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⚖ Workers of the World, Unite! ⚖


V08C001 - Time for North America (1)

Volume 8 — Chapter 1

❧ ❧ ❧


**Chapter 874: Time for North America (1)**  Stalin's fears soon became reality. As the war rolled into February 1943, the once-sharp Soviet counter-offensive reached a stage where victory seemed within reach, yet they could advance no further.  In the Demyansk sector, 120,000 German troops remained deeply encircled. Under Manstein's command, they relied on air-drops and an iron will to withstand a siege by a Red Army force twice their size.  In the Rzhev region, General Model, commanding the 9th Army, began a counter-cutting operation against the Soviet units that had pierced his lines.  The German 4th Army had been cut in two by the Soviets. The commander of the units outside the pocket ordered his men to "dig through the snow" to forge a path to rescue their trapped comrades.  In the south, Field Marshal von Reichenau was well aware of the Red Army's determination to retake Stalingrad. Although his Chief of Staff, Manstein, had departed to command the 16th Army, Reichenau utilized his own command ability and the efforts of the Army Group South staff to exploit the Soviet objectives, inflicting massive casualties on the Red Army at every opportunity.  The Wehrmacht had executed Hitler's "hold-in-place and no retreat" order, finally stabilizing the lines. The Napoleonic total collapse the Soviets had hoped for did not materialize. However, Hitler's life was also far from easy. Within the German high command—especially among the General Staff—many did not support a protracted war.  What displeased Hitler most recently was being forced to carefully study *On Protracted War* written by Li Runshi.  Initially, Hitler didn't believe Li Runshi possessed a caliber that demanded his attention.  Over the past twenty years, Hitler had held complex emotions toward He Rui. He Rui had fought Japan, fought Britain, utilized France, reeled in the Soviet Union, and maintained a precise distance from the United States. These were the things Hitler had always wished to do but lacked the capacity for. In Hitler's eyes, He Rui was an exceptionally fine leader; Hitler wouldn't even dare claim he was superior.  After finishing his first reading of *On Protracted War*, Hitler was first stunned, then ordered the German files on Li Runshi. Only after confirming that studying the Soviet Union had never been Li's primary focus was Hitler forced to study the document again.  Hitler had studied the Soviets and Germans deeply, so the various methodologies explained in *On Protracted War* left him shaken. Li's responses weren't even specifically targeted at the USSR or Germany, but were born of his own strategic thinking capability. This made his views exceptionally instructive. Even Hitler gained many new ideas through studying the paper.  Li Runshi's strategic ability as displayed in *On Protracted War* was in no way inferior to He Rui's. This led Hitler to realize that China had taken the lead in completing its preparations for institutional continuity; even if He Rui died, the Chinese leadership could maintain a high level of strategic caliber. With even major accidents unable to break China's current stride, Hitler's feelings about the future began to be tinged with unease.  In this mood, Hitler was highly resistant to the pessimism within the German elite, yet he could do nothing about them. His earlier large-scale reshuffle of commanders had already soured his relationship with the General Staff. Now, the marshals and generals commanding the Eastern Front were all men he approved of; he could not move against them again.  Setting aside the defeatists, even the favorites he now relied on did not give him peace of mind. General Model, opposing Hitler's operational arrangements, had flown directly from the front to the "Wolf's Lair" in East Prussia to argue with him. Model didn't even bother to listen to Hitler's explanations, asking bluntly: "My Führer, is the frontline commander you or me?"  Forced into a corner, Hitler could only say a few words to save face—such as "you will take full responsibility for your decisions"—before handing total command over to Model.  While Manstein left Hitler at ease, the general had never learned to be a people-pleaser, a trait that made Hitler feel he was somewhat unreliable.  Field Marshal von Reichenau was even more of an intensely subjective character, causing Hitler more trouble than Model and Manstein combined. Hitler was already considering the direction of the 1943 campaign; since Reichenau had taken Stalingrad, Hitler believed the goal before 1943 should be to seize the oil-producing regions of the southern USSR to allow the Wehrmacht to fight on a self-sufficient basis.  The General Staff mostly agreed with Hitler. Reichenau, however, argued that since Germany had joined the Allied Powers and received support from Britain and America, the Wehrmacht lacked for neither oil nor minerals. Seizing more resources was not the Reich's urgent priority.  Reichenau believed the primary goal was to continue inflicting maximum damage on the USSR, greatly reducing its ability to utilize Chinese aid in the future. Furthermore, Reichenau had recommended *On Protracted War* to Hitler, hoping the Führer would grasp its internal logic and methodological essence.  In Reichenau's view, if the Soviets learned *On Protracted War*, the Wehrmacht would be doomed. But currently, the Red Army was clearly focused on learning the tactical application of the German pincer movement. While the pincer was an advanced tactical concept for the Soviets, such tactical improvement was far inferior to a boost in strategic cognition.  If Germany could fully exploit the Soviet choices now, they could deal the Red Army heavy blows. At this stage, Soviet training was only six months; as long as the Wehrmacht could cause continuous large-scale losses, the Soviet leadership—to maintain the front and morale—would be forced to send units with only six months or even less training to the front. The Germans could then fully leverage their advantages in training and command.  Staring at the cover of the German edition of *On Protracted War* on his desk, Hitler's mind was in turmoil. Although Reichenau often displeased him, the Marshal's strategic judgment commanded his belief.  Among the German Marshals, the one Hitler most wished to lean on was Rundstedt. But the one he *could* lean on was Reichenau. So Hitler could only endure, waiting until winter passed and the Wehrmacht had cleared the most dangerous stage before making further adjustments.  Finally, Hitler picked up the document, telling himself: "This is the last time I read this damnable thing." Yet as he opened it, he was soon drawn in. In *On Protracted War*, Li emphasized that in the first and second stages, the USSR should implement offensive battles within a strategic defense, quick-decision battles within a strategic protracted war, and exterior-line operations within strategic interior lines. The third stage should be the strategic counter-offensive.  On the surface, the Red Army was destined to pursue the route of major campaigns to thoroughly defeat the invaders. But that meant falling into the old war model—rigidly and mechanically following the line of absolute command.  If the USSR wanted to fully utilize the human and material resources of the occupied areas, it had to fully trust, mobilize, and organize the masses. It had to organize combat not just on the frontal battlefield, but in the enemy's rear, organizing production and life to contest the invading Germans.  Once the Soviets could build organizations on both the frontal and rear battlefields, the Wehrmacht would be drowned in the vast ocean of a people's war, its operational efficiency inevitably crippled.  Li Runshi firmly believed the primary form of combat for the USSR overall would be mobile warfare, followed by guerrilla warfare conducted by regular units. He thus criticized the error of a purely defensive policy, the "Quick Victory" theory based on exploiting German shortcomings, and the mistake of disparaging guerrilla war.  Li conducted a profound critique of the view that looked down on rear-area guerrilla warfare. In his view, operations in the rear required exceptional work capability; successful organization of the rear would unite the Soviet people even more firmly around the CPSU. Such a solid mass foundation would make the counter-offensive much smoother.  Hitler finished reading *On Protracted War* again, his heart once more shaken by its concepts. Currently, the Wehrmacht was terrified that a counter-attacking Red Army would utilize Soviet infrastructure to fight more effectively. Thus, the Germans conducted a brutal destruction of the areas they evacuated.  After fighting through the freezing winter, the Nazis understood the combat value of infrastructure. They not only burned grain and slaughtered livestock they couldn't take, but filled in all the wells and burned down the people's homes.  Hitler knew well that a massacre of the Slavs could only be conducted once victory was essentially assured. Currently, Nazi atrocities could still be brushed off as the tragedies of war, but the army could not yet issue a formal order for a general massacre.  This meant there was a massive space for *On Protracted War* to be applied within the USSR. Even if the Soviet countryside didn't join the fight directly, as long as the CPSU could organize underground governments in the German-occupied zones, the villages could provide grain and intelligence to the counter-attacking Red Army. Various Soviet guerrilla groups could be supplied to continue the fight.  These groups wouldn't even need to destroy the railways; as long as they caused some damage daily, they would make the already-strained German logistics even worse.  Feeling a profound internal unease, Hitler recalled Reichenau's suggestion and picked up the book once more, finding a certain sentence: "Lose the land and save the people, and both are saved. Save the land and lose the people, and both are lost."  It was clear that Reichenau had likely been inspired by this phrase to set the 1943 objective of annihilating the Red Army in great numbers. Hitler also had to admit that before the invasion, they had indeed overestimated Soviet combat power, yet he himself and the General Staff had incorrectly assessed their mobilization capability.  If the USSR were forced to incorporate more personnel into its combat units, there would naturally be a lack of qualified personnel for work in the rear. That is to say, the rear-area operations Li described in *On Protracted War* would be heavily impacted by the pressure of frontal combat.  At this thought, a wave of dejection hit Hitler. China had He Rui, and now Li Runshi—that was enough of a headache! If more such excellent strategists appeared in China, Germany might as well just surrender. With China's strength and so many top-tier minds in command, they would surely be invincible.  Had Li Runshi known Hitler's view, he likely would have considered it a rational judgment. For the Military Commission had already judged based on the latest Eastern Front reports that the USSR could not possibly lose the war in 1943.  Lacking experience in large-scale offensive operations and short on mobile units, the Red Army had failed to fully complete its task of annihilating the core of Army Group Center.  By early February, German reinforcements from Western Europe (12 divisions and 2 brigades) had arrived. Furthermore, the German battlefield replenishment of recruits was proceeding well, with at least 300,000 new soldiers added to the units in sustained combat. Thus, the northern wing of Army Group Center launched a counter-strike.  While the CPSU and Red Army didn't feel in immediate danger, it was clear that the various operational goals set by Stalin were unreachable. In the eyes of the Chinese Military Commission, the Red Army's posture was deteriorating. If they continued, they would suffer heavy losses.  Nonetheless, the Red Army had achieved its objectives for the Moscow campaign. The Germans attacking the city had suffered massive casualties and been driven back 100 to 350 kilometers. The Red Army had finished the hardware for the Moscow fortified region; even if the Wehrmacht launched another desperate assault, they would never again get near the city. The Soviet-German war had entered a phase of stalemate.  Chinese aid over the past months had helped the large factories near Moscow complete their technical upgrades. This support ensured the Red Army, with Moscow as its base, could receive even more abundant supplies.  Even as Stalin and the top leadership disparaged the rear-area battlefield, they were desperate to retake occupied areas to utilize their population and resources. Thus, the CPSU would make new errors—even very significant ones. But the USSR had held its ground, and China was fully capable of helping it through the subsequent hardships.  As long as the USSR didn't collapse, China could commit more of its combat power elsewhere. The Military Commission meeting led by Li Runshi was to discuss whether the next focus of commitment would be Europe or North America.  For this meeting, He Rui's "Five Tiger Generals" had all returned to the capital. He Rui himself was in Guizhou, reportedly inspecting the construction of a massive new computing center.  Li Runshi, having served as a deputy in the "colonial government" of Upper Burma, understood the Southwest well. He didn't believe the current power requirements for Chinese computers necessitated construction in the Southwest. With current capacity, a few new power plants would be enough to run a center anywhere.  Yet the arrangement wasn't hard to understand. The Southwest had always been disconnected from "high tech," while China's explosive growth was built upon it. The people there were envious yet helpless. Among high-tech fields, two were suited for the Southwest at this stage: aviation and data centers.  If technicians, engineers, and even scientists appeared continuously among the people of the Southwest, they would realize there was no barrier between them and high technology. With hard work and development, they could surely catch up.  The computing center itself required massive infrastructure in communications, providing an opportunity to drive development in that field in the Southwest. The Center also required faster and more precise information from the region.  Of course, Li also knew clearly that He Rui's refusal to return and preside over the meeting was so that Li could face the "Five Tiger Generals" alone. Historically, the Five Tigers should have been called the "Five Mansion" (Wu Fu) Generals.  The word "Shogunate" (Bakufu/Mufu) was not a Japanese invention, but a Chinese one. The Japanese Shogun's full title, *Seii Taishōgun*, was a Chinese term.  A *Mufu* was originally the office of a general, later a general term for a government office. It appears in the *Records of the Grand Historian*.  Historically, the "Five Tiger Generals" were those who possessed the right to "Open a Mansion" (Kai Fu). Cao Cao, as Chancellor, held shogunate authority.  Zhuge Liang wrote in his *Memorial on the Case for War*: "The Palace and the Mansion are one whole. Promotions, punishments, praise, and blame should not differ." The "Palace" referred to Liu Shan's imperial bureaucracy, the "Mansion" to Zhuge Liang's own administrative apparatus.  In later eras, there was the title "Open a Mansion with the same honors as the Three Excellencies" (Kai Fu Yi Tong San Si), meaning a loyal minister with the right to his own staff had the same honors as the highest officials.  Although this was abolished in the Ming Dynasty, under the He Rui government—due to the rapid expansion of controlled areas—the "Five Tiger Generals" actually possessed certain characteristics of that status.  For example, Xu Chengfeng (Allied Commander), Cheng Ruofan (WPLA Logistics), and Zhong Yifu and Zheng Silang (South Pacific) all held effective command over significant administrative staffs.  It was only because He Rui was so dominant—a giant before whom even the most "unmanageable" heroes of other eras were submissive—that no one considered the government to have a tendency toward warlordism.  But while these Five Tigers might be "kittens" before He Rui, they were true tigers to anyone else. Li Runshi had to gain their respect and obedience in this meeting.
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V08C002 - Time for North America (2)

Volume 8 — Chapter 2

❧ ❧ ❧


**Chapter 875: Time for North America (2)**  The clerk for the high-level Military Commission meeting made his records in silence. Beside the written notes, a tape recorder spun quietly, preserving every word.  The more formal the meeting, the more complete the record. Li Runshi and the "Five Tiger Generals" were well aware of this and had long been accustomed to the routine. Li spoke directly to the purpose of the gathering: "The Chairman wishes to determine the next operational objectives and requires us to discuss them. Comrades, do you have any opinions?"  No one voiced a disagreement. It was indeed time to decide on the next strategic direction. Xu Chengfeng was characteristically blunt: "I believe the operations already underway in Africa cannot be stopped. The real question to consider is the feasibility of operations against North America."  With Xu being so direct, the other four no longer engaged in probing. The General Staff had long ago begun formulating plans for an advance into North America, constantly updating them as the war progressed. By now, these plans were quite mature.  To focus the discussion, Xu continued: "Over the past few months, the Navy has dispatched nine scientific survey ships to conduct hydrographic data collection in the waters from Hawaii to North America. Naval vessels have also conducted large-scale training cruises. Naval Command has completed a vast number of operational plans; a landing in North America can be launched at any time."  Li Runshi listened to Xu's description, waiting for the word "but." These plans were no secret to him; he had studied them and their progress carefully. China possessed the strength to land in North America, yet that didn't mean the war would continue to follow a plan once they were ashore. At this moment, Li wanted to hear more diverse views.  Xu did not say "but." After finishing his brief overview of the preparations, he said simply, "The preliminary work for a North American landing is complete. The plan for *how* to land requires a decision from the Center."  With that, Xu fell silent, waiting for others to speak. This seemingly "hands-off" or aristocratic approach initially displeased Li. But on second thought, he felt a sense of release. The Five Tiger Generals were all under fifty and had been extremely busy for the past twenty-seven years; where would they find the time for posturing?  In Li's view, Xu was simply accustomed to He Rui setting the policy and viewing himself as an executor rather than a formulator. As Xu had said, "a decision from the Center" was needed. He Rui always made his judgments from an extremely high vantage point, allowing comrades of Xu's level to understand what role the war played in the nation and the world. Now, Xu likely expected Li to perform the same function.  Li questioned the other comrades; four of them indicated that the preliminary work was essentially set. Only Cheng Ruofan, responsible for the World People's Liberation Army (WPLA), said a few words more: "The situation in North America differs from Africa. Currently, the liberation of Africa is proceeding more smoothly than we imagined, yet the white military in South Africa continues to issue arrogant statements. In North America, the numbers and strength of the white population are overwhelming. They do not rely on colonialism or slavery to maintain production. Therefore, we cannot simply copy our experience of liberating colonies."  Cheng Ruofan could have remained silent, but he held a high opinion of Li and thus chose to express his goodwill.  Li understood Cheng's intent and gave him a nod before turning to the others. "At this stage, there are two choices. One is a direct landing in North America, which will inevitably trigger a fierce land war with the US. The other is to ignore North America for now and continue the liberation of Africa and Europe. North America lacks the capacity to project forces that could change the course of the European war; they can only watch as the situation develops according to our plan. Once the rest of the world is liberated, North America will become an isolated island.  If we adopt the latter strategy, we only need to send someone to discuss the issue of the US forces in New Zealand with the Americans. That will essentially determine the attitude of the Roosevelt administration."  Hearing that Li intended to use the US forces trapped in New Zealand as a bargaining chip, Zheng Silang finally decided to join the discussion. "Vice Chairman Li, do you trust American credibility?"  Li replied immediately, "Imperialists have never been reasonable; once they start reasoning with you, it's because they've been driven to a dead end. However, no matter how unreasonable they are, they cannot create a world out of thin air. What America needs is a global market to solve its internal economic crisis. And we launched the world liberation war to establish an entirely new world economic and trade order.  If we choose to negotiate, it certainly won't be over the simple matter of whether to let the New Zealand troops return home. Instead, it will revolve around the core issues of America's participation in the war. On such fundamental issues, the US cannot deceive us."  Hearing Li speak from such a height, Zheng was essentially certain that he wasn't looking to use the New Zealand pocket as a mere "door-knocker" for talks. He relaxed and looked toward Zhong Yifu.  Zhong, like Zheng, hoped for a landing in North America. This was more out of a soldier's instinct—like a feline that can't help but strike at any target it can. Zhong and Zheng shared a glance, then looked away, waiting for Li to continue.  Li was feeling considerable pressure. A North American landing would inevitably trigger a war of high intensity and ferocity, the future of which was unpredictable; even He Rui hesitated to make a definitive judgment. Li was equally reluctant. However, He Rui was not one to dump a burden on others; to ensure victory after a landing, he had made extensive preparations, giving the comrades ample room.  Now Li only needed to discuss with them to what extent they should proceed after landing, without worrying about shifts affecting the overall strategy. For a decision-maker, this was an exceptionally friendly environment. Li asked, "Comrades, there are two choices for a North American landing: Canada or the US West Coast. The difference is vast. Commander Xu, what is the General Staff's latest assessment of a Canadian landing?"  Xu replied immediately, "The latest assessment is that after landing in the Vancouver area, as winter temperatures there remain around 0°C, our army can utilize Vancouver and the ports to its north to provide approximately 50,000 tons of supplies per week at this stage. Naval combat supplies can be provided from Hawaii. Our divisions require 125 tons of supplies per day. With a ceiling of 100,000 tons [bi-weekly?], we can sustain 50 divisions in combat."  At this, noticing the intense gazes of the others, Xu added hurriedly, "The prerequisite is that we must capture the ports intact and continue their construction to expand their handling capacity. If we fail to do so, our landing force will be subject to a heavy counter-attack by superior US numbers.  In that case..."  Xu stared at Li but did not finish his sentence. Li sensed he was considering the possibility of a nuclear strike against US concentrations. A massive US force encircling Vancouver would be an ideal target for nukes; a few bombs could cripple hundreds of thousands of troops.  Li simply spoke plainly: "I do not believe it is necessary for us to use nuclear weapons against America first. With our current combat capability, even relying solely on carrier-based aircraft, our forces can hold out until Vancouver and the northern ports are repaired.  Furthermore, regarding strategic objectives: unlike fuel-air explosives or thermobaric bombs, nuclear weapons have far too large a kill target. Once China uses them first, the US will have every reason to believe China's war aim is their total destruction.  Only if a great power intended the total destruction of another—and possessed that capability from the start—could they use nukes first. Otherwise, do not use them against a great power.  Moreover, the great powers of today have no need to destroy the world. Once industrial strength reaches a sufficient level, a power needs global markets, not global ruins. In this regard, the views of China and America differ little."  Seeing Li had finally stepped into his role, Xu asked, "While unlikely, should we discuss the possibility of the US leadership 'jumping the wall' in desperation and trying to drag the world down with them?"  Li found the question interesting; it seemed Xu had no intention of opposing He Rui's arrangements. At most, he was testing whether Li intended to use a North American offensive to cement his own prestige.  With a general idea, Li replied, "We did not launch a global liberation war to establish Chinese hegemony. Over the past five hundred years, Western efforts to do so have caused countless tragedies. And every nation that attempted it has, without exception, failed. China has no reason to repeat their mistake.  As for the US leadership acting in desperation, they would certainly want to. But few in America would be willing to serve as their cannon fodder. Even among the elite, few would be willing to do such a thing.  Most of the US elite expect their interests not to suffer, or even to gain more through the war. At this stage, we must provide America with a political way out, rather than letting them feel the Sino-American conflict is a zero-sum game."  At the mention of "not a zero-sum game," Xu felt a surge of irritation. Currently, the US was clearly the one playing a zero-sum game, yet Li was following He Rui in opposing it. Xu found it hard to swallow.  Before Xu could speak, however, Li continued: "We can take Japan as an example. In 1922, Japan's industrial GDP was roughly two-thirds of all China's. By 1942, the money Japan earned within the Asian Economic Community was over 15 times its 1922 level. Yet China's industrial GDP is now over 15 times Japan's.  With current Chinese strength, America cannot threaten our homeland. China can fully allow the US to earn Chinese legal tender, but as development continues, our strength will reach several times that of America. Economic cooperation invariably leads to such results.  What China needs is not to conquer America, but to establish the world economic order we envision, along with our leadership position within it."  Xu heard this but said, "But the US truly wishes to destroy the New Order China has established."  Li nodded. "But the US couldn't even destroy the Versailles system established by Britain and France; on what basis can they destroy ours?  Unless they can provide a better trade system to the world—and such a system must rely on the status of the Dollar as a global currency. China currently has about twenty to thirty years to establish the new borders of Africa. Thus, the US currency lacks the capability to gain a foothold even there. Let alone the Dollar controlling Europe!"  Xu wanted to retort but found his own knowledge insufficient to do so in the field Li had pointed out. He looked at the others; Cheng Ruofan's eyes were shining with admiration for Li's strategic depth. Zheng and Zhong were pensive yet clearly had no intention of arguing.  Finally, Xu asked bluntly, "Vice Chairman Li, do you believe it is necessary to land in North America?"  Li replied decisively, "It is not a matter of whether *we* believe it is necessary. It is whether the *United States* believes it is necessary to fight a land war at its own doorstep. If they believe so, we land. If the Roosevelt administration can withstand the pressure and make a wise decision, why should we exhaust vast human and material resources fighting in North America?"  Dissatisfied with this perfectly logical view, Xu asked further: "Vice Chairman Li, let me ask you: do you personally *expect* a North American landing?"  This question made the other four generals' eyes light up. As soldiers, they often had strong impulses. Even knowing that "a nation, though large, that loves war will surely perish," they remained highly emotional.  Li had intended to give a direct answer but found he couldn't speak of such considerations. After a silence, he said, "The cause of human liberation is long and arduous; we are at the end of our days. Simply using correct concepts to work is enough to exhaust our strength. Let us not go looking for trouble. We have no right to speak of our own whims."  Xu was very unsatisfied with the answer. Yet he had an intuition that Li likely also hoped to land in North America—to water his horses in the Mississippi, boat upon the Great Lakes, and look out over the Atlantic from the East Coast.  That he could still treat strategy with such cold calm despite such expectations proved Li possessed extremely powerful capability and confidence. Xu had long wished for such strength yet found he could never achieve it. After much reflection, he had to admit his talent lay only in the military. Thus, his vision was limited to military strategy.  He Rui was a strategist, but military ability was perhaps not his most outstanding talent. That was why He Rui never called himself a strategist but preferred to say he loved economics and philosophy.  And rumor had it that Li Runshi claimed he'd rather be an artist or a poet. Xu had initially thought it was just a romantic affectation, but after reading *On Protracted War* and hearing him now, he had to admit he was likely not Li's equal.  Seeing that Xu—the leader among the Five Tigers—had finally given up his probing, Li pulled the conversation back to pure military matters. "Comrades, personally I believe the Roosevelt administration will very likely march into Canada and take full control of it as soon as our forces land there. If that happens, it means they are preparing for an end to the war.  So no matter how fierce the offensive we face in the initial stage of the Canadian landing, as long as we clear that phase, the Roosevelt administration will likely choose a truce.  And we need not demand bases in North America. Our requirements will be political: specifically, the establishment of a Native American nation."  At this, the last of Xu's doubts vanished. A Native American state would inevitably choose China to protect its security. And Chinese help would be filled with righteousness and a high moral ground.  Or more plainly, China would seize the moral high ground. The US would likely argue that its massacre and displacement of the Indians was a righteous act. As long as they did, it would only cement China's moral height. As for the strategic benefits China would gain in North America—there was no even need to discuss them.  After some discussion, the Military Commission under Li Runshi reached an operational plan for the next stage and submitted it to He Rui.  Once the meeting ended, Cheng Ruofan raised a question: "Vice Chairman Li, some within the WPLA believe we must allow Africa to become independent immediately. How should we respond to such views?"  Xu and the others hadn't paid much attention to African affairs and were puzzled. They looked to Li, who replied easily: "We also believe Africa must become independent as quickly as possible. But how are the borders to be drawn? How is the social organization to be built?  If we rush into independence, we will inevitably use the borders drawn by the colonizers. We cannot accept such a result. Adopting colonial borders means the vast African continent will continue to develop under the order established by colonialism. That holds only harm for Africa, no benefit.  We must emphasize to our WPLA comrades that we are there to liberate Africa, not to establish our own careers there. Therefore, we welcome them to monitor our decisions at any time and offer their opinions. Only thus can we truly let the African and global peoples understand that the cause of liberation is not a fancy garment or an ornament, but serious, hard work.  China's short-term full trusteeship of Africa stems from our willingness to undertake this arduous task, regardless of idle chatter or even malicious slander from outside."  Cheng felt a sense of clarity and couldn't help but clap, praising loudly: "Excellent! I'll go back and arrange it just like that!"
