-Soviet Treaty of Mutual Assistance*. If Romania and Hungary can remain neutral, we can persuade the Romanian government to allow Soviet troops and aid to pass through Romanian territory to reach Czechoslovakia."

After reading this, He Rui didn't know how to evaluate it and could only say in his heart, *This is truly diplomacy full of Russian flavor.*

Looking at the meeting records between France and Britain, the French representative had already given the British side the record of the meeting between France and the Soviet Union before their meeting, so the French side asked very frankly, "France opposes Germany's annexation of the Sudetenland region. If this triggers a war, how does Britain view it?"

Britain used three paragraphs of extremely exquisite diplomatic rhetoric to answer. The inner meaning of the first paragraph was that Britain did not believe war would break out. The inner meaning of the second paragraph was that Britain currently only wanted to ensure that Britain would not be dragged into a war. The third paragraph was relatively clear, meaning that if France encountered an attack, Britain would provide aid.

The French representative seized upon the third paragraph and asked what kind of help Britain could provide. The British side stated that within half a year, they would send two divisions to France and provide France with 150 airplanes.

He Rui was long accustomed to this British style of diplomacy. It was already July 8th, and Czechoslovakia had already utilized its terrain to build defense lines and mobilized 21 divisions to man them. As the world's eighth-largest industrial power, Czechoslovakia possessed a military industry ranked second in Europe. The price Britain offered was sending two divisions and 150 planes within half a year, telling France not to go to war. This was Britain's current diplomatic style. For a once-great tycoon to fall to such a state was truly pathetic and laughable.

Since he couldn't roast them out loud, He Rui put down the two diplomatic documents without saying a word. The French envoy immediately said, "If Czechoslovakia is invaded by Germany, what will the Chinese government do?"

"The Chinese government will immediately condemn Germany's act of aggression. We will ask the Czechoslovak government what kind of aid they need and do our utmost to meet the reasonable demands of the Czechoslovak government. If the Czechoslovak government actively requests our help, we will meet the Czechoslovak government's needs within the scope of our capabilities."

The prediction made by the French envoy before coming to China was about the same as what He Rui was saying now. The envoy hurriedly prepared for the next question: "What if Germany launches a military attack on France?"

"As long as the French government makes a request, the Chinese government will provide support."

Hearing such a clear answer, the French envoy's eyes lit up. "May I ask if the Chinese government will take the initiative to attack Germany?"

He Rui felt that the French government was also desperate, giving off the scent of a patient turning to any doctor in an emergency. But this could not be said. He Rui replied, "The Chinese government opposes the Nazi German government's racist ideology and acts of racial oppression. However, these actions do not constitute grounds for the Chinese government to declare war on the German government."

The French envoy had received the reply he wanted and took his leave. He Rui was indeed very busy; as soon as the French envoy left, He Rui immediately went back to reading the report that had been interrupted by the envoy's arrival: *Report on the Situation of International Students from Various Colonies in China*.

It was now 1938, and China had become the number one trading partner for many countries in the world, with the scale of trade expanding everywhere. Naturally, the number of students from colonies around the world coming to study in China also increased rapidly. Apart from the colonies bordering China, the colonial students who could cross the ocean to study in China were not poor.

In addition to providing these students with good education and training, the Chinese government had also established several research institutions. For example, the Indochina Research Center, the South Pacific Islands Commerce Center, the Southeast Asian Archipelago Business Cooperation Center, the Indian Ocean Rim Region Research Center...

The actual direct leadership department of these research institutions was the General Staff. The General Staff's purpose in establishing these institutions was naturally for war. So far, the most successful institution was the Vietnam Research Center. China had basically determined that after liberating Vietnam, it would be divided into four independent nation-states based on ethnicity: Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam, and Cochinchina.

The next most successful were Lower Burma, Bengal, and the Dravidian regions of the southern Indian subcontinent. These regions all had large numbers of youth studying in China. Because of their large numbers, they had already attracted the attention of the British Indian government. A passage in the investigation report caught He Rui's attention: "...It was the Indian National Congress that reported them to the British Viceroy. This political party is very focused on striking down revolutionary forces within India..."

He Rui had his own views on the Indian National Congress. After finishing the report, He Rui picked up the *Report on China's Mineral Surveys*.

"...In 1937, our country's steel production reached 44.86 million tons. If the ore trade between China and the Soviet Union pauses and we rely solely on domestic ore, China's steel production can reach about 64 million tons. Adding ore provided by Korea, China's steel production can reach 76 million tons. The East Asian Economic Cooperation Organization's steel production can reach 89 million tons. It is estimated that China's civilian steel demand at that time will reach 69 million tons..."

The next report, *China's Mobilization Projections*, deduced with detailed data that due to China's rapid industrialization, a large population had entered the industrial production sector, leading to a birth rate far lower than predicted in 1935. It was estimated that by 1940, China's population would be approximately 670 million, rather than the projected 750 million.

The combat strength China would mobilize in war was approximately 15 million, accounting for 2.2% of China's total population. China had no reason for total mobilization, or even a reason to mobilize at all. To meet war demands, China's industrial output would increase significantly, and war funding sources could be solved through tax increases.

Due to tax increases, the quota for national public expenditure would shrink. However, because a large number of new industrial jobs would appear during the war—based on current statistics showing a general decline in fertility rates after farmers enter industrial production—even if national public expenditure was not reduced, the efficiency of public expenditure usage would rise rapidly as a large educated population entered working age and provided tax revenue through their labor.

This report was spearheaded by Li Runshi. Because it was supported by ample data, the content was extremely detailed and its reliability very high.

The next report came from the Ministry of Commerce. France had basically determined that war would break out. In order to upgrade its armaments level to achieve the goal of defeating Germany more easily, France had begun to completely phase out old equipment and replace it with new. Since the equipment in French factories had been fully utilized during the export boom to China over the past ten years, it was also time for replacement, leading to a climax of equipment renewal in France. With the rise of machinery manufacturing stocks, the already high French stock market was pushed to a new height.

The rise in the French stock market was nothing compared to Britain and the United States. After the passage of the US "Two-Ocean Navy Act," the US stock market, which had fallen 40% from its high point in early 1937, rebounded by 20%.

The largest increase, however, was in Britain. Because the British government's military expenditure in 1938 reached 2 billion pounds, and Britain, as a great colonial power, had vast colonial markets, it could earn excess profits even using equipment that was not advanced. These backward technical facilities could not meet Britain's military industry demands, so the Chamberlain government invested 4 billion pounds in 1938 to conduct a technological upgrade of Britain's mines and factories. Any factory willing to purchase new equipment and adopt new technologies could receive government orders; those unwilling to invest in transformation were left to fend for themselves.

Under government policy, most vital British factories chose to adopt new equipment and use new technologies. Britain's population was only 40 million. 6 billion pounds was equivalent to 24 billion US dollars. Smashing down 24 billion dollars meant an average of 600 dollars per person for the 40 million British people. Even if most of this money still went into the pockets of the upper class and capitalists, and the improvement in the lives of ordinary British people was very limited, the British stock market soared upwards like a roller coaster, causing the assets of the propertied classes to skyrocket.

If one only looked at the data without knowing the cause, seeing the stock market rise and unemployment fall, one would definitely think 1938 was a good year. But that shot of chicken blood causing the current result was named "War."

If one only looked at economic data, one would also think 1940 was a good year, because in that year, all industrial countries globally achieved full employment! Due to labor shortages, there was even a situation of massive female employment.

He Rui's work was just this busy; he had to read a massive number of documents and formulate policy directions based on current reality. Time quickly reached August 3rd. Britain and France decided to convene an international conference regarding the Sudetenland region. Out of respect for the Great Powers, Britain and France, as if scattering hero invitations, submitted notifications to China and the United States, two countries outside the region, inviting them to attend the conference.

When Foreign Minister Li Shiguang brought this news, he also brought another piece of information. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs had asked the Soviet Union if they had received a formal invitation. The Soviet government explicitly stated that they had not received a formal invitation.

He Rui invited Li Runshi over. "Minister Li, let Chairman Li be the Chinese representative this time."

Li Runshi immediately replied, "I don't think that's very suitable. I'm also not good at doing this kind of work."

"We have to show our face, and this conference needs Chairman Li's logical thinking. Sacrificing Czechoslovakia's interests is to release war. As a peace-loving country, China can absolutely not accept such a thing happening," He Rui said categorically.

Both Li Shiguang and Li Runshi fell silent for a moment. They felt He Rui was speaking his heart, but also knew He Rui was overacting a bit. Finally, Li Runshi had to speak up, "Chairman, I am not very suitable for this kind of work."

He Rui shook his head. "You don't need to worry about your emotional issues. As long as you go and listen to the bullshit the imperialists say, you won't be able to help getting angry."

Li Shiguang felt He Rui's words sounded a bit unconscionable. The stony hearts displayed by Foreign Ministry personnel were often to maximize national interests, not because Foreign Ministry personnel were born heartless.

As if hearing Li Shiguang's inner thoughts, He Rui turned to him. "Not letting Foreign Ministry personnel appear this time is because we want to express the degree of importance we attach to this conference. Moreover, the reaction of the Foreign Ministry would be understood by all countries as a diplomatic act, to seek greater benefits, rather than truly out of our country's philosophy."

Hearing this, Foreign Minister Li Shiguang felt much better. He Rui turned to Li Runshi again. "Since Britain and France have sent the hero invitations, very well, we will attend. Furthermore, we suggest holding this conference in China."

Li Runshi was somewhat puzzled. "I feel Britain and France have likely decided to compromise with Germany. They have probably guessed our country's stance and likely won't accept meeting in China."

He Rui smiled. "For such a major matter, I think we should formally tell Japan."

In a moment, Li Shiguang had already figured out the roadmap. "Chairman, I will arrange it. What if Britain and France absolutely do not accept it?"

He Rui turned to Li Runshi. "Chairman Li, what do you think?"

Li Runshi thought for a moment and replied, "If they absolutely do not accept it, we will announce that we absolutely do not accept any results they discuss in a private meeting. All consequences arising from this will be the responsibility of Britain and France!"
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Following Li Runshi's public announcement upon taking over as head of the delegation, *The Times* in Britain immediately ran the headline: "China Wants to Provoke a European War!"

French newspapers had been singing He Rui's praises since 1928, calling him a "World-class Leader," the "Founder of Franco-Chinese Economic Cooperation," and the "Savior of the World Economy." However, upon seeing China's stance, some French right-wing papers, out of genuine concern, published relatively frank articles: "China's attitude does not help solve the problem. Chairman He Rui should make a wiser choice."

Czechoslovakia had already released its general mobilization plan in May. Hitler, naturally, would not be scared by such a move. Before the Anschluss, Germany already bordered the Czech lands. After the annexation of Austria, Czechoslovakia was effectively semi-encircled by the new Germany, allowing Germany to launch an offensive against Czechoslovakia from a much longer front line.

Prime Minister Chamberlain frowned as he listened to the reports. He had not expected the cool and rational He Rui to create such a mess, clearly willing to risk provoking a war just to suppress Nazi Germany. This was both consistent with the impression He Rui had left on Britain and yet completely different.

"...Prime Minister, the French government collapsed again today," the Foreign Secretary reported on the latest situation in France.

Chamberlain was not surprised. Britain had previously thought that as the French economy improved, its government would stabilize. Unexpectedly, France had only been stable for a few years. Once the period of rapid economic growth ended and the French Third Republic entered the phase of "dividing the spoils," the old drama of revolving-door cabinets immediately resumed.

The Foreign Secretary continued to explain that in the face of Hitler's brash military threats, not only did the French right wing resolutely oppose war, but the centrists also had no desire to see a repeat of the horrors of twenty years ago. Only the left wing, led by the French Communist Party, opposed Nazi Germany's aggression against Czechoslovakia. Consequently, the French right wing launched a vote of no confidence, the centrists stood by, and the left-wing government, which had been in power for only seventeen days, immediately collapsed.

"Prime Minister, the French upper echelons have indicated to us that France does not want war. However, regarding the venue for this conference, they need to seriously consider China's opinion."

The British Chamberlain government believed that France did not want war, and certainly did not want to be actively attacked by Germany. Bringing in China, a great power from outside the region, to intervene in European affairs might at least temporarily divert Nazi Germany's attention from Europe to China, buying France some time.

As the master of offshore balancing, how could Britain accept being balanced by an external great power! Chamberlain asked, "The United States has already stated it will not participate in this conference. Is there any way to persuade France to stop insisting on China's inclusion?"

The British Foreign Secretary looked troubled. He had already probed this in a tactful manner, but the French Foreign Ministry had firmly rejected his suggestions. Not giving up, he had communicated through various channels with parties in France that were less close to China, but those parties also indicated they would not refuse China's participation. Although the Chinese government's statement seemed to be intensifying the conflict, the various French parties believed that China's move held no malice towards France. If France had the strength to defeat Nazi Germany, it would have surely already dragged China along to declare war on Germany.

But since Chamberlain's attitude was so firm, the Foreign Secretary could only produce a document and hand it to him. "Prime Minister, this is an official statement sent by the Japanese government to the countries involved in the Sudetenland issue. Japan has no intention of intervening in European affairs, but it is willing to contribute to world peace. Therefore, the Japanese government is willing to provide a venue."

Hearing this, Prime Minister Chamberlain could not help but shout angrily, "What is this? European affairs are to be discussed in the Asian region? do those Asians really think they are civilized nations?"

Just as Chamberlain felt the global status of the British Empire was being provoked, German Foreign Minister Ribbentrop was in Warsaw, the Polish capital, exchanging toasts with Polish Foreign Minister Józef Beck. Ribbentrop's experience as a wine merchant meant the wine he brought suited his host's taste perfectly, and at this moment, Beck was slightly tipsy. However, this bit of alcohol did not affect the Polish Foreign Minister's thinking ability in the slightest.

Ribbentrop did not use pressure tactics with Beck; instead, he feigned a somewhat cold and dull demeanor. Sure enough, with Poland's restoration leader Piłsudski gone, Beck, one of the ruling triumvirate, felt he had completed his probing of Ribbentrop and began to talk about the history between Poland and its neighbors.

"...Czechoslovakia is a country created by Britain and France. During the border delineation, they carved away much territory from Poland and Hungary that did not belong to them. Now, only a one-time solution can bring true peace to Eastern Europe."

Ribbentrop was eager for Polish Foreign Minister Beck to take the lead in carving up Czechoslovakia, but his experience in drinking with others was many times that of Beck's. He continued to wear a look of indifference, feigning a bit of stupidity, as if he hadn't fully understood Beck's words. To deepen this impression, Ribbentrop asked with a single-minded attitude, "Mr. Foreign Minister, Germany does not fear war or death to recover the Sudetenland. Therefore, Germany hopes to extend its treaty with Poland and help Poland defend against the Bolsheviks..."

Beck felt Ribbentrop's thinking was too linear. What did Germany mean? Did they want to monopolize the benefits?

With this thought, Beck asked, "Does Germany not wish to help other countries solve the Central European problem together?"

Ribbentrop reminded him, "France has already dragged China in, and the risk of war is now almost uncontrollable. Germany is ready for war!"

Beck had a nickname, "the most cunning man." He was already certain that Germany would not hesitate to fight to take back the Sudetenland. Based on his understanding of France, he had already formed a plan to maximize Poland's interests. In Beck's view, France hadn't dared to stop the German army from reclaiming full sovereignty over the Rhineland in 1936, and had already changed the French Embassy in Austria to a Consulate in Vienna. There was no hope that France would have the courage to go to war with Germany over the Sudetenland.

If Germany could recover the Sudetenland through the principle of self-determination, why couldn't Poland recover the land stolen by the Czechs through the same principle? So, adopting a teacher-like attitude, Beck said to Ribbentrop, "I ask again, does Germany not wish to help other countries solve the Central European problem together?"

"Are you certain Hungary has enough courage to face Britain and France?" Ribbentrop continued to play dumb. If it were just Germany demanding land from Czechoslovakia, the variable of British and French compromise would be large. But if Germany, Poland, and Hungary demanded land together based on the principle of self-determination, Britain, already unwilling to be tough on Germany, would be unlikely to support Czechoslovakia. France would face the collective opposition of the Central and Eastern European countries it had heavily invested in, and its meager courage would collapse completely.

"Mr. Ribbentrop, do you like history?" Beck asked further.

Ribbentrop shook his head. He picked up the bottle and filled Beck's glass. "Aside from my love for Germany, my greatest talent is probably wine tasting."

Beck was very appreciative of Ribbentrop's expertise in wine. They had merely chatted casually about wine before, yet the wine Ribbentrop brought this time impressed Beck greatly. Raising his glass and taking a sip, Beck began to recount the historical connections between southern Poland and the northern Czech regions.

Lecturing others is a delightful thing, especially since Ribbentrop indeed had little research on history and listened very seriously. After recounting the complex history, Beck poured the blood-red liquid into his empty glass again. "Mr. Ribbentrop, if you go to Hungary, I believe the Hungarians will tell you about the historical connections between Hungary and southern Slovakia."