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**Chapter 876: Time for North America (3)**  To He Rui, accustomed to the vast North China Plain, the mountains of Yunnan and Guizhou possessed a sense of desolation that bordered on despair. Mountain upon mountain, river upon river—only someone with immense passion could gaze upon such terrain and feel the heroic urge to "transform heaven and earth."  Looking at the cloud-shrouded peaks before him, He Rui seemingly saw the sheer amount of capital required to carve paths through those mountains. To possess the capability for large-scale infrastructure there, an even greater investment would be required in the early stages.  Withdrawing his gaze, He Rui said to the accompanying secretary, "Let's go back."  "Chairman, back to the provincial capital or to Beijing?" the secretary asked hurriedly.  "To Beijing," He Rui replied. He tightened his coat; even in Yunnan, the February mountain winds were biting. He Rui felt a sense of regret; in his youth, the stimulation of cold or heat had always made him feel his body's vitality. With the aging of his inner strength, every movement of his body made him feel as if he were "fishing by draining the pond"—it took a long time to recover his strength.  The secretary, following beside him, could sense the toll on He Rui's body. Hearing he was returning to the capital, the secretary felt a great weight lift from his heart and immediately issued the notification.  The motorcade hurried to the airport. After a jolting journey, He Rui felt even more exhausted. Yet as soon as he boarded the plane, he opened the newly delivered documents and began to read. The secretary watched his fatigue and wanted to speak but hesitated. He knew He Rui could not simply stop working, especially given the current state of the war.  Ultimately, the secretary only went to the cabin to have the steward add more meat to He Rui's meal. The steward silently obeyed. Watching He Rui eat the large portion while reading the files, the secretary finally felt a bit more at ease.  In the *Romance of the Three Kingdoms*, when Sima Yi and Zhuge Liang were at a stalemate at Wuzhang Plains, Sima Yi heard of Zhuge Liang's meager diet and laughed: "Kongming eats little yet handles many affairs; his life will not be long."  Setting aside differences in nutrient absorption efficiency and considering only intake, there is a bottom line for the nutrition a human requires daily. The human brain consumes 20% to 30% of the body's daily energy. If one persists in high-intensity mental activity while under-nourished, the body will inevitably fail.  Whenever He Rui's secretaries returned to the Organization Department for training, they received instruction on this. China today desperately needed He Rui's health; the Department even emphasized that if He Rui were unwell, they must persuade him to temporarily cease working.  China did not lack talent to execute policies, but it lacked a leader like He Rui who possessed such immense global influence. As long as he was alive, he was the most powerful deterrent to all other nations.  He Rui wasn't considering those things now. China's future was reflected clearly enough in this report. Reading the Military Commission's discussion, He Rui saw the expectations and worries of his comrades. Their hopes and fears were his own.  Establishing an entirely new world order required bearing immense pressure—the burden a world hegemon must inevitably shoulder. China lacked experience as a global leader, just as it lacked experience in industrialization. If the strategic window weren't so narrow, forcing them to "drive a duck onto a perch," He Rui would have preferred twenty more years for China to learn the art of diplomatic maneuvering.  Having finished the report, He Rui approved the strategic execution route Li Runshi proposed. No one could judge how the US would choose now, and even He Rui couldn't make a precise prediction as he once had. He couldn't even judge whether the US leadership would ultimately decide on "war for war's sake" in their internal struggle.  If Roosevelt could maintain the influence he built through the New Deal, He Rui might believe the US wouldn't act in desperation. But this war was continuously battering the prestige of the Roosevelt administration. This was a total subversion of the American history He Rui knew.  If the Americans could maintain rational thought under the weight of war, they certainly wouldn't choose war for war's sake. But currently, the US faced crushing pressure that would surely warp their thinking. He Rui could not make a precise judgment.  By the time the plane reached Beijing, it was already dark. Stepping off the plane, He Rui found Li Runshi waiting for him. Once in the car, He Rui asked, "Which methodology did the Commission decide upon?"  Li Runshi was momentarily taken aback but replied decisively, "You fight your way, I'll fight mine."  He Rui immediately felt at ease. The world is a complex interactive process, but in the broad direction, either the East Wind prevails over the West Wind, or the West Wind over the East. As long as China could firmly execute policies that allowed its full strength to be unleashed, the question of "correctness" was secondary.  In this regard, Li Runshi possessed an indestructible will, and his health was far superior to He Rui's. Handing things to Li, He Rui was completely at peace.  Seeing He Rui silent, Li didn't speak either. The two enjoyed a rare moment of relaxation in the car speeding toward the Military Commission offices. After a while, Li handed He Rui a cigarette; both smoked, feeling relaxed. Only then did Li ask, "Chairman, is the winter in Yunnan very cold?"  "How should I put it... high-altitude regions aren't that hot," He Rui replied lazily. At this, he remembered something and said to Li, "You should take a vacation with the comrades. Since the war started, the US President and their elite have been on vacation who knows how many times. I think I've set a bad example. You must help reverse this bad tendency. Long-term intense work warps the psychology."  "Doesn't the Chairman wish to go on vacation?" Li smiled.  He Rui shook his head with helplessness. "The ideals of my life have already been constrained by the past; no matter how warped I get, it won't go much further. But the comrades are different; they must experience the future."  In the front seat, the secretary felt a sudden, inexplicable pang of sadness. To present-day Chinese, He Rui was undoubtedly a guardian deity. In less than thirty years, he had reversed everything, returning China to its rightful historical place while guarding its sovereignty and interests. He Rui's words struck the secretary's heart deeply.  The secretary had been with He Rui for three years and could feel that the "future" he spoke of was indeed not his own, but that of the Chinese people—even the world's people.  Such a feeling is hard to describe but easy to understand.  Even after lightly wiping the corners of his eyes, the secretary couldn't calm his emotions. He had to press his finger between his teeth and bite down hard. Only through the pain could he suppress the urge to weep.  After a silence, Li Runshi asked, "The 'past' the Chairman speaks of seems to be on a massive time scale."  At this, the secretary could no longer hold back and suddenly burst into tears of grief.  Seeing this, He Rui could only laugh. "Don't misunderstand. The future I speak of is the future where humanity breaks out of the Galaxy. According to calculations, the Milky Way we live in seems to have entered a dying stage. Thus, the heavy metal content in our galaxy is very high. The number of high-mass celestial bodies appears unusually large. Unless a massive change—let's call it a 'transformation' (bian gua)—occurs, these high-mass bodies will eventually turn back into hydrogen and be released into the galaxy where humanity resides. Otherwise, the Milky Way will fall into a state of rigid death.  So, the future of humanity breaking out of Earth, out of the Solar System, and out of the Galaxy... that must rely on you all, comrades!"  This future He Rui described was so bright and so discordant with his own personal future. The secretary listened intently, yet found himself at a loss, unable to figure out why He Rui would make such a joke.  Li, however, did not think He Rui was joking. He asked with some confusion, "Chairman, the universe will not perish."  "The universe will not perish. but humanity in its current form certainly will. What I say is built on the foundation that humanity will likely not undergo a disruptive change in its own structure for the next few millennia. And... look at the ginkgo trees outside." He Rui pointed out the window.  Both Li and the secretary looked at the ginkgo trees lining the avenue. They had been planted over a decade ago and looked robust. Though the heart-shaped leaves hadn't appeared in February, the trees would soon begin a new round of growth.  "Ginkgoes appeared over 300 million years ago. After 300 million years, there are now no bacteria or insects in nature that target them. If you'd seen the ginkgoes near the nuclear test sites, you'd know that even a nuke can't kill a ginkgo. After all, when they appeared 300 million years ago, the radiation on Earth was far higher than it is now. While such longevity is enviable, it would not be a blessing for humanity to be thus." He Rui sighed.  The mention of time measured in hundreds of millions of years made the secretary feel an inexpressible sense of the distant and profound—a scale of time that seemed capable of swallowing a person whole. Yet listening to He Rui and seeing the actual trees, the secretary felt that time was perhaps not so long after all. For He Rui was before him. As long as He Rui was there, even the washing away of eons seemed potentially resistible.  Li Runshi spoke then: "Chairman, the people of the world will surely enter an entirely new way of life. No one can block that."  He Rui nodded. "That is our responsibility. I am also an ordinary person, and I often consider problems with a very realist mindset. So I too cannot figure out when a nation like the United States will choose to accept reality and move toward a new future when faced with a massive threat.  There are two possibilities. One is that the US quickly abandons its past and decides to take another step forward. In the other, more tragic possibility, the US still believes in its past experiences, seeing the new era merely as a cycle of the old. The US used massacres to deal with the indigenous people of North America; now, they fear China will use the same means against Americans.  If it is the latter, the war will be exceptionally bloody. For the US believes that only by returning to the past, to a period where they have nothing left to lose, can they have their own security."  Li knew He Rui wasn't debating, but stating his view. Such an unknowable future indeed contained too many uncertainties—ones that would cause the world to bleed far too much. Li explained his own reasoning: "Chairman, I believe there is nothing to fear in such a future. For without breaking that fear, the US cannot emerge. I too have considered a policy of directly isolating the US, but I believe even if they are ultimately isolated, it must be their own choice. I intend to inform the Roosevelt administration of this possibility clearly in our upcoming negotiations."  He Rui shook his head. "I think you should find a way to inform the 'masters' of Congress. How much longer the Roosevelt administration can exist is a difficult thing to determine. Even if Roosevelt dies, it doesn't mean the US will change its attitude. After all, the US may well have its way of looking at problems warped by fear."  Returning to the Military Commission headquarters, they found the Five Tiger Generals already waiting in the meeting room. Seeing He Rui return, everyone was delighted. After the pleasantries, He Rui waved a hand. "I am very tired, so this time I will be brief. I fully agree with the meeting's report."  At this, Xu Chengfeng's face turned pale. He Rui had been tired before, but he had never used fatigue as a reason. This break from custom gave Xu a very unsettling feeling.  Zheng Silang, with his intense personality, replied with an uneasy face: "Since the Chairman is tired, let us wait a few days to discuss it."  He Rui shook his head. "Silang, work cannot be delayed. I've also looked at the Red Army's counter-offensive; its standard, while what one would expect of the USSR, still allows America to harbor a sense of luck—thinking we might choose to support the Soviets first.  Only by starting the plan immediately can we make the situation develop as quickly as possible. So do not worry about me; just execute according to the report."  Zheng Silang shook his head vigorously. "Chairman, I think it really can wait."  Hardly had he spoken when Zhong Yifu said, "Silang, we do whatever the Chairman tells us to do!"  Cheng Ruofan followed suit: "Silang, we should be sharing the Chairman's burden now." Turning to He Rui, he said, "Chairman, I will launch the general offensive in the spring according to the plan. Until all of Africa is liberated! I even feel that perhaps before the American problem is solved, Africa will already be liberated!"  He Rui looked at Cheng Ruofan's mature face, yet could still see the beautiful-featured youth he once was. The Cheng Ruofan of then was little different from the one today—at least he was still as clumsy in expressing his unease.  Turning to Zheng Silang, He Rui patted his shoulder. "Don't worry, I won't die. At least not yet. I will surely see the arrival of the new era."  He Rui gave him another pat. "And since the comrades in the Party are all shouting about having a 'showdown' after total victory, I certainly can't die yet. I *must* see how exactly that showdown is handled after victory!"  At this, the atmosphere grew awkward. Even among these old comrades who could be said to be very frank with one another, their stances on the economy had diverged significantly.  Only Cheng Ruofan straightened his back at those words. For he indeed had spoken of having a "showdown" in a moment of emotional heat. Cheng didn't refuse to accept that his thinking might be problematic, but he couldn't accept a version of himself that hid or held back.  "That's all. Dismissed," He Rui ordered.  "Don't dismiss yet. I have a question," Cheng Ruofan said.  Zhong Yifu, fearing Cheng might say something excessive, immediately objected: "Say whatever you want after you've liberated Africa!"  Cheng shook his head. "I'm not talking about the showdown. I want to ask: when will the promotions to Marshal occur?"  *Pfft!* Zheng Silang was amused. Though he knew Cheng wasn't a man who craved power or rank, this was just too "cute." For everyone's sake, he'd rather be misunderstood.  He Rui, however, would not misunderstand. Seeing that Cheng didn't intend to change the North American landing report, he pointed to the seats and took his own at the head of the table. Once the comrades were seated, He Rui said, "My view is that once our negotiations with the Roosevelt administration conclude, we can decide whether to land in New Zealand. After all, the Roosevelt administration believes they have built New Zealand into an impregnable fortress. It should hold for at least two to three months, I'd say."  Xu Chengfeng gave a light laugh. "The General Staff assessment is that New Zealand won't last a month."  He Rui waved a hand. "The question holds little discussion value. If the Roosevelt administration decides to withdraw from the war, that would be best. But the probability is low, so once the New Zealand campaign is over, we will conduct the promotions. That way, the commander landing in North America will be a Chinese Marshal. *Cough, cough...*"  He Rui coughed for a moment, then caught his breath and smiled. "Heh, I imagine none of you wants to be a defeated Marshal."  "Victory and defeat are common in war. I don't... ah!" Cheng Ruofan suddenly called out in pain, as Xu Chengfeng had kicked him under the table.  He Rui knew Cheng was trying to lighten the mood and didn't pay any mind to an overly-tense Xu Chengfeng.  "Comrades, to date the world's configuration is essentially determined; the nations blocking the world's liberation have all jumped out and stood against the people of the world. I also hope you future Marshals will let these nations feel the power of a just war. Therefore, it would be best if the forces that capture those capitals are not the Chinese military, but the World People's Liberation Army." Having spoken, He Rui fell into another uncontrollable fit of coughing.  This time it was quite severe, and it took him a while to stop. Waving his hand to calm the room, he used the table to pull himself to his feet. "I'm going back to rest now. You are all busy; do not come to visit me. I don't want to infect any of you."
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**Chapter 877: Time for North America (4)**  February 14, 1943. Valentine's Day. Roosevelt felt he had received the best possible Valentine's gift: news had finally arrived from the Chinese government through the secret diplomatic channel Secretary of State Hull had been cultivating.  On this occasion, Roosevelt did not call for his lover but spent the holiday with his wife. Mrs. Roosevelt, the social activist, was unaware that her husband had resumed his affair. As she set the meal before him and took her own seat, she spoke of the encounters she had had during her advocacy for women's rights across America.  "Dear, some families have been asking if it's possible to exchange prisoners with China," Mrs. Roosevelt said, her expression filled with genuine compassion.  Due to his wife's cold and inflexible personality, Roosevelt generally disliked talking with her. This time, however, he felt she had provided an excellent channel for Sino-American communication. Swallowing a mouthful of mashed potatoes, he asked, "In which states did you meet these voters?"  "Mostly in the Northern states," she replied, recalling the pained looks of the servicemen's families. "Virginia, Maine, New York, North and South Carolina. People were asking in all of them."  Roosevelt noted the names of the states, memorizing them. As long as such people existed, he could use them to build political momentum. The US currently held some Chinese prisoners of war—mostly pilots who had parachuted during the Singapore campaign starting in October 1941, along with a smaller number of soldiers captured in the Solomons.  That the number of captured Chinese pilots exceeded that of common soldiers was abnormal, but the value of airmen was far higher than that of ordinary infantry. More importantly, negotiations for a POW swap would constitute official Sino-American talks. As long as the officers attending were of sufficient rank, the two sides could set the stage for subsequent meetings.  The day after Valentine's Day, Roosevelt had the State Council contact China.  In Mexico City, people in broad ponchos and wide-brimmed hats rode horses through the streets. Horse-drawn wagons shuttled between factories, creating a steady stream of traffic.  Before the war, the US had invested heavily in Mexico—investments truly aimed at boosting Mexican industrial capacity rather than just resource extraction. As the war progressed, US imports from Mexico increased steadily, and Mexican domestic employment saw significant growth.  In this prosperous city stimulated by the war economy, ordinary people failed to notice two cars arriving at a famous seafood restaurant. First to arrive was the US Ambassador to Mexico, Michael. Seated in a pre-booked private room, Michael checked his watch.  According to the arrangement, Michael was to arrive at 10:45 AM and the Chinese personnel at 10:50. Seeing it was already 10:48, Michael said to his secretary with some resentment, "I expect the Chinese will be a few minutes late."  The secretary said nothing. In an ordinary meeting, lateness was an insult. But with the two nations at each other's throats and China holding a massive advantage, such a delay would project a winner's arrogance. From a negotiating standpoint, applying pressure was a necessary choice, and a slight delay was a perfect minor tactic.  Ambassador Michael sat down and looked out from the balcony. He had just begun watching the bustling streets of Mexico City when there was a knock on the door. Thinking it was a waiter with the menu, he didn't turn around.  The secretary opened the door, and a moment later footsteps entered. Michael was surprised when the secretary remained silent. Turning, he saw two Chinese men had entered—it was the Chinese Ambassador to Mexico, Li Xiong. Michael's secretary closed the door. Ambassador Li Xiong checked his wrist and said to Michael, "It is 10:50. Shall we begin?"  The atmosphere in the room was heavy. The two ambassadors sat facing each other over a checkered tablecloth, neither looking friendly. Finally, Michael spoke: "On behalf of the United States government, I express our firm rejection of China's act of initiating war!"  As Michael said, with China holding a massive advantage on the battlefield, Li Xiong felt a sense of superiority. He was actually pleased by Michael's statement and replied in a level tone, "I fully understand America's emotions. If you are finished expressing them, we can proceed with the discussion!"  Michael was loath to express anger like a "loser." Hearing Li Xiong, he immediately moved to the main topic. "The war has created too many tragedies. Those who have lost their lives have already brought immense pain to their families. And the captured servicemen cause their families constant, agonizing fear. America believes it is necessary to allow families to visit the POW camps."  While Li Xiong felt this was an excellent opportunity for further communication, he shook his head. "I believe neither of us has the authorization to discuss this. Especially myself; I have no such authorization at all."  Michael felt that by mentioning authorization, Li was actually agreeing to contact and was steering the topic toward a higher-level meeting. Though resentful, he didn't probe further, instead asking, "When shall we meet again?"  "I will notify you," Li said, then rose and left the room.  Watching the two Chinese diplomats vanish, Michael began considering how to report this to the Secretary of State.  In China, the Central Committee members who should have been happy at the news were instead in a state of deep depression. For He Rui had fallen ill. It began as a simple cough and cold but quickly developed into a pneumonia-like condition. Thereafter, He Rui ran a high fever, his temperature reaching 39.2°C at one point.  This terrified the committee members, especially those who had participated in eliminating past epidemics; with their basic physiological knowledge, such a high fever was a shocking development.  Fortunately, the fever lasted less than an hour. It then settled into a pneumonia-like state, but soon his temperature spiked again to 39°C.  By now, the Medical Academy—using electron microscopy to analyze samples—had finally confirmed the diagnosis: He Rui had contracted the "American Virus," the same strain that had broken out after the First World War.  The West, especially the US, claimed the 1919 pandemic had simply vanished. In truth, it had never left but was rapidly mutating. Only because the lethality had dropped and the Western powers wanted to quell panic did they claim it had "suddenly disappeared" after three years.  The Center immediately ordered a strict investigation into how He Rui had been infected. Based on his itinerary, they soon determined he had visited a POW camp in the Yunnan-Guizhou region. According to latest reports, a new batch of US prisoners arriving at the camp had triggered an outbreak of the American coronavirus there. Members of He Rui's entourage had also fallen ill.  With the cause identified, the committee members felt slightly relieved, yet their anger flared. Currently, visitors were only allowed a few glimpses through a protective door. Representing the others, a comrade who visited saw that He Rui's face and hands—visible outside his hospital gown—were as white as paper, as if all the blood had been drained from his body.  Since falling ill, He Rui had been completely unable to handle work, a situation unprecedented for the Center. Even with Li Runshi presiding over the Standing Committee in his stead and the nation running smoothly, the overall unease was reinforced by this unfamiliarity, making the work feel somewhat frantic.  When the Roosevelt administration sent out feelers for communication, some agitated committee members stated flatly, "While the Chairman is unwell, we refuse to communicate with that filthy country, America!"  Li Runshi fully understood their surface emotions, for he himself was furious. He had spent the most time with He Rui after his return to the capital, yet he and the Military Commission comrades were fine. Li faced immense pressure and held a strong resentment toward the US. Especially with China holding such a massive strategic advantage, the fact that He Rui had been struck down by an American virus felt more like an outrage than a misfortune.  Aside from the surface emotions, Li also realized a portion of the comrades did not internally accept his leadership. This was why they wanted to leave all major matters until He Rui's recovery. While He Rui had passed the critical stage, the virus had damaged some of his organs, leaving him increasingly frail.  "Illness comes like a mountain falling, and leaves like drawing silk"—He Rui's full recovery would take a long time. Li Runshi could not allow work to stall. Thus, he first held a meeting with Foreign Minister Li Shiguang.  Li Shiguang said immediately, "Vice Chairman Li, I believe it is necessary to begin negotiations with America at once."  Seeing the Minister's clear attitude, Li Runshi confirmed his support and discussed the core issues of the negotiation with him. They soon reached a consensus. Li Shiguang summarized: "At this stage, we must create a meeting of sufficient rank. By March 25th, we must determine whether America is willing to exit the war."  Li Runshi nodded. March 25th was the deadline for completing preparations for the New Zealand offensive, involving 230 warships—centered on 12 carriers and 8 battleships—along with roughly 1,000 merchant transport vessels.  Such an operation was too costly to be delayed for negotiations. Unless the US made a clear decision to exit the war by the 25th, the New Zealand campaign would proceed.  Li Shiguang continued: "By May 1st, if America has not clearly indicated its withdrawal, we will launch the plan to land in Canada."  Li nodded again, feeling a sense of relative ease. Logically, a Canadian landing would trigger a violent US reaction and an intense war. But once it began, all US strength—especially the Navy—would be tied down in the North Pacific. Even if defensive gaps appeared elsewhere, the US would lack the capacity to exploit them.  If America was defeated there, it was essentially finished. Even if China were defeated in North America, it would only mean an inability to advance on that continent, without affecting China's overall strategic position.  Whether the Roosevelt administration was willing to talk depended on America's strategic choice. Explaining China's strategy and inviting the US to join the New World Order would not require long negotiations. Such things couldn't be faked; the American elite would surely understand. The only difficulty was whether they would choose to join.  Finishing with the Foreign Ministry, Li then convened a State Council meeting. Although Wu Youping had requested to resign, the Central Committee had asked him to continue.  Wu, who had previously handed work to the Vice Premiers, attended this meeting personally. He appeared quite tense. Before it began, he conferred with Li Runshi. "Vice Chairman Li, are you certain the Chairman is completely out of danger?"  "I have asked four doctors," Li replied.  Wu did not press further but swallowed two pills and steadied himself before saying, "Vice Chairman Li, the Chairman *must* be fine. If any misfortune befalls him, while subsequent matters can be solved, it will surely cause massive internal damage."  Li knew Wu was referring to the "showdown after total victory." Some comrades still spoke thus because they felt that with He Rui present, staking a claim now might yield advantages later. But once He Rui was gone, if Li had not attained his position through the electoral system, things would turn very ugly.  "Premier, rest assured. The Chairman will certainly be fine," Li emphasized once more.  The State Council meeting primarily discussed economics. Compared to 1942, the leadership was far more composed. Data showed China's 1942 GDP had reached 1.8 trillion CNY. At the pre-war exchange rate of 1:6, that was $300 billion—18% higher than projected.  Based on current demand, the 1943 GDP was projected to reach 2.1 trillion CNY, or roughly $350 billion. While China still trailed the US in per capita terms, in total volume—especially industrial and agricultural output—it had comprehensively surpassed America.  Intelligence showed US military spending in 1942 had reached $79.1 billion. China's total tax revenue was about 30%, or $90 billion. After basic government expenses, China's war spending was around $66.5 billion.  While the absolute figure seemed lower than America's, China had finished building its shipbuilding, aviation, electronics, and materials industries before the war. These sectors had formed complete chains and were profitable in their own right. China hadn't made special investments in new industries after the war began, but simply issued massive orders to existing ones. Thus, China's $66.5 billion in military spending was equivalent to roughly $90 billion or even $100 billion in US terms.  A report from SASAC argued that if the war continued at this rate, America would face fiscal collapse by 1944.  Of course, the US wasn't entirely without a chance. If they abolished the federal system and turned the states into provinces, giving the federal government the full powers of a centralized state, they could continue.  But the report judged that in such a scenario, the Roosevelt administration would lack the capacity to fight both domestically and internationally at the same time.  Li Runshi had called the meeting not to gloat over China's advantage, but to let the data soothe the leadership and keep them from meddling in other matters.  Seeing the various departments were steady after their reports, Li raised a new requirement: "Fully safeguard the interests of Chinese nationals (Qiao Min) overseas and ensure they can rapidly integrate into their local societies and economies. To this end, we can accept larger deficits."  In a narrow sense, "migrants" meant former Chinese citizens who became foreigners. Focusing on them now would mean a drain on China's population. "Overseas Chinese" (Qiao Min) were different—the term applied to all citizens residing abroad.  At the mention of overseas Chinese, the State Council leaders were invigorated. While they would meet problems initially, intelligence showed there were many countries and regions where Chinese productivity could be leveraged.  Even setting aside remittances, simply considering the release of domestic labor surplus could solve a great many issues.  The official from the Ministry of Land and Resources was the most excited. "At this stage, we indeed need a large number of overseas Chinese to develop the iron mines of Western Australia. Once those ores start flowing into the country on a large scale, our shortage of high-quality ore will be solved once and for all."  The official from Agriculture was equally enthused. "Transporting alfalfa and other fodder from Australia to China yielded no profit in the past. But high-quality alfalfa hay can satisfy the livestock needs of the Southeast; even a hundred million tons a year could be fully absorbed."  Other officials didn't interrupt, not because they didn't know what the nation needed, but because iron ore and alfalfa were clearly the two largest and most urgent commodities. They were critical both now and for China's future.  Around the transport of hundreds of millions of tons of these commodities, China's industrial layout would shift. The Ministry of Transport, for instance, would need to invest in domestic shipping and canals to ensure these goods reached landlocked areas directly.  The Ministry of Industry would adjust the location of metallurgical enterprises. Placing steel plants on the coast had once been seen as foolish, but with high-quality Australian ore arriving by the hundreds of millions of tons, it became the smart choice.  Before the war, the State Council had known a globalized China would undergo massive changes, but only now that the change had begun did they feel the great power of globalization.  Li Runshi had only made the opening remarks; in their excitement, the comrades grew increasingly proactive. The meeting's mood lifted. Li gradually stopped speaking, listening to his ministers happily discuss future development, his heart more settled.  Finally, he looked toward Wu Youping, who returned his gaze with a slight nod—a sign of approval. Once consensus was reached in the State Council and with the Foreign Ministry, all that remained was to finalize the view of the Military Commission.  Economy, military, and diplomacy are the pillars of national operation. Ensuring the state runs smoothly allowed Li to then communicate with the comrades in the Party.  With the party, military, and government running under his leadership, Li effectively held power in China. All that remained was to ensure his election in 1945 through continued work.  Though Wu Youping would unconditionally support He Rui's decision—even if he chose someone else—for now, Wu stood firmly with Li. He dearly hoped Li could take over He Rui's work, if only to allow the Chairman time to rest.
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**Chapter 878: Time for North America (5)**  Washington, D.C. Roosevelt's plane for his vacation had already taken off, a departure the cabinet members had grown accustomed to. Under the continuous blows of defeat, the members of the Roosevelt administration all felt a desperate need for rest. This was especially true for the Chiefs of Staff of the Army, Navy, and Air Force—including Marshall—who had gathered in a small restaurant just as the President's plane left Washington.  It was just after noon, and the restaurant was nearly empty of diners. A waiter crossed the vacant floor to the three men. Admiral Kimmel, the Chief of Naval Operations, looked up and said, "Absinthe, please."  The waiter was taken aback and about to speak when Kimmel added, "Make it the green leaf."  The other two Chiefs said nothing. The US Prohibition had begun in early 1920 and was repealed in December 1933. But Absinthe, banned in Europe and America since 1915, had yet to be legalized.  Just as the thirteen-year Prohibition had thoroughly altered American liquor supply channels, the Western ban on Absinthe had made China the world's primary producer of the spirit. Because brewing Absinthe required a high level of technical skill, all the Absinthe available in America was imported via smuggling channels from China.  The kitchen was preparing a meal centered on roasted cod. Appetizers like bacon and eggs and fries were brought out first. Simultaneously, a brown bottle was placed on the table. From the outside, the liquid within looked dark, but when poured, it was a vibrant emerald green and filled the air with its aroma.  Kimmel raised his glass toward Marshall and General Carl Spaatz. "To your health."  The two took a drink and felt their spirits lift. One of the primary reasons Absinthe had been banned and highlighted in propaganda was its alleged hallucinogenic properties and its tendency to incite criminal impulses.  Once China had secured its position as the world's leading producer, it began to debunk these myths. The Chinese distilleries' counter-propaganda didn't claim hallucinations didn't exist, but rather informed the public that Absinthe compliant with Chinese food safety regulations contained no hallucinogenic or psychoactive stimulants.  Any such reaction in a drinker, they argued, was because the distillers had added ingredients specifically to cause hallucinations during the production process.  To support this, the Chinese Food Association had released several reports labeled by the Western media as the work of "muckraking experts." These reports detailed the two-hundred-year history of "food additives" in Europe and America. Because the content was so close to Western daily life yet so horrifying, Marshall felt a strange mental shock even as the Chinese Absinthe provided him with a sense of ease.  Marshall was not the only one affected; the entire American elite was shaken. During lunch, Roosevelt had read an insider report by the muckrakers on American meat processing plants; he was so disgusted he vomited up the meat he had just eaten. Thereafter, Roosevelt refused to eat food produced by processing plants. He was not alone; the American upper class all began eating privately slaughtered meat.  Admiral Kimmel clearly didn't care about the meat. After two quick glasses, he spoke: "The Navy is at a total disadvantage in the Pacific and can only offer a passive defense. Furthermore, once China launches a landing operation, our Navy will be exhausted in a very short time."  General Carl Spaatz, the Air Force Chief of Staff, did not agree. He stared at Kimmel and said, "The Air Force can coordinate with the Army and Navy. Isn't that how China won its previous battles?"  Kimmel downed another glass before retorting, "We can build numerous fortifications along the coast, but what about Canada? Can we enter Canada immediately upon discovering a Chinese move toward the West Coast?"  Spaatz fell silent. The Roosevelt administration had discussed common defense with Britain regarding Canada, and the British government's attitude had been decent. But someone had leaked the news, and all of Canada was now in a panic. Local Canadian units had mobilized and begun taking up positions along the US-Canada border. Clearly, the Canadians' wariness of America far outweighed their fear of China.  Marshall had a modest tolerance for alcohol, and with Absinthe being a potent spirit, he hadn't touched his glass again after the first. Only then did he say to the other two, "The Army has completed its plan to enter Canada. This plan *must* be carried out."  "Why?" Spaatz asked, somewhat puzzled.  Marshall found the question foolish but felt he had to explain: "If we fail to acquire Canada, we will be nailed to the pillar of shame."  Even with Marshall speaking so bluntly, it took Spaatz a moment to understand. Draining his glass, he sighed, "Damnable politics!"  Yes. This was politics—damnable politics. The US military had suffered defeat after defeat, and at the hands of the once-"weak" Chinese. Domestic public opinion was largely one of bewilderment. Fortunately, the American media was highly disciplined, desperately portraying China as an evil, barbaric, and ferocious nation that won only through numerical superiority. This had finally given the American public a reason they could accept.  But swallowing Canada was another matter. With his level of comprehension, Spaatz now understood the reason: the Roosevelt administration was preparing for defeat. If they merely lost men and territory like the Philippines and Hawaii, the administration would be viewed as incompetent.  If they swallowed Canada, Roosevelt would undoubtedly have fulfilled a mission of expansion. Losing to a "barbaric" China with vast numbers would then seem not so unacceptable.  Perhaps unable to stomach such political maneuvering, or perhaps out of unease, Spaatz asked, "What if China occupies the West Coast?"  Marshall did not want to answer. Kimmel, however, gave a nonchalant laugh. "By then I'll have been dismissed; whatever I say won't matter."  This self-abandoning attitude displeased Spaatz. Becoming emotional, he pressed, "What does Chief Kimmel believe we should do?"  Kimmel had long made up his mind and replied immediately, "Seek peace with China immediately and exit the war. That way, we can bring the units in New Zealand back."  The suggestion was so decisive that Spaatz found the shock hard to accept. Yet upon reflection, he felt Kimmel's words weren't without merit. But his pride as a US General made him voice his opposition: "Our Air Force will surely hold the West Coast. Does China truly dare to attack it?"  Marshall agreed with this assessment. The Army Staff had conducted two simulations and concluded that millions of US soldiers and hundreds of thousands of Air Force personnel could thoroughly annihilate any Chinese landing force. So Marshall said, "China may not even have the capability to take New Zealand."  Hearing this, Admiral Kimmel downed another glass of Absinthe and let out a low, cold laugh. The laugh contained no disdain, but rather a profound sense of sympathy and a weary, weathered feeling.  For some reason, both Marshall and Spaatz felt a sudden, inexplicable unease.
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**Chapter 879: Time for North America (6)**  When the three Chiefs of Staff ended their gathering, Admiral Kimmel, Chief of Naval Operations, was drunk. As he stumbled toward his car, he suddenly spun around and grabbed the arm of General Marshall, who remained standing ramrod straight. Unable to contain his emotions, Kimmel's voice rose: "If China invades North America, I will die at the front! I will not be branded with the shameful stigma of defeat!"  Marshall had been in a foul mood throughout the drinking, as Kimmel's constant insistence that the US could not win had been grating on his nerves. Seeing Kimmel suddenly making a scene of "seeking death," Marshall felt a surge of intense loathing.  Sensing Marshall's expression, Kimmel released his arm with a look of reciprocal disdain and turned to General Carl Spaatz, the Air Force Chief of Staff. "Carl, do you too lack faith in my ability?"  Spaatz was also displeased, yet as the head of a service with higher technical requirements than the Army, he looked at Kimmel's haggard, bleak smile and felt a twinge of sympathy. To date, the Air Force had also been left bloodied and bruised by Chinese military technology. Though they had done everything humanly possible, the Air Force was, in reality, also defeated.  After a moment of internal conflict, Spaatz stepped forward half a pace. "Admiral, you are drunk."  "Heh," Kimmel gave a hollow laugh. He removed his cap, smoothing the thin remnants of his curly hair, and said with self-mockery, "I am indeed drunk. Please, pay no mind to anything I've said."  With that, Kimmel put his cap back on and, with movements as steady as he could manage, climbed into his car.  Watching the car drive away, Spaatz was speechless. Then he heard Marshall speak: "General, the Air Force must coordinate closely with the Army. I believe it is necessary to establish a dedicated joint operations group."  Spaatz was highly displeased that Marshall showed not a shred of emotion toward Kimmel's despair. Currently, while the Army was also defeated, they were the most adept at deflecting blame. Before the "masters" of Congress, Marshall had represented the Army by stating: "Deprived of Naval and Air cover, the Army can only be encircled!"  Although Roosevelt hadn't used the Navy and Air Force as shields, they were already under immense pressure. If China attacked North America, Spaatz feared Marshall would use them as shields once more.  Suppressing his irritation, Spaatz said as calmly as possible, "I believe we must cooperate with the Navy. Without them, the West Coast cannot be defended."  Marshall looked at the blunt Air Force general, for a moment unsure how to make this "simple soldier" understand that at this stage, one of the Chiefs *must* be sacrificed to pacify the panic in Congress.  As Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, Marshall knew the Navy had done its best. But the congressmen didn't believe the three services had truly exerted themselves; those "masters" were not prepared to study the rapid progress of military technology, their understanding of warfare likely still stuck in the era of the Civil War.  And the bloody cruelty of the Civil War was undoubtedly the peak of American history. European observers at the time had nearly soiled themselves witnessing the combat, stating in post-battle discussions: "We in Europe would never fight this way!"  The US military level then was indeed inferior to Europe's, yet the North and South had performed a preview of the First World War's bloodbaths half a century early by completely disregarding human life, effectively snuffing out any European desire to invade the American mainland.  Now, many in Congress believed the cause of defeat lay in the US military having lost the courage and offensive spirit of the Civil War. Their reasoning was sound: the current US strength, equipment, and technology were incomparable to that era.  Given that the scions of these congressional families were also on the battlefield, their understanding of the front wasn't poor. They believed the current US equipment level far exceeded that of contemporary Europe. China didn't possess equipment that completely outclassed America's; they just had more of it. With US universities essentially empty and millions of college-educated men at the front, there was no issue of an inability to leverage the equipment's potential.  Therefore, the string of defeats was not a matter of equipment, but of men. The cause was entirely due to officers lacking the courage to endure a 70% casualty rate in a single engagement.  Marshall wanted to offer Spaatz a hint, but before he could, the Air Force chief spoke with a gaze full of regret: "General, in every campaign, the Air Force and Navy have lost over half their strength. I do not agree with the representatives; both services have done their utmost. As for the failure to win, it is not because the Chinese are unafraid of death. Singapore, Hawaii, the Solomons—the reason China adopted a model that disregarded death was that it was the only way for a military lacking Pacific island support to gain the initiative.  Therefore, I maintain that the Army and Navy are not at fault. If Congress holds more hearings, I shall tell the representatives exactly that.  General, I too have reached my limit with the drink. Farewell."  With that, Spaatz turned and got into his own car, driving away without a backward glance.  Marshall stood alone at the hotel entrance, his heart filled with melancholy. When he arrived, he had intended to tell the other two about the atomic bomb, but things hadn't gone as planned. First there was Kimmel's self-abandonment, then Spaatz's emotional outburst.  Rubbing his forehead, Marshall felt isolated and abandoned. Suddenly, a surge of anger rose within him, and he could no longer suppress the urge to wash his hands of the whole mess.  *To hell with them all!* Marshall thought. If the "masters" believed it was his incompetence that led to this defeat, he wouldn't mind being removed.  With this anger, Marshall climbed into his car and sped away.  On February 20th, as Roosevelt prepared to leave his vacation retreat, Secretary of State Hull appeared at the door. Roosevelt saw excitement on Hull's face, which surprised him. He hadn't authorized the negotiating team to discuss peace or war, so Hull couldn't have made concessions. For Hull to be happy, the concessions must have come from the Chinese.  Hull hurried to Roosevelt's side, kneeling to whisper urgently, "Mr. President, He Rui has not appeared for half a month. He didn't even deliver the important Lunar New Year address. According to several intelligence channels, he appears to be gravely ill."  Roosevelt felt a mysterious surge of joy. Among current world leaders, He Rui was the most senior in terms of experience, yet the youngest in age. If he had indeed fallen ill, it must be something very serious.  But Roosevelt dared not believe things would turn out so well and asked another question: "How are the negotiations?"  Taking a seat on a stool pulled over by Roosevelt's lover, Hull replied in high spirits, "The Chinese have indicated a willingness to exchange prisoners. They have also agreed to higher-level talks."  Roosevelt found both pieces of news excellent, but not necessarily linked. He cautioned, "Proceed with the high-level talks as quickly as possible; we must find out what kind of agreement the Chinese want to reach."  By the end of the month, a relatively reliable report reached the US. He Rui, missing for a month, had indeed fallen ill—reportedly very seriously, and had yet to recover.  The Sino-American talks on a POW swap were quite blunt. China required that the US produce *all* Chinese prisoners for exchange. In return, China was willing to provide a very large number of Americans.  Hull knew the Chinese attitude was arrogant, yet he was helpless. China currently held 1.2 million British and American prisoners; they had no shortage of bargaining chips.  At a cabinet meeting, Hull described the American soundings: "We proposed a 1:10 exchange ratio. The Chinese representative stated that if they can get back every single Chinese prisoner in US hands, they can accept that ratio."  The cabinet members' faces darkened. Such arrogance was insulting, and the Chinese negotiator's little trick infuriated them.  If the US accepted such terms, it meant that after the swap, the US would hold zero Chinese prisoners, while China would still hold hundreds of thousands of Americans. A request that seemed to favor the US was actually a massive loss, throwing away their only leverage for nothing.  Hull knew this was unworkable and added, "Our representative has stated that any swap must be by proportion, not absolute numbers. The Chinese have yet to respond."  Swapping by proportion would equalize the relative standing of the two nations; Hull's handling of the matter made the cabinet feel much better.  Roosevelt, however, knew they would at most get back some high-value personnel, like captured US generals. A large-scale swap was no longer possible.  One cabinet member then asked if the news of He Rui's illness was true. The others were clearly just as interested; if He Rui died, Chinese pressure on the world would drop significantly. China would need a long time to stabilize its allies, giving the US precious time to prepare.  Hull didn't dare exaggerate. "We obtained the news through Chinese brokers; according to them, his illness is not a top secret. Since the blackout has been lifted, he has likely already recovered."  Disappointment clouded the cabinet members' faces. Roosevelt was also displeased; he naturally wished He Rui would die, but whether he did or not didn't change China's powerful industrial strength. As long as that industry remained, a US comeback would be difficult.  "Gentlemen, how are the statistics?" Roosevelt asked, pulling them back to reality.  The cabinet members hurried to report the latest data. After two months of compilation, the 1942 figures were out. Stimulated by the war economy, US industrial and agricultural GDP had reached $292 billion. Military spending had reached $79.2 billion. Through ten successful rounds of war bonds, $61 billion had been raised.  Since bond purchases were tax-deductible, they were mostly bought by the syndicates; Rockefeller alone had bought $1.38 billion. The dozens of syndicates were the primary purchasers of US war debt.  As for the ordinary public, they were indeed enlisting and buying bonds enthusiastically. But per capita GDP was only $2,700, and a family of five had an annual income of just $1,200. Even so, the 110 million ordinary citizens had bought roughly $30 billion in bonds—an average of $270 per person. American war enthusiasm had reached an unprecedented level; they had essentially handed over every penny beyond their basic needs.  Roosevelt showed no sign of joy upon hearing this news, leaving many in the cabinet puzzled.  These major data points were public, so He Rui saw them too from his sickbed. Looking at the first report he had received since falling ill, it felt a bit foreign. After reading for a while, the familiar feeling gradually returned.  There was a knock at the door, and Wu Youping appeared, wearing a mask. He Rui waved him in. "Youping, it's cold outside."  Wu walked to his side, smelling of medical alcohol. He Rui smiled. "Heh, I'm the one who should be spraying alcohol."  Wu said nothing, but studied He Rui. His face was still pale—not terrifyingly so, but combined with his pinkish lips, it gave him an almost otherworldly, ethereal look. Wu didn't marvel at this; he knew He Rui's hematopoietic system had been severely damaged by the virus, resulting in this complexion.  "Chairman, rest well. We will handle the work; you shouldn't be so eager to read reports," Wu advised.  He Rui patted the file. "You must have seen it. Tell me, how much more war enthusiasm can be squeezed from the American public?"  Wu's mood was complex, and he had no heart for analysis. He asked back, "What does the Chairman think?"  He Rui replied slowly, "I think they can give another 30 billion before the sense of sacrifice without return leads to a massive frustration. If at that moment they receive a blizzard of death notices, American anti-war sentiment will reach a new peak."  Wu hadn't intended to talk shop, but couldn't help pressing: "Chairman, have you decided on the North American landing?"  "Youping, we truly have no choice. *Cough, cough...*" He Rui began coughing again.  Wu moved to pat his back, but He Rui stopped him with a hand. When it came to strategy, he remained proactive and refused to be treated as an invalid. Once his chest felt better, he continued: "I suspect the US is only trying to feel us out and hasn't prepared their own requirements yet."  "Indeed," Wu admitted.  "That means the Roosevelt administration has already prepared to accept the annihilation of the US forces in New Zealand. Roosevelt has likely already chosen the successors for his Chiefs of Staff," He Rui added.  Wu's attention was now fully on the war. "Chairman, you seem to value those three defeated generals highly."  "I do," He Rui nodded. "They are the best America has to offer right now. Most importantly, they understand strategy and can think at that level. If they are replaced, their successors will inevitably be chosen to achieve specific [political] ends. We must admit that American military heritage is not as deep as Germany's. Young German officers can carry the weight of command; young Americans cannot."  "You mean Manstein and Model?" Wu asked with some surprise.  "Mhm," He Rui hummed.  Wu was highly displeased. Someone had been giving He Rui other intelligence while he was supposed to be recovering; whoever did it would be severely reprimanded if Wu found out.  After his own heart attack, Wu had studied cardiovascular medicine. He knew both he and He Rui faced the problem of significantly increased blood viscosity. Anyone who affected He Rui's recovery and caused his health to worsen was a criminal!  He Rui didn't notice his friend's mood. "What have those two done?"  Wu had no choice but to reply briefly: "They held out against the Soviet elite. Meanwhile, the USSR launched a massive counter-attack to retake Stalingrad and another large pincer movement elsewhere. Both were counter-struck by those two. Losses were heavy, and they lost their best units."  He Rui wasn't surprised and smiled. "Now that *is* interesting. Once America hears of this, they'll be even less willing to truly quit. We'll soon see if the Roosevelt administration is sincere!"