Ribbentrop feigned an attitude of having been educated but being reluctant to comply. "Minister Beck, Germany is truly prepared for war."

Beck found Ribbentrop quite cute and laughed, "Mr. Ribbentrop, if you can help other countries solve the Central European problem together, perhaps war will not break out."

Ribbentrop returned to Berlin to report to Hitler, carrying the assurance that Germany would support Poland and Hungary's territorial claims against Czechoslovakia. Hitler's lips couldn't help but curl upwards. Hitler didn't drink alcohol; he raised his teacup. "Ribbentrop, I salute you. For your contribution to the German Reich."

Facing the Führer's praise, Ribbentrop lowered his head humbly. "Mein Führer, Germany's present state stems entirely from your iron will."

Hearing "iron," Hitler couldn't help but think of Stalin. The number of people in the Wehrmacht who staunchly opposed Hitler was decreasing, but those officers who no longer firmly opposed him had not immediately joined the faction that supported him. These opponents had now turned into skeptics, so Hitler prepared to guarantee to them that he would never let Germany fall into the strategic disadvantage of a two-front war like Wilhelm II. To avoid this strategic disadvantage, when Germany went to war with either the Soviet Union or France, the other party must be Germany's ally.

Given the Soviet Union's vast territory, Hitler did not believe he could defeat Stalin in the short term; France must be Germany's primary target for future offense. Therefore, after solving the Sudetenland problem, Germany could only ally with the Soviet Union. Originally, Hitler didn't have much confidence in achieving this alliance, but Ribbentrop's huge success in Warsaw made Hitler think that perhaps Ribbentrop could complete this seemingly impossible task.

But Hitler did not speak at this moment, because Ribbentrop was too eager for Hitler's approval. If he told Ribbentrop now, God knows if he would take immediate action. Arranging for Ribbentrop to go to the Soviet Union should wait until Germany had settled the surrounding issues.

As soon as Ribbentrop left, Hitler picked up the *Völkischer Beobachter*. The headline was "The Evil Eastern Imperialist Nation China is Undisguisedly Interfering in Internal European Affairs."

"...Recently, China has undisguisedly put forward demands to interfere in Europe's internal affairs. Europe is a great civilization, the center that created and leads modern civilization. Yet, facing such demands, Britain and France, who pride themselves as European leaders—Britain remained silent, while France acted as a 'Euro-traitor,' slavishly and proactively serving as a guide for Chinese imperialism. People of Germany, Germany is no longer fighting merely for German dignity, but for the glory of Europe!

"The German government firmly opposes China's interference in European internal affairs, therefore..."

Hitler still couldn't figure out why the He Rui government was so set against his government. Hadn't Germany just occupied a piece of colonial territory in Qingdao back then? Compared to the atrocities committed by Britain and France against China, it was trivial. Professor Karl, President of the German Academy of Sciences, led experts to analyze it from a geopolitical perspective, but they didn't reach a very convincing conclusion. The most reliable conclusion was that China now had close economic and trade relations with Europe, and China was worried that a war in Europe would affect Sino-European trade, so it was very vigilant about any possibility of war.

Economic reasons were very persuasive to profiteers, but Hitler could not understand He Rui's logic. In Hitler's view, He Rui was definitely not a mercantilist, nor a spokesperson for capitalism. He Rui should be a genuine nationalist, a leader who placed his nation's interests above all else.

So Hitler had always felt that He Rui should ally with Germany to overturn the Versailles system together. Given China's location, Hitler didn't care at all if China occupied the entire Asia. But He Rui currently didn't seem like a master of geopolitics at all; instead, he seemed like a rash young man confused by revolution. In the Chinese government's discourse, Germany was framed as "extremists of European white supremacy." Hitler felt He Rui was giving Germany too much credit; even in a Europe where anti-Semitism was prevalent, Germany's attitude was among the mildest. The Nazi Party even had to conduct inspections and systematic study in the United States to figure out how to enact racism into law.

As for Hitler's move against the Jews in 1938, it really didn't have much to do with anti-Semitism. From 1933 to 1937, persecuting Jews was for job opportunities and to condense German consensus. The massive looting of Jews in 1938 was to solve Germany's economic problems. He Rui was known internationally as an economist; how could he not see through such things?

Even though he suffered such humiliation from China, Hitler could only sulk. Apart from cursing He Rui in the newspapers, Hitler could do nothing about China. Not only could Germany do nothing about China, even Britain could do nothing about China.

Hitler felt Britain could do nothing about China, but British Prime Minister Chamberlain didn't think so. Recently, European public opinion had been boiling; the distant China's naked intent to interfere in the internal affairs of the great Europe had incited dissatisfaction across the entire continent. Leveraging this wave of public opinion, Chamberlain publicly stated, "The conference regarding European issues must be held in Europe. If China is unwilling to attend the conference, Britain will absolutely not force it!"

This public statement received unanimous support from European countries, while France faced collective condemnation. Consequently, although the French government didn't say anything, many criticisms of He Rui began to appear in French newspapers.

Seeing these changes, Li Runshi immediately said to He Rui, "Let's go to Europe to attend the conference."

He Rui laughed. "After you go to Europe, hold more press conferences. Since Europeans think China is a powerful imperialist country and have a deeper impression of China, then tell all sectors of Europe that China is a safe country. We welcome European scholars to work in Chinese research institutions, and we welcome European merchants to invest in China. A great China opens its arms to welcome all talented people with ability and courage to develop in China."
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The conference regarding the Czechoslovakia issue convened in Munich, Germany. Upon arriving in Munich, Li Runshi immediately went to meet French Prime Minister Daladier. The French Prime Minister’s gaze was somewhat evasive, and he lowered his eyes as soon as they met Li Runshi’s sharp, determined look.

Li Runshi cut straight to the point. "Mr. Prime Minister, on my way here, I heard that both Poland and Hungary have made territorial demands on Czechoslovakia. I wish to ascertain France's attitude."

Faced with such a question, Daladier subconsciously bit his lip, as if gathering his courage. It took him a long while to reply, "All parties in France oppose attacking Germany. They believe this would trigger a German attack on France."

Li Runshi asked seriously, "As far as I know, Czechoslovakia has already begun general mobilization and will soon complete it. If Germany attacks Czechoslovakia, they cannot breach the Czech defensive lines within a month or two. Could France use this time to complete its initial mobilization?"

Daladier did not know if Li Runshi was asking something he already knew the answer to, or if he truly believed that under certain conditions the French citizenry would launch an attack on Germany. To help Li Runshi understand the current situation, Daladier explained, "The French people oppose participating in a war. Furthermore, the four nations—Britain, France, Germany, and Italy—have held foreign minister-level meetings. Germany and Italy have clearly stated their willingness to sign an agreement that the four nations will never use war to resolve disputes among themselves."

A sense of absurdity rushed straight to Li Runshi's head, so much so that he had to light a cigarette to quickly regulate his emotions. After calming down slightly, Li Runshi recalled He Rui's words: *As long as you communicate with European leaders, you will find it hard to control your temper.* He Rui’s prediction had become reality; France’s reaction had nearly made Li Runshi lose his temper.

Suppressing his anger, Li Runshi asked in as mild a tone as possible, "Mr. Prime Minister, China has always loved peace. China's pursuit of peace proves that seeking peace through struggle leads to survival, while seeking peace through compromise leads to destruction. I would like to ask you: do the French people currently believe that launching an attack on Germany is seeking peace, or seeking war?"

Daladier was stunned; for a moment, he couldn't grasp Li Runshi's meaning. After thinking for a while, Daladier replied helplessly, "Your Excellency, given your understanding of Europe, I think you should be able to understand French public opinion."

Li Runshi hadn't expected Daladier to be so sincere. In European civilization, there was no genetic code for truly maintaining peace. It wasn't that Europeans were inherently evil, but that Europe's geopolitical environment and level of economic development had not allowed Europe to precipitate a gene for maintaining peace. China not only had the painful experience of division but also ample war experience in how to unify East Asia. Therefore, China's cycle of order and chaos allowed for a full contrast, eventually precipitating a full understanding of peace.

To put it extremely, the Roman Empire did not bring a true unification to Europe on the level of Qin Shi Huang. From then on, Europe fell into a pattern similar to China's Warring States period for two thousand years. Europe's long Warring States era created production methods and relations of production suitable for a Warring States era, which in turn reinforced the division.

In the environment of a Warring States era, concepts of truly looking forward to ending war might emerge, but a concept of maintaining peace did not exist. The French public truly believed that if they went to war with Germany, the goal would be to destroy Germany. At the very least, it would be to destroy Germany's unified government and split the German region once again. With French public opinion as it was, the French people naturally knew how great a price France would have to pay to launch such a war!

Li Runshi could only ask, "If France compromises, the anti-Nazi forces within Germany will suffer a heavy blow. Those who doubt Hitler will think that Hitler's understanding of international politics is correct, and proceed to believe that Hitler's line is correct. Has the French government realized this danger?"

Faced with this question, Daladier did not even answer, only lowering his gaze and sighing. It seemed France no longer cared about the future of the anti-Nazi forces within Germany. Thus, the meeting with French Prime Minister Daladier ended without any results.

Li Runshi’s schedule did not include meetings with Hitler or Mussolini at all. He immediately went to see British Prime Minister Chamberlain. Chamberlain, who had already arrived in Munich, met Li Runshi at his hotel.

Chamberlain had a stern appearance, full of that bureaucratic air typical of the British elite. Li Runshi had little patience for this bureaucratic scent, so he cut straight to the point. "If the British government is unwilling to use acts of war to contain Germany's war actions, it will inevitably lead to a heavy blow against the anti-Nazi forces within Germany. Does the British government recognize such a risk?"

Hearing Li Runshi’s question, the corners of Chamberlain's mouth raised slightly. Just recently, some anti-Nazi German officers led by Lieutenant General Beck had conveyed their views to the British government through secret channels: if Britain and France took military action against the Nazi government, the German officers would cooperate with Anglo-French actions to arrest Hitler and reverse Nazi Germany's course.

Chamberlain was extremely disdainful of such treasonous behavior. At the same time, because of Britain's influence in Germany, he felt the situation was still under British control. for military men like Beck who colluded with foreign powers, they had no choice but Britain. As long as Britain did not actively launch a war, military men like Beck would continue to maintain close relations with Britain. Britain could easily obtain Germany's internal military plans and arrangements, placing Britain in an invincible position.

Since the He Rui government represented by Li Runshi was so firm in its attitude, Chamberlain simply asked in return, "China and Europe have such close trade relations; why would China offer advice that triggers a European war? Although His Majesty's Government does not believe China wants to start a war, has the Chinese government not considered that war would plunge Europe into total chaos?"

This counter-accusation nearly made Li Runshi laugh out loud. Finally, he simply asked, "Mr. Prime Minister, are you speaking from the heart?"

Chamberlain was stunned. Although he very much wanted to maintain the image of an elegant gentleman, he couldn't help but ask in a stern tone, "Mr. Prime Minister, do you know that there are records of diplomatic meetings?"

Of course Li Runshi knew, but Li Runshi didn't care anymore. In Li Runshi's eyes, the British Prime Minister before him either had a problem with his knowledge base or a problem with his comprehension ability. There was another possibility: judging from the experience of China's historical dynastic cycles, the once seemingly insufferably arrogant British Empire had already reached the stage of senile decay. Even the British elite, in this stage before national ruin, had been assimilated into a group of shortsighted insects. Expecting these insects to possess a vision for serious politics was wishful thinking.

So Li Runshi could only lower the level of discourse and ask, "Mr. Prime Minister, what does peace in Czechoslovakia mean for the British Empire?"

Chamberlain had lost interest in continuing the conversation with this powerless hothead. After a moment of thought, he replied in the calm tone unique to a gentleman, "What Czechoslovakia faces is merely an adjustment of border lines. Looking at it now, the Czechoslovakian borders determined at the Versailles Conference indeed have many issues that do not conform to the principle of self-determination. These issues have already triggered world disputes; only by resolving these issues can peace be restored."

Li Runshi sensed the arrogance and stupidity of imperialism from Chamberlain's words. When exchanging poetry with others, Li Runshi had once written, "Monks are foolish but can still be taught; demons acting as ghosts will surely cause disaster." This sentence had been turned into a popular witticism: "Either stupid or bad." Chamberlain's attitude just now was a classic case of "both stupid and bad." To be able to combine stupidity and malice and display them in a dialogue at this level was truly not easy.

Since Chamberlain held such an attitude, Li Runshi stood up to take his leave, ending a meeting that had brought him a wealth of emotions. Li Runshi felt he understood why He Rui was unwilling to come to Munich personally to attend this conference. Everyone coming to attend this conference had already booked their place on the pillar of shame in history. Although He Rui had set the tone and given Li Runshi full authorization, letting Li Runshi come to the Munich Conference was indeed handing him a wretched task.

On September 19th, the second day after Li Runshi arrived in Munich, the conference regarding the Sudetenland region of Czechoslovakia formally convened. As the initiator of this conference, Hitler spoke: "Distinguished gentlemen, welcome to beautiful Munich..."

Li Runshi swept his gaze over the people in the venue: British Prime Minister Chamberlain, French Prime Minister Daladier, Chinese Special Plenipotentiary Representative Li Runshi, German Führer Hitler, Italian Prime Minister Mussolini. Aside from these five, there were only the five official entourages.

Before Hitler could finish, Li Runshi interrupted him. "May I ask, why are there no representatives from Czechoslovakia?"

Although interrupting Hitler was very impolite in a diplomatic setting, the question Li Runshi raised was more important. Mussolini frowned slightly, not understanding why this Chinese Special Plenipotentiary Representative, barely in his forties, was such a hothead. Was it because he was ten or twenty years younger than the big shots at the conference, and thus didn't know that not letting the Czechoslovakian representatives enter the conference was actually beneficial for this conference?

Hitler's heart skipped a beat. He knew the Chinese representative would definitely oppose partitioning Czechoslovakia, but with the Czech representatives absent, Britain and France already supported the demands of Germany, Poland, and Hungary to change Czechoslovakia's borders together. With China's weak navy, they could do nothing at all. So in the end, they could only compromise. But Li Runshi making a scene now was obviously intended to stop the conference from continuing.

But Hitler didn't think Li Runshi had the ability to do anything, so he simply calmed himself and said, "This is the result of consultation among the four nations."

Li Runshi turned to Chamberlain. "Mr. Prime Minister, such meetings are recorded. So, is what Mr. Hitler just said true?"

Prime Minister Chamberlain was furious inside. After Li Runshi displayed such great rudeness yesterday, he had carefully looked at the file the British Foreign Office had built for Li Runshi. He Rui's family had always been landlords; the event of them acquiring family land was even in 1650, before Britain's Glorious Revolution had even erupted.

He Rui himself had entered a youth military academy from a young age, and after graduating, obtained qualifications for state-sponsored study abroad, completing his studies at the Japanese Military Academy and the Army War College. After graduating and returning, he was assigned by the central government to a post in Northeast China, afterwards inheriting the authority of the military and political chief of the Northeast region, General Zhang Xiluan, and receiving recognition from the Beiyang central government. From the perspective of British tradition, He Rui had walked a perfect aristocratic path, purely a figure who went from a border marquess to becoming the King of England.

Li Runshi came from a rural financial family; his father-in-law's family were important figures in the chamber of commerce and had business relations with Britain. Li Runshi himself graduated from normal school, first working as a teacher locally, then working at China's most excellent institution of higher learning, and later entering the Central Party School—similar to Britain's Trinity College—to complete his studies. From his twenties, he had worked his way up through local government, deputy positions in colonies, minister, chief official of important provinces in the homeland, Vice Premier, and core party leadership. His education and political experience were extremely complete. In the British government, there were many politicians from such gentry families.

Politicians from such gentry families were usually conservative and cautious, especially since Li Runshi was highly regarded by He Rui; he shouldn't be a troublemaker. Since Li Runshi disregarded even diplomatic customs, there was only one possibility left. After forty-eight years of smooth sailing in life, He Rui, nearing fifty, had finally let it go to his head. He thought China could intervene while Europe was embroiled in internal disputes.

Since He Rui was so arrogant, Chamberlain had no intention of indulging him, and immediately replied, "This is the result of consultation among the four nations."

Li Runshi didn't waste words. Dropping a single sentence—"In that case, China withdraws from this conference"—he turned and left the conference hall.

Seeing the Chinese delegation simply leave, Chamberlain felt a wave of relief in his heart. The stick-in-the-mud had automatically withdrawn; Europe could finally discuss Europe's internal affairs.

French Prime Minister Daladier sighed silently. He did not wish for the Chinese delegation to leave. If Li Runshi tried hard to disrupt the meeting, France could also gain room to maneuver. Li Runshi choosing to withdraw from the meeting, although upholding China's stance, was, in Daladier's view, giving up the struggle. France could only agree to Germany's demands.