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**Chapter 880: Time for North America (7)**  February 23, 1943. At the Washington, D.C. airport, Roosevelt's plane had just landed after his vacation when he was swarmed by reporters. As he was being lifted from the aircraft, the American press corps lunged forward almost as one.  Fortunately, Secret Service agents struggled to hold them back, preventing the situation from spiraling out of control. Seeing the commotion, the Presidential Guard rushed over to help maintain order, finally allowing Roosevelt to reach the designated interview area.  "Mr. President, have we already begun negotiations with China for a prisoner swap?" a reporter from *The New York Times* shouted above the din.  Roosevelt did not hide it, answering readily: "The Chinese side has expressed an interest in exchanging prisoners of war. In the spirit of humanitarianism, our country has dispatched personnel to make contact."  "Mr. President, aren't prisoner swaps usually conducted after a war ends?" the reporter pressed.  "There are many instances of exchanges during a conflict," Roosevelt explained. "They are not exclusively for the post-war period."  This answer gave the reporters much room for imagination. A journalist from *The Washington Post* interrupted, shouting, "Mr. President, which situation are we in now?"  Roosevelt's reason for admitting to the contact publicly was to gauge the direction of American public opinion. He replied, "From the moment China launched its war of aggression, America has vowed never to accept a humiliating surrender. Current contacts are intended to ensure China understands the POW regulations of the civilized world."  "Mr. President, are you implying that China is mistreating our captured servicemen?" the Post reporter followed up quickly.  Roosevelt shook his head. "We are currently investigating with the Chinese to determine the conditions under which both sides' prisoners are held. Any accusation requires definitive evidence."  "Mr. President, will we enter peace negotiations with China?" the reporter from *The Wall Street Journal* asked the question most on everyone's mind.  "Peace is the pursuit of all people," Roosevelt answered. "As long as China can recognize that its aggressive actions are wrong, America certainly will not close the door to peace talks."  The subsequent questions were primarily about the war; few reporters inquired about the US economy. After half an hour of the press conference, Roosevelt reflected on the matter during the drive back to the White House.  Stimulated by war demand, the American economy was booming. While not "excellent," it was certainly the best period since the start of the Great Depression in 1929. Although such a war economy would inevitably burst, America could fully sustain itself for the time being.  Back at the White House, Roosevelt immediately held an economic meeting with his cabinet. Reports from the Treasury and Agriculture Departments indicated that domestic supply and demand were quite good. While America's poor remained poor, at least employment was maintained. Especially with so many people sent off to fight, the unemployment rate was remarkably low.  Facing such a favorable economic outlook, Roosevelt asked how long it could last. The Treasury Secretary replied confidently, "Based on current data, we can maintain this for eighteen months."  Roosevelt felt that was enough time for China's attitude to shift. Ending the meeting, he convened a military session, where he learned the Soviet counter-offensive had run into serious trouble.  Although outnumbered by the Red Army, the Wehrmacht was clearly capable of sustained combat in the winter. Having imported vast amounts of raw materials and technology from America, their endurance had been greatly enhanced. In this campaign, the Luftwaffe had committed a large number of aircraft to air-drop supplies to encircled German units.  These air-drops satisfied the defensive needs of the frontline German troops. Once they no longer lacked ammunition, they began counter-attacking the Red Army in the frozen wastes.  In terms of endurance and stoicism, the Germans were in no way inferior to the Soviets. The commander of the 4th Army had directed his units to use manual labor to dig through snow over two meters deep, managing to clear dozens of kilometers of road within a month to restore contact with the other sections of the 4th Army cut off by the Soviets. They then launched a counter-encirclement of the Red Army units that had infiltrated their rear.  The Soviet offensive, which had looked so grand, was now exhausted and unable to advance further, forced to watch as the Wehrmacht dismantled their gains. Furthermore, the 9th Army commander, Model, had launched a counter-attack in the Rzhev salient, annihilating over 100,000 Red Army troops who had seemed poised to take the city.  Roosevelt saw the Rzhev salient on the map. The current front between the Soviets and Germans was generally smooth, except for a German-controlled zone 150 kilometers long and 100 kilometers wide driven deep into the Soviet lines. This was the Rzhev salient.  Except for the rear, which was German-held, the salient was surrounded by the Red Army on three sides. Even without a military background, Roosevelt could grasp the threat it posed. If the Wehrmacht committed a large force here, they could split the Soviet front in two and defeat them piecemeal.  Worse still, the salient was only 200 kilometers from the Soviet capital, Moscow. With German armored capability, a thrust from there could reach the gates of the city in three days if the Soviet defense faltered.  Seeing this situation, Roosevelt was forced to conclude that the Wehrmacht showed no signs of defeat yet.  With renewed hope, Roosevelt asked General Marshall, "Chief of Staff, do you believe the Wehrmacht still has a chance to defeat the Soviet Union?"  Marshall realized Roosevelt still intended to fight on. For the first time, he decided to voice his own thoughts: "Mr. President, the Wehrmacht cannot truly defeat the USSR. Even if they lose Moscow and Saint Petersburg, the Soviets will still be able to fight back with Chinese help."  Roosevelt felt an immediate surge of displeasure. Fortunately, he quickly reminded himself, *I am not He Rui.* This made him feel slightly better.  Yet this self-limitation triggered another form of anger. Even if He Rui was the globally acknowledged master strategist and military mind, as the President of the United States, admitting he was entirely inferior to the Chinese Chairman left Roosevelt feeling stifled and humiliated. They were both men; why must he admit he could never measure up, no matter how hard he tried?  This foul mood made Marshall seem increasingly loathsome in his eyes. Then he heard Marshall continue: "Mr. President, what we should prioritize now is withdrawing our troops from New Zealand."  Roosevelt could hardly believe Marshall would say such a thing. In the past, Marshall had been very sensible, never interfering in the President's political choices.  Doubtful, Roosevelt probed with a nonchalant tone: "Chief of Staff, do you believe it is necessary to negotiate peace with China?"  Marshall shook his head. "Mr. President, it is not yet time for peace talks. However, feeling out a truce with China is a sound choice."  Roosevelt felt a pang of distress, to the point where he turned his wheelchair to face the window. While he admired Marshall and believed him the best choice for Chief of Staff and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, he now had to accept that Marshall could no longer be used.  Military personnel must not interfere in politics; this was not just a political taboo, but a challenge to the President's authority. A power-holder's bottom line is never allowing their power to be touched.  However, Roosevelt did not lose his composure. He soon turned back to face Marshall. This time, he saw a look of relief on the general's face. Marshall seemingly hadn't realized he was committing his greatest political error.  This reaction surprised Roosevelt, yet further cemented his resolve to remove Marshall. Given Marshall's personality, by saying those words, he had clearly decided that losing his post was a price he was willing to pay. In that case, Roosevelt would oblige him.  "Chief of Staff, America shall never surrender," Roosevelt said calmly.  Marshall saw the determination in Roosevelt's eyes, and he too felt a sense of relief. After careful assessment, he had concluded that if America did not exit the war now, China would inevitably invade North America. America might not surrender, but it no longer had the capacity to defeat China, and very likely could not defeat a Chinese force landed on the continent.  For his own sake, Marshall was unwilling to command a war that was destined to be horrific. Facing Roosevelt's sharp gaze, he said no more; there was no need.  On February 25th, in the US Congress, the Republicans launched a new round of fierce attacks against Roosevelt. Their pretext was the "defeatist views" the President had seemingly expressed while answering reporters at the airport. No powerful nation lacks experts in character assassination. In the USSR, Stalin had even remarked that some party workers were specialists in it. These specialists were adept at taking things to an extreme level of principle. In this regard, the congressional "masters" could proudly claim that the hundreds of them across both houses were all professionals!  Because they could all tell Roosevelt had been testing public opinion at the airport, the Republican attacks were exceptionally sharp: "President Roosevelt decided to declare war on China; now his statements lead us to suspect he is preparing to sign a surrender agreement!"  In truth, the Republicans knew well that Roosevelt would never surrender. But since he wanted to test the waters, they were determined to show him what the waters looked like. Public opinion might well come to believe Roosevelt was a surrender-prone president!  The Republican representatives weren't opposed to the war, but they were unanimous in their desire to force a change in administration. After their fierce attacks on Roosevelt, they turned their fire on the Democratic Party.  The Democrats, unwilling to be così insulted, immediately struck back. Bellicose rhetoric began to flood the halls of Congress. Seeing the Democrats emphasize their own toughness, the Republicans threw out their pre-planned proposal: demanding the power to conclude a truce be placed within Congress to ensure no "cowardly leader" could commit an act of national humiliation.  The Democrats had to support Roosevelt, and the war was yielding them rich profits. Ending the war now seemed highly inappropriate.  However, this stance did not dampen their political sensitivity. Realizing the Republican proposal was a power grab—where even a tiny slice of presidential authority would be a major political victory for the opposition—the Democrats naturally voted it down.  The Republicans had come prepared; they had more than one trick. Congressional sessions were open to the public, and pro-Republican reporters had already prepared their drafts. As soon as the vote ended, they filled in the blanks with specific names and quotes and rushed them to press.  Soon, American newspapers were screaming about "traitors within the country." The traitors were the "defeatists" and "surrenderists" who were selling out American interests.  These reports quickly ignited the rage of the American public. To date, the US military had suffered defeat after defeat. While the people still supported the government, they wanted to find a scapegoat for the losses.  In any nation, searching for a scapegoat for military failure naturally leads to the military leadership in command at the time. Roosevelt had done his best to protect Marshall until now. Thus, after a brief period of argument and vitriol, the removal of Marshall became the primary demand of the public outcry.  Marshall had long been prepared for removal, yet he felt he had received too much favor from Roosevelt to resign voluntarily. Until now, no member of the Roosevelt cabinet had resigned under pressure. Marshall doing so would imply the administration had lost control under the fierce challenges.  For several days after the tide turned, Marshall remained silent. It wasn't until March 8th, after Roosevelt had met several times with high-level Democrats and refrained from defending him as he once had, that Marshall knew his time had come.  On March 9th, Marshall proactively submitted his resignation to Roosevelt.  On March 10th, Roosevelt accepted the resignation without even a symbolic gesture of retention.  On March 12th, General MacArthur, Commander of the South Pacific, arrived back in Washington after a 72-hour flight from New Zealand.  As soon as he arrived, MacArthur headed to Congress for inquiry. As an influential scion of an American "Blue Blood" family, MacArthur faced the array of "uncles, brothers, and cousins" in Congress and used highly infectious rhetoric to summarize the series of wars.  In MacArthur's view, America's greatest problem was that it was too peace-loving, failing to see China's wolfish ambitions. In 1900, many in the US had believed China should be partitioned, yet those views were ignored.  From 1900 to 1942, China had used American goodwill to secretly develop itself until it finally possessed the capability for revenge.  MacArthur described the bravery and tenacity of the US troops on the battlefield before turning to the performance of the Chinese military. If the traveling persuaders of China's Warring States period two millennia ago had heard him, they would have found his description familiar.  "The Chinese military (the Qin army) trains its units as suicide squads; these soldiers don't even wear helmets on the battlefield, truly showing a disregard for life or death. When ordinary Chinese (the Qin people) hear of war, they stomp their feet and bare their chests in their eagerness to reach the front and begin the slaughter...  China's population is several times that of America; when they attack, they always dispatch forces ten times the size of ours, striking from all eight directions.  ...Bare-headed and bare-chested, they charge forward. Compared to the Qin army, the Allied (the Six States) forces are like a cup of water thrown into the desert, sucked dry in an instant.  Allied machine guns fired until their barrels turned red and they could fire no more; the dead Chinese soldiers carpeted the ground beyond all calculation (MacArthur cleverly used descriptions instead of numbers to avoid the issue of casualty statistics).  When the Allies ran out of ammunition, facing the endless Chinese hordes was like an egg hitting a rock... The Chinese are extremely savage in combat; even surrender is not shown mercy. They pursue their opponents relentlessly; after a battle, the ground is littered with the headless corpses of other nations' soldiers..."  Perhaps MacArthur retained a shred of self-respect, or was unwilling to spin a tale *too* far-fetched, for he didn't claim the Chinese pursued the enemy "with a head in the left hand and a prisoner under the right arm."  The congressional "masters" knew China's population was six times America's and naturally believed him. Some Democratic representatives had visited the front to boost morale and knew China indeed held a massive advantage. But they disliked MacArthur's exaggerated attitude and asked, "General MacArthur, can you do more than tell stories? As a soldier, do you have no analysis from a military perspective?"  As the holder of the highest scores in West Point history, MacArthur indeed possessed genuine military talent. Hearing this challenge, he replied immediately: "I characterize the Chinese tactics as 'Human Wave Tactics' (Ren Hai Zhan Shu). Human wave tactics utilize a force that exceeds the defensive side's kill capacity to launch an offensive, ensuring that the capacity to advance always exceeds the number of losses, thereby winning through a brutal mode of combat."  Such rhetoric would have been useless against high-level officers, yet it was effortless and highly effective against a group of congressmen. Moreover, having been born into the American elite, MacArthur had understood the power class from childhood. in this regard, he was infinitely stronger than a commoner like Marshall.  In MacArthur's view, the American elite cared most about their own power, not the outcome of the war. If they couldn't provide the public with a persuasive explanation, even a scion like MacArthur would be sacrificed.  And the explanation the elite required was not complex; it only had to fool the public. And what did the ordinary public know? The "human wave tactics" that were so ridiculous to an elite officer were enough to instill a profound fear in the masses. And that was enough!  Faced with fear, the people would seek protection. And the ones who could provide immediate protection were undoubtedly those currently in power.  A threat not only allowed the elite to avoid responsibility but allowed them to stabilize their power. Thus, MacArthur truly didn't understand how Marshall had allowed himself to be ousted.  Marshall might have been a fool, but MacArthur was not!
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**Chapter 881: Time for North America (8)**  As a defeated general, MacArthur had coined the term "human wave tactics" to save his own skin. A few days later, as the American media began filling page after page with stories of the "human waves" launched by China, even MacArthur himself was somewhat surprised.  What he hadn't expected was that the media, instead of pursuing his failure, began advocating for him to become the next Chief of Staff of the Army. Seeing this, MacArthur instantly sensed the political maneuvering behind the scenes.  His recall from New Zealand to Washington had actually been a face-saving measure by the American elite to avoid high-ranking officers being captured; "recall" was merely a polite term for flight. MacArthur hadn't been the only one; essentially every officer of brigadier general rank and above had been evacuated with him.  MacArthur had intended to use the "human wave" narrative to clear his name, but found that others were helping him—or rather, taking actions for their own ends that unexpectedly salvaged his career. Thus, he chose to remain behind closed doors.  With undercurrents swirling within the American elite, any proactive move on his part could lead to his downfall. As the son of Arthur MacArthur Jr., he knew exactly what to do.  As he expected, reporters swarmed his residence, desperate for an interview or public appearance. MacArthur simply refused all guests, prompting a flurry of stories extolling the MacArthur family legacy.  His father, Arthur MacArthur Jr., was born in Springfield, Massachusetts, on June 2, 1845, and later moved to Milwaukee, Wisconsin. In his childhood, his hero was Abraham Lincoln. In August 1862, at age 17, the "Blue Blood" scion donned a uniform as a first lieutenant and adjutant of the 24th Wisconsin Volunteer Infantry Regiment.  In those days, the American elite were referred to as "Blue Bloods." A child of such status, even joining at 17 without military academy training, would start as at least a junior officer.  The elder MacArthur indeed possessed military talent. Over the next two and a half years, he displayed fearsome bravery and tenacity, earning numerous accolades. In the Battle of Chattanooga, his regiment suffered 40% casualties, and every mounted officer was killed except Adjutant MacArthur. He galloped across the field, rallying the units, reorganizing companies, and commanding with flexibility and courage, finally planting the regimental flag atop Mission Ridge. For this, he received the Medal of Honor and was promoted to major. He eventually led the 24th Regiment until the war's end. When promoted to lieutenant colonel and then colonel, he was not yet 19—the youngest colonel in the Union Army, known as the "Boy Colonel of the West."  Thereafter, his career was smooth sailing. After the Spanish-American War broke out in April 1898, he was promoted to brigadier general and commanded an infantry brigade in the Philippines. Operating within the 3rd Corps, he led his brigade bravely against the Filipino insurgents led by Emilio Aguinaldo, successfully defending Manila in February 1899.  General MacArthur kemudian fought a dozen bloody engagements to take full control of the Philippines, his exploits headlined in American newspapers. He soon became commander of all US forces in the islands and was appointed Military Governor.  In July 1901, Arthur MacArthur Jr. was removed and recalled to the US following a conflict with the civilian governor, William Howard Taft. Over the next few years, he served as commander of the Department of the Colorado, the Lakes, and the East. During the Russo-Japanese War, he served as a military attaché and senior observer in Japan.  In August 1906, after a tour of Asia to observe various armies, he returned home to command the Pacific Division and was promoted to lieutenant general. This was the first time in US history that a lieutenant-general-level officer was given such significant military responsibility; this group of lieutenants held status comparable to marshals or grand generals in nations with longer military histories.  Seeing his father's glorious history raised once more, MacArthur felt more strongly than ever that a force was indeed pushing this agenda. On the night of March 19th, as he was writing his reflections on the war, his adjutant announced, "General Marshall requests an audience."  MacArthur was stunned and put down his pen. After reflecting for a long while, he finally decided to see Marshall.  Watching the adjutant's back, he considered it once more and remained firm. He believed Marshall was not one to cause trouble.  Unlike a top student like MacArthur, Marshall had been a "bottom-of-the-class" student in his youth. Marshall himself had early on accepted he was destined to be a poor student, yet he loathed being teased for it by his siblings.  Some officers close to Marshall had told MacArthur that Marshall had repeatedly begged his parents to send him to his brother's alma mater, the Virginia Military Institute (VMI). He later admitted he wanted to go not out of love for the military or a desire to show off in uniform, but to outdo his pretentious brother who mocked him.  Marshall's ability to hold his ground at VMI wasn't due to grades, but his conduct. In September 1897, the 16-year-old Marshall entered VMI. Upon arrival, he faced an upperclassman's "test": he was ordered to squat over a fixed bayonet for ten minutes. Having just recovered from typhoid and still frail, he couldn't hold it; after a few minutes, he sat onto the blade, his buttocks suffering a severe wound that bled profusely. He was taken to the infirmary for emergency care but never revealed the cause of his injury. His silence won the respect of his peers, allowing him to establish himself at the institute.  In a sense, MacArthur was now getting a new opportunity by stepping over Marshall. If it were anyone else in Marshall's place, MacArthur wouldn't have seen them. But Marshall lacked the character to engage in a death struggle to drag others down with him. MacArthur decided to get some information from him.  Furthermore, MacArthur was prepared: if Marshall cooperated, he wouldn't mind helping him within his capacity.  Sure enough, Marshall showed no anger upon entering, offering sincere congratulations on MacArthur's return.  The congratulations did not please MacArthur. During the evacuation, the Air Force had prepared a B-52 [B-29?] fighter. All unnecessary weight was stripped. MacArthur and the others were squeezed into a cabin filled with fuel drums. As each drum was emptied, it was tossed into the sea to lighten the plane.  Had they encountered Chinese interception, everyone would have died. And if these US generals had died that way, the American elite wouldn't have shed a tear.  MacArthur ignored the pleasantry. "I hear war preparations on the West Coast are proceeding smoothly?"  Seeing MacArthur cut to the chase, Marshall asked, "Do you believe we can win?"  MacArthur frowned; he now understood why a man as socially adept as Marshall had been discarded by Roosevelt. To confirm his view, he asked, "Do you believe that is something we need to consider?"  Marshall was dazed. He was not close to MacArthur, largely because he felt he was not on the same level as the "star student." He had come because he didn't want to see horrific US casualties in the likely North American campaign.  Seeing MacArthur lacked his usual arrogance and seemed ready for any assignment, Marshall's doubt burst out: "General, do you believe we can win?"  MacArthur countered immediately: "Do you believe we should *not* fight?"  Marshall was speechless. The question had haunted him for a long time without an answer. Though America had declared war, he still felt they had been forced into it; the battle had to be fought.  So Marshall voiced his concern: "Is it to be the meaningless sacrifice of millions of lives?"  At this, MacArthur confirmed Marshall was still the "poor student." From a military perspective, the lives of millions was not a matter of emotion, but of mechanics. Whether to end the war was a task for politicians, not a consideration for soldiers.  A soldier's only task was to win! And he only needed to consider how to win!  Before MacArthur could think of a reply, Marshall said gravely, "We should fight a war we can win. Not continue fighting while knowing that even the sacrifice of millions will not yield victory."  "Enough, Marshall. You... should have been a politician," MacArthur sighed. He now realized that Roosevelt hadn't sacrificed Marshall, but had kicked him out of the cabinet only as a last resort.  Indeed, Marshall's words were not without logic. He even possessed a certain prophetic air. But a soldier's job was to win—or at least to seek an opportunity for victory and persevere.  After a moment of internal struggle, MacArthur couldn't bear to see Marshall continue his "folly." After all, Marshall was a man of conscience who valued the lives of millions.  "Marshall, my friend. A nation is not an army where orders are always obeyed instantly. Politics is too complex; it is beyond your understanding. There are certainly politicians who see the possibility you do, but they will not say it. Those who can see the future you see are all outstanding men. But they know clearly that the war cannot be stopped at this stage. It can only end when it can no longer be fought, when the people demand its end." MacArthur stopped there, fearing Marshall might take his words the wrong way.  Marshall asked sadly, "Must such a massive price be paid?"  "To those politicians, the price is not large. In the Civil War, a million died. America still became the strongest nation on Earth. Even if we are defeated this time, it won't stop America from becoming strong again. But without fighting this battle, how can we be certain we are destined to lose?"  Seeing MacArthur possessed a gambler's heart, Marshall found it hard to accept. He switched to military discussion: "General, how do you believe we can win?"  MacArthur explained: "By fighting a true defensive war. We can inflict immense casualties on the Chinese. They, like us in the Philippines, will have to supply themselves from halfway across the world. This will significantly weaken their combat power at the front."  Marshall shook his head, his tone turning icy. "Only if the Chinese employ human wave tactics can the result you describe be achieved."  This did not anger MacArthur, for he knew well that truly excellent officers did not believe the "human wave" nonsense.  Seeing Marshall remained obstinate, MacArthur actually nodded. "Indeed. Only by having the Chinese use human wave tactics can our victory be ensured."  Marshall knew the conversation could go no further. "Then I wish you luck. I shall take my leave."  Watching Marshall's back vanish, MacArthur sat back down to continue his reflections. Marshall's words were unpalatable, yet the methodology within them was correct. For America to win, aside from a powerful defense, it required the Chinese to make a mistake.  MacArthur considered He Rui a great commander because he had never directed a battle personally in his previous wars, simply making strategic decisions and letting his subordinates execute them.  But during the war, MacArthur hadn't sensed any exquisite tactical ability from the Chinese generals. China relied entirely on its massive industrial strength to launch vigorous assaults, forcing the US into head-on wars of attrition. If the US was defeated in the Pacific, it was better to say they were exhausted to death.  Once the North American campaign began, the situation would be entirely different. The West Coast was not suited for large formations; the US Army, utilizing its developed railway network, would possess a massive advantage in manpower and equipment. MacArthur didn't believe they lacked a chance to win.  Of course, the cost would be horrific, yet entirely worth it. If America made peace now, it would have to acknowledge Chinese world hegemony. By paying a massive price but thoroughly crushing the Chinese landing, America would remain the master of North America. It could even seize the opportunity to fully control Canada, fulfilling its long-held dream.  As for the million casualties, they held no value worth noting. If Congress and Roosevelt cared for those lives, they wouldn't be preparing for a home defense war.  Thus, Marshall simply wasn't willing to understand the politicians' thinking. That was the problem of his background!  As long as Marshall could continue executing Roosevelt's policies—ignoring the million lost in the Pacific just as he would the million lost in North America—he could have continued in his post.  With this mindset, MacArthur continued his preparations. Sure enough, on March 21st, Roosevelt summoned him. MacArthur was fully prepared, speaking at length about how to deal the Chinese heavy blows in a North American defense, without mentioning the cost even once.  After the talk, MacArthur saw satisfaction on Roosevelt's face. Of course, Roosevelt didn't commit himself easily, continuing to pose many questions with his cabinet. MacArthur answered truthfully, especially when asked about losses: "We will inevitably face massive ones, yet our rear is fully capable of providing adequate care, significantly reducing the death rate. Moreover, our tolerance for war is above China's; their defeat is only a matter of time."  No matter how Roosevelt and his cabinet asked, MacArthur relied on his solid military knowledge to explain his core point: as long as America persisted, it could surely defeat China on the North American continent.  The meeting lasted over an hour. By the end, Roosevelt looked exhausted, yet clearly full of confidence.  MacArthur knew the final decision would come soon. If he wasn't mistaken, Roosevelt was determined to fight on at any cost.  Returning home, he waited only one day before being notified to attend a joint hearing of the House and Senate Military Affairs Committees on the 23rd.  On that day, in a brand-new uniform, MacArthur appeared in Congress. Compared to the cabinet, the "masters" of Congress were far less professional. MacArthur continued to hit the key points, opening with a single answer: "Gentlemen, in my view, China will surely attack the American mainland; this battle is unavoidable!"  This was exactly what the congressmen feared. even those with pacifist leanings feared that if they showed them, and China attacked anyway, their political careers would be over.  MacArthur's clear answer saved them much breath, and they moved into discussing the war.  Starting with US logistics, MacArthur described what the military could achieve. As he spoke, the worry on their faces faded. As he expected, the "masters" needed victory. Whether that victory occurred in the Pacific or North America mattered little to them. As long as a victory was delivered, their political lives were saved!  As the meeting concluded, the newly elected Republican Senator McCarthy suddenly asked, "General, if you were given command of the US forces, what would be your top priority?"  MacArthur knew the question held a trap; any specific answer would be subject to criticism. But MacArthur was a "Blue Blood." Facing the tricky question, he replied decisively: "Senator, my top priority would be ensuring victory!"  McCarthy was momentarily taken aback; clearly, the answer didn't satisfy him. After a moment, he asked, "General, where do you believe America's primary enemy comes from?"  MacArthur replied readily again: "I am a soldier, responsible only for combat. As for who the enemy is, that is a matter for the political field; a soldier must not interfere. But as long as Congress and the government together identify a traitor, I will strike that enemy upon orders!"  McCarthy's eyes narrowed. "And if those enemies are from within America?"  Before MacArthur could answer, a Democratic senator shouted, "Senator McCarthy, your words have nothing to do with this meeting! I require you to mind your remarks!"  McCarthy shook his head with disdain but said no more. MacArthur could see McCarthy had little influence now. Yet as a man who had secured a Senate seat at 34, MacArthur did not underestimate him.  On March 24th, US time, Roosevelt appointed MacArthur as the new Chief of Staff of the Army.  At that time, it was March 25th in China. The Chinese military launched "Project Hurricane"—the offensive against the British and American forces trapped in New Zealand.