Hitler and Mussolini exchanged a glance. Seeing Mussolini look relieved, Hitler felt that this fellow Mussolini lacked struggle skills at critical moments. If the Chinese representative had stayed at the conference, Hitler was confident he could make him feel what powerlessness meant. Moreover, through the conference, Hitler could make Britain and France feel more dissatisfaction toward China, which would be very conducive to weakening Sino-French relations and increasing Britain's sense of crisis. After all, Britain's most important colony, British India, was right next to China. If he could use language to guide things so that China expressed even a shred of threat toward British India, it could make Britain stand on the opposite side of China.

A pity! A pity! Hitler felt some regret in his heart.

Hitler quickly organized his mood and began to speak: "Gentlemen, Germany believes that war must absolutely not break out between the four nations of Britain, France, Italy, and Germany. We must confirm this matter once again..."

At this moment, the faint sound of a dispute suddenly came from outside. Hitler frowned. Soon, a German SS Hauptsturmführer responsible for the security of this conference pushed the door open and entered. Before the captain could speak, Hitler immediately asked, "Tell the gentlemen, what has happened outside?"

Hearing the order, the SS captain immediately stood at attention, saluted the heads of state present, and then said, "The Chinese representative demanded to see the Czech representatives in the adjacent room. We stopped them."

Chamberlain looked angry but remained silent. French Prime Minister Daladier shook his head helplessly. The two Czech representatives had been arranged to stay in a room next to the conference hall, strictly guarded by German security personnel. They were just waiting to accept the conference results after it ended. As for the results, they had actually long been discussed; they were just waiting to write them down and hand them to the Czech representatives for them to sign. Although this arrangement wasn't decided by Chamberlain and Daladier, the German side had implicitly informed the British and French delegations, and both delegations had expressed appreciation for the exquisite diplomatic phrasing in the notification.

Seeing the two of them like this, Hitler ordered the SS captain, "Add more personnel and protect the Chinese representative with diplomatic etiquette. You must ensure their safety; they must absolutely not receive any harm."

Seeing that Hitler still paid such attention to diplomatic rules even after the Chinese representative had offended Germany so much, Chamberlain and Daladier's evaluation of Hitler rose considerably. Given the Chinese diplomatic delegation's performance, even if Hitler ordered to "safely escort the Chinese diplomatic delegation out of the country," it would be a completely acceptable reaction. In the view of Britain and France, Hitler was an upstart corporal who used Germany's economic crisis to gain power. Although Germany's economy had been very good in recent years, it was only because Germany started from a low point and had large room for ascent. Hitler himself was irritable, suspicious, and rude—a dictator. But Hitler's current performance was undoubtedly that of a broad-minded, excellent politician.

At this moment, Li Runshi was already certain that he would not be able to see the locked-up Czech representatives no matter what. So he led the Chinese delegation out of the main entrance of the Munich "Führerbau" where the conference was held.

A crowd of reporters was already waiting outside. Seeing the Chinese representative come out, they thought the conference had already reached a result in such a short time, and immediately surged forward to ask.

Li Runshi made a gesture pressing down on the empty air, quieting the reporters. He then said, "Because the Czech representatives are detained in a room nearby and not allowed to attend the conference, the Chinese government has decided to withdraw from a conference that has absolutely no fairness to speak of.

"As China's Special Plenipotentiary Envoy, I hereby announce: The Chinese government identifies with the Czech government's determination to defend national sovereignty and supports the Czech people's actions to defend their country. If the Czech government encounters a shortage of equipment, the Chinese government is willing to provide weapons and equipment support to the Czech government at any time."

Hearing this, the reporters were shocked. If Germany and Czechoslovakia went to war, according to Chinese Envoy Li Runshi's statement just now, China would not terminate arms exports to the Czech Republic as a neutral country. According to the laws of war, since China was providing weapons and equipment support to the Czech Republic, Germany could view China as an enemy state and declare war on China.

Immediately, a reporter shouted, "Is China trying to trigger a war?"

Among the German reporters, someone shouted even more angrily, "Down with Chinese Imperialism! Down with China, the warmonger!"

Since the Nazis came to power, public opinion in Germany had become more radicalized. With someone taking the lead, the crowd of German reporters all shouted the slogan "Down with China, the warmonger!" Some German citizens who were originally waiting for good news heard this and rushed toward them. It was clear that the reporters were just shouting, but these people might very well beat down the Chinese envoy in reality first.

With a burst of footsteps, fully armed SS troops rushed out from the main entrance, surrounding and protecting Li Runshi and the Chinese envoy delegation. Although the SS captain in charge looked unhappy, he still said as politely as possible, "Gentlemen, we are under the Führer's orders to protect your safety. If you wish to go somewhere, please give the order."

Looking at the German masses blocked on the periphery by the SS but still shouting insults at China, Li Runshi said coldly, "To the airport."

Just before Li Runshi arrived at the airport, at the Munich Conference, the heads of state of Britain, France, Germany, and Italy once again confirmed the consensus that military conflict must absolutely not occur between the four nations. Hitler said even more seriously to Chamberlain, "Mr. Prime Minister, apart from the Sudetenland, Germany will never demand a single Czech person more."

Chamberlain greatly appreciated Hitler's guarantee. He said seriously to Hitler, "Mr. Führer, I trust your guarantee."

Five copies of the Munich Agreement document were already prepared. Chamberlain, Daladier, Hitler, and Mussolini signed and stamped them respectively. Immediately, Chamberlain shook hands with Hitler.

Hitler said, "To peace!"

Chamberlain nodded. Before he could speak, Mussolini already said loudly, "To peace!"

Faced with Mussolini stealing the line, Chamberlain remained unmoved and said calmly, "To peace."

Daladier did not want to speak, but at this moment, he could only say, "To peace."

Soon, the two Czech representatives were brought into the conference hall. As the current global hegemon, Chamberlain took on the role of the speaker. He looked seriously at the two pale-faced Czech representatives and handed the document to them. An entourage member beside him began to read aloud the content of the Munich Agreement.

Just seeing the first article of the agreement, the faces of the two Czech representatives turned even paler.

When the entourage member finished reading the entire agreement, Chamberlain said with a voice full of the dignity of the British Prime Minister, "Gentlemen, this is a verdict without appeal and without modification."

***

Li Runshi did not return to China immediately but went to France. Since the signing of the Sino-French Economic Cooperation Agreement in 1928, the Chinese delegation had been warmly welcomed every time they visited France, accompanied by French politicians throughout their itinerary. However, this time, the only person welcoming Li Runshi at the Paris airport was the Chinese Ambassador to France; there were no French officials or civilians to greet him.

Faced with such a situation, Li Runshi was not only not angry but immediately ordered, "Publish this article in the major newspapers of France and Britain."

This was an article written by Li Runshi, mainly centering on "Ceding land to serve Qin is like using firewood to put out a fire; the fire will not be extinguished until the wood is consumed." At the end of the article, Li Runshi also attached the full text of *The Six States Argument*.

With China's current influence, the article was published the next day. And this time, almost all of Europe was opposing China. Led by Germany and the European right wing, European newspapers launched a fierce critique of China around the theme of "Down with Chinese Imperialism! Down with China, the warmonger!"

Even the relatively moderate centrist newspapers began to question China's purpose in so blatantly interfering in Europe's internal affairs. The left wing was slightly better; they expressed understanding for China's concern and worry regarding Sino-European trade, but the European left believed that China's stance this time was inappropriate.

While Li Runshi was being condemned in speech and writing in Europe, major European newspapers published an article by He Rui. The article was very short, titled *The Four Stages of Europe's Response to Crisis*.

He Rui wrote in a relaxed style: *When European governments encounter problems, their reaction is very bureaucratic, divided into four stages.*

*Stage 1: We claim that nothing is going to happen;* *Stage 2: We say something may be about to happen, but we should not take action;* *Stage 3: Maybe we should take action, but there is nothing we can do;* *Stage 4: Maybe there was something we could have done, but it is too late now.*

*Although such an approach can perfectly deal with parliament and public opinion, the European people must understand clearly that the opponent you face does not need to consider the rules of the game of ballot-box politics.*

Hitler felt as sick as if he had eaten a fly when he saw this article. He Rui seemed to be mocking the muddling incompetence of the European bureaucratic system, but he was also hinting that Germany would absolutely not respect the agreement. Hitler knew very well that He Rui had hit Germany's sore spot. Hitler was now preparing to fully utilize the agreement reached between the four nations of "Britain, France, Germany, and Italy" never to use war to resolve differences, to fight for room for free activity.

But Hitler had said to Mussolini, "Before long, we will be fighting side by side against Britain and France."

And Goebbels quickly provided a counter-strategy. "My Führer, we must let the whole world know that He Rui is merely a continuation of the traditional Oriental feudal emperors. The world's largest autocratic state is China."
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France and Britain were so close that one could buy *The Times* in Paris. On the front page, a photo showed Chamberlain standing on the gangway of his plane, waving a piece of paper in his hand. The news report stated that Chamberlain told the government dignitaries and social celebrities welcoming him at the airport: "My good friends, this is peace for our time!"

Li Runshi quickly flipped through the newspaper, finding few articles about China. The reports praising Chamberlain's policy made absolutely no mention of what had happened to Czechoslovakia.

According to Chinese intelligence, a few hours after Li Runshi left Munich, the Czechoslovak representatives signed the Munich Agreement under coercion from Britain, France, Germany, and Italy. The next day, the Czechoslovak government publicly announced the news domestically and declared an end to the general mobilization. Inside the border defenses, the Czechoslovak people, who had been preparing to defend their motherland with grief and indignation, suffered a mental collapse. Many simply threw down their weapons and left the army. The regular Czech army was no better; many soldiers immediately expressed their desire to retire, and quite a few simply deserted.

On the fourth day after the agreement was signed, which was yesterday, the German army had already entered the Sudetenland, encountering not a single Czech soldier along the way.

The Chinese government fully supported Li Runshi. After the Czech government announced its acceptance of the Munich Agreement, the Chinese government declared, "Since the Czechoslovak government has abandoned resistance, the Chinese government's previously announced commitment to provide aid to Czechoslovakia is hereby annulled."

The Polish and Hungarian armies, participating in the partition of Czechoslovakia, completed their pre-determined occupation operations, and Czechoslovakia's territory instantly shrank by a large circle.

When Li Runshi's car stopped in front of the French Chamber of Commerce, he put away the newspaper and stepped out. The representative of the French Chamber of Commerce was already waiting at the door. Seeing Li Runshi arrive, the Chamber President immediately stepped forward to shake hands and embrace him, saying warmly, "Mr. Premier, the representatives of the Chamber are already waiting for you."

The French Chamber of Commerce was the French civil organization that had filed the most lawsuits against the Chinese government over the years, yet it was also the French civil organization most friendly to China. Whether being friendly or filing lawsuits, the merchants' goal was to make money, and they adopted whatever means maximized their interests.

This time, the French government seemed frightened by the Chinese government's reaction and temporarily did not interact with Li Runshi. Li Runshi had not received orders to interact with the French government either, but he had accepted orders to explain China's views to the French business and academic communities.

In the following days, Li Runshi held exchanges at the French Chamber of Commerce, the University of Paris, and the University of Marseille. After Li Runshi left, only the French commercial newspapers published a few more articles about China's intense diplomatic reaction. More news was about French stocks surging due to the news of peace.

It seemed that the matter was over, and Europe was in the joy of the arrival of peace. Most European people who experienced this event were left with a very bad impression of China, especially in the diplomatic field. From the end of the Munich Conference in September 1938 to February 1939, European countries basically did not invite Chinese embassy and consulate personnel to participate in their public activities.

But by the end of January 1939, the military budgets of Britain and France were released. Britain's military budget was as high as 3 billion pounds, equivalent to 12 billion US dollars. France's military budget was 30 billion francs, equivalent to about 7 billion US dollars. No matter what the British and French governments said about peace having arrived, their physical reactions were quite honest.

Not only were military expenditures increased and equipment replaced, but Britain and France also persisted with last year's equipment renewal plans. Britain added another 2 billion pounds of investment to support the equipment renewal of Britain's old and backward large-scale enterprises.

France was not to be outdone in armaments. Although the cabinet changed like a revolving lantern, and although no French political party wanted to fight, France did not slacken in its war preparations, including adjustments to the total mobilization system for wartime production.

Thus, the seemingly frozen Sino-French relations suddenly returned to a warm state. At this time, the United States was implementing high tariffs. France did not want to import machinery and equipment from the United States, and it was even more impossible to import equipment from Germany. Because Britain was undergoing equipment renewal, the machine tools produced were not enough for Britain's own use in the short term.

On February 14, Valentine's Day, the French newspaper *Le Figaro* published a piece of news: more than 6,000 ordinary lathes purchased jointly by more than forty French enterprises in China had set sail and would arrive at French ports within a month.

As soon as this news came out, France was shaken. Although ordinary machine tools were not extraordinary mechanical equipment in France, importing ordinary machine tools from China made most French people feel that something was wrong. The general view of the French people was: Can France's machine tool manufacturing industry not even satisfy France's domestic machine tool production?

French newspapers began to track this hot news, and soon other newspapers broke the news that French companies had started importing machine tools from China as early as 1936. Moreover, the imported machine tools were not "ordinary machine tools," but machine tools with a certain degree of precision. According to news from industry insiders, the price of machine tools with a certain degree of precision produced in China was 60% of that in France. This price was almost the price of ordinary French machine tools. In the past three years, French enterprises had quietly imported tens of thousands of Chinese machine tools.

Due to the relationship between China and France, ordinary French people were more surprised than resentful about this. What surprised France was that China, this weak country, actually possessed such strong industrial manufacturing capabilities unknowingly.

Before this matter could fully ferment, on March 14, 1939, under German instigation, Slovakia declared independence. That night, Hitler summoned Czechoslovak President Hácha to Berlin and notified him in the early hours of the next day (the 15th) that Germany would send troops to occupy the Czech lands and turn them into a "Protectorate." Under German coercion and inducement, Hácha accepted the terms of surrender in Berlin and immediately became the President of the puppet regime, the "Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia."

Now, no one discussed France buying machine tools from China anymore. The British and French governments were completely shocked by this news. British Prime Minister Chamberlain immediately telegraphed Hitler, demanding an explanation.

Hitler replied immediately, stating that Germany had not annexed the Czech lands but had become the protector of the Czech lands, so Hitler could not understand Prime Minister Chamberlain's shock. Germany becoming the protector of the Czech lands was beneficial to the current European situation. From then on, the Central European issue was resolved.

Chamberlain no longer knew how to explain this to Parliament, because he had told Parliament that Hitler guaranteed he "would never ask for a single Czech person more." This was obviously a scam, a scam for which Chamberlain could not offer a solution.

The French government expressed opposition casually, but after the implementation of the Munich Agreement, France's influence in Poland and Hungary collapsed. The current Polish government had become a pro-British government, and pro-Nazi political parties came to power in Hungary, implicitly standing on the opposite side of France.

Before Britain and France could negotiate a result on this matter, on March 17, the Spanish rebel Franco occupied the whole territory of Spain, and 250,000 Republicans crossed the border into France. France disarmed the 250,000 people and temporarily resettled them as refugees. Earlier, in September 1938, the International Brigades had already left Spain.

Now, France suddenly discovered that Germany, Italy, and Spain surrounding it were all fascist countries. France instantly fell into a very unfavorable situation.

Now, the French public began to panic. For emergency war preparation, French enterprises began to place large-scale orders with Chinese machinery factories, and even directly purchased equipment used in China for less than two years, loading them onto ships and transporting them to France, striving to improve the production capacity of France's manufacturing industry in a short time.

French Prime Minister Daladier went to Britain and, after consulting with British Prime Minister Chamberlain, sent diplomats from both countries to the Soviet Union to discuss the European situation with the Soviet government.

In Germany, Hitler demanded the latest data from the German army. In this annexation of the Czech lands, only one Czech company commander led his troops in weak resistance; the other Czech troops completely abandoned resistance. Therefore, Germany emptied the Czech weapons and equipment inventory, transporting 1.5 million rifles alone. Now the scale of the Wehrmacht had expanded to nearly 3 million, and the weapons and equipment obtained from the Czech lands were enough to arm half of the Wehrmacht.

Originally, the Wehrmacht believed it would only possess comprehensive war capabilities by 1940. These weapons and equipment from the Czech lands, including a large number of tanks, could be used by the Wehrmacht. The Wehrmacht already possessed the strength to conduct military operations with a million troops.

At this time, the anti-war faction within the Wehrmacht completely disintegrated. Because of the success of the Munich Conference and the annexation of the Czech lands, those previous anti-war factions began to believe that Germany could win the coming war. This group of people also began to fully devote themselves to the ranks of launching war.

The German General Staff believed, based on the latest news, that tens of thousands of Chinese machine tools would all arrive in France in June 1939, and France could also use China's production capacity to rapidly improve military industrial productivity. At the latest by June 1940, France might complete the update of light weapons and light artillery for the French army.

At this time, Polish Foreign Minister Beck came to Berlin to meet with Hitler. Beck refused Hitler's request in 1938 for Poland to join the "Anti-Comintern Pact." The two sides parted on bad terms.