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**Chapter 882: Time for North America (9)**  Zhong Yifu really wanted to look at the map of New Zealand, yet he found himself resisting the urge. Standing up, he looked out the window; Melbourne was now in autumn, the grass having lost its summer emerald for a deep, dark green. Before long, it would turn to a withered yellow.  Not long ago, when he left the capital, the grass on the yellow earth of Beijing hadn't even sprouted. The change from spring to summer, and then from autumn to winter, was truly mysterious; annual plants transformed through the four seasons, a cycle of endless life that reached its death in the blink of an eye.  Zhong suddenly remembered what Zheng Silang had said before ceding command of the New Zealand campaign: "I only wish for the war to end, yet it does not end as simply as I imagined."  At the time, Zhong had thought Zheng was merely indulging in a literati's lament, but now he felt he understood his comrade's mood. For the current Chinese military, the New Zealand campaign was merely a mop-up operation. Zhong could find nothing in it to excite him.  Recalling late 1922, when he participated in the war between the Northeast Government and Japan—a conflict far lower in intensity and ferocity than the present—Zhong had been completely immersed in the struggle, feeling that even if he died then, he would have no regrets for having participated.  For then, he knew clearly that every casualty was for the sake of China's strategic window. Only by winning could they win a future for China.  But the current war was for the sake of *ending* the war. The outcome was already crystal clear, yet to bring it to a close, so many lives had to be sacrificed just to make a defeated opponent understand that further resistance led only to a dead end.  Zhong didn't feel he had changed fundamentally. Yet after experiencing so much war, he found it no longer brought him excitement or satisfaction. The war itself sat like a mountain on his heart; whenever he considered the numbers of dead and wounded on both sides, it was difficult to even breathe.  This weight did not make Zhong abandon his responsibility. Battle reports arrived like snowflakes, a constant reminder of the foolish progression of the war.  The colony of New Zealand consists of the South and North Islands, along with Stewart Island and several smaller nearby islands. Between the two main islands lies the Cook Strait. The climate is temperate maritime; the terrain mountainous, with narrow plains and rich forests.  Along the New Zealand coastlines suitable for landing, nearly a million British colonial and US troops stood ready. From observation posts in the hills, one could look through high-powered binoculars and see hundreds of Chinese vessels at sea, a fleet with no end in sight.  Allied fighters were either shot down by Chinese jet fighters or dared not take off at all. The skies over New Zealand had been seized by China. Countless leaflets fluttered down from Chinese bombers, drifting onto the positions.  The leaflets were written in English. The main graphic depicted the entire Pacific in red, with New Zealand—situated in a corner of that red ocean—shown in white and surrounded by a ring of red arrows.  Across the top, large black English letters formed a single question: ARE NEW ZEALANDERS PREPARED TO BE DESTROYED FOR THEIR BRITISH LORDS?  The New Zealanders and American GIs were not fools; they knew the strategic picture described was reality, and that New Zealand's destruction was only a matter of time. Yet for the past few centuries, the arrival of a white man's army had always meant achieving its goals. The New Zealanders and Americans were not intimidated by the leaflets, remaining at their posts as if that alone could hold the line.  In the Governor's Mansion, a group of white and Maori council members sat in the meeting room. Governor Ruthven's face was distorted with agitation as he asked loudly, "The Chinese have issued an ultimatum; there are only two hours left until the deadline for a response. Gentlemen, have you reached a decision?"  The council members looked bleak and remained silent, as if silence could form an invisible barrier to keep out a non-white army the likes of which had never been seen.  Finally, a Maori council member asked, "If we surrender, will we be separated from Britain?"  The question struck the members like a heavy hammer. Governor Ruthven felt his face contort even further and quickly covered the lower half with his hand to hide his ugliness.  After a long pause, his voice came muffled from beneath his palm: "Once we surrender, we will become a region ruled by China. Those who persist in their loyalty to the British Empire will be shot or cast back to Britain."  The members were speechless. They could not imagine what it would be like to no longer be a British colony; it was as if their roots had been torn out, leaving them as floating weed in the Pacific with nothing left to rely on.  Finally, a white member rose and addressed the local assembly: "Gentlemen, it seems our only fate is to die for Britain."  The reason the Maori held significant power in New Zealand was their extreme prowess in battle—shown not only in their tattoos but in their long wars with the British colonizers. That was why Britain had accepted their status.  Hearing the white member, the Maori did not flinch. Their blood was up. After a silence, a Maori member suddenly stood and, without a word, walked to the side of the room and picked up a broom. He snapped off the head and, holding the wooden handle, kicked off his shoes and removed his hat. Barefoot and bareheaded, he looked toward heaven and let out a Maori war cry.  Stamping his feet rhythmically on the floor, he began a Maori war dance (Haka). Other Maori members immediately joined in, throwing off their hats and shoes.  The white members were moved by the combat dance and rose as well, hands over their hearts, singing loudly: "Hallelujah! Hallelujah! For the Lord God Omnipotent reigneth! The kingdom of this world is become the kingdom of our Lord, and of His Christ!  And He hath on His vesture and on His thigh a name written, KING OF KINGS, AND LORD OF LORDS! Hallelujah! Hallelujah! Hallelujah!"  In China, all religions—including Taoism—were defined as "commercial organizations." The Christian chanting and the Maori Haka now formed a bizarrely harmonious pair, perfectly integrated in this exchange of "mutual commercial fluffery."  As the council members were lost in their self-indulgence, the Chinese deadline passed.  The Chinese military system utilized computers extensively, so no sooner had the deadline expired than the silhouettes of China's newest heavy bombers, the H-7 (Hong-7), appeared on the horizon.  Taking off from newly built airfields on the Australian coast, 1,800 kilometers away, the jet-powered H-7 had a range of 11,000 kilometers. Designed to bomb the US West Coast from Hawaii, this was its first minor test.  Reaching the target, the H-7's advanced computers calculated at full speed. By now, China had "He Rui's Law," similar to the "Moore's Law" of another timeline.  In that other timeline, Intel co-founder Gordon Moore had observed that the number of transistors on an integrated circuit (IC) doubled every 18 to 24 months, while performance doubled and costs fell accordingly.  Over the past five years in China, "He Rui's Law" had been fully realized. After three cycles of improvement, Chinese computer performance had increased by 2 to the 3rd power—eightfold—while the cost of an IC had dropped to half its original price.  With lower power consumption, the total computing power of each H-7 was 30 times that of five years ago. Coupled with the commitment of massive laser and radar measuring equipment, bombing precision had reached terrifying levels.  The entire New Zealand coastal defense system was carpeted with thermobaric (FAE) bombs in an instant. In the Hawaii campaign, a few such bombs had been enough to wipe out all US forces on a small island. The detonation of thousands of them made the Allied forces across several thousand square kilometers feel the sensation of oxygen deprivation instantly.  These troops were all equipped with gas masks. While these could filter out various toxins, they could not enrich oxygen from the air. As the intense combustion of the thermobaric bombs sucked the oxygen from the surrounding area, over 200,000 Allied officers and men were either killed instantly by the blast and shockwaves or fell into a state of uncontrollable gasping. Starved of oxygen, they tore off their gas masks and frantically clawed at their own throats, chests, and cheeks, desperate for the air that was no longer there.  These scratchings left trails of blood on their throats and faces, yet could not stop the self-mutilating behavior of the Allied troops.  They were not self-mutilating; they simply could not breathe! They only wanted to keep breathing!  The Chinese landing fleet now advanced rapidly toward the New Zealand coast. Landing ships struck the beaches, their bow doors dropping to form ramps for armored vehicles.  IFVs packed with troops surged onto the shore and drove inland. Many vehicles reached terrain where they could no longer move, yet still encountered no resistance. When the landing troops dismounted, they found only a profound silence. The trenches that should have been packed with enemies were indeed filled with them.  The Chinese soldiers' enemies lay there, their faces covered in blood-red scratches, their fingernails filled with their own flesh. Their faces were purple, their tongues lolling from their mouths, their eyes rolled back as they died in twisted positions. It looked as if they had been struck down by a celestial curse.  Even for battle-hardened Chinese soldiers, the sight of this "cursed" scene left them pale with shock. Many less-stoic men doubled over and began to vomit.  On March 25, 1943, the Chinese military seized the New Zealand coast in a single day. On the 26th, the landed Korean units became the primary offensive force. Facing the remaining Allied remnants and New Zealand militia, the Korean Army—now at the level of Chinese second-line units—broke through positions like a hot knife through butter, encircling and annihilating the enemy.  By March 27, following the 370,000 Allies annihilated by the Chinese, the Koreans had wiped out another 480,000 local resistance members.  Starting March 28, the locals fled into the mountains for guerrilla warfare. The 670,000 Korean troops, also from a mountainous homeland, began mountain operations in battalion-sized units.  While the war continued, the outcome held no more suspense. Zhong Yifu had no interest in continuing to command the campaign and ordered the Chinese main force to return to ship and head for the Hawaiian Islands. By May, the primary Chinese offensive force would gather there for the assault on North America.  At this time, He Rui's face remained otherworldly white, his pink lips looking quite delicate. Such a countenance placed immense pressure on the team of doctors. Although they had done everything to check him and confirmed the virus was gone, the damage to his heart and lungs was beyond imagination.  So much so that when the team's representative reported to the Civilization Party Politburo, his own face was as pale as He Rui's. Dr. Liu was not only pale but his voice trembled. An upbeat Northeast native, he had attended school with Health Minister Pang Congcong in 1916 and graduated from Shenyang University Medical School in 1922.  In an uncharacteristically shaky voice, Dr. Liu briefed the 23 Politburo members—whose own expressions were as grim as can be—on He Rui's status. "...The Chairman's recovery is extremely slow; we have found signs of minor internal bleeding. And at this stage..." At this, he couldn't help but choke up. He Rui's actual contributions to medicine were no less than in other fields; the thought that he couldn't save his admired mentor from disease brought Dr. Liu inexpressible pain.  But as the one delivering the report, he forced himself to maintain his composure. He had to make the members understand the reality. "...The Chairman's blood vessels are very fragile. Although the thrombosis is controlled, we cannot guarantee their safety at this stage."  The members were all men of the world, for whom life and death were usually of little concern. Yet now they were speechless, lacking even the courage to ask a question.  Fortunately, Dr. Liu was a true scholar and offered no false optimism, laying out the danger: "The Chairman's vessels can be seen as ticking bombs; any rupture could be fatal. We have arranged 24-hour nursing and hope he pulls through."  The members remained silent. No one dared be the first to ask the terrible question. He Rui was only 53—very young for a statesman. They had assumed he would lead until at least 70, or at the very least until retirement at 68.  While he was healthy, many of them had tried to struggle with him to gain more ground. But knowing he might die at any moment filled them with an abyssal fear.  The foundation of their struggle was a healthy, long-lived He Rui. With that foundation gone, they were all at a loss.  Finally, it was Premier Wu Youping who spoke: "If all goes well, when will the Chairman recover?"  Dr. Liu's voice lacked confidence as he replied low, "For the vessels to recover well, his blood pressure must not be too high. But due to his organ damage, the body is raising blood pressure to maintain function. High pressure in turn affects the vessels. For now, he must rest quietly."  "If he rests completely, can a recovery be ensured?" Wu asked immediately.  "...We can be certain of nothing. We can only do our best," Dr. Liu answered.  Wu wanted to tell the doctor that they *must* save He Rui's life. But the words died in his throat.  After his own recovery from an MI, Wu had learned that He Rui had explicitly told the doctors they could use any radical means to save him. Wu didn't know the true purpose of the man who recounted He Rui's decisive words—the man had praised his resolve. Yet the order to manually massage the heart if necessary was truly terrifying.  Wu firmly believed He Rui had taken the responsibility with great courage, determined to save his life at any cost.  But when it was Wu's turn to make such a heavy decision, he found he could say nothing. Even if he were truly willing to die in He Rui's place, the words wouldn't come.  Finally, overcome with grief, tears welled in his eyes. He hated his own incompetence, yet he truly could not shoulder such a responsibility.  A dead Wu Youping could be replaced. But if something happened to He Rui, there was no one.  Ultimately, the Politburo members—men who could decide the fate of the world and the lives of hundreds of millions—could only tell the doctors to find ways to ensure He Rui's life. They could offer no substantial decisions.  On March 29th, He Rui grew even weaker. Word reached the Politburo that he had fallen into a temporary coma due to a persistent high fever. The members convened, but no one spoke.  No one dared to make a decision.
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From the beginning of February to the end of March, He Rui did not appear in public once. The joy among the members of Roosevelt's cabinet reached an almost indescribable level.  In the reports Roosevelt saw every day, the first item mentioned was whether He Rui had shown his face in public that day. By April 15th, there was still no news of He Rui appearing. Although the news of New Zealand being "liberated" by China was extremely disheartening to the Roosevelt cabinet, the high probability that He Rui was critically ill offset this frustration.  On April 16th, during a meeting in the Oval Office, Secretary of State Cordell Hull made a suggestion to Roosevelt. "Mr. President, I believe we can soon propose sending a special envoy to meet with Li Runshi."  As the Chinese proverb goes, "A new Son of Heaven brings a new court." English has a similar saying: "New king, new followers." If He Rui was no longer able to hold power, China's leaders would inevitably select a new leader, and a new leader would surely bring new policies.  As he watched Secretary of State Hull eagerly describe the diplomatic maneuvering with China's next leader, Li Runshi, Roosevelt did not voice his own opinion. He had heard of Li Runshi and had read many of his articles. *On Protracted War* had left a very deep impression on Roosevelt. In *On Protracted War*, Li Runshi spoke from the height of a strategist about how a backward but vast nation should handle the challenge of a powerful, medium-sized country. This was not just aimed at the Soviet Union; it was an effective methodology suitable for various strategic considerations regarding foreign aggression.  Facing such a new opponent, Roosevelt did not feel relieved. The selection process for the next leader in a unitary, centralized state like China was completely different from a federal election system like that of the United States. The power structure in the United States was bottom-up; the feudal forces within each state were extremely powerful, and a new leader had to gain the support of these local feudal lords to take office. Therefore, while the American electoral system was very stable, it was actually very inefficient when pursuing a clear future. The policies of two consecutive presidents would inevitably swing significantly.  Under China's cultural traditions and political model, policies would inevitably possess a high degree of continuity. At the very least, China's next leader would always strive to complete the goals set by the previous one.  Secretary of State Hull quickly sensed Roosevelt's attitude. He stopped talking and ceased describing his beautiful visions for the future.  Roosevelt's gaze fell upon the face of the new Army Chief of Staff, Douglas MacArthur. MacArthur immediately spoke up: "Mr. President, should we enter Canada first at this stage?"  The operational plan for entering Canada had been completed during Marshall's tenure, and the upper echelons of the United States all agreed with this military plan. Since the American Revolutionary War, gaining complete control over Canada had been a long-held ambition of the U.S. government. It just had never been achieved.  MacArthur firmly believed that if they couldn't deal with China, couldn't they at least deal with Canada? As long as he could effectively annex Canada, MacArthur could win a historical status that surpassed his father, Arthur MacArthur.  "Mr. President, the Army Staff judges that China will likely not directly attack our territory, but will instead choose to attack Canada. If they directly attacked our territory, China would have to achieve enough results to answer to its domestic audience. That is an impossible task. By attacking Canada, the difficulty of their operations would drop several levels. Furthermore, if they attack Canada and we send troops, we would be fighting abroad. China can also greatly reduce the difficulty of its operational objectives."  MacArthur did his best to describe various reasons for occupying Canada to Roosevelt, attempting to get Roosevelt to make a decision.  Roosevelt felt some internal resistance toward the direct annexation of Canada. This was not to say that Roosevelt himself didn't want to fulfill America's long-standing ambition—the Roosevelt administration had already tried many times to gain the consent of Winston Churchill's cabinet. But while Churchill was willing to make various deals with the United States on the grand strategic direction, he absolutely would not accept giving up Canada.  It wasn't just Churchill who disagreed; the members of Churchill's cabinet were even more adamantly opposed to a substantive American annexation of Canada.  The Roosevelt cabinet was not surprised. The British Empire, having completely lost the Indian region, had been thoroughly emasculated. Before losing India, Britain was a world power with a home population of over 40 million and 400 million Indian subjects. Now, Britain was just an ordinary power with 40 million people at home and nearly 20 million white colonial subjects.  Of those 20 million white colonial subjects, Canada accounted for about 12 million. Now that the 8 million white residents of Australia and New Zealand had been captured by China, if they lost another 12 million Canadians, Britain would be reduced to a European power with only 40 million white people at home and a vast, empty African colonial empire.  The People's Liberation Army of the World, led by China, was continuously liberating Africa. Once Africa was completely lost, Britain might not even maintain full sovereignty over the British Isles. The Irish autonomous government, which held a blood feud with Britain, had long ago stated that if Northern Ireland could be recovered, a complete Republic of Ireland would be restored on the island.  All that would be left for Britain was Great Britain (which had annexed Wales) and the United Kingdom after the union of Great Britain and Scotland. Even without losing Northern Ireland, the land area of this United Kingdom was 244,100 square kilometers (including inland waters). Britain was divided into four parts: England, Wales, Scotland, and Northern Ireland, with London as its capital. England was 130,400 square kilometers, Scotland 78,800 square kilometers, Wales 20,800 square kilometers, and Northern Ireland 14,100 square kilometers.  A United Kingdom of such tiny proportions could only be described as weak. Whether it was China or the United States, either could easily destroy it.  Facing such a future, the British cabinet could never allow the United States to annex Canada; even if it meant a complete rupture with the U.S., Britain would not hesitate.  The members of the Roosevelt cabinet were well aware of this. At least before there was a possibility of China landing in North America, the Roosevelt cabinet did not want to push Britain too hard. However, the current situation was completely different. As MacArthur said, China might very well land on the Canadian west coast, thereby creating a scenario for the United States to fight a war outside its borders.  To protect their own territory from invasion, the various states of the U.S. could still reach a consensus. But for the sake of Canadian independence, the states might not necessarily be willing to fight to the end with heart and soul. To enable the United States to keep fighting, the annexation of Canada became the best reason for war for the Roosevelt administration.  Roosevelt also could not be certain of his choice. The fact that He Rui was seriously ill might weaken China's centripetal force, but it also weakened the United States' judgment regarding the credibility of China's future.  Li Runshi, after all, was not a Chinese leader with the immense influence of He Rui; in China, no one could be mentioned in the same breath as He Rui. Therefore, China's future would likely be one where Li Runshi had to accommodate the sentiments of the entire nation, and the current sentiments of the Chinese public were not complex. According to America's understanding of China, the current thinking of the Chinese people was singular: no matter what domestic changes occurred in China in the future, the current Chinese government must achieve the goal of Chinese world hegemony.  Originally, the Chinese people firmly believed that He Rui could achieve this goal. Therefore, even those who opposed He Rui ideologically or politically were willing to support him in achieving world hegemony.  As long as Li Runshi could achieve the goals planned by He Rui, he would gain support. And if Li Runshi were to achieve this goal, it would run counter to American interests, and the two sides would inevitably continue a war to the death.  Roosevelt could not determine the simple yet unchangeable state of affairs, so he simply asked Secretary of State Hull, "What is the situation with the Soviet-German War?"  Up to now, the United States had not declared war on the Soviet Union. However, the Soviet side had cut off all official contact with the United States and clearly told the Roosevelt administration: "The Soviet Union will not engage in official communication with a U.S. government that fully supports Nazi Germany."  This could not be said to have completely closed the door to Soviet-American communication. The Soviet requirement was clear: the United States must cease all trade, technology, and other interactions with Germany that impacted the war. If the United States continued to help Nazi Germany, the Soviet Union would not restore official relations with the U.S. government.  Secretary of State Hull understood what Roosevelt cared about and proceeded to describe the Soviet Union's current predicament. Based on intelligence gathered by the U.S. from the Allies, the American side reconstructed the battlefield situation as accurately as possible.  On January 17, 1943, the Soviet Red Army recaptured Kalinin, north of Moscow. By early February, the counter-offensive in the western strategic direction was complete. The exhausted German forces had retreated 100 to 250 kilometers. Thirty-eight German divisions, including 15 panzer and motorized divisions, had been heavily damaged. The assault group attacking Moscow was routed, throwing the German army into panic. Hitler demanded that every settlement be held to the death, without a single step back, until the last man.  Due to a lack of experience in conducting large-scale offensive operations and a shortage of mobile formations, the Red Army failed to fully complete the task of encircling and destroying the main forces of Army Group Center. In early February, German reinforcements from Western Europe (12 divisions and 2 brigades) and the northern wing of Army Group Center launched counter-attacks, and the Red Army's situation deteriorated. The Stavka (Soviet High Command) ordered the forces in the western direction to transition to defense and withdraw units operating on the exterior, and the battle ended there.  By April 1943, the German forces attacking Moscow had suffered 500,000 casualties and had been driven 100 to 350 kilometers away from the city. The Soviet Union paid a heavy price with over 700,000 killed, wounded, or captured, but secured the final victory in the Battle of Moscow.  The German army, however, endured the most difficult defensive phase and did not experience a collapse like Napoleon's. Furthermore, under a new generation of front-line leadership, a group of brilliant "commoner" generals emerged in the German army, such as Manstein, Model, and Rommel. These generals, seen as commoners by the "red stripes" of the German General Staff, fought a series of stunning campaigns and held off the Red Army's counter-offensive.  Now, from Hitler down to the generals and soldiers, Nazi Germany optimistically believed that once the Soviet Union lost the help of the winter, it would be soundly defeated again by the German army in 1943.  However, after finishing this, Secretary of State Hull informed Roosevelt of a new piece of news. "Mr. President, according to our reports, Field Marshal von Reichenau, commander of Army Group South, seems to have died of illness. Germany has not yet released this news."  Although Roosevelt recognized the name Reichenau, he was not familiar with the Field Marshal. He only knew that Reichenau was a loyal believer in Nazism and possessed considerable military capability.  Hearing Hull mention this, Roosevelt asked, "Does Reichenau's successor not possess his abilities?"  Hull immediately replied: "At this stage, Germany has not decided who will succeed Reichenau. According to our judgment, two people are most likely. One is the former Chief of Staff of Army Group South, Colonel General Manstein. The other is the current acting Chief of Staff, Colonel General Paulus."  Roosevelt, hearing these complex names, had no interest in understanding them. To Roosevelt, these people were but minor characters who could not fundamentally affect America's strategy. He replied, "Hull, tell me once there is news."  At this time, Manstein, whom the Americans considered very likely to succeed Reichenau, was preparing for the breakout from Demyansk. After nearly four months of desperate fighting, Manstein knew very well that the only unit capable of taking on the heavy responsibility of the breakout was the 3rd SS Panzer Division "Totenkopf."  The bravery and fighting prowess of this unit were unmatched among the SS units. Besides the extraordinary mental state of the Totenkopf Division, its commander, Eicke, was the primary reason the division continued to perform so exceptionally.  Eicke was the original head of the "death camps." Politically, he was an extreme believer in Nazism, loyal to the point of complete self-abandonment.  In this state of self-abandonment, Eicke—who looked like a melancholy executioner—firmly believed that only by possessing the highest military skill could he better serve the Führer, Hitler, and the Nazi cause. If Eicke's own military ability was insufficient, it would inevitably lead to meaningless losses for the SS in battle.  Therefore, this man born in 1892, after the age of 45, devoted all his energy to studying military knowledge and training the Totenkopf Division into a unit with extremely high combat capability.  Manstein himself was a top-tier student and military scholar, outstanding in both strategy and tactics. Thus, Manstein found that Eicke would never become a strategist in this lifetime. However, through his diligent study, Eicke had acquired what could be called excellent tactical proficiency.  After discovering this, Manstein deliberately assisted Eicke. To Manstein's surprise, Eicke did not refuse to learn even though he was already 51 years old in 1943. Based on his infinite loyalty to Nazism and the Führer, Eicke did his utmost to learn the knowledge Manstein taught him.  This learning process caused Manstein to question his own long-held beliefs. In the past, Manstein felt that military talent was highly dependent on innate personality. Eicke's rapid progress in learning forced Manstein to admit that the power of human internal drive was so strong that it could potentially allow a person's aptitude to achieve breakthroughs that were theoretically impossible.  Of course, such a miraculous change required extremely harsh conditions. Eicke had been active in areas of intense combat almost every day for the past several months. Moreover, Eicke himself had worked hard for several years.  Even so, for Eicke—who just a few years ago was merely a "jailer" in a death camp—to become an excellent division commander with rich combat experience and a firm will was something Manstein could never have imagined.  Therefore, after the plan for the Demyansk breakout was approved by Hitler, Manstein immediately ordered the Totenkopf Division: "The Totenkopf Division must open a withdrawal corridor through the Soviet lines within two weeks!"  After issuing this order, Manstein gave the Totenkopf Division no further instructions. Because during the Battle of Demyansk, the elite Soviet Red Army had consistently applied immense pressure on the encircled 16th Army. The Totenkopf Division was simply the best-performing unit in the 16th Army, and every unit in the entire 16th Army, surrounded by Soviet forces on the frozen Soviet soil, had shown incredible fighting power.  Now Manstein had to command the entire 16th Army to break through the encirclement and link up with German forces 70 kilometers away. Since Commander Eicke possessed an aptitude worthy of Manstein's trust, Manstein gave Eicke the highest respect, which was to no longer interfere with Eicke's command.  The Totenkopf Division was well aware of the fight to the death it was about to face, and the entire division felt no fear because of it. Eicke only ordered the division to conduct a "clearing" of the breakout area to ensure no news would leak during the process.  After receiving orders on April 17th, the Totenkopf Division immediately sprang into action. They had long ago determined the distribution of Soviet villages in the breakout area. From April 17th to April 19th, the Totenkopf Division carried out a total massacre in the 68 villages of the region. Regardless of gender or age, all were executed.  During three days of inhuman slaughter, a total of 39,481 Soviet civilians were murdered.  On April 18th, the Totenkopf Division regrouped. The breakout operation began immediately.  On the first day of the breakout, the German attack was quite difficult because the Soviet side was also putting up stubborn resistance. After the artillery strikes, there followed horrific close-quarters combat. In hand-to-hand fighting, the outcome was either you die or I do, causing both the Soviet and German sides to lose a large number of troops.  After the battle, when the Soviet Union interrogated a soldier of the SS Totenkopf Division, they saw the following entry in his diary: "After we ran out of bullets, we grappled with the Soviets. I used my teeth to bite him. The Soviet planes also bombed indiscriminately, not distinguishing between friend and foe... We quickly gained the upper hand. The Soviets seemed afraid of us; they had never seen us so crazed. Even I felt my comrades beside me were strangers."  The members of the Totenkopf Division continued the tradition of "human bombs." When encountering areas that could not be breached, they used individual soldiers to charge in and perish with the enemy. On the third day, they successfully opened a gap four kilometers wide and forty kilometers long. A large number of German troops fought a brutal battle with the Soviets to consolidate this "lifeline." The Totenkopf Division, leading the way, suffered immense casualties but maintained the flow of the "lifeline." Meanwhile, German forces on the exterior also fought with the Soviets and moved toward them step by step. By April 22nd, the breaking-out German forces linked up with the German forces waiting outside. From that moment on, all the efforts the Soviet Union had put in were declared a failure.
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After Wu Youping suffered a myocardial infarction, the Politburo determined that he could no longer undertake excessive work. Consequently, Wu Youping had plenty of time to accompany He Rui and ensure that he did not overexert himself.  While successfully carrying out this task, Wu Youping also felt quite happy. Over the years, he had accumulated too many doubts, and now he finally had the time to seek guidance from He Rui. What troubled Wu Youping the most were those things that had eventually been resolved but remained ambiguous. Taking this opportunity, he began to tentatively ask about them one by one.  "Humans only believe in what they have seen," He Rui used this phrase again. "China had never previously possessed an industrial chain within its system. The comrades wanted to be able to effectively control the industrial chain while simultaneously preventing others from making trouble through intermediate products. At that time, I gave Anhui Province a harsh dressing down for this very reason. But I wasn't angry. I only hoped they could understand it sooner."  Hearing He Rui recount this matter so calmly, Wu Youping no longer worried that He Rui harbored any feelings of settling scores after the fact, as Wu Youping himself often felt very unhappy when remembering these things.  Having clarified one aspect of the "management relaxation" that had been a major issue four years ago, the grudge in Wu Youping's heart finally dissipated. He sighed, "Chairman, it seems Chairman Li also figured this out early on. He has already considered solving the other side of the problem."  He Rui asked calmly, "Comrade Li Runshi has the courage to engage in struggle within the party. Take that Anhui matter—those comrades who wanted to control the development of the industrial chain indeed had issues that needed adjustment. But were those comrades who advocated for complete deregulation necessarily right?"  Hearing this, Wu Youping quickly looked at He Rui. He saw that He Rui's gaze was unusually calm. Wu Youping hurriedly replied, "Chairman, I didn't hear a thing just now."  He Rui trusted Wu Youping. Seeing that Wu Youping had clearly expressed that he would never get involved in internal party struggles, he replied, "Formulating and executing policy is like this. It's not that going east is wrong, so going west must be right. Control is not necessarily wrong, and indulgence is not necessarily right. We need to develop China's industries through policy execution. Therefore, Comrade Runshi needs more support, especially for his vision."  "Chairman, your health will recover," Wu Youping replied decisively.  Seeing Wu Youping's excessive tension, He Rui couldn't help but laugh. "Haha, that's not for us to consider. The China of today has entered a completely new era. Original history was the history of emperors, generals, and ministers. The future is the people's view of history (People's History)."  "The people's view of history?" Wu Youping replied thoughtfully.  Seeing the confusion on Wu Youping's face—as someone who had never seen a world based on the people's view of history—He Rui posed a question: "If a six or seven-year-old child said he wanted to inherit his father's business as the governor of the Agricultural Development Bank, what would you think?"  "Inherit the business? A six or seven-year-old?... Chairman, are you joking?" Wu Youping's face changed slightly.  He Rui stopped smiling and asked calmly, "You certainly thought of hereditary succession and have a fair amount of vigilance toward it. But how would the ordinary people see it? Would they think it's right?"  Wu Youping didn't know how to answer. He felt the ordinary people might feel envy and jealousy, but they might not necessarily be firmly opposed.  Before Wu Youping could think of an answer, He Rui continued: "The hereditary system has huge benefits for those in power. I can tell you clearly, Youping, that Chinese civilization has accumulated so much depth that it knows exactly what hereditary succession is. It is very clear about the problems that inevitably arise from it. Therefore, what we need now is for the people to move from the stage of spontaneous, ignorant opposition to privilege into a stage of conscious opposition to privilege.  "But abroad, privilege is still the mainstream. The children of politicians are still politicians; the children of zaibatsu (financial cliques) are still the heads of zaibatsu. This is the reality of the world.  "For us, for Comrade Li Runshi, the question is whether we ourselves can firmly oppose privilege! Youping, do you have the courage to stand on the opposite side of so many... comrades?"  Wu Youping had originally been hesitating to speak, but now he could say nothing at all. Generally speaking, in the early stages of a new regime, systems are strict and ideals are firm. Therefore, many things do not happen.  However, China had developed too quickly. It seemed that in an instant, employment and personal development opportunities that once required connections and status had suddenly appeared out of nowhere. As Premier, Wu Youping was naturally very aware of many things happening within the government—things he personally despised.  Wu Youping himself couldn't stand many things and wouldn't support them; if given the chance, he would certainly strike hard at them. But to have him stand on the opposing side to struggle and reverse them—Wu Youping knew he had neither the strength nor the courage to face it.  Facing the sense of powerlessness generated by this great opposition, Wu Youping felt regret and shame. But He Rui said: "It's not your fault. If our goal were not to liberate the world and make China the leading force in the world, I would have made adjustments myself. But our goal is that large, so I first had to let the economy grow wildly. All policies were aimed at making the economy develop more rapidly. Since efficiency was the priority, the pursuit of equity/fairness was naturally placed in a secondary position."  "But...", Wu Youping wanted to defend He Rui, because he felt what He Rui said was unfair to He Rui himself.  "No 'buts'," He Rui interrupted. "The massive gains the people have received are actually the gains that can be provided by fairness when it is placed in a secondary position. Therefore, Youping, you can surely understand the great power of industrialization."  Wu Youping could only nod. As Premier, he had already deeply understood the great power of industrialization.  "Once we finish this war, if China continues to pursue efficiency, it will move directly to the opposite side of the people's view of history. Furthermore, in the future era, many people will try every means to confuse concepts. For instance, they will use the concept of 'freedom' to replace the concept of 'fairness,' and use the talk of 'money' to replace the concept of 'assets.' They will attempt to use 'opposition' to stealthily replace the concepts of 'maneuvering' and 'struggle.' Do you believe it?"  Wu Youping noticed that when He Rui said this, there was an unmistakable emotion in his expression. It was clear He Rui cared deeply about these things. And Wu Youping could understand, because politics is a highly conceptualized ideal; indeed, a miss by an inch is a loss by a thousand miles. Wu Youping himself had dealt with too many low-level entanglements, and they had infuriated him.  "This is the future Comrade Li Runshi will have to face; I even feel a bit of sympathy for him. Haha." Speaking to this point, He Rui couldn't help but give a bitter laugh.  Wu Youping was now more certain of the reason He Rui supported Li Runshi. If Li Runshi's historical stage required him to complete this task, he would be a great politician who was completely worthy of respect, or even sympathy.  After a moment of reflection, He Rui continued: "So, let's just finish the war first. After all, this is the war we decided to launch. If the comrades of the Politburo ask you, tell them that we can now clearly send the signal: we will thoroughly crush the representative nation of colonialism, Britain. Oh, right—from now on, use the formal name: the United Kingdom."  He Rui did not preside over the Politburo meeting; Li Runshi was in charge. In the meeting, Li Runshi already skillfully arranged the work and inquired about various progress. His ease of movement made Wu Youping appreciate him more and more.  Especially after talking with He Rui, Wu Youping's thinking had shifted to a completely new political direction, allowing him to see the essence of Li Runshi's own "people's view of history."  He Rui himself also held the people's view of history, but while Li Runshi had the heroic spirit of "regarding the lords of the past as mere dust," He Rui had a certain hostility, like "treading upon the bones of the nobles in the streets of the capital." Of course, He Rui would not show this, but the subtle difference was, in Wu Youping's eyes, glaringly obvious.  Therefore, Wu Youping even felt a sense of relief. If the person launching the internal struggle were He Rui, things would become exceptionally cruel.  Amidst these thoughts, Wu Youping heard Li Runshi say: "...At this stage, we must release news to the outside world. We must deal another heavy blow to the United Kingdom and liberate Canada from colonial rule!"  Wu Youping's spirits lifted. It seemed Li Runshi and He Rui shared exactly the same thinking. Even though everyone knew China and the U.S. were bound to have a massive battle in Canada, both Li Runshi and He Rui were quite restrained in their public statements.  No one expressed opposition, so the proposal put forward by Li Runshi was quickly passed. The day after the meeting ended, as the secretary of this meeting, Foreign Minister Li Shiguang distributed the documents to the members of the Politburo Standing Committee. After reading them, Wu Youping found that the resolutions passed in this meeting did not encounter internal resistance.  Generally speaking, the content discussed in meetings is not nonsense from the participants, and the possibility of gaining recognition is quite high. However, the many proposals that are passed often conflict with each other on some content, or at least encounter priority conflicts.  Therefore, it is rare for a situation to arise where all proposals do not conflict. After all, a country has only so many resources; if Resource A is given, it's unlikely B will immediately get enough. Such "ladle hitting the pot rim" situations are all too common.  Even comrades who are very good at cooperation and compromise, as long as they enter the low-level decision-making meetings, must quickly learn the internal struggle for interests. This is a necessary skill to learn.  In this meeting, although the resource demands proposed by the various standing committee members were very large, the country's existing resources could still meet them. Wu Youping couldn't help but marvel; He Rui's correct strategic direction and policy execution had truly accumulated terrifying resources that could temporarily satisfy China's needs. This was the startling strength possessed only by great strategists.  Or to go a step further, the fact that Li Runshi could effectively allocate the terrifying resources created by He Rui proved that Li Runshi was a great strategist entirely on par with He Rui.  Li Runshi did not know Wu Youping's thoughts. Even if he did, he probably wouldn't care. Because He Rui and Wu Youping were the kind of people who gained ability through study, while Li Runshi had more innate talent. For him, mastering details required study, but walking in this direction didn't require thought at all—he just would do it that way. Therefore, Li Runshi's current focus was more on how to enable the comrades to keep up with his pace.  Of course, Li Runshi also recognized the massive resources He Rui had created and felt sincere admiration. As the saying goes, "He who has much wealth is a good merchant, and he who has long sleeves is good at dancing." If the country's foundation is thick and its strength is high, many things that other countries consider impossible can be achieved in a powerful nation.  However, Li Runshi did not feel a sense of gratitude, because he believed He Rui didn't need it at all. In Li Runshi's view, He Rui's goal in working so hard to achieve these things was to give the comrades more space to operate. If he were to be grateful to He Rui for this, it would undoubtedly be an insult to He Rui, or even a desecration.  The war against the United States was the core of the present. Li Runshi had always believed that the U.S. was unlikely to quit while it was ahead, while the comrades always felt that the U.S. might choose to withdraw from the war after suffering a series of losses.  As for He Rui, although he had been preparing for the invasion of North America and had made preparations for a super-massive war with the U.S. there, he himself also had a certain illusion about the United States, expecting it to proactively back down. Of course, as a strategist, He Rui never allowed his personal thoughts to influence strategic preparations. Therefore, war preparations had reached the limit of what China could achieve, so even though He Rui's personal expectations failed, it did not affect the subsequent war arrangements at all.  This is the characteristic of a strategist. Even if the strategist's personal expectations do not align with reality, it does not prevent the strategist from pushing reality according to the facts themselves. Since everything was ready, Li Runshi had proactively taken on the responsibility of commanding the North American campaign.  On May 4th, the British cabinet received the latest news: China was about to deal another lethal blow to Britain.  When Churchill saw that China was going to "liberate" Canada, a smile appeared on his chubby face. Not just Churchill—the members of the Churchill cabinet were also quite relaxed. Some smiled, some sighed. Someone even pulled out a flask and took a swig.  Smelling the aroma of alcohol, Foreign Secretary Edward Wood, Lord Halifax, suggested to Churchill: "Prime Minister, let's have a drink together."  Churchill readily agreed. Soon, several bottles of sherry were opened and biscuits were served. The members of the British cabinet, who had been very nervous about the United States annexing Canada, relaxed and raised their glasses. Churchill said: "To the British Empire!"  "To the British Empire!" the cabinet members echoed in unison, drinking the fine wine in their glasses in one go.  After the next round of drinks was poured, Foreign Secretary Halifax sighed: "I suggest we do not invite the United States to send troops."  The other ministers expressed their agreement, as did Churchill. Once Britain proactively requested the U.S., the United States would have a reason to stay in Canada and not leave. Now the United States certainly could not stay out of it, so it would definitely proactively request to send troops to help Britain. What Britain had to do now was designate the regions of Canada the U.S. could enter; they couldn't let the Americans enter just anywhere.  Of course, the United States certainly wouldn't agree. So a cabinet member asked: "If the United States forcibly enters Canada, what should we do?"  Churchill had already lit a cigar. Amidst the curling fragrance, he replied: "Then we only have one thing to worry about, and that is a peace deal between China and the United States."  Several cabinet members changed color, but Churchill remained composed. "From the current situation, unless the United States suffers massive losses—losses so great that it can no longer maintain the war—it is impossible for the U.S. to reach a peace deal with China."  The British Empire had extensive experience in "bandit politics," so the cabinet members all supported Churchill's view. The war between China and the United States was quite similar to the Anglo-French Napoleonic Wars. The greatest conflict between Britain and France was not their mutual historical hatred, let alone the beheading of Louis XVI.  The Anglo-French Napoleonic War was a battle for economic dominance. Just as the war between China and Britain itself was not China seeking revenge for the Opium War of 1840, or even a struggle for colonies, but a battle between China and Britain for dominance over the world economy.  If the United States stopped the war, it would mean giving up economic dominance. The Chinese Yuan would replace the British Pound as the greatest competitor to the U.S. Dollar. Furthermore, China's shouting about global liberation this time meant that after defeat, the dollar would become a domestic U.S. currency, and even the dollar shares the U.S. had worked hard to accumulate over decades would be lost.  For these reasons, the United States would certainly have to fight until it could no longer do so before it would consider a peace deal. And what Britain needed now was for China and the U.S. to fight a major war, just as Britain was currently supporting Germany and the Soviet Union in their fight to the death. Only when the other major powers of the world were greatly consumed in war could Britain possibly reap the benefits and maintain its status as a major power after the war.  As for a place like Canada, while it was also important to Britain, for the sake of Britain's major power status, it appeared not so important.  The reason a great power is a great power, besides possessing a vast territory and a huge population, is that it also needs strong manufacturing power, strong currency and financial capabilities, and vast wealth that can endure a difficult war. Only by possessing these conditions, along with a national elite capable of operating them, can a great power continue to be strong.  The British cabinet had strong confidence in Britain. All the true great powers of the world now—the United States, China, the Soviet Union, Germany, and France—had once been defeated by Britain. Therefore, the British cabinet had strong confidence that this time, Britain could still win!  In Washington, Roosevelt felt some regret. Although his actions were indeed to fight to the end, he had also once had expectations of China—that China would realize it was likely to be defeated in North America and would therefore be the first to lower its head and humbly seek U.S. support.  If China had been willing to lower its head, Roosevelt could have truly pushed for Sino-American peace. But He Rui's government clearly did not intend to do so, and Roosevelt could only regretfully watch as this war continued.  Furthermore, Roosevelt had another reason for regret: the progress of nuclear weapons development was not as fast as imagined. Even the new generation of jet fighters, which were originally expected to be finished later, were completed ahead of schedule, but the research and development of nuclear weapons had been delayed. The specific problem seemed to be one of project execution, which Roosevelt didn't understand.  If they could first develop nuclear weapons, Roosevelt would have a sharp tool to deal with the Chinese army. A weapon that could destroy over 100,000 troops would surely cause immense shock to China. At the very least, now that it was highly likely China possessed nuclear weapons, the United States could use nuclear weapons to deter China.  But Roosevelt did not immerse himself in meaningless imagination. He ordered: "Have MacArthur come to see me, and have Eisenhower come along too."