Before the Munich Conference in 1938, Hitler formally courted Poland to join the "Anti-Comintern Pact" and form a united front with the Kingdom of Hungary, the Kingdom of Romania, and the Kingdom of Bulgaria. Ribbentrop met with the Polish Ambassador, proposing that the alliance must be premised on the return of Danzig to Germany and the construction of a highway in the Corridor area to connect German territory. If Poland agreed, Hitler would give Poland territory in northern Ukraine in the future and extend the German-Polish Non-Aggression Pact for 25 years as compensation.

After the death of Piłsudski, the Polish government was divided into three forces: the President, the Foreign Minister, and the military commander. Poland believed that if it joined the military alliance led by Germany, it would be reduced to a satellite state, and eventually its national status would be threatened, swallowed by Germany just like the Czech lands. Therefore, Beck refused the proposal, and the views of the Polish Foreign Ministry and military leaders also aligned.

Since Poland was unwilling to join the Nazi camp, Hitler immediately ordered the military to draw up a plan to invade Poland, "Case White." The plan had been started long ago; the day after Hitler proposed it, the plan was delivered to him. Hitler approved it on April 3, 1939. Since then, Nazi Germany began preparations for war.

Except for China's shipbuilding plan, President Roosevelt was very satisfied with most of the recent world situation. When Secretary of State Hull arrived at Roosevelt's place, Roosevelt even asked in a relaxed tone, "I heard some people think that the action taken by He Rui in Munich was a genius business plan?"

Secretary of State Hull replied with a serious expression, "Mr. President, I originally thought that Mr. He Rui hoped to promote the outbreak of war. Judging from the actions of the Chinese representatives at the Munich Conference, Mr. He Rui really wanted to prevent the outbreak of war. His actions really surprised me."

Roosevelt nodded in deep agreement. When the Munich Conference was convened this time, France invited China to participate together, and Britain invited the United States to participate. Roosevelt wished Europe would fight immediately, so how could he be willing to participate? He only stated painfully afterwards that the United States did not want to see the result of the Munich Conference. But he also pushed the boat with the current and acknowledged the Munich Conference.

In contrast, China had never acknowledged the result of the Munich Conference from beginning to end. When the European situation deteriorated rapidly, at least some European people who had negative comments about He Rui in the short term began to turn to believe that He Rui was indeed a leader with vision.

Roosevelt couldn't help asking, "Hull, do you think Europeans will ultimately choose to obtain support from China?"

Secretary of State Hull thought for a moment and shook his head, "Mr. President, I think Europe will still choose to obtain support from the United States."

Roosevelt was about to ask Secretary of State Hull whether Europe would place all its hopes on the United States, or how much expectation Europe would place on the United States, when Hull continued, "Mr. President, Mr. He Rui's influence in Europe is far greater than what appears on the surface."

Roosevelt had not participated in US foreign affairs since his youth, and even less so after becoming disabled, so Roosevelt asked, "Hull, can you be more detailed?"

As Secretary of State, Hull was in charge of US diplomacy and had dealt with most European diplomats and a considerable number of politicians. He was not sure if President Roosevelt had studied He Rui's global influence, but he believed he must tell President Roosevelt about this now.

"Mr. President, He Rui began to appear on the international stage in 1916. He already had some fame in the Allied countries during the Great War in Europe. Since then, there has always been news related to He Rui in European newspapers. In the past twenty-plus years, the older generation leading the Great War in Europe has withered away one after another, and these post-war politicians have risen and fallen. Plus, He Rui has focused a large part of his attention on writing books. Europeans under the age of 35 are even more familiar with He Rui than with most of their own country's leaders."

Roosevelt was stunned. He thought He Rui's influence stemmed from the Sino-Japanese War, the Sino-British War, and Sino-French economic cooperation. These major events indeed had the greatest impact on Britain, France, and the Netherlands. The core population of 100 million in these three countries was truly impacted, and their lives were even affected because of He Rui.

Hull, as Secretary of State, had a perspective beyond this scope, even entering the realm of ideology a bit. This gave Roosevelt a vague sense of unease.

Secretary of State Hull continued to explain, "In the Europe of the past, when the East was mentioned, they thought of Russia and Turkey. In the Europe of today, when the East is mentioned, many of them will think of He Rui. He Rui's appearance has to a certain extent changed Europe's view of geopolitics. The Far East is no longer the edge of the world, but a very important part of the whole world."

Speaking of this, Hull smiled bitterly, "Mr. President, do you know? Now if you ask an ordinary French person what kind of person He Rui is, that French person will likely tell you that He Rui is a Chinese emperor who married two wives."

Roosevelt was confused for a moment about what Hull meant. It was meaningless to bring up He Rui's personal life at such a time. It was no secret that He Rui married two wives, and even the new marriage law promulgated by China fixing monogamy was no secret. As for the fact that He Rui married two wives itself, it was not a problem in the world's upper circles. Which upper-class figure in Europe and America did not effectively have three wives and four concubines? Take Roosevelt himself for example; he had several lovers, and even Mrs. Roosevelt was very clear about these lovers. She just didn't want to fall out with Roosevelt for the sake of face.

In Washington, everyone knew that Roosevelt was very popular with women. Those friends and acquaintances also had their own lovers.

As for He Rui being a Chinese emperor in the minds of Europeans, it did not show the ignorance of Europeans. Because a large number of Americans also believed that He Rui was the Chinese emperor. The funniest thing was that even knowing that China was already a republic, many Americans insisted that He Rui himself was still the Emperor of China. In the United States, this was not uncommon. Quite a few farmers in the American countryside still thought that US President Washington had been the King of the United States!

Seeing Roosevelt looking at him without saying a word, Hull knew that Roosevelt did not understand the meaning inside these words. Hull asked, "Mr. President, find any ordinary French person, and he knows that He Rui is the leader of China. But this person does not know who the President of the United States is."

Roosevelt's face instantly darkened. This was not because he was unhappy feeling his limelight was suppressed by He Rui. Roosevelt began to understand what Hull meant by saying earlier that He Rui's influence in Europe was far greater than what was seen.

Ordinary French people not only didn't know who the US President was, but probably didn't even know clearly who their own President was. Let alone those cabinet members who changed like revolving lanterns. But French people not only knew He Rui was China's leader, but even knew about He Rui having two wives, which was enough to prove to what extent He Rui's influence had reached.

As for the influence in the ideological field emphasized by Hull, that was accumulated through book after book and article after article. Roosevelt himself had read several books written by He Rui and appreciated them quite a bit. In contrast, Hitler, whom Roosevelt wanted to use, although his *Mein Kampf* was very famous, Roosevelt bought it but never picked it up, let alone read it.

"...Hull, is it too late to publicize me to Europe now?" Roosevelt asked.
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With war in Europe appearing imminent, Premier Wu Youping had assumed his work would lean more towards war-related economics. However, starting from the beginning of 1939, Wu Youping found that his most troublesome issue was actually population migration.

By 1938, China's urban resident population had broken through the 200 million mark. Furthermore, with a massive number of junior high school students graduating, the urban population was increasing by more than 20 million annually. China's birth numbers for that year were only 13.71 million; the gap of over 7 million came entirely from the countryside.

This wave of rural population loss had begun in 1935. In many rural areas with better land conditions and convenient transportation, large numbers of junior high graduates were not staying in the countryside. They either went to county seats for high school or entered the cities directly to work. Their parents were already working in towns during the farming off-season or participating in large-scale infrastructure projects. This led to a concentration of population towards cities at an astonishing speed in areas close to urban centers.

To compensate for the loss of agricultural population, the state began migrating people from deep mountains and old forests to mountainous regions, moving people from mountainous regions to the plains, and consolidating villages into townships in the plains.

Considering only the migration to areas more suitable for production, the scale of this population transfer was around 36 million, which was already equivalent to the population of Britain or France. If the entire population migration across China were counted, it involved the movement of 120 to 150 million people.

As Premier, Wu Youping did not manage the specific details, but he had to consider the employment problem for these 120 million people while planning their migration. Many of these 120 million were not yet of working age or lacked the ability to work. Even so, 60 million jobs had to be provided.

At a plenary session of the State Council, facing hundreds of leaders from across the country, Wu Youping offered neither criticism nor agitation, but simply stated pragmatically: "Comrades, Europe took over a hundred years to transform 120 million agricultural population into an industrial population. We are to complete the first phase of this in three years. The scale and degree of effort required for this are far greater than fighting a world war.

"The first phase of our revolution was to fully restore China's sovereignty and, through asset restructuring, transform the nearly bankrupt Chinese economy. The work of the first phase has been completed.

"The second phase of our revolution was to restore normal trade relations with the world, and through the introduction of foreign capital and technology, rapidly develop China's industrial system, allowing China to enter industrialization. The work of the second phase has been basically completed.

"Now we are proceeding with the third phase. This involves a comprehensive transformation of China, changing it from an agricultural country into an industrial one. The beginning of the third phase is the planning of China's population layout. Work on this phase has now entered a critical stage.

"The areas where migration is easy are those where the masses already had a demand to join industrial mass production, so they joined the migration naturally. The areas where work has encountered resistance are not because the masses there are deliberately opposing us. To deliberately oppose us, one must at least have the level of understanding to comprehend the strategic significance and value of population migration. The masses with such a level of understanding have long since moved into the cities themselves.

"The industrial level in these resistant areas is generally low. In the short term, focus on eliminating the anxiety of the masses; in the long term, focus on strengthening education..."

The leading cadres attending the State Council work conference included leaders from various ministries, provinces, and cities. This group overlapped highly with the Central Committee of the Civilization Party, but not entirely. More than a dozen mayors of foreign nationality attended the meeting. He Rui had once sent an invitation letter to the British economist Keynes, offering to hire him as the Mayor of Hong Kong. Keynes considered it for a time before declining the invitation, but he recommended his proud student, Kahn, to serve as the Mayor of Hong Kong.

Apart from Kahn, the Englishman, the foreign employees within the Chinese government were basically all Japanese. As the economies of China and Japan became increasingly tight-knit, both the Chinese and Japanese governments hired personnel from the other side to work within their own governments. It was just that the number of such people was not large, and it did not trigger any particularly large reaction.

Kahn was thirty-four years old this year, and his time working in China far exceeded his time working in Britain. Accustomed to recording Premier Wu Youping's speech according to Chinese government workflows, Kahn felt great admiration for Wu Youping in his heart. Just as Wu Youping said, Europe took over a hundred years to transform 120 million of its population from agricultural to industrial. China wanted to preliminarily complete such a change within three years; the difficulty could be imagined. How could creating 60 million lifestyles within an industrial society be easy? Britain, known as the world hegemon, found it incredibly difficult to create even 1.5 million jobs. 1.5 million jobs was one-fortieth of 60 million.

Wu Youping's speech was a concluding statement, the final step of the meeting. In the sessions before the Premier made his report, all leaders had made plans for their own work. Initially, they came up with 34 million jobs. Afterward, by squeezing here and scraping there, the provinces barely managed to scrape together 51 million jobs. Subsequently, the provincial leaders successively stated that whoever had the ability should take on the remaining 9 million jobs, as their provinces could not squeeze out even a single additional post.

On the way back to Guangzhou, Kahn lamented inwardly: *This is China, a miraculous country.* 1939 was Kahn's eighth year working in China. In these eight years, he did not know how many times he had lamented like this. But at this moment, Kahn sighed again.

Providing 60 million jobs seemed completely impossible in European eyes, but in China, it might not be impossible. Kahn believed that with China's current development, given five to ten years, this matter could certainly be accomplished. But to complete it within three years, there would definitely be a great many problems.

Upon returning to Guangzhou, the province immediately held a meeting. After two days of meetings, Kahn returned to Hong Kong City. Initially, after arriving in China, Kahn was responsible for establishing the financial centers in Hong Kong and Guangzhou. In 1937, having accumulated enough political achievements, Kahn became the Mayor of Hong Kong. Just as he arrived home, Kahn saw an invitation card for a ball at the British Consulate in Hong Kong. Kahn glanced at it and tossed it directly aside.

The next day, when he arrived at his office, he immediately received a request from the Consul of the British Consulate in Hong Kong to have dinner with him. Kahn thought for a good while before reluctantly agreeing.

Now, all place names in Hong Kong's streets related to the colonial era had been cancelled. The former Victoria Avenue had been renamed People's Avenue. In a restaurant on People's Avenue, Kahn sat at a table with Consul Jim. It was only after eating three courses that Consul Jim opened his mouth to ask, "Mr. Mayor, I wonder if China has any policies at present that differ from before?"

"This kind of matter should be directed to the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs," Kahn replied unhappily. He always felt that the British government viewed him as its agent in China, which was undoubtedly an insult to an economist.

The reason he chose to come to work in China initially was that Kahn's teacher, Keynes, believed Kahn's level of economics could shoulder such responsibility. Moreover, working in China, this super-colossal economy, would be extremely beneficial for Kahn's own professional expertise in economics. There were no such job opportunities in Britain.

All these years, Kahn had worked hard in the capacity of a Chinese civil servant and an economist. To treat a scholar as a spy was the greatest insult. In China's system, the Civilization Party, as the ruling party, was responsible for formulating national policy. The government managed the economy and civil administration; this work was public, containing no secret content or transactions. To obtain information in these fields, one should look at the work reports of various levels of the Chinese government, rather than running to find a mayor.

Seeing Kahn's unhappy expression, Consul Jim hurriedly explained, "Please do not misunderstand. As an elite cultivated by the British Empire, you naturally observe the loyalty due to an elite. My question just now was to ask you, as an economist, whether China, based on economic needs, will adopt policies different from before given the increasingly tense current world situation."

These words represented respect for an economist. Kahn lost his previous unhappiness. He thought for a moment and replied, "Recently, Chairman He Rui wrote a new book titled *Outlook on Future World Economic Development*. I wonder what the British economics community thinks of it?"

Seeing the topic finally get on track, Jim quickly answered, "I personally have read *Outlook on Future World Economic Development*. My view is similar to that of British economists; we all believe China's attitude towards colonies is very unfriendly."

Kahn felt some contempt for the British economics community in his heart. In his new book, He Rui put forward the view that to expand the world market, colonialism should be thrown into the trash heap of history. After the end of the American Civil War, the liberated slaves finally possessed the status of ordinary people. To obtain a better life, they had to work hard and trade with society. Such free people not only created wealth for society and paid taxes to the state but also drove social economic development in many fields.

Colonies that had been exploited clean by the suzerain state not only could not create any wealth, but the suzerain state also had to spend money to maintain the system of exploitation. Kahn had personally gone to Korea for inspection. Reality forced Kahn to admit that although Korea, having thrown off colonial oppression, was still overwhelmingly poor and its economic development was indeed inferior to China and Japan, with fiscal transfers within the East Asian Economic Community and the completion of land reform, the Korean people now did not go hungry, could receive education, and had entered the industrial age.

And the Korean government, under the knowledge services provided by the Chinese economic circles, developed its own industries based on domestic resources and accepted a certain amount of industrial transfer from China and Japan. Now, Korea, with a population of over 30 million, was already an emerging market. If the current development process was not interrupted, in twenty years, Korea would become a country that had preliminarily completed industrialization. An industrialized country with a population of over 30 million was a market worth noting anywhere in the world.

Some unworthy British economists were willing to be running dogs for colonial policy, completely ignoring economic principles to publish remarks that served the government as lackeys, making Kahn extremely disdainful of such people.

Kahn replied, "Mr. Jim, from the reaction I have seen in the academic world, there do not seem to be too many British economists holding such views."

Consul Jim, having been rebuffed like this, did not know how to answer for the moment. He lowered his head to continue attacking the fourth course to temporarily escape the somewhat awkward scene before him.

Kahn naturally knew what the British government was worried about now. If war broke out in Europe, Britain would not only have to contract its military forces back to Europe but also extract resources and manpower from colonies like India to serve the European war. At such a time, if China were to charge into India, the resistance encountered would be very low. Once British India was lost, let alone launching a counterattack to retake India, whether Britain could win the war in Europe would be a major question.

Previously, when studying in Britain, Kahn felt that the British government was the most advanced and intelligent government in the world. Now Kahn no longer saw it that way. When China strongly opposed Nazi Germany's move on Czechoslovakia at the Munich Conference, the British government should have actively cooperated. They could have even hinted that Britain, together with France, would invite the Chinese military to participate in military operations to maintain peace in Europe.

As long as the external force maintaining peace was large enough, Nazi Germany would have to compromise sooner or later. As long as war did not break out within Europe, it would be awkward for China to make a move on British India. In Kahn's view, this was undoubtedly the best policy at present. Yet the British government actually allowed newspapers to incite foolish views suspecting whether China wanted to interfere in Europe's internal affairs. In reality, the moment China and France reached economic cooperation in 1928, China had not merely deeply interfered in Europe's internal affairs, but comprehensively influenced them.

Imperialist Britain, aging and decaying, still dared not admit this fact today, ten years after Sino-French economic cooperation began. It deserved to face its current predicament!

The meal ended in a polite but awkward atmosphere. Kahn was just preparing to go back to work when he heard Consul Jim call out to him from behind. Kahn turned his head to see Consul Jim walk over, grasp Kahn's hand, and say sincerely, "Lord Kahn, you are an Englishman. This will never change."

Sensing the heartfelt anxiety from Consul Jim, Kahn's heart softened. The British government had awarded Kahn a knighthood last year; the British upper class had to address Mayor Kahn as "Lord Kahn," and ordinary British people had to call him "My Lord." But what truly moved Kahn was the expectation for the future in Consul Jim's expression and voice, as well as his expectation for Kahn, his compatriot.

After pondering for a moment, Kahn said, "If China and Britain slide towards the direction of war, I will immediately resign from all duties in China and return to Britain to defend it. But Mr. Consul, isn't the most important thing right now to first determine China's stance?"

After speaking, Kahn released his hand, turned, and left. As a mayor in China, Kahn still had a great deal of work to handle.

On April 30, 1939, the British Ambassador to China and the French Ambassador to China met with Chinese Foreign Minister Li Shiguang together, wanting to determine China's stance. On May 1, an article by He Rui was published in the *National Daily*. In the article, He Rui expressed concern about the situation in Europe. At the same time, he declared once again that China was a peace-loving country, and that now and in the future, China would no longer seek to expand its territory, nor would it seek to acquire colonies.

This article was He Rui's declaration, and countries all over the globe reprinted it. The British Foreign Office naturally studied this article carefully as well. Such a declaration did not possess any binding force, but for Britain at present, it was already the clearest good news they could obtain. At least China had no intention of strategic coordination with Germany.

Entering May, Britain and France, through a series of diplomatic communications with Moscow, gradually made the CPSU understand their meaning. Stalin at this time did not even have the interest to meet with the British Prime Minister and the French Premier, because the view proposed by Britain and France was that if Germany launched a war against Britain and France, the Soviet Union could send troops to attack Germany without violating the sovereignty of neighboring countries.

From a physical perspective, such a request was simply insane. The Soviet Union did not currently border Germany. The Soviet Navy was extremely weak; although at this stage it seemed slightly stronger than China's, China's independently built battleships and aircraft carriers had already completed 83% of their construction according to schedule. By July 1939, the first Chinese self-built battleship and aircraft carrier would be launched and would begin fitting out within a very short time. Adding the four cruisers and nine destroyers already launched, by April 1940, the scale of China's navy would formally surpass the Soviet Navy. If Britain and France were counting on the Soviet Navy to launch an attack on Nazi Germany, they might as well go ask China for help.

As for the army and air force, the Soviet Union temporarily could not think of any way to engage the German army without violating the sovereignty of neighboring countries.

If analyzed from diplomatic rhetoric, the attitude of Britain and France was even more dishonest. Since they wanted the Soviet Union to send troops to fight Germany, Britain and France had to show sincerity and make commitments to the Soviet Union. These commitments could be signing a treaty with the Soviet Union stating that if the Soviet Union were attacked by Germany, Britain and France would immediately declare war on Germany. Or they could promise that the Soviet Union could recover the territories lost after the Great War in Europe, and only after recovering these territories could it border Germany.

Britain and France, however, explicitly stated that they did not accept any changes to the borderlines between the Soviet Union and its neighboring countries. The reason was actually that the Munich Agreement had caused very terrible effects, and Britain and France could no longer accept such things continuing to happen. Essentially, Britain and France had poked a hole in the sky themselves, and now they wanted the Soviet Union to help them wipe their asses. For a moment, Stalin could not quite figure out if Britain and France were playing the fool or if they had truly been driven mad by the situation before them.

General Secretary Stalin did not have that much time to ponder the laughable proposal from Britain and France. The group of CPSU Politburo members coming for the meeting arrived quickly. Although Kirov was considered a moderate, as soon as this meeting began, Kirov said, "According to the reaction from the Southwest Military District, Comrade Tukhachevsky's military views have become extremely opportunistic and have caused a very vile influence on the construction of the Red Army..."

This passage already expressed Kirov's total negation of Tukhachevsky. According to Soviet tradition, after Kirov finished speaking, several Soviet Red Army military leaders immediately followed up by opening fire on Tukhachevsky, fiercely attacking his military concepts.

The key points singled out for criticism included but were not limited to: Tukhachevsky only valued offense and completely ignored defense. So much so that under the training tactics developed according to Tukhachevsky's military theory, many new units of the Soviet Red Army did not even know how to dig trenches.

By Soviet tradition, such accusations would be somewhat exaggerated. How could troops really not know how to dig trenches if asked to do so? However, the current Soviet Red Army had not conducted trench training, so the trenches dug would probably be called "ditches," let alone possessing the technical content of modern trenches. There was even a huge regression compared to the trench construction level of Russia during the Great War in Europe.

Subsequent criticism of Tukhachevsky turned to other levels. The Soviet Red Army Tukhachevsky wanted to build was a fully mechanized army. The Soviet Union had already begun an even more ambitious Third Five-Year Plan, but even if the Third Five-Year Plan was over-fulfilled, the Soviet Union did not have the capacity to build a fully mechanized army of six million troops.

And Tukhachevsky himself, disregarding the friendly reminders of comrades within the Party, willfully pushed his plan. This led to a large number of Soviet Red Army troops receiving so-called mechanized training on paper, yet remaining unable to receive the equipment described on paper for a long time. Tukhachevsky, meanwhile, ordered the army to engage in agricultural production and did not switch to infantry combat training in accordance with the Soviet reality.

This statement could be said to be half true and half false. The Soviet Union indeed did not have the capacity to produce equipment for a fully mechanized force of six million. However, sending troops to engage in agricultural production was just a routine action. The Soviet Union's current level of agricultural mechanization was low, and large amounts of manpower were needed during the harvest. It was not that Tukhachevsky deliberately made the army engage in agricultural production to prevent them from conducting infantry training.

Soviet tractor factories also had tank production lines. Since a large number of skilled workers went to build tanks, it naturally squeezed the production schedule of tractors. While this was certainly because the Soviet Union indeed wanted to build a mechanized Red Army, a major reason lay in the fact that although the Soviet Union imported a large amount of light industrial goods from China, heavy industry was placed in the primary position in the Soviet Five-Year Plan. Importing a large number of sedans and tractors from China as consumer goods was one thing, but if even tractors had to be imported in large quantities from China, neither Stalin nor the Soviet leaders who firmly supported the Five-Year Plan were willing to accept it.

At this time, Tukhachevsky no longer had the will to oppose. He knew that after Kirov opened fire, his fate had been decided. Fortunately, after listening to the barrage, the final evaluation of Tukhachevsky was "military adventurism," "unrealistic," and other such evaluations of internal contradictions. No one suggested that Tukhachevsky was the ringleader of a conspiratorial anti-Party clique.

Tukhachevsky looked at Stalin very unhappily but did not refute. In this struggle over military lines, Tukhachevsky had failed. Next, Tukhachevsky and the group of Soviet generals who supported his military concepts would be kicked out of the army.

Just as Tukhachevsky expected, two marshals, eight colonel generals, dozens of generals, and hundreds of colonels, headed by him, were dismissed. Some of them were prosecuted for crimes of corruption. The radical mechanized construction of the Soviet army was braked. The Soviet armored units that had already received equipment continued to study and train for mechanized warfare after fiercely criticizing Tukhachevsky's erroneous concepts. According to the new plan, Red Army units that could not obtain mechanized equipment in the short term were all converted to infantry divisions. The entire Soviet Red Army began systematic training for defensive warfare.

Seeing his own efforts suffer such a severe setback, Tukhachevsky could only sulk in the small room where he was confined. Stalin, having resolved this matter, sent Molotov to China to ask about China's views on the European war.

If the European situation remained peaceful, Stalin actually did not mind giving Tukhachevsky a bit more time to wait for the equipment to be fully allocated. However, war was imminent, and the Soviet Union truly had no time to keep waiting. What the Soviet Union needed most right now was an army that could immediately be thrown into fierce warfare, not that powerful future army existing in Tukhachevsky's imagination.

Molotov did not speak up for Tukhachevsky this time either. He, a People's Commissar for Foreign Affairs, naturally could not interfere in domestic military construction. Moreover, Molotov agreed very much with the internal summary following the criticism of Tukhachevsky.

1. The current regulations of the People's Commissariat for Defense approved by the government in 1934 are outdated, do not conform to the existing structure, and cannot reflect the contemporary tasks shouldered by the People's Commissariat for Defense. The newly established departments—Red Army Headquarters, Department of Military Technology Supply, Department of Supply, Department of Food, Transport and Clothing Supply, Department of Firearms and Mortars, Department of Higher Military Academies, Department of Fuel Supply, and Infantry Command—all exist according to provisional regulations. Other departments (General Staff, Department of Artillery, Department of Communications, Department of Barracks Construction, and Department of Inspection) have also been adjusted, and the regulations regarding these adjustments have not yet been approved.    There are 34 existing independent departments (bureaus), yet there is no clear distinction of responsibilities between Deputy People's Commissars. This situation frequently affects the resolution of problems in various departments (bureaus) of the People's Commissariat for Defense.

2. There are nearly 1,080 types of current regulations, manuals, and codes for the troops. Among them, basic orders—Field Regulations, Internal Service Regulations, Disciplinary Regulations, and Combat Regulations for certain arms—are outdated and need fundamental revision. There is a lack of command manuals for large formations (armies), manuals for attack and defense of fortified regions, and manuals for mountain warfare.

3. Most units have temporary establishments that have not been approved by the People's Commissar. Establishment and equipment management are chaotic. Nearly 1,400 types of establishment tables and equipment standard tables, on which troop life and supply are based, have not been approved by anyone, yet they are issued and implemented as current codes.

4. The problem of systematizing military legislation and orders of the People's Commissar for Defense has not been straightened out. Many orders need to be cancelled or modified because they are outdated and bring difficulties to commanding troops.

5. Supervision over the execution of orders and decisions issued by the government is weak. Effective leadership is lacking for troop instructions. On-the-spot inspection has not been executed as a system, having been replaced by collecting written reports.

...

Molotov believed that as for whether Tukhachevsky worked hard when responsible for Soviet army construction, he certainly worked hard. But war was about to break out, and the problems of the Soviet Red Army were so serious that even Molotov, someone who did not understand military affairs, felt a sense of powerlessness after seeing this summary report.

The regular army of the Soviet Red Army was a mess, and the situation of the reserves was even worse. At a time like this, if someone had to take responsibility, it definitely had to be Tukhachevsky, the person in charge!

On the plane, Molotov recalled the Chinese army he had seen. As a diplomat who did not understand military affairs, Molotov could not come up with any cases to prove the combat effectiveness of the Chinese National Defense Force. What could be determined now was only that China was building ships on a large scale; at least China would have the capacity to conduct large-scale naval warfare in a few years. As for the Chinese military's naval warfare capability, Molotov could not make a judgment.

After meeting He Rui, Molotov first asked, "Mr. Chairman, the third phase of non-deployment of troops on the Sino-Soviet border will begin next year. The Soviet Union is ready to implement the agreement."

"Please inform Mr. Stalin that China is ready to fulfill the agreement," He Rui replied.

Seeing that He Rui did not mention the outbreak of war at all, Molotov roughly judged that He Rui perhaps had no intention of immediately entering the war. The third phase of non-deployment of troops on the Sino-Soviet border was based on the development of aircraft and armored forces, which led to a greatly increased speed of offense. Therefore, China and the Soviet Union would not deploy troops within 300 kilometers of the border line and would regularly inspect each other's troop deployments. When work on this phase was completed, the border line of over ten thousand kilometers between China and the Soviet Union would become a vast security zone.

From a national perspective, border police forces holding only light weapons, as well as military forces inspecting smuggling, were at most paramilitary organizations. Such police forces inevitably had to be deployed at the border, and such forces lacked assault capabilities and could not pose a real threat.

So Molotov asked, "If war breaks out during the start period, will it affect China's fulfillment of the agreement?"
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Hearing Molotov ask, "If war breaks out during the start period, will it affect China's fulfillment of the agreement?" He Rui felt that the CPSU was preparing to speculate. So he asked in return, "Does the Soviet Union believe that maintaining no troops on the Sino-Soviet border creates great pressure for the Soviet Union?"

This sentence was very blunt, making Molotov somewhat awkward for a moment. However, He Rui did not continue to pursue this matter, asking instead, "Is there anything else?"

Seeing that He Rui wanted to end the conversation, Molotov dared not probe further and continued to ask, "How high does Mr. Chairman think the probability is of Germany provoking a war?"

"100%," He Rui replied.

"How great is the possibility of Germany attacking the Soviet Union?"

"If the Soviet Union and Germany do not share a border, the probability is 60%. If the Soviet Union and Germany share a border, the probability is 100%," He Rui continued to answer.

Molotov did not ask anymore and rose to take his leave. At the national level, asking another country such specific questions was already a very low posture. To ask more would be a posture the Soviet Union could not assume towards China.

After sending Molotov away, He Rui went to attend a meeting of the Military Commission. Presiding over this meeting was Li Runshi. Facing the comrades' view that war might break out in 1940, Li Runshi stated his own opinion: "If Nazi Germany had not obtained Czech resources, Nazi Germany would likely have started the war in 1940. According to the data on Czech weapons stockpiles provided by technical experts from Czech arsenals who took refuge in China, Nazi Germany has now met the equipment needs of all their troops. The most reasonable explanation for the lack of action at this stage is that Nazi Germany is adjusting the equipment of its army to achieve training that could not be completed before. The current stage is the calm before the storm. Once Nazi Germany acts, it will inevitably be a stormy attack on Poland.

"Moreover, in the current public opinion in Europe, Poland's image is getting worse and worse. Although it is not quite certain whether the main driving force deteriorating Poland's image is Nazi Germany, or if Britain and France are already prepared to sacrifice Poland to let the Soviet Union and Germany border each other as soon as possible. This trend alone proves that war is unavoidable. Now all European countries must choose a side."

The comrades of the Military Commission did not object to the inevitability of the war's outbreak. Furthermore, a war breaking out in Europe would only reduce the pressure on China's freedom of action, so no one raised any objections.

Seeing that the comrades had no objections, Li Runshi continued, "Next, we will discuss the planned arrangements for conscription ending in the autumn of 1940."

Chief of General Staff Hu Xiushan said, "By the end of the autumn conscription in 1940, the number of active troops in our army will reach 4.7 million. Among them, the Air Force will be 1.27 million, including 100,000 fighter planes of various types, 300,000 pilots, and the remaining 970,000 as various logistics troops. The Army will total 18 Group Armies with 2.33 million troops. According to the military reform started in 1935, there are now 36 armored brigades, 59 motorized brigades, and 48 infantry divisions. The Navy will be 1.1 million. We will form a combat force centered on 36 aircraft carriers, naval aviation, and marine corps units.

"The number of reserves is 2.9 million, and training has begun. It is estimated that after the autumn conscription in 1941, the number of reserves will reach 4.9 million. They can be mobilized at any time. According to the plan, barring special circumstances, the troops will still use the current year's conscription as the main source of active forces.

"At this stage, the accompanying cruise ships capable of accommodating 1 million naval troops for equipment rotation training have been basically completed. In all completed naval equipment training, personnel can be replaced at any time to achieve maximum training..."

Li Runshi listened to Chief of General Staff Hu Xiushan's report and compared it with the mobilization plan he participated in. The mobilization sequence was divided into several levels:

1.  Stop leave. All active servicemen end all family visits and leave status and return to their units; 2.  Stop retirement/Conduct pre-conscription. Active servicemen scheduled to complete their service this year stop retirement and continue to stay in the team; qualified personnel who have registered for military service this year enlist early; 3.  Transfer/Return to team. Reserve units replenish personnel and begin training to prepare for transfer to active duty. Specific technical departments or state-owned enterprises are transferred as a whole to military jurisdiction. Retired personnel return to their original units for active duty within a short period; 4.  Conscript personnel with service experience; 5.  Indiscriminate conscription of personnel meeting conscription requirements, militia units transfer to active duty; 6.  Relax conscription requirements.

In the plans Li Runshi participated in discussing and formulating, China would be in a state of war, but the country would mobilize to level 2 at most, and might not even implement mobilization.

The primary reason for formulating the plan this way was that China adopted a compulsory military service system, not a recruitment system. Under the compulsory military service system, all adult citizens had the obligation to serve in the military. The state would formulate entry standards for compulsory military service based on needs. Since China's current population was 680 million, the service standards for China's compulsory military service were even higher than foreign recruitment standards. Even if an active force of 8 million and 7 million reserves were formed according to the plan, China's compulsory military service system would adopt standards far higher than other countries.

After discussion, Li Runshi and the person in charge of formulating the plan found that China might not need to mobilize, but only needed to declare a state of war. Entering a state of war meant imposing certain controls on society based on war needs. But control and mobilization were worlds apart.