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After the German army successfully broke out at Demyansk, of the original 120,000 troops, the total number capable of immediately returning to combat was only 20,000. This included 6,800 from the Totenkopf Division and over 14,000 Wehrmacht troops.  Of the remaining 100,000 troops, nearly 10,000 had been killed, 40,000 had fallen ill, and the rest were exhausted and completely unable to fight.  These units were immediately formed into a combat group and established a defensive line approximately 70 kilometers long along the outer edge of the original Soviet encirclement. They were placed under the unified command of Eicke, who was promoted to SS-Gruppenführer in April.  Commander Eicke immediately formulated a plan for a counter-attack against the Soviet Red Army, which was expected to pursue them. Although both the Totenkopf Division and the Wehrmacht were extremely fatigued, the Totenkopf Division still possessed a tenacious determination to fight. They had survived four months of encirclement in the freezing snow and ice. Now, with a large number of German troops behind them and a continuous flow of supplies, the Totenkopf Division believed it was fully capable of dealing a heavy blow to the pursuing Soviet forces.  However, after waiting for several days, the Red Army never appeared on the muddy ground of western Russia. This was not because the Red Army was afraid to fight, but because they had also endured the harsh natural environment for more than four months of winter, suffering massive casualties.  The cost paid by the Soviet Northwestern Front, which had surrounded the German forces, was as high as 245,511 men, of which 88,908 were permanent losses and 156,603 were sick or wounded. Upon hearing this news, Stalin merely cursed the limited strength of the Southwestern Front but did not issue orders to continue the offensive.  During the brief respite on the front lines, the German propaganda machine went into full operation. The horrific losses in the winter defensive battles were glossed over, with German propaganda emphasizing: "The German army has triumphed over the Russian winter; Russia's greatest advantage no longer exists!"  As a member of the Allies, German propaganda spread rapidly in countries like the United States, Britain, and France. Especially in the United States, the American people felt greatly encouraged by Germany's success in the winter. Discussions about the war in American newspapers also changed to: "If the Germans can do it, we can certainly do it in Canada too!"  Compared to the United States, Canada was a place similar to the Soviet Union—equally freezing, equally muddy and slippery. A consensus formed among many well-informed people in the U.S. that China would likely not directly attack the American mainland, but would instead attack Canada.  As an imperialist nation, the American intellectual community easily understood the benefits of China attacking Canada. If the United States merely held the U.S.-Canada border and did not enter Canada to fight, China could easily crush the Canadian army and successfully occupy the country.  If the U.S. sent troops, both China and the U.S. would likely fight a protracted war near the U.S.-Canada border. As long as China did not intend to completely destroy the United States, the difficulty of reaching an agreement with the U.S. would be much lower.  The Roosevelt administration was not influenced by such amateurish geopolitical assessments. Before these so-called intellectuals had their late realizations, the Roosevelt cabinet had already analyzed these possibilities very clearly.  At this time, members of the Roosevelt cabinet were nervous about the latest news. After a three-month disappearance, He Rui reappeared in public by participating in May Day (International Workers' Day).  May Day is extremely closely tied to the United States. In the 19th century, as the U.S. and many European countries transitioned from capitalism to the imperialist stage, capitalists constantly increased labor hours and intensity to stimulate rapid economic development and extract more surplus value to maintain the high-speed capitalist machine, cruelly exploiting workers.  In the United States, workers had to work 14 to 16 hours a day, some even as long as 18 hours, but for very low wages. A supervisor at a shoe factory in Massachusetts once said: "Let a strong, healthy 18-year-old boy work here at any one of these machines, and I can make his hair turn gray by the time he is 22." Heavy class oppression incited immense anger among the proletariat. They knew that to fight for their survival, they had to unite and struggle against the capitalists through strike movements. The condition proposed by the workers was the implementation of an eight-hour workday.  In 1866, the Geneva Congress of the First International proposed the slogan for an eight-hour workday.  In 1877, the first national strike in American history began. The working class took to the streets to demonstrate, demanding improved working and living conditions from the government, shorter hours, and the implementation of an eight-hour workday. Soon after the strike began, the ranks expanded, union membership surged, and workers everywhere joined the movement.  Under the powerful pressure of the labor movement, the U.S. Congress was forced to enact laws for an eight-hour workday. However, some capitalists simply ignored them, and the law was nothing more than a piece of paper.  On May 1, 1886, more than 350,000 workers from over 20,000 enterprises in the United States stopped work and took to the streets for a massive demonstration. Workers of all colors and trades joined in a general strike. In Chicago alone, 45,000 workers flooded the streets. This paralyzed major American industrial sectors—trains became like frozen snakes, shops were silent, and all warehouses were closed and sealed.  With Chicago at the center, a massive strike and demonstration involving about 350,000 people took place across the U.S., with demonstrators demanding improved working conditions and an eight-hour day. On May 3, 1886, the Chicago government sent police to suppress the movement, shooting and killing two people. The situation escalated, and on May 4th, striking workers held a protest at Haymarket Square. Due to an unidentified person throwing a bomb at the police, the police opened fire, resulting in the deaths of four workers and seven police officers, in what became known as the "Haymarket Riot" or the "Haymarket Massacre." In the subsequent sentencing, eight anarchists were charged with murder; four were hanged, and one committed suicide in prison.  To commemorate this great labor movement and protest the subsequent sentences, labor protests were held worldwide. These activities became the precursor to "International Workers' Day."  In July 1889, at the founding congress of the Second International organized by Engels, it was announced that May 1st of each year would be International Workers' Day.  Naturally, the United States would not set May 1st as Labor Day. In August 1889, President Benjamin Harrison signed the American Labor Day bill, independently setting the first Monday of September each year as Labor Day. Americans would have a one-day holiday, and people across the country would generally hold parades, rallies, and other celebrations to show respect for labor. In some states, people would hold picnics after parades, eating, drinking, singing, and dancing. At night, some places would set off fireworks.  Roosevelt's cabinet did not consider whether He Rui's choice to reappear in public on this day was intended to mock the United States, as most cabinet members were unaware of the history behind May 1st.  But He Rui's reappearance was a signal. He Rui had recovered his health and could once again take charge of China's policy direction. Seeing that China, America's greatest enemy, had avoided a potential internal power transition, the members of the Roosevelt cabinet felt intense pressure.  Roosevelt felt the same pressure, and he intuitively felt that perhaps his failure to release more signals through diplomatic channels when He Rui was ill was an unwise decision. Now that China would again follow the direction pointed out by He Rui, things were becoming very dangerous.  If He Rui knew Roosevelt's thoughts, he would likely think Roosevelt was under too much pressure, causing a lapse in judgment. If Roosevelt had released many signals to China, He Rui would have fully exploited them to strike at the Roosevelt administration once he reappeared.  Engaging in extensive private diplomatic probing is very easy for an interested party to exploit, eventually turning it into a diplomatic scandal. If Roosevelt dared to discuss a Sino-American ceasefire with the goal of deceiving China, the Chinese side would explain these negotiations as Roosevelt trying to deceive the American people—pretending to keep fighting while secretly negotiating for peace with China for his own sake.  As long as China released this information, Roosevelt would have to defend himself. His defense would naturally be, "I was deceiving the Chinese."  Such an explanation would not be accepted by the American public, and if members of the Roosevelt cabinet still wanted to negotiate with China, they would first have to explain this issue. They would have to make China believe that this time the Roosevelt administration's negotiations were sincere and credible.  In reality, such an explanation is generally impossible to gain China's understanding; the only possibility would be the fall of the Roosevelt cabinet and the new president's cabinet first expressing great sincerity to China.  Such foolishness has happened many times in history, always ending in a mess that cannot be resolved. Even in the 21st century, during the Russo-Ukrainian War, former German Chancellor Angela Merkel stated that Germany and France pushed for the "Minsk Agreement" negotiations in 2014 to "buy time" for Ukraine so it could "strengthen its military power." In the eyes of Western countries, Ukraine's military strength at the time was simply unable to compete with Russia. Reality did indeed develop as the West had seen; as seen now, Ukraine used those seven-plus years to become stronger. Compared to the Ukraine of 2014 and 2015, today's Ukraine has indeed seen a significant military improvement.  This statement was made by Merkel in response to questioning from the German media, who believed she was too pro-Russian. On the surface, Merkel appeared shrewd and cunning, having deceived Russian President Putin. Thus, Merkel was not only not pro-Russian but was a staunch anti-Russian fighter.  However, politically, Merkel lost significantly. At least on a diplomatic level, everything Merkel said would become untrustworthy. Just as Hitler's political credit completely collapsed after tearing up so many agreements.  Political credit is a very important political asset. To this day, He Rui has indeed struck at many Western countries, but this does not mean his political credit has been affected. Because the cultural level in the West is quite low, reaching only the level of "If I say I will kill your whole family, I will kill your whole family." Conversely, because He Rui never lies and always does what he says, his political credit has been reinforced.  As for He Rui attacking whoever he says he will, in Western culture, this is a symbol of strength and justice. Because in Western culture, victory equals justice. When Western countries attacked others, their repeated victories further reinforced this bandit logic.  And the West must reinforce this bandit logic to provide an innocent defense for their own actions. If the West also started shouting, "The victor of a war is not necessarily righteous," then all subsequent Western victories would be questioned. All the arguments supporting white supremacy and Western exceptionalism would be overturned and nailed to the pillar of historical shame amidst the evidence of countless Western crimes.  He Rui looked at the latest report, reassessing the course of the war in his heart. He Rui had initially felt that the Western resistance would not be so intense and that they would back down when they saw the situation was going poorly. However, the facts proved that not only had the West not backed down, they actually had an even more crazed flavor.  Although He Rui considered himself very firm, he also had to admit that having been born in the era of China's rise, he was inevitably influenced by the world at that time. The West then was truly a paper tiger; in the face of China's overwhelming industrial advantage, the Western resistance was fierce in words but weak in reality. The bear-like appearance of those declining nations was laughable.  But the West now was different; every country had a complete industrial chain from the 1930s and 1940s and a powerful social mobilization system. Therefore, the West at this time still had the ability to launch massive wars and send hundreds of thousands or millions of soldiers to their deaths on the battlefield. Their domestic populations could also endure hunger and material shortages.  If it were the 21st century, the level of nutritional intake in Britain, which was just enough to avoid starvation, would inevitably lead to massive domestic opposition.  Of course, the reason the 21st-century UK could afford to be anti-war was because only the United Kingdom of Great Britain remained. In 1942, Britain still had vast colonies.  As He Rui was reading the documents, his secretary walked over. He Rui immediately raised his arm. "Don't try to persuade me."  Although the secretary was a bit troubled, he continued: "Chairman, the doctor asks that you do not work more than four hours a day. Excessive working hours are detrimental to your health."  Hearing this, He Rui showed no intention of compromising. Among the many reports he had seen recently, Li Runshi was making very rapid progress in gaining the support of comrades within the party. This was Li Runshi's leadership charisma; as long as they were comrades who truly put the cause first, they were easily won over by Li Runshi's deep philosophical level and exquisite methodology.  Therefore, He Rui was not afraid to die at this moment. Or rather, He Rui had never been afraid to die; what he feared was being unable to save China. Now China had been saved and had entered a completely new stage of development. While He Rui's death would be a shock to China, it could not pull China off its path of rapid development.  Tapping the large stack of files in front of him, He Rui said, "I'll finish these. Just these."  Actually, He Rui didn't need to care about the secretary's opinion, but he still didn't want to make things difficult for him. The secretary himself meant no harm; he was also there to work, and there was no need for comrades to face unnecessary criticism.  Just as the secretary wanted to say something more, the door opened, and Wu Youping walked in with a smile. "Chairman, I have been entrusted by the Politburo to monitor your schedule. You mustn't be annoyed with me."  He Rui laughed. "It's always been you who's annoyed with me. How could it be reversed now?"  Wu Youping pointed to the secretary. "Help the Chairman up; we're going for a walk."  Once He Rui stood up, Wu Youping gestured to the secretary. The secretary understood and quickly put the files away.  He Rui acted as if he didn't see it and walked with Wu Youping in the early summer garden. Wu Youping asked, "Chairman, is the great battle in North America really about to happen?"  He Rui nodded. "You've surely seen it. Now it's the United States that wants to fight us, not that we must fight them."  Wu Youping nodded slightly and said helplessly, "Initially, I also believed the judgments of some economic and commercial experts. They always felt that the U.S. would quit while it was ahead—that as long as we showed powerful strength, the American public would become entirely anti-war. Now I know that is not the case."  "With sharp weapons in hand, the desire to kill arises. The United States can still keep fighting now, so why wouldn't they?" He Rui replied.  "Chairman, I want to ask you, if you were in this environment, would you keep fighting?" Wu Youping posed the question again.  He Rui shook his head. "If it were me, I would first negotiate with China on the status of the Philippines to ensure it remained under U.S. control. Then I wouldn't participate in the war, but would instead use the status of a neutral country to reap benefits. Why fight when you clearly can't win?"  Wu Youping felt He Rui was bragging a bit and laughed. "Haha, but before the war broke out, how could one see our strength? At that time, many of our technologies had not yet achieved breakthroughs. Forget the Americans; even our own people didn't know our military technology was so powerful."  "Therefore, the United States loses because of its comprehensive backwardness. The problem with the capitalist system is that its drivers cannot be the central government for long. America's strong culture of feudal states also dictates that its waste is extremely high, and a vast amount of resources cannot be utilized effectively. Youping, which state of the Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods do you think the U.S. resembles?"  "I'm certain it's not the State of Qin," Wu Youping laughed.  He Rui proceeded to give his own view. "I think the United States is like the State of Qi. Think about how Xunzi evaluated Qi."  "Hmm." Wu Youping thought for a moment and replied: "The State of Qi was able to prosper and become strong by virtue of its fish and salt wealth. It can be said that Qi's strength was built on an economic foundation. When it lost its vast wealth, even the maintenance of its special elite troops—the 'Qi Ji-ji' (skilled fighters of Qi)—became difficult. Because the combat power of the 'Qi Ji-ji' was built on the basis of generous pay and required vast wealth for rewards. After the restoration of the state, without strong financial support, it was difficult to reorganize the 'Qi Ji-ji.' Therefore, the newly formed troops were not the same as before."  He Rui was about to offer praise when Wu Youping added: "This is what Chairman Li said."  Hearing it was Li Runshi's view, He Rui smiled. It seemed Li Runshi had already begun to fulfill the responsibilities and duties brought by his position. The job of the Party Chairman is not to manage things the Premier should manage; otherwise, there would be no need for the position of Premier.  The duty of the Party Chairman is to point the direction, formulate strategy, and get the comrades within the party to accept them. Then, work is assigned to various departments; if a department cannot effectively execute, either the people are changed or a new department is created to do the work.  Just as the Warring States period serves as an analogy for the present, China is not even the State of Qin...  Thinking of this, He Rui asked, "Who does Chairman Li believe is more like the State of Qin?"  "The Soviet Union," Wu Youping replied immediately, a look of hesitation in his eyes.  "Haha, well said. Indeed so." He Rui expressed complete agreement. "Chinese civilization has already transcended the Warring States era; we were never a nation within this game. It's just that the Manchus were too much of a mess, forcing China to degenerate to the point of having to participate in such a foolish game. Chairman Li's view is entirely correct."