Mobilization meant that regardless of whether the people were willing or not, they had to act according to the state's requirements; it was absolute coercion. Control meant the state required that certain things not be done. If the public truly violated the control regulations, they would receive warnings and certain punishments; this belonged to the category of government administration.

After discussion, the war plan that was originally thought to require a War Cabinet to execute seemed not even to require the establishment of a War Committee; the existing military departments could complete the war tasks. It was just that since the end of the Warring States period, China had basically never conducted a high-intensity, high-severity war of such scale. No one dared to be overconfident, and for the time being, no one put forward the formal view that China could fight a war with just its normal state structure.

Now hearing that the naval training troops were to be equipped with "cruise ships" capable of accommodating 500,000 troops for training, Li Runshi felt it was completely reasonable, yet also felt a somewhat inexplicable impulse to roast it.

According to the plan, by the end of 1941, all 1.1 million naval personnel should have their own ships. Only hospital ships and transport ships would move with the fleet. There was no need for a large number of dedicated transport ships for troop rotation training. So during the discussion, when Li Runshi heard shipping experts suggest building cruise ships to provide sea rotation, Li Runshi was shocked at the time. Not only Li Runshi, but He Rui's "Five Tiger Generals" participating in the discussion also looked stunned. Only He Rui clapped his hands and laughed loudly, "This suggestion is good!"

The shipping expert immediately explained, "The living environment on cruise ships is good, which helps officers and soldiers quickly recover their physical strength and mood. According to the plan, these cruise ships will be used for no more than three years. If other dedicated ships are built, not only will the living environment be harsh and the service not thoughtful enough, but it will be a waste after they stop being used. Using cruise ships, they can be directly converted from military to civilian use. Their residual value is very high."

Li Runshi also accepted this suggestion, but hearing that this batch of cruise ships was really completed, imagining the arduous living conditions on naval vessels on one side and the living environment on the cruise ships known as palaces of the sea on the other, he always felt something was not quite right.

At this time, Chief of General Staff Hu Xiushan had finished his introduction. The generals and leaders present felt it was completely within the range of what could be afforded at present, and no one made any suggestions.

He Rui then spoke: "Next, the work of the General Political Department will be led by Comrade Li Runshi."

As soon as this statement came out, the atmosphere below changed slightly. The Civilization Party led the army, and the General Political Department focused on ideology. Now that Li Runshi served as the President of the Party School, he already possessed immense power. It was widely believed within the Party that Li Runshi would become a strong contender for He Rui's successor. This appointment now was equivalent to placing Li Runshi in the position of He Rui's deputy. Some leaders had originally thought that He Rui's deputy would emerge from the military, but now it seemed that possibility was very small.

Although Wu Youping was He Rui's recognized close comrade-in-arms, Wu Youping was the head of the government system, not the head of the state. Seeing He Rui select Li Runshi from within the Party system, it indeed conformed to the state system.

More specific work was not discussed at a meeting of this level but was completed by various functional departments. After He Rui finished the meeting, he gathered the four strategic core members for another meeting. He Rui asked right away, "Regarding the question raised before, whether it should be a War Cabinet or a War Committee. Do you all have an opinion now?"

Last time He Rui raised such a question, the core members could not answer. He Rui was not prepared to let them come up with an answer immediately either, because this matter was not something to be thought out, but "calculated."

This time, He Rui was also not preparing to ask everyone to give an answer. If the government did not wish to disrupt economic operations because of war, and if the Ministry of National Defense could solve the problems, there was absolutely no need to establish a War Committee. If a War Committee could solve the problems, a War Cabinet naturally was not needed.

Wu Youping answered first: "I'll state some data now. According to our intelligence, Germany currently has about 2.1 million machine tools, of which 1.6 million are metal cutting machine tools. The United States has 1.7 million, and the Soviet Union has 850,000, with an annual production of about 60,000 new machine tools. China possesses 3.1 million machine tools to date. With current production capacity, we can produce about 290,000 new machine tools annually. Among these 290,000 new machine tools, state-owned enterprises have ordered 30,000 machine tools installed with new components including laser gyroscopes.

"If we are just fighting a war involving 15 million troops, the government can collect a bit more tax and issue a few more bonds. The profits of state-owned enterprises are easy to manage. For private enterprises accepting military industry and government procurement orders, give them 5% profit, and excess profits are turned over to the treasury. Plus, with the state promoting the popularization of technology, economic growth will be a bit faster. Gritting our teeth, it is possible to hold out. If it is just an army of 12 million, I think we can hold out."

The other three did not make a sound. It was not that everyone was pretending to be deep, but that they could not be sure if Wu Youping's view could truly be realized.

He Rui actually was not certain either. Although he had said before which kind of war to fight, He Rui had actually decided to fight a Socialist Global Liberation War. Once such a war started, the United States was destined to go to war with China. It was not that the United States could not bear to part with its few small colonies, but that the United States would absolutely not allow China to dominate the world order.

For China, if it only obtained hegemony in the Pacific and Indian Oceans, then war would still have to be fought in the future. Even if nuclear weapons came out and the world fell into a balance of terror, the world would continue the Cold War. In a state on the brink of war, all great powers would do their utmost to cause trouble within the other's sphere of influence. So if they didn't fight, fine; but if they fought, they had to fight out a new world.

When the United States possessed 49% of the global industrial capacity back then, it merely obtained leadership over Europe first. Now China's opponents were not only Europe but also the United States. With China's current strength, it would not be defeated. But to win the war, the difficulty was very great.

He Rui did not speak, and Cheng Ruofan, who usually could not help but say a few "silly words," did not make a sound either; the others spoke even less. Everyone had their own thoughts and was pondering individually. Li Runshi recalled that more than a year ago, Cheng Ruofan called him to receive some "surprise." After Li Runshi saw the laser gyroscope, he was indeed a bit surprised, but felt it was far less exaggerated than Cheng Ruofan said. But the follow-up of this impact was much greater than Li Runshi thought.

It was not to say how amazing a single laser gyroscope was. A simple piece of equipment was never anything amazing!

The important thing was that after a series of technologies broken through to create the laser gyroscope fully entered the practical stage, they produced a huge impetus for Chinese manufacturing. *To do a good job, an artisan must first sharpen his tools.* Previously, when old technicians produced 1,000 parts, there were a few with errors within one-thousandth of a millimeter from the design data. There were dozens or hundreds with errors of one-hundredth of a millimeter. The others were within the prescribed error but could absolutely not become precision parts.

Now, a student who had completed technical school training and received another half year of production and training, as long as this new worker really settled down and was willing to do machining, could easily reach the precision level of an old technician using new high-precision machine tools.

As for those senior technicians and engineers, they were responsible for producing high-precision machine tools, which was another kind of technical production. Originally, processing 100 parts might occasionally produce one part usable for high-precision machine tools. Now, processing 100 parts could probably produce about 10.

The more high-precision machine tools there were, the higher the efficiency of producing qualified parts. The price of parts with different precisions did not change linearly, but curvilinearly. The more high-precision machine tools there were, the higher the precision of parts within a unit quantity, and the lower the overall cost. In Li Runshi's view, the same war would see its costs greatly reduced with the rapid growth of China's industrial strength. With one side waning and the other waxing, China's chance of winning would be greatly improved.

Thinking was one thing, but Li Runshi said nothing. It wasn't that he didn't want to speak, but that he really couldn't be sure.

He Rui broke the silence, "What are everyone's views on the strategic objectives for the first phase of the war?"

Xu Chengfeng answered immediately, "Chairman, most comrades in the General Staff believe that the first phase is to seize Southeast Asia and drive Europe and America out of Southeast Asia."

Cheng Ruofan took over the conversation, "I think a decisive battle with the United States in the Philippines and Hawaii regions should also be counted as a task of the first phase. Because the United States might launch an all-out attack on us."

He Rui asked, "Do you all think that pulling the United States to Southeast Asia to fight is the most advantageous choice?"

Cheng Ruofan and Xu Chengfeng looked at each other and answered in unison, "Yes!"

Regarding strategy, everyone actually didn't have much choice. The foundation of geopolitics is the realistic material world. Since China did not have the ability to make the Hawaiian Islands disappear instantly, it could only consider various possibilities of the United States making maximum use of Hawaii, this core anchorage of the Pacific Fleet.

"What about the second phase?" He Rui continued to ask.

Xu Chengfeng answered, "Regardless of whether we have defeated the United States by then, we will attack British India and liberate it. According to the General Staff's deduction, our army's 4.7 million troops are barely enough to complete the operations of the second phase. Because other countries in the East Asian Economic Community can also provide 600,000 troops. Among them, 400,000 naval forces and 200,000 army forces. The training and equipment of these army forces are enough to deal with the Indian Army of British India."

"What about the third phase?" He Rui said as he distributed cigarettes to everyone.

Wu Youping had been feeling a bit short of breath recently and had a very low tolerance for smoke, so he got up to open the window. Just as he opened the window, the wind of early summer blew in, making Wu Youping feel refreshed. Behind him, Xu Chengfeng answered, "The third phase is hard to judge. If we only complete the first two phases and do not continue to attack... After Germany defeats France, it will still be fighting Britain. Britain should pull the United States in to fight together. But since our goal is to liberate colonies, Britain is entirely likely to choose to make peace with Germany and gather all strength to fight us.

"If the situation develops to this extent, we must rely on long-range projection capabilities to fight the enemy. This requires very high standards for our country's industrial strength and manpower."

Hearing this, Wu Youping's heart beat faster involuntarily, and he suddenly heard a buzzing in his ears. Mixed in the buzzing sound were some inexplicable high-pitched tones. The doctor said this was auditory hallucination caused by Wu Youping's excessive work pressure. He suggested Wu Youping rest well.

But in the current situation, how could Wu Youping have time to rest, let alone the mood to rest? What Xu Chengfeng just said made Wu Youping think of China's current shipbuilding capacity. Although China's shipbuilding capacity was climbing rapidly, there was still a not-small gap to achieve the continuous traffic of tens of millions of tons of shipping. If the war could break out ten years later, China could reach that level. But... China's economy was indeed very booming now, but the boom was built on the foundation of the government driving economic and social development with full force through deficits. Although China was indeed much better off compared to other countries, in at most five years, the Chinese economy would have to increase taxes and reduce deficits because of the deficits. The US economic crisis of 1937 was caused this way. China should be able to survive this arduous time, but it was absolutely impossible to emerge unscathed.

Thinking of this, Wu Youping added another layer of pressure. The tinnitus became more serious.

Just as Wu Youping was rubbing the acupoints on his ears with his fingers, trying to relieve the pressure, he heard He Rui say in a steady tone, "So, we must fight a Socialist Liberation War. Everyone can imagine, when we destroy the imperialist shackles in Southeast Asia and liberate the people of Southeast Asia, and they are distributed means of production and establish a social system that develops the economy with all its might, will they generate a large amount of import and export demand?"

Wu Youping always felt that He Rui's speeches at critical moments could always soothe people's hearts. Hearing He Rui treat Southeast Asia as a market, his mood immediately lightened a lot, and even the tinnitus was greatly relieved.

Walking back to sit beside He Rui, he heard He Rui continue, "Southeast Asia plus the Indian Peninsula, the population is also 600 million, right. A big market of 600 million people. Youping, do you remember when we were just liberated? At that time, industrial zones like the Northeast, Beiping-Tianjin, and Shanghai were producing at full capacity. Workers worked overtime and finally expressed that they could earn less money, just please don't work so much overtime."

Wu Youping recalled that era and sighed with nostalgic emotion, "Chairman, that was really a good time. Total elimination of illiteracy in the Northeast, adult training took root in the hearts of the people in the Northeast, it was all during that time. People said they didn't want to work overtime, but actually, they felt too tired and didn't earn enough. Later, after accepting adult training and learning some skills, their income went up. Sigh... I don't dare go home much now. Once I see the learning attitude of those two at home, I get so angry I can't eat... Sigh..."

What Li Runshi thought of was the ongoing population migration. What China lacked most now was jobs. If they obtained a large market of 600 million people, the import and export trade with them could create at least 30 million jobs.

He Rui continued, "It's not just the employment brought by imports and exports. The use value of the commodities provided by the market we obtain will be enough to turn the bubble of the currency we issued these years into reality. At that time, our currency volume will probably have to be increased further."

Li Runshi's heart shook. He had considered some of these issues, but because he hadn't yet mastered financial studies, he temporarily couldn't form a systematic cognition.

Cheng Ruofan, who had been silent all along, spoke up, "Chairman, I feel, won't this be turning those regions into our economic colonies and carrying out economic plunder against them?"

Only Cheng Ruofan dared to say this. Everyone waited silently for He Rui's answer.

He Rui answered calmly, "There will definitely be such components in the initial stage, so this depends on how we formulate the plan for the Global Liberation War."
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"This is the summary of the scale and output of mines and plantations in the Southeast Asia region. The table below is the valuation. These assets need to resume production in the shortest possible time. Everyone, take a look at the estimated prices." As He Rui spoke, he handed the documents to everyone. Since He Rui only had two copies in hand, Xu Chengfeng and Wu Youping looked at one copy, while Li Runshi and Cheng Ruofan sat on the same sofa, looking at the other copy on the coffee table in front of them.

The content of the investigation report came from the Ministry of Commerce and multiple Southeast Asia Research Institutes actually subordinate to the General Staff. The quantity, scale, output, and sales targets of various mines and plantations in Southeast Asia, as a source of raw materials and a dumping ground for commodities, were listed very clearly. Based on income surveys of laborers in these regions, the assessment department also provided estimates of profit margins.

Although the profit margins of these industries were not the rumored 1000%+ excess profits of colonialism immediately after shipping out of the place of origin, due to the colonialists' frantic exploitation of the colonial people, it was no problem for this bunch of colonialists to make a 40% profit.

Seeing the 40% profit in the fairly comprehensive assessment, Wu Youping naturally thought of the net profit of less than 10% for various industrial enterprises in China now. The profits of European and American monopoly industries were hard to say, but profits in non-monopoly fields were just 3-5%. The Chinese statistical department, based on accumulated data on China's industrial development and industrial product prices, reached an assessment similar to the current status in Europe and America. Because China cracked down on monopolies, in a fully competitive environment, the average profit of Chinese industry was progressing towards the 3-5% level.

He Rui said, "Before the start of the Socialist Global Liberation War, we must begin preparing the future governments of these colonies. These governments must have the same values as us. We don't need to care if the other side claims to be capitalist or socialist. As long as the new government aims to develop productive forces and improve the people's standard of living, they have common values with us. We will cooperate with them."

After saying this, He Rui added, "This is actually the second step."

The other four comrades frowned slightly in thought, but no one opened their mouth to ask.

He Rui continued, "I also want to remind comrades of one thing. These oppressed regions cannot empathize with us on the issue of viewing imperialism. Please be sure to understand this fact."

Still, no one answered, so He Rui looked at everyone. Seeing a bit of bitter helplessness in Cheng Ruofan's expression, He Rui stared at Cheng Ruofan. Cheng Ruofan could only speak: "Chairman, I understand what you mean by the inability to empathize. I asked similar questions when communicating with the German military. German generals expressed that they knew China had indeed suffered some grievances. But China has never been defeated since 1901. Japan and Britain, China's biggest rivals, were both defeated by China. As a member of the Allied Powers and a victor nation, what qualifications does China have to compare misery with Germany after 1919?

"In the past few hundred years, to maintain geopolitical advantage, France has consistently prevented the German region from unifying. The French army occupied Berlin at the drop of a hat. Germany is the country most ravaged by Anglo-French imperialism in this world. Those few things China encountered, don't bring them out to compare with Germany."

Hearing this, even someone as usually serious as Xu Chengfeng could not help but smile bitterly.

Cheng Ruofan continued, "When I asked French marshals and generals similar questions in private settings, the French generals spread their hands and asked me a question in return: How much money has China paid in indemnities to date? In 1870, after the end of the Franco-Prussian War, Germany was established in the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles, France. France paid Germany an indemnity of 5 billion francs. Converted to silver, that's about 1.25 billion taels of silver. Who could France complain to?

"China has no way to empathize with Germany and France, and Southeast Asian colonies are even less likely to truly empathize with China. In the eyes of those colonial people, Britain and France are Great Powers, and isn't China a Great Power too? China fighting to the death with the Great Powers of the world is just the Great Powers biting each other like dogs for their own interests. What does it have to do with the colonial people!"

He Rui had just nodded when he heard Li Runshi answer, "Chairman, I attended a conference of European scholars in Europe. At the meeting at the University of Paris, several German and Dutch scholars jointly raised a question. These scholars believed that since 1840, China has been treated with contempt by the white world. For a great country like China, it is absolutely impossible to accept the contempt of white supremacy. The contempt of white supremacy will inevitably stir up China's nationalist sentiments. They worry that the Chinese government will incite and use this revanchist sentiment, and worry even more that the Chinese government will be hijacked by this revanchist sentiment.

"Some British scholars even believed that the proposition put forward by China that all human beings are equal is correct in principle, but from the level of execution, it will inevitably set off a revanchist war. Therefore, British scholars suggested that China and Europe jointly promote the theory of human geographic differentiation, eventually deducing the conclusion that all human wars are civil wars."

Everyone else, including He Rui, felt that scholars were indeed scholars; they looked at problems with depth. But the views of the British scholars were obviously trying to wash away Britain's crimes.

Li Runshi continued, "I believe that our point of empathy with the people of colonized regions lies in gaining respect and the yearning for a better life. Therefore, we must respect people across the globe without preconditions. For those governments that cannot possess common values with us, we cannot turn a blind eye to their actions, nor can we indulge them for short-term interests."

"Well said!" Cheng Ruofan could not help but praise.

He Rui nodded, "Exactly so."

Xu Chengfeng and Wu Youping did not make a sound. They did not oppose He Rui's view, but they also didn't have much enthusiasm to firmly support it. Work always had to be done by someone, and both felt that they just needed to do their assigned work well. As for whether to respect the people of other countries, Xu Chengfeng felt he would not take the initiative to insult people, and Wu Youping didn't even have such thoughts. He felt that in the future war, he would thank Heaven and Earth if these liberated regions just caused less trouble. As for the good thing of these liberated regions providing manpower and materials for the Liberation War, Wu Youping felt the personnel in the State Council had better not dream such dreams.

He Rui was already very happy seeing that Li Runshi and Cheng Ruofan could keep up with his train of thought. Both of them had strong working abilities. As long as one civil and one military official could coordinate, they could build the core framework for the external part of the Liberation War. He Rui himself could then concentrate on shouldering He Rui's responsibility, which was to point out the direction of victory from a strategic level.

"I believe that the third phase is to build a brand-new world system. Even if it is only preliminarily built, with nearly 1.6 billion people seeking liberation facing the forces of imperialism with their 400 million people and heavy internal contradictions, I believe the people will win." He Rui stated his judgment.

"If it is nearly 1.6 billion people... can we use projection capability to judge the Soviet Union's influence in the Global Liberation War?" Wu Youping asked.

"Yes," He Rui expressed agreement.

As a Siping native, Wu Youping's impression of the Soviet Union was not very good, and the question he raised was also very sharp, "How many territorial demands will the Soviet Union make?"

He Rui looked at Xu Chengfeng. This guy was preparing to play the role of someone who buries his head in pulling the cart. He Rui, however, did not want Xu Chengfeng's vision to stop there, so he asked, "What does Chengfeng think?"

Xu Chengfeng thought for a moment and replied, "If a new global order is truly built, the Soviet Union must not only give up the land obtained through aggression but also be held accountable for committing such crimes of aggression."

He Rui felt this was the level Xu Chengfeng should have. He said to Wu Youping, "Since we are discussing this issue, let's return to the first step I mentioned before. I said before that setting about preparing the future colonial governments is the second step. The first step is to propose a program for the future world order. The specific content of the program can be fully discussed. I suggest that the first article of this program be: Countries participating in world liberation cannot obtain territory through war."

Wu Youping believed He Rui's view came from the heart and was sincere. Immediately thinking of Russia's nature, Wu Youping suppressed the urge and held back the words "Then there will be less than 1.5 billion people" without saying them aloud. In Wu Youping's view, it was impossible for the Soviet Union to accept this article no matter what.

At this time in Moscow, Stalin had already received the secret telegram sent back by Molotov. Based on strategic judgment, General Secretary Stalin basically determined that He Rui had no intention of starting a war against the Soviet Union, nor was it likely he would adopt hostile behavior towards the Soviet Union. With a Sino-Soviet border line of over ten thousand kilometers, as long as hostile behavior was adopted, both sides would have to dispatch millions of troops for a standoff. This would be an extremely foolish choice.

The agreement between China and the Soviet Union not to station troops at the border, as well as the Sino-Soviet Treaty of Peace and Friendship not targeting third parties, although making General Secretary Stalin and the CPSU feel very uncomfortable, were, from the CPSU's perspective, the geopolitical strategic choice most beneficial to China adopted by He Rui, exploiting the military reality that neither side could afford the consumption of millions of troops on the border and that the Soviet Union did not have the ability to defeat the East Asian Allied Forces in the Far East.

In the traditional Russian view, if one was not a brother, one was an enemy; not taking advantage was not much different from suffering a loss. China made a fortune using peace and also exploited the reality that the Soviet Union was powerless to destroy the peace, forcing the Soviet Union to passively accept maintaining a peace dominated by China. This kind of behavior didn't look like something a good brother should do no matter how one looked at it.

The CPSU Central Committee naturally could not shout "It is wrong for China and the Soviet Union to maintain long-term peace," but this peace strategy concocted by China made quite a few members of the CPSU Central Committee very uncomfortable.

Stalin currently had no intention of weakening the peace agreement, so he raised no objections to this. The Soviet-German relations proposed by He Rui made Stalin feel very unhappy. Because Marshal Tukhachevsky, who had just been criticized and overthrown, held views on Soviet-German relations identical to He Rui's. According to the Soviet political tradition of criticizing until one stinks, various viewpoints proposed by Tukhachevsky had to be negated.

In terms of political struggle, before being criticized and overthrown, Tukhachevsky also acted according to Russian tradition.

The future strategic design of the Red Army had undergone several intense debates. Previously, the military theory circles represented by the former Tsarist Russian Major General Svechin proposed that due to the Soviet Union's backwardness in industry, the Soviet army building idea should utilize the depth generated by the Soviet Union's huge land area and the Soviet Union's population of over 150 million to adopt a defensive posture in future wars.

Because the Soviet system possessed organizational advantages, in peacetime, this organizational advantage should be exerted to conduct full military training for all citizens, and during wartime, a war of attrition should be conducted against invading enemies.

Tukhachevsky, on the other hand, believed that the Soviet Union should use a large amount of technical weaponry accumulated beforehand to achieve victory directly in the initial stage of the war. Since Tukhachevsky firmly supported Stalin's policy of Socialism in One Country and was a staunch supporter of the Five-Year Plan, Tukhachevsky won the debate. Therefore, Tukhachevsky struck at the homeland defense faction headed by Svechin.

If not for the fact that Sino-Soviet trade was going very well and both Five-Year Plans were over-fulfilled, the internal contradictions in the Soviet Union were not intense. According to Tukhachevsky directly attacking Svechin's origin as a Tsarist Russian Major General during the debate, the homeland defense faction headed by Svechin was to be expelled from the military and thoroughly struggled against until they stank.

Seeing that war was likely to break out within a year, the CPSU Central Committee took stock of the status quo of the Soviet Red Army and discovered that the over two million Soviet Red Army troops were not even a half-assed force. Only then did they have to drive Tukhachevsky from power. Stalin himself did not care for the homeland defense faction headed by Svechin either, but he had to re-employ this bunch and let them seize the time to clean up the current mess.

Looking at He Rui's brief and decisive judgment, Stalin began to hesitate whether to set aside Tukhachevsky's matter first. The previous decision to let the homeland defense faction headed by Svechin teach at military academies was considered by Tukhachevsky to be "not Russian enough." But a decision originally just intended not to intensify contradictions now showed results that were passable. So putting aside the matter regarding Tukhachevsky first might have good results in the future?

Only after making this "not Russian enough" decision did Stalin begin to consider the recent attitude of Britain and France. From the traditional Russian perspective, everything proposed by Britain and France was an unscrupulous insult to the Soviet Union. From the news obtained recently, the purpose of France signing the *Franco-Soviet Treaty of Mutual Assistance* with the Soviet Union was not that the French government respected the Soviet Union from then on, but that a certain French cabinet, heaven knows how many terms ago, wanted to pass a bill increasing military expenditure and expanding the army. The important French political party that might support that cabinet at the time was the French Communist Party. To gain the approval of the French Communist Party, that bunch signed the *Franco-Soviet Treaty of Mutual Assistance* with the Soviet Union.

Having learned the inside story, the CPSU Central Committee's distrust of Britain and France rose rapidly. Especially since among the conditions Britain and France proposed again, there appeared... negotiations on Britain and France being willing to start cancelling trade restrictions with the Soviet Union, expanding the scale of trade, lifting technical restrictions, and allowing the Soviet Union to conduct financial loans in Britain and France.

This news enraged the CPSU committee members who knew about it. Seeing that the British and French governments were about to be thrashed by Germany, when they took the initiative to run to the Soviet Union to request aid, the condition proposed was actually "allowing negotiations." This was undoubtedly treating the Soviet Union like a stinking beggar. If this could be tolerated, what could not be tolerated!

In the time of Alexander III, facing a minister transmitting a request for help from envoys of the European faction, the Tsar, holding a fishing rod, said lightly to the reporting minister: "The Tsar is fishing; Europe can wait."

Now that Britain and France disrespected the Soviet Union so much, the Soviet Union had to consider a possibility. Britain and France wanted to use the temptation of the Soviet Union entering the war to make the Soviet Union and Germany go to war.

Sorting through various situations one by one, Stalin made a decision. If Tukhachevsky had completed the work he should have completed, the Soviet Union could have considered sending troops. Under the current situation, the Soviet Union absolutely could not send troops.

As for the reason to refuse Britain and France, Stalin felt there was a ready-made reason right before his eyes. It was a reason that completely fit the image of Tsarist Russia and was also impossible for Britain and France to accept.

Early in the morning on July 14, 1939, Ribbentrop, having received orders, hurriedly headed to Hitler's official residence. On the way, Ribbentrop was very agitated. Yesterday afternoon, he had just collated the news obtained from Britain and France through secret diplomatic channels and submitted it to Hitler. It could be seen that Hitler attached equal importance to this intelligence.

Arriving at the Chancellery where Hitler lived, Ribbentrop noticed that the construction team had already finished dismantling construction equipment like scaffolding outside the Chancellery. Sure enough, after a door inside the building was opened, Ribbentrop walked into a super-large office with an area exceeding two hundred square meters.

This Chancellery, built in the Bismarck era, had always maintained its original structure. After President Hindenburg passed away and Hitler moved in, he found that the Chancellor's private office was only 60 square meters in size and did not even have a balcony to review the marching masses on the main road nearby. Hitler ordered Speer to redesign it, and now it was finally completed.

Ribbentrop had thought he would see a wide and unobstructed office, but he didn't expect that upon walking into the office, the interior decoration and furnishings naturally drew his line of sight towards the direction of that desk. Sitting behind that desk was Hitler himself. Hitler, who was looking at documents, raised his head and said something to the chief attendant beside him, and the chief attendant walked towards Ribbentrop.

Thick carpets covered the office floor, and the chief attendant's footsteps were almost inaudible. Although it was just inside the office, Ribbentrop had the feeling that the chief attendant had walked down an entire corridor.

The chief attendant stopped beside Ribbentrop and said to him, "Please follow me, the Führer is waiting for you."

Walking in front of Hitler, Ribbentrop gave a Nazi salute to Hitler, "My Führer, I have arrived as ordered."

Hitler tapped the document in front of him and said, "If the Red Army must engage in war with a certain country, the Soviet Union will have to consider ensuring the war order is effectively executed by changing the border line."

Looking at Hitler's serious expression, Ribbentrop answered immediately, "My Führer, I believe the time to go to Moscow for negotiations has arrived."

Hitler had just repeated the answer regarding the Soviet Union given to Britain and France in the document. This answer did not make Hitler feel unhappy. Ten years ago, Hitler believed Germany must obtain more land from the direction of Eastern Europe. Seeing the Soviet Union implicitly express the hypothesis of launching an attack on Germany, Hitler was far from petty enough to get angry.

Looking at this diplomatic wizard opposite him, Hitler was still somewhat skeptical. "Ribbentrop, do you think Stalin will agree to sign a Soviet-German Non-Aggression Pact?"

"Yes! My Führer!" Ribbentrop believed this trip might not be very smooth, but after seeing the latest news, Ribbentrop believed it could succeed. To persuade Hitler, Ribbentrop explained, "My Führer, Stalin not only relieved Tukhachevsky of his duties but also relieved the duties of Soviet generals who shared Tukhachevsky's concept of active offense. There is a rumor that Tukhachevsky joined an anti-Stalin conspiracy group, but I think this is fundamentally unimportant. The decision Stalin made only proves that the Soviet Union is not considering active offense in the short term and has extreme distrust for Britain and France.

"According to the Soviet plan, their third plan will be completed in 1943 or 1942. Before this, the Soviet Union will choose to avoid war. Based on the severe mutual distrust between the Soviet Union and Britain and France at present, the Soviet Union needs a Soviet-German Non-Aggression Pact even more."

Hitler did not speak. He wanted very much to ask Ribbentrop if he knew what end Ribbentrop himself would meet if this visit did not achieve this agreement. But Hitler was willing to respect Ribbentrop, this diplomatic wizard. Although many people in Germany envied and were jealous of Ribbentrop, and thus spread various mockeries about him, and the European diplomatic circles mocked Ribbentrop for not knowing diplomatic etiquette, Ribbentrop had completed several unimaginable diplomatic achievements. That Hitler could toy with Britain and France in the palm of his hand was largely based on Ribbentrop's diplomatic results.

What Hitler needed most now was to completely persuade those weakling generals in the army. These generals were very worried that after launching the White Case to attack Poland, they would be attacked by France and the Soviet Union simultaneously. To persuade them, Hitler urgently needed to sign a non-aggression pact with the Soviet Union.

Finally, Hitler decided to entrust the heavy burden to Ribbentrop. "Ribbentrop, what kind of authorization do you need?"

Ribbentrop answered decisively, "My Führer! If the Soviet Union proposes border changes for territories originally belonging to Tsarist Russia, and brings up the Curzon Line demarcation again, I hope to receive these authorizations."

Hearing this, Hitler actually began to feel worried for Ribbentrop. Based on Hitler's impression of Russia, such a small price was unlikely to make Russia accept a Soviet-German Non-Aggression Pact. Finally, Hitler gave oral authorization and let Ribbentrop prepare quickly.

The next day, Ribbentrop took a plane to Moscow. Upon seeing Molotov, Ribbentrop asked, "May I ask what views the Great Leader General Secretary Stalin would have regarding signing a Soviet-German Non-Aggression Pact?"

Molotov was temporarily stunned. He never expected Ribbentrop would dare to ask this. A moment later, Molotov asked, "Why?"

Ribbentrop answered sincerely, "Out of respect for the Great Leader General Secretary Stalin, I believe Mr. General Secretary can believe in Germany's sincerity."

Molotov had heard that many times Ribbentrop would do some neurotic things... more bluntly speaking, appearing a bit mad from time to time. The Ribbentrop before him was obviously in such a state. But looking into Ribbentrop's blue eyes, Molotov saw... sincerity. Ribbentrop's bit of madness actually reinforced this sincerity. That was the unique persistence of someone risking everything. Thinking of the unusual calm shown after Germany failed to persuade Poland to join the German camp, Molotov decided to immediately convey Ribbentrop's original words to Stalin.

The next day, Stalin received Ribbentrop. After listening to Ribbentrop regarding Germany's sincerity for the Soviet-German Non-Aggression Pact, Stalin asked Ribbentrop to leave the German documents.

Hearing this, Ribbentrop immediately took the documents from his briefcase and handed them to Stalin's secretary with both hands. Seeing Stalin take the documents from the secretary, Ribbentrop took a step back, gave Stalin a German Nazi salute, and said loudly, "Great Leader, I express my highest respect for your foresight and wisdom."

The Soviet personnel around Stalin were all stunned. The respect expressed by the Soviet cadres most loyal to Stalin paled in comparison to Ribbentrop's reaction at this time. This feeling made the Soviet personnel suspect if Ribbentrop had some conspiracy.

Stalin frowned. He subconsciously wanted to light a pipe of tobacco, but felt that doing so at this time would appear timid. In Ribbentrop's blue eyes, Stalin saw the emotion of regarding death as returning home. That was not the impulse of Russians briefly forgetting death after a few mouthfuls of vodka. Ribbentrop's regarding death as returning home was the resolve to stride towards death while staring it in the face. In other words, Nazi Germany now wanted the Soviet Union to choose a side. Even if the Soviet Union did not choose Britain and France, as long as the Soviet Union did not choose Germany, the Soviet Union would inevitably suffer a German attack.

People who dared to face death directly and take the initiative to walk towards death were all madmen. A Nazi madman like Ribbentrop made Stalin even more certain that the current Soviet Union had absolutely no reason to go to war with Nazi madmen for the sake of Britain and France.

To not let Ribbentrop feel he was timid, Stalin sneered and said, "Heh, Germany has poured dung on the Soviet Union for so many years, please don't hypocritically mention friendship!"

After speaking, Stalin waved his hand, signaling Ribbentrop to leave. Ribbentrop saluted again and left Stalin's office without saying a word. Walking out of the office door, Ribbentrop felt Stalin was very interesting; Ribbentrop had not mentioned a single word of friendship just now.