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Both Douglas MacArthur and Dwight D. Eisenhower were graduates of West Point, but MacArthur graduated in 1903 while Eisenhower graduated in 1915. By the time MacArthur became the superintendent of West Point in 1919, Eisenhower had already been gone for years, so the two had no personal connection from their academy days.  As Eisenhower and MacArthur took their seats in the Oval Office, Roosevelt noticed they sat at opposite ends of the sofa, with a distinct distance between them. Roosevelt was aware of the friction between the two, and this observation confirmed it once again.  "How likely is it that China will launch a direct offensive against the American West Coast?" Roosevelt asked.  MacArthur immediately replied, "It is entirely possible that China will conduct a feint in California to draw away our forces..."  As a military man, MacArthur viewed the problem from a purely tactical perspective. If China's main direction of attack was Canada, they would need to tie down American forces elsewhere even more. MacArthur even believed China might use an invasion of Canada as a ruse to draw the main American forces toward the Northwest, thereby making a direct strike on the American mainland easier.  These judgments were reasonable. Although MacArthur could only analyze using his military intuition and couldn't be entirely certain, the Chinese General Staff had, in fact, simulated all the operational plans MacArthur mentioned. Specifically, the plan to strike the Western United States after diverting the U.S. military was one of the three main scenarios for this campaign.  Roosevelt listened quietly, feeling a sense of deep regret. This was the bitter fruit of insufficient naval power; the Chinese Navy could come and go as it pleased, choosing any location favorable for a landing operation.  The Chief of Naval Operations, Admiral Husband E. Kimmel, had clearly stated his intention to lead the U.S. Navy in a decisive battle against the Chinese Navy off the West Coast. Roosevelt did not relax because of such a passionate view; he separately consulted Chester W. Nimitz and other senior naval officers. These admirals all believed that if the U.S. Navy were to sortie now, it would inevitably pay a horrific price.  After MacArthur finished speaking, Roosevelt asked Eisenhower for his view. Eisenhower replied, "Mr. President, I believe China will still commit its main forces to Canada. British defenses in that region are weak, and at this stage, China's primary desire is to strike our Navy."  Roosevelt found himself agreeing with this view. Nimitz and other naval officers held the same opinion. The U.S. military had absorbed the lessons of the Pacific War and had conducted extensive training and preparations in sea-air coordination. The Chinese military could not possibly be unaware of this.  Therefore, fighting in the Canadian region was most advantageous for the Chinese military. First, the United States had no repair facilities in the Northwest; ship maintenance could only be performed in California ports.  Currently, the Chinese submarine force held underwater superiority. The U.S. Navy would have to break through layers of Chinese submarine-controlled zones to reach Canada. If a ship were damaged, it would have to return from the Northwest to California for repairs. This back-and-forth would be extremely detrimental to the United States.  If China attacked California first and succeeded, they could naturally cut off the U.S. Navy's opportunity to sail north and assist Canada. However, this would force the Chinese Navy to "gnaw on a hard bone." If they couldn't break it, their plan to invade Canada would have to be delayed.  While Roosevelt internally favored the view of Eisenhower—the Army Chief of Operations and the Operations Director of the Joint Chiefs of Staff—he still looked toward MacArthur.  MacArthur was not persuaded by Eisenhower at all. He explained decisively, "Mr. President, if China prioritizes attacking our territory, they can similarly draw our Navy into a decisive battle. If they attack Canada first, they can indeed use submarines to intercept part of our fleet, but a significant number of our ships could still reach Canada to engage them. This would not be advantageous for China."  Roosevelt then asked, "But you previously believed China would make Canada their main direction."  Seeing Roosevelt bring this up, MacArthur felt disappointed. Using the little patience he had left, he explained to Roosevelt: "Heavily damaging our Navy so that it cannot appear off the West Coast is China's highest priority."  At this point, Roosevelt realized that MacArthur and Eisenhower's views were actually consistent; the only difference was *how* China intended to deal that heavy blow to the U.S. Navy. Although Roosevelt still leaned toward Eisenhower's view, MacArthur was the Army Chief of Staff. Since Roosevelt had no intention of removing MacArthur, he simply ordered the Army to begin preparations.  At 11:12 AM Panama time on May 10th, a U.S. convoy that had just passed through the Panama Canal was less than 20 nautical miles away when a nervous observer shouted into his microphone, "Torpedoes!"  Beneath the surface of the sea, three gray objects were seen moving rapidly toward the ships. When they reached a position about 200 meters away, the three objects suddenly leaped out of the water, sending up sprays of foam. The observer breathed a sigh of relief; they were three playful dolphins, not torpedoes.  "Report to base: three dolphins, not torpedoes," the observer quickly corrected his report to the bridge.  In the bridge, there had been a moment of panic. The "attack" had come so suddenly that there was no way to evade. Just as the captain and others fell into despair, they heard it was only dolphins. Amidst the relief, someone began cursing profanely. The captain steadied himself, walked to the weapons locker, took out a key, unlocked it, and pulled out a rifle.  The first mate and others were startled. Someone immediately blocked the door, fearing the enraged captain would go out and kill the observer.  The captain pushed the mate aside and barked, "I'm going to shoot those dolphins. As long as they're around, we'll eventually be scared to death."  Hearing he intended to kill the dolphins, the mate felt some pity. Dolphins were smart and often liked to lead or accompany ships. Sailors generally didn't like to harm such beautiful animals. But on second thought, the mate stepped away from the door.  Dolphins were indeed intelligent; as long as someone on a ship attacked them, they would never approach that vessel again. The captain was right—if dolphins kept approaching like that, who knew when they would be scared to death by those things.  The captain walked to the bow and began scanning the water. He couldn't see them on the port side, so he ran to the starboard. Sure enough, three dolphins were ahead and to the right, diving and leaping, swimming happily.  As a man of the sea, the captain stood firm on the slightly swaying deck. He raised the rifle, aimed for a moment, then lowered it to bolt a round into the chamber. As he aimed again, the dolphins seemed to sense danger; they dove deep and vanished from sight.  The captain kept aiming, fearing the playful creatures were up to some trick. Under the blowing sea breeze, the skin on the back of the captain's neck felt a series of chills. Amidst the sound of the wind, there were strange noises that grew louder and louder. The captain lowered his rifle and looked up to see black dots in the distance rapidly expanding. It was a speed he had never seen in anti-aircraft drills—it was far too fast.  The Chinese J-12 fighter was a carrier-based jet, its appearance very similar to the American F-4 Phantom. He Rui was a man who respected science and was also quite lazy. Since the United States had eventually chosen the Phantom as its carrier-based aircraft, it must have undergone various tests and balanced choices. He Rui simply borrowed the design.  The J-12s, each carrying two 250kg bombs, lunged at the American convoy at subsonic speeds. Their speed was so great that the radar observer on the escorting U.S. destroyer let out a piercing scream.  Hearing the chubby technician scream like a woman, the radar officer glared at him in disgust. He looked at the screen himself and saw light dots moving at an unprecedented high speed. The officer, possessing more "manly" composure, cursed "Fuck!" and rushed out of the command room, wanting to see the enemy aircraft with his own eyes.  Although the American fire-control radars had a high rotation speed, the radar targets were moving too fast for them to keep up. The radar officer simply gave up the useless effort, wanting only to see what was happening with his naked eyes.  However, the sky outside was already marked by the trails of bullets. Not all anti-aircraft fire commanders were so rational; seeing the Chinese fighters lunging at them at such incredible speeds, most anti-aircraft commanders ordered their men to open fire.  Amidst the rising smoke, a massive flame erupted from a 10,000-ton American freighter with a thunderous boom. Another explosion followed as another freighter was hit.  The radar officer had to run back to the command room. This time, he saw on the radar screen that those green dots continued to move rapidly, showing no intention of stopping.  In less than ten minutes, five 10,000-ton freighters in the convoy had been sunk, and four more were damaged. The Chinese Air Force fighters were completely unharmed and quickly left the battlefield after completing their objective.  Although this attack caused losses to the U.S. military, the damage was not catastrophic. Because the United States had a railroad network of over 200,000 kilometers, rail transport could still guarantee basic supplies for the front. With American shipyards working at full capacity, the loss of over 50,000 tons of shipping was nothing compared to the losses suffered earlier in the Pacific War.  But this was the first time China had begun attacking U.S. ships near Panama. Out of necessity, the U.S. military had to send a fleet south to provide more escort.  It was over 4,000 kilometers from San Francisco to Panama. The U.S. military had always expected Chinese submarine attacks but hadn't expected China to use fighters this time. Judging by the flight speed, they were jet fighters.  This matter caused an uproar in the Joint Chiefs of Staff. MacArthur, with a dark expression, asked Admiral Kimmel, "Do you have a contingency plan?"  Although his face was grim, MacArthur did not explode in anger. He knew this matter was no longer the Navy's responsibility. Since developing jet fighters, the United States had been trying every means to develop carrier-based jet engines. The R&D departments had done their best, and the Navy had been pushing them.  Since under the American system, R&D was a matter for corporations and research institutes, the Chief of Naval Operations could not be held responsible for this.  Admiral Kimmel, though surprised, did not panic. The Navy had already discussed this possibility and reached a basic judgment: once China possessed carrier-based jet fighters, the U.S. Navy would have no way to counter them. The speed of jet fighters far exceeded that of propeller-driven aircraft; a battle between the two was not in the same league. Forcing propeller planes to fight jets was like a lightweight boxer challenging a heavyweight.  Looking at MacArthur's expression, Admiral Kimmel felt a surge of satisfaction. He spoke his mind bluntly: "It seems China wants to engage our forces in the Panama region."  MacArthur did not pay attention to Kimmel's tone; he was considering the odds of victory in the war. If the U.S. Navy came to the Panama region for a massive carrier battle with the Chinese Navy, it would mean the advantage of American land-based aviation would vanish. The U.S. Navy might suffer a catastrophic defeat.  If the U.S. Navy did not fight a decisive battle with the Chinese Navy in Panama, the Chinese Navy could cut off traffic through the Panama Canal, isolating the U.S. fleet that had already reached the West Coast. America's main shipbuilding centers were on the East Coast in the Atlantic; the U.S. fleet on the West Coast would be unable to receive proper maintenance.  In other words, the U.S. military seemingly had no choice but to accept China's invitation to battle.  Admiral Kimmel looked at MacArthur's contemplative state and couldn't help but say in as calm a tone as possible, "Our airfields in Panama are not sufficient to support the war. If we don't fight, China can completely block the Panama Canal temporarily. General MacArthur, must we enter Mexico and force the Mexicans to join the war?"  Even though Kimmel's words contained a fair amount of mockery, MacArthur didn't get angry. Kimmel was right—if the United States wanted to fully utilize Mexican airbases, it would have to get Mexico to join the Allies and declare war on China. At the same time, it would have to invite the U.S. Air Force to move into Mexico.  Given the relationship between Mexico and the United States, MacArthur didn't believe Mexico would join a war against China for America's sake. As long as China guaranteed it wouldn't invade Mexico, the most likely choice for the Mexicans was to watch the show.  If soft tactics didn't work, the U.S. would have to use force. But Mexico was a large country; even if the U.S. attacked with full force, it would take several months to conquer it. With the Chinese already striking at the edge of North America, the U.S. certainly couldn't afford such a war.  Even if the U.S. really used force and actively invaded Mexico, the Mexicans, with nowhere else to turn, would likely invite China to enter Mexico to fight the U.S. military. They might even join the Chinese camp directly.  In that case, the Chinese military could directly attack the Southern United States. The U.S. would fall into a completely disadvantageous position.  After sorting through the various possibilities, MacArthur confirmed once again that the U.S. military might only have the option of a decisive battle with China in the waters west of Panama to thoroughly crush the Chinese Navy. But if they did so, China could successfully land in Canada; the "luring the tiger from the mountain" tactic would still be achieved.  MacArthur finally spoke, discussing the possibility of a decisive battle with the Chinese Navy. The U.S. Navy General Staff had already formulated plans in this area, so Admiral Kimmel replied: "We have plans for engaging Chinese propeller aircraft, but we have no plans for engaging jet fighters..."  On the night of May 10th, Roosevelt heard the report from the Joint Chiefs of Staff in the Oval Office. Seeing the pain on the faces of the cabinet members present, his resolve finally wavered. Just as Admiral Kimmel introduced the plan for a decisive battle, Secretary of State Hull pushed open the door. He walked quickly to Roosevelt's side and whispered, "Mr. President, the Chinese have sent a message through our previous channels. They hope to conduct effective negotiations."  Roosevelt's arm jerked, knocking over his teacup. The tea immediately spilled out, and for a moment, the Oval Office was filled with the aroma of tea.  Casting a glance at the somewhat excited Hull, Roosevelt suppressed his impulse. He had Hull sit down nearby and continued listening to Kimmel's presentation.  The U.S. Navy's plan was not complex: it was a decisive battle with the Chinese carrier task force in the waters west of Panama. Currently, the number of American aircraft carriers had recovered to 27, all imitating the design of Chinese carriers with through-decks and angled flight decks. Their displacement was between 36,000 and 40,000 tons, capable of carrying 90 aircraft of various types.  In terms of numbers alone, the U.S. carrier force was fully capable of fighting a battle to the death with the Chinese carrier task force. Furthermore, the U.S. had the advantage of being close to its own bases; Panama, now under complete U.S. control, was also an excellent supply point. American troops could also rotate to Panama for rest. Once in the Caribbean, they could quickly reach Florida, which was an even better place for refitting.  Despite the generational gap in fighters, Roosevelt still felt they might be able to hold their own against China. However, the subsequent statement by the Air Force Chief of Staff put Roosevelt under great pressure. "Mr. President, based on extensive simulations, the Air Force has determined that as long as the number of propeller fighters in an air battle does not exceed the number of jet fighters by at least four to one, the chances of victory for propeller plane formations will drop significantly. Especially without the cover of anti-aircraft fire, losses will be exceptionally high..."  If a decisive battle between jets and propeller planes were to take place, both sides would fly 200 kilometers, during which there could be no anti-aircraft support. Roosevelt still possessed this basic knowledge.  After the briefing, Roosevelt ordered the U.S. military to prepare for battle. After the others left, he asked Secretary Hull, "What are the Chinese requirements?"  Roosevelt did not believe He Rui was so weak that he would truly negotiate with the United States. Since they proposed negotiations, they must be demanding massive concessions from the U.S.  Sure enough, Hull replied, "Mr. President, the Chinese require the negotiations to be completed within seven days."  Roosevelt, who already felt this was a threat, asked, "Where is the location for the negotiations?"  "...In Panama," Hull replied.  This location showed some sincerity, but Roosevelt thought for a long time before finally answering, "Refuse them!"  Hull did not voice opposition, but his expression grew somber. In his view, this was the closest opportunity they had had to resolve the Sino-American war. Of course, to reach an agreement, the United States would inevitably have to pay a massive price. At the very least, the Roosevelt administration would completely collapse.  "Very well, Mr. President," Hull finally replied.  Roosevelt said nothing more. He knew he had rejected peace, but he had no other choice. Because even if he had agreed, Congress would never pass it. Since either path would lead to ruin, Roosevelt could only consider seeking opportunities through changes in the war.  If China suffered a catastrophic defeat, Roosevelt would surely seize the opportunity to negotiate.
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May 12th, 10:00 AM local time in Ecuador. In the capital city of Quito, situated on a mountain plateau, a unit of local armed forces marched boldly toward the Presidential Palace.  On the streets of Quito, other military forces were nowhere to be seen. Occasionally, a police officer who hadn't received the news appeared, but upon seeing the formation—and seeing blond-haired, blue-eyed American officers in U.S. military uniforms among them—they immediately turned and fled.  To the great powers in a time of war, such a small unit was nothing. But Ecuador was a small country with a population of only 500,000. A force of 300 soldiers was enough to turn the capital upside down.  The American officers in the group had received orders from above to lead this unit to teach the current President of Ecuador a lesson. This was because the President had stated on the 10th that he firmly opposed the U.S. invasion of Ecuador's Colón Archipelago.  The Colón Archipelago is also known as the Galápagos Islands. Belonging to Ecuador, they are located in the Pacific Ocean about 1,000 kilometers west of the South American continent. The islands cover over 7,500 square kilometers and consist of 13 small islands and 19 reefs formed from solidified lava from submarine volcanic eruptions.  The archipelago's diverse climate and the unique natural environment of its volcanic landscape allow plants and animals with different habits to grow and breed simultaneously on this land. A gathering place for exotic flowers, rare birds, and strange beasts, it is known as a "living museum of biological evolution." The islands are home to many species rare elsewhere in the world.  However, the islands are most famous for Charles Darwin's visit in 1835, which prompted him to later propose his famous theory of evolution. In Chinese textbooks, this is a very important piece of knowledge.  After the U.S. military suffered catastrophic defeats in the Pacific War, they lost all their islands in the Pacific. Especially after the defeat in New Zealand, they proposed to Ecuador to lease the Galápagos Islands. They initially thought a small country like Ecuador would surely agree. To the great surprise of the United States, Ecuador—a South American nation of 500,000—directly refused the U.S. request.  The current President stated clearly: "As a neutral country, Ecuador must strictly adhere to the obligations of neutrality. The U.S. request is undermining Ecuador's neutral status, and Ecuador cannot accept it."  In the past, when the United States encountered such a disobedient South American country, it would surely orchestrate a coup to overthrow the president. But with the Chinese already striking at America's doorstep, the U.S. simply didn't have enough time to launch a proper coup, so it adopted a strategy of bribery.  The 300-man unit was a battalion stationed near the capital. Its commander supported the former military government. When the Americans came to bribe him, the battalion commander proposed that he could send troops to take out the president, but after doing so, the elected government had to be overthrown and replaced with a military junta.  If time permitted, the American representatives would surely have agreed and written a letter of appointment for the commander: "So-and-so is the President of Ecuador."  But with the Chinese Air Force suddenly attacking Panama, the U.S. military was out of time and agreed verbally.  The battalion commander was a reckless man; he immediately gathered his troops and headed for the Presidential Palace. Combined with the Americans' prior activities, they reached the palace gates without incident.  The Presidential Palace was a three-story building in a Spanish style. The guards at the gate, seeing the 300 troops arriving arrogantly, immediately closed the doors and ducked inside.  The battalion commander took a megaphone and shouted toward the interior: "Brothers inside, how much pay do you get? Is it worth risking your lives? Let me ask you, have you received your wages for the past two months? Listen to me: open the gates, and I'll give you a full year's salary right now."  Fearing the palace guards wouldn't believe him, the commander brought the American officers to the front so the guards could see them clearly. Then he continued: "If you don't believe me, don't you believe the American masters? The American masters have done so much in our Ecuador; when have they ever failed to deliver the money they promised the brothers?"  U.S.-backed coups in South America were common. Although the reckless commander's language was crude, it was the honest truth. An American officer pulled out a bag and took out a stack of green bills, showing them to the Ecuadorian palace guards. These were U.S. dollars, not local Ecuadorian currency. They could be exchanged for local money on the black market instantly.  Under the combination of carrots and sticks, the palace guards wavered. An officer opened the gates and came out, bowing and scraping as he asked: "American masters, is it possible to give the money now?"  The American officer, accustomed to the nature of South American locals, pulled out a stack of cash and handed it over, saying arrogantly: "The rest of the money will be given after we catch your president."  The guard officer beamed with joy and immediately returned inside. A moment later, he led the guard unit as they withdrew.  Seeing no one blocking his path, the Ecuadorian battalion commander immediately directed his troops to charge into the Presidential Palace. The interior space was not large; a small country of 500,000 didn't need a massive office.  However, as the lead troops entered the palace, gunfire suddenly erupted. The windows of the three-story building were thrown open, and rifles and machine guns began spraying the rebel soldiers.  Simultaneously, the palace guards who had just "withdrawn" to the perimeter and surrendered their weapons suddenly pulled out 20-round Mauser "Broomhandle" pistols hidden in their trousers and launched an attack on the rebels. The rebels hadn't expected those who had just taken the money to turn on them so quickly; unable to react, they were mowed down in droves. Hearing the gunfire inside the palace, the other rebels didn't dare fight on; they all threw down their weapons, abandoned their American masters, and fled in all directions.  The American officers didn't have time to run. Seeing themselves surrounded, they weren't particularly afraid. The palace guard officer who had just been talking to them walked over, pointed a gun at them, and snatched the bag of money. The lead American officer's lips curled slightly in a look of disdain. But since the situation was unfavorable, he said as politely as possible: "Brother, you've taken the money; how about letting us go?"  The guard officer weighed the money bag and suddenly pulled the trigger. In moments, several American officers lay in pools of their own blood. In his final moments, the lead American officer was still in disbelief, only to see the guard officer crouch down and whisper: "You brought so much money; if I don't take your lives, I won't have a moment's peace."  The amount of money wasn't small, but to the American officer, it wasn't really much. Even if he were held hostage, the U.S. would surely be willing to pay much more to ransom him. But in that case, the guard officer wouldn't be able to keep this money for himself.  Thinking that he had died for such a small sum, the American officer wanted to scream at the heavens in his agony. But their wounds were fatal; in his agitation, his vision went black, and he plummeted toward death.  The rebels who participated in the American operation also suffered heavy casualties. Seeing that the entire force was about to be wiped out, the battalion commander quickly tried to escape with his personal guard. But the sound of dense footsteps came from the street; a unit suddenly appeared, cutting off his retreat.  Seeing no escape, the commander immediately raised his hands in surrender, losing all the bravado he had when charging toward the palace.  After thwarting the coup, Ecuador immediately relayed the news through its embassies and proxy channels in various countries. Ecuador only had 500,000 people and embassies only in major nations, but this was enough. Major countries knew Ecuador's strength and didn't believe it could prevent the U.S. from occupying the Galápagos.  The real significance conveyed by this suppression of the rebellion was that South America was attempting to break free from U.S. control. If a small country like Ecuador dared to do this, the larger South American nations would have even more strength to resist U.S. control.  Nations within the Allied group, in particular, saw a future that was far from pleasant. Even before the U.S. was defeated, South American countries were showing this attitude. If the U.S. were defeated, South American nations would surely bring in China to counter American influence in the region.  When the Roosevelt administration received the news, they were angry but momentarily had no solutions.  Ecuador was on the eastern coast of the Pacific. With U.S. strength, they could indeed directly strike into Ecuador. But defeating Ecuador didn't mean they could directly use its resources to fight China. Instead, such a military deployment would weaken the U.S. defensive system.  The members of the Roosevelt cabinet only felt humiliation, yet they never considered that America's casual manipulation of Ecuador's sovereignty was also a humiliation for that nation.  At this time, the unit that had helped the President of Ecuador crush the rebellion had also assembled and was withdrawing to its place of origin: the Republic of Colombia. Before their departure, the Chinese Ambassador to Ecuador went to see them off, putting considerable pressure on the commander of the Ecuadorian guard garrison who had also come to "see them off."  In the Republic of Colombia, the Colombian President was having lunch with the Chinese Ambassador to Colombia. The President was quite direct: "If your country defeats the United States, you would agree to Colombia recovering Panama, wouldn't you?"  In 1903, with U.S. support, Panama achieved its "second independence," seceding from the Republic of Colombia. That same year, the Hay-Bunau-Varilla Treaty was signed, giving the U.S. a permanent monopoly on the construction and operation of the Panama Canal, as well as the permanent occupation and use of the Canal Zone. In 1914, the U.S. opened the canal.  The Panama Canal generated significant revenue, and Colombia had long coveted it. Colombia was willing to support China because China promised that if it defeated the U.S., it would allow the people of Panama to hold a referendum to determine Panama's status.  The Chinese Ambassador to Colombia smiled and replied: "We will certainly hold a referendum. After all, Panama's independence was a U.S. conspiracy, not a fair independence."  This answer was the limit of what the Chinese Ambassador could say. While China did not support U.S. control of Panama, it also wasn't keen to see Colombia swallow it. Panama's best role would be as a small country with a canal.  Of course, to win over South American nations against the U.S., China couldn't directly show an intention to control their internal affairs. Therefore, the domestic view at this stage was still somewhat vague, with the more supported view being that even if Panama returned to Colombia, it should exist as a highly independent special zone.  In Chile, another South American Pacific nation, the President was also having lunch with the Chinese Ambassador to Chile. Chile was very far from the United States, and the U.S. currently had no ability to strike at it. Therefore, the Chilean President's main topic was trade between Chile and China.  Chile was rich in saltpeter and copper mines, and China most wanted to import Chilean copper. However, at this time, saltpeter was also an important war resource. Thus, the Chinese Ambassador, Bai Chongxi, assured Chile that China would purchase as much as Chile could produce.  As for the method of payment, Chile currently had significant doubts about the creditworthiness of the Chinese Yuan. Therefore, the Chinese side would provide industrial goods and munitions to Chile, including various infrastructure and industrial construction, in exchange for Chilean minerals.  The Chilean upper class no longer had any doubt about China's military victory. Since China could achieve such results, it must possess powerful industrial strength. Thus, the host and guests talked convivially, determining the direction of future cooperation.  During the coffee hour after lunch, Ambassador Bai Chongxi again conveyed Chairman He Rui's promise to the Chilean President: China would conduct diplomacy with Chile on the basis of the Five Principles of Peaceful Coexistence. Chile had no reason to fear that China would threaten its sovereignty or security.  After the lunch, the Chilean Foreign Minister invited Ambassador Bai Chongxi for afternoon tea. In the bright room, the fireplace had been lit. Chile is in the Southern Hemisphere, and it was now winter. The Chilean Foreign Minister reflected on the background of the Chinese Ambassador before him.  Bai Chongxi, born in 1893. In 1914, he entered the Baoding Military Academy. Because he wasn't a graduate at the time, he didn't make it onto He Rui's list of selected talents.  In 1924, the He Rui government gained national power in China. Bai Chongxi was then ordered to Baoding Military Academy for further training as an instructor-cadet. In 1925, he underwent reassignment and entered the University of Political Science and Law. After graduating in 1928, he transferred to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, serving in diplomatic posts in Japan, Korea, and other countries. In 1934, he became the consul at the San Francisco consulate in the U.S.  He returned home in 1941 and was later appointed Ambassador to Chile. From Bai Chongxi's resume, it appeared he might become the Director of the South American Department of the Chinese Foreign Ministry, or even hold a more important position.  Since Bai Chongxi came from a military background, the Chilean Foreign Minister asked calmly: "I have a hypothetical question. If a coup were to break out in Chile, I wonder how the Chinese side would respond?"  Ambassador Bai Chongxi replied solemnly: "China will conduct comprehensive cooperation with Chile to promote its economic development. As long as the national economy is good and the people's lives are stable, the possibility of civil war is very small."  The Chilean Foreign Minister laughed. "Haha, my dear friend. This is a purely private conversation, and what I'm speaking of is not civil war, but a coup. I want to hear your sincere advice."  Ambassador Bai continued solemnly: "China will never encourage a coup in another country. Because such a thing is, in the long run, very foolish. China has five thousand years of history; even fifty years is but a blink in China's history, not at all surprising. And for a nation, the decision to stop economic and trade relations can likely not be maintained even for five years.  "Even if trade disputes are intense, they can be resolved after a few years of negotiation. Why would we launch a coup?"  Hearing the description of "five thousand years of history," the Chilean Foreign Minister was startled and soon grew serious. Yes, compared to five thousand years, fifty years was indeed insignificant. But for a government, it was more than a dozen terms. This sense of historical weight gave the Chilean Foreign Minister an inexplicable shock.  After a pause, the Foreign Minister continued: "My friend, can