At night, there was a knock on the door of the room where Ribbentrop was staying. Ribbentrop opened the door to see Molotov standing behind two Soviet internal affairs personnel who knocked. Seeing the door open, Molotov walked in and closed the door casually, leaving the Soviet internal affairs personnel outside.

Ribbentrop walked to his suitcase, took out two bottles of liquor from inside, "Mr. Molotov, there are only the two of us in the room. Want a drink?"

Soon, the two were drinking. Just as Ribbentrop expected, Molotov liked single malt whiskey rather than cocktails. After two glasses, Ribbentrop asked, "Out of Soviet-German friendship, I personally suggest that your country's citizens in Norway and Sweden can return home to visit relatives. I wonder if Mr. Molotov has any friendly suggestions for our German citizens?"

Molotov had thought Ribbentrop would ask about the Soviet-German Non-Aggression Pact, but he didn't expect this guy to skip this step and directly enter the secret pact stage.

To be honest, Molotov had always thought he would discuss secret pacts with the Chinese government, but reality was just this helpless; the Chinese government consistently avoided any discussion related to secret pacts with the Soviet side.

After drinking another glass of single malt whiskey, Molotov said, "The Soviet Union has very close traditional relations with the Baltic countries. I believe the Soviet Union has an obligation to protect the three Baltic countries."

Ribbentrop nodded, "Germany can fully understand the Soviet Union's concerns and agrees with the Soviet Union's concerns. There are so many Russian populations in the three Baltic countries."

The exchange was gradually determined in such a conversation. Finally, Molotov said, "Curzon was an imperialist!"

"I fully agree." Ribbentrop expressed agreement.
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On July 18, 1939, at the docks of the Dalian Shipyard, a 35,000-ton aircraft carrier had colorful ribbons hanging all over its massive hull. It was evident that the workers had used all their imagination to decorate the largest warship they had built, within the limits permitted by the military.

Surrounded by a crowd, He Rui walked towards the aircraft carrier with his two wives. He Rui had arrived yesterday and toured the shipyard accompanied by shipbuilding experts and naval admirals. The silhouette of the aircraft carrier was indeed huge, but the gantry cranes in the shipyard were ten meters taller than the carrier. Without such height, it would have been impossible to hoist the carrier sections to their designated positions.

The gantry cranes were just the most conspicuous equipment in the massive shipyard; many other pieces of equipment were visible to the naked eye. Within a few dozen kilometers, numerous factories providing supporting services for the Dalian Shipyard were distributed. Within a range of over a thousand kilometers, including aircraft manufacturing plants making carrier-based aircraft and instrument factories making electronic equipment, large quantities of equipment were being produced. Every item of equipment was essential for the aircraft carrier.

Walking on the dock, which was a sea of people, He Rui waved to the crowds cheering for him. Today, He Rui's job was not to inspect, but to interact with the people. Among the responsibilities of a politician, inspiring emotions was a very important content.

In the open space near the aircraft carrier, workers rated as Model Workers were already waiting here. Amidst the onlookers of tens of thousands of workers and soldiers, He Rui stepped forward quickly and took the initiative to extend his hand to the worker brothers. This was not affected; He Rui felt very comfortable every time he was with these laborers.

Seeing He Rui walk over like this and extend his hand to them, the workers were all very reserved. But when the watching workers and soldiers saw He Rui shaking hands warmly with the workers, and then He Rui and his wives pinning red flowers representing honor on the chests of male and female workers, they all cheered and applauded. The cheers of tens of thousands of people rushed straight into the clouds, pushing the atmosphere towards a climax.

The climax of this event was the ribbon-cutting. In the tradition of naval shipbuilding, a woman would smash a bottle of wine on the bow, and the ship could be officially launched. When people saw He Rui pick up a bottle of champagne, many wondered which wife He Rui would give the champagne to. Amidst such speculation, He Rui handed the champagne to a female worker who had received a commendation. The female worker took the champagne, walked to the ship, took a few deep breaths, and swung the champagne towards the bow. The technique proved she hadn't thrown things much, but her strength was sufficient, so the bottle flew towards the bow, and the glass bottle shattered immediately upon impact. As white foam splashed, colorful ribbons on the ship were launched one after another. Amidst a series of banging sounds, confetti was launched high into the sky and drifted down flutteringly.

Under the sky full of ribbons and confetti, the aircraft carrier's siren sounded. Amidst cheers like mountains calling and seas howling, the aircraft carrier, pushed by tugboats and aided by its own power and external force, began to move out of the dry dock.

Two hours later, He Rui boarded the aircraft carrier that had sailed into the sea. The captain personally welcomed He Rui, saluting him with a hand salute, "Welcome, Chairman, to inspect Ship No. 004!"

He Rui just brought his ears to listen, basically didn't open his mouth to ask, and didn't dare say a single sentence of so-called instructions. Modern industrial society is a highly specialized society. In the early days when everyone wasn't clear on what to do, He Rui could provide ideas and limited construction processes. Now that the aircraft carrier had been built, to build it, a large number of experts had conducted hundreds of professional consultations, and a large number of enterprises and scientific research units had respectively undertaken the needs for hundreds of thousands or even millions of technical equipment items. Various computers had calculated for millions of hours for the aircraft carrier data. The things He Rui alone could think of would only appear very childish in front of such a huge system.

At this time, He Rui honestly listened to the introductions and, according to the process established by the secretariat, shook hands and conversed with various personnel. By doing these things well, He Rui would be considered to have completed the task of this work.

Arriving on the deck, the three staff members who came to accept the inspection were all test pilots. Shaking hands, He Rui then asked a few questions, "How long have you been a test pilot?"

"How many aircraft types have you flown?"

"Have you flown on Japanese aircraft carriers?"

"How long have you flown on our country's 1:1 land-based carrier model?"

Hearing that He Rui was talking about their own experiences, the test pilots immediately reported, "I've been a pilot for 7 years, flown 9 types of aircraft, 5 domestic and 4 foreign. Participated in 6 months of training on Japanese aircraft carriers; didn't actually take off or land because the aircraft models were different. Took off and landed hundreds of times on the domestic land-based carrier model..."

The group of naval admirals, seeing the test pilots communicating very fluently with He Rui, all breathed a sigh of relief. Just then, a test pilot asked somewhat unconfidently, "Chairman, can we take a photo with you?"

"Of course!" He Rui said happily. Saying so, he looked around. At this time, the carrier's aircraft elevator had just transported a fighter plane to the deck. He Rui pointed to the plane, "Let's shoot over by the plane."

Soon, He Rui, the Navy Commander, the carrier captain, and the three pilots arrived beside the plane. This was a naval version of the J-9 two-seater fighter. The secretary immediately arranged the positions. The canopy opened, and the test pilot stood in the cockpit in the middle, located at the highest point. He Rui stood on the ladder beside it, half a body lower than the pilot. On the other side in the same position stood the carrier captain. The Navy Commander stood in a position lower than He Rui.

He Rui smiled brilliantly, taking photos with the pilots one by one, and then a group photo. The group photo was the same; whoever undertook specific work stood in the highest central C-position. Laborers bore the burden and risk of the country, so their status should be the highest.

Among those who had left grassroots labor and entered management, whoever undertook the most important specific work stood in the C-position. If all were purely management, whether in China or abroad, it would be He Rui's turn to stand in the C-position. This was at least the photo composition rule of the He Rui government.

After taking photos, the communications secretary, who had been waiting somewhat anxiously, hurriedly came up to hand over a telegram. This was a telegram from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. The Soviet government had just sent news to China that the *Soviet-German Non-Aggression Pact* had been signed. Seeing that the telegram made absolutely no mention of whether a secret pact existed within the Soviet-German Non-Aggression Pact, He Rui couldn't help but want to sneer.

If Stalin had sent a special envoy this time to inform He Rui of the content of the secret pact, the Chinese government could only have accepted it. Since Stalin didn't say, this matter might lead to some results in the future. Because the world's impression of the First World War was too deep, the diplomatic reason why WWI ended up with that result was that countries had signed a large number of secret pacts, making it impossible to judge the situation. Therefore, after WWI, the Great Powers reached a consensus regarding secret pacts. Any secret pact would be regarded as hostility expressed by the two signing countries towards all other countries.

The Soviet Union had always wanted to sign a secret pact with China, but He Rui consistently avoided it. It was because He Rui did not want to suffer any accusations in terms of diplomacy!

After inspecting the aircraft carrier, He Rui went straight to the airport and, taking Mitsuko and Mitsuko's two children, flew to Tokyo together. In China's naval construction plan, Japan had received orders for two battleships. This news was public; even if it would cause the United States to protest, there were no secret pacts between China and Japan.

The number of European and American journalists coming to cover this launch was quite large. For journalists, being able to get news about East Asian war preparations from more details was very valuable for their journalistic careers.

Any journalist with some standard was preparing their own questions. In their notebooks recording information was the content of recent US armament construction. The US passed the "Two-Ocean Navy Act" in 1938, and coordinating with the US government's deficit economic policy, the US economy began to grow rapidly.

But it was not the shipbuilding industry that was developing. President Roosevelt's special assistant Hopkins began reorganizing US military vehicle manufacturing in 1938. Airlines received government tenders one after another. Based on the parameters of the latest fighter planes from various countries that could be collected, the US government proposed tender content to the US aviation industry. Any US aircraft design company that could come up with aircraft meeting the parameters could participate in the bidding, and the US aviation industry capable of manufacturing aircraft could form various companies to participate in aircraft manufacturing.

Regarding these demands, the US government gave an answer: "These are all defensive weapons, means the United States has to take to protect the US homeland."

Airplanes, warships, cannons were all defensive weapons. American journalists expressed that the US government's answer sounded strange, and thinking about it carefully made it even stranger.

At the same time, the US government passed a new conscription law. US citizens aged 21 to 35 must register for military service, and registered personnel would decide whether to serve through a lottery. The bill stipulated that, except in wartime, citizens only needed to serve for one year before transferring to the reserve, and a single conscription would be at most 900,000 people.

According to the analysis of journalists and some military experts, the conscription law was reserving more reserve personnel for wartime. Because in peacetime, US soldiers only served on active duty for one year. After this one-year service period ended, a large number of active military personnel would transfer to reserve personnel. If war broke out, the US military could mobilize a large number of reserve personnel to join the army and fight.

According to this regulation of the US government, the United States was equivalent to adding 900,000 new troops every year. In two years, there would be 2.7 million. If war broke out suddenly, the US government, in addition to the reserves, had a large number of veterans who could be re-conscripted. And through census, additional conscription numbers could be added. The United States could reach a troop strength of over 4 million in two years. Although the combat effectiveness of a large number of new recruits was unknown, a force of over 4 million was indeed a massive military armed force. Especially with military production already started, American recruits could fight as soon as they were pulled onto the battlefield.

It was not only journalists who could analyze this clearly; Republican congressmen and isolationist American political figures came out one after another to declare their positions, demanding the Roosevelt administration come out and explain. For American isolationists, American young people shed so much blood in the Great War in Europe without any meaning at all. So isolationists did not want the United States to be dragged into war.

American journalists naturally learned of the Asian Alliance's military expansion plan. The East Asian Alliance's reason was simple: the United States was building a large fleet, so countries in the East Asian region were forced to respond. Such an explanation pushed the responsibility onto the United States, but in the eyes of American journalists, these explanations clearly expressed the choice to solve political and national security concerns with military action.

European and American journalists waited in Tokyo, guessing who China would send. Suddenly, a burst of intense running sounds came from the corridor of the hotel where the journalists were gathered. Someone shouted in English, "The Japanese government has announced the news, Chairman He Rui is coming to Tokyo!"

This news certainly couldn't be hidden, and the European and American journalists who saw the news first simply didn't hide it either. Hearing the news, journalists rushed out one after another; some asked, some went directly to the newsstands outside to check. Sure enough, they saw the latest extra edition writing, "His Excellency Chairman of the Republic of China He Rui, accompanied by Madam Mitsuko, arrives in Japan and will attend the warship launch ceremony tomorrow!"

Even if only He Rui came, it would be enough to shake all of Japan. That Chairman He Rui brought his wife Mitsuko along undoubtedly expressed Sino-Japanese friendship.

Although this era was long past the era of marriage alliances, this person was He Rui, not an ordinary autocratic monarch. The fact that he married Mitsuko was rarely mentioned by anyone in Japan on ordinary days, but at this moment, it felt vastly different to the Japanese people. This meant that China, in a strong leadership position, did not discriminate against Japanese people.

European and American journalists who got this news had already started going back to write their articles. This expression of Sino-Japanese friendship meant that it was extremely likely China and Japan would fight side by side. And the object of China's combat would inevitably be the Pacific region, so...

This news reached Britain at an astonishing speed, but the British Cabinet had no mood to pay attention. The news that the Soviet Union and Germany signed a non-aggression pact had already spread throughout Europe. This plan forced Britain and France to believe that Germany had truly cleared the obstacles for the outbreak of war. Although no one believed in Russia's credit, historically Russia never actively provoked powerful countries; only when these countries fell into a huge disadvantage would Russia send troops to attack.

It was so in the Napoleonic era, and it was so in subsequent eras. Although Russia was located in the north and had no vultures, Russia's style was identical to African vultures. Towards the weak, Russia would stare from a distance like a lingering ghost. When the weak fell to the ground, the vulture would pounce and tear off a few pieces of flesh.

Analyzing from this angle, the Soviet Union would not open fire on Germany when war broke out between Germany and Europe. If Germany won, the Soviet Union would continue to wait. If Germany failed, the Soviet Union would launch an attack on Germany.

Having figured this out, Chamberlain immediately contacted France, demanding that France sign a mutual assistance treaty with Poland together: once any other country attacked Poland, Britain would declare war on that country. At the same time, Chamberlain even flew personally to Berlin to meet Hitler, demanding Hitler negotiate with Poland.

In Hitler's new office, Chamberlain, disregarding the face of the Prime Minister of the British Empire, implored Hitler bitterly. Hitler listened quietly, discovering that his body actually showed a hint of softness from being persuaded.

Although his body had a slight reaction, Hitler's rationality was rock-solid. Now Britain, France, the US, the Soviet Union, and China were all preparing for war with all their might. Germany's current slight advantage was only because Germany started early. With the industrial strength of Britain, France, the US, and the Soviet Union, by 1943 at the latest, the military strength of any one country would be above Germany's, or at least definitely not inferior to Germany. So Chamberlain's bitter imploring now had nothing to do with the peace Chamberlain spoke of. Chamberlain only hoped to delay time.

In 1939, British military expenditure was equivalent to 12 billion US dollars, and according to news collected by German intelligence agencies, next year's British military expenditure might reach 24 billion pounds. If Chamberlain really wanted to express sincerity, he should at least give a promise to cut military expenditure. Now speaking of peace with empty words, saying Britain would support Germany's reasonable territorial demands on Poland to the maximum, was this tricking a fool?

What's more, Germany actually didn't have much territorial demand on Poland. Germany had only one demand for Poland, which was to join Germany's camp. As long as Poland joined Germany's camp, given Poland's hostility towards the Soviet Union, Germany looked forward very much to attacking the Soviet Union together with the Polish army.

If Chamberlain really wanted peace, why not support or even force Poland to join the German camp?

Originally, Hitler wanted to send Chamberlain away directly, but after the meeting, Ribbentrop, who had rushed back to Berlin from Moscow, suggested to Hitler, "My Führer, I think we should express some goodwill to Britain. In this way, even if Britain still declares war on Germany, many people in Britain will tend to compromise with Germany."

Because of the signing of the *Soviet-German Non-Aggression Pact*, Hitler appreciated Ribbentrop very much. Hitler asked, "Ribbentrop, do you think there is any possibility that Britain will not declare war on Germany?"

"My Führer, I think there is no possibility," Ribbentrop answered very crisp.

"Do you think Britain will fight us together with France?"

"My Führer, I think Britain will do its utmost to form a coalition with France."

"Then why do you think Britain will compromise with us?" Hitler asked with interest.

Ribbentrop answered straightforwardly, "Because of the existence of China and the United States. Britain knows very well that if Britain is deeply mired in war, as long as they ask China and the US for aid, both China and the US will propose very high prices. In that case, Britain's world order cannot be maintained. And we Germany have been trying to make Britain understand that Germany has no interest in Britain's world hegemony. We want peace."

As early as June, Hitler had issued orders to the General Staff. In the formulated White Case, it was emphasized, "There is absolutely no possibility of stopping the war!"

That is to say, the German army was not only going to fight but was also determined to destroy Poland. It was precisely because of this that Hitler decided to sign the Soviet-German Non-Aggression Pact. As for how to fight Poland, Hitler had never considered the reason for the war. Now, to give Britain some face, he actually had to waste precious time to come up with some diplomatic drama. Hitler felt very helpless.

Poland was not a weakling; it was the so-called 7th military power in the world. It had a million troops now. These million troops were strictly trained and fully equipped; planes, cannons, tanks, and cavalry equipment were all complete. If Germany gave Poland a few more days, it would add trouble to Germany.

But since Ribbentrop suggested so, Hitler ordered, "I agree to your suggestion."
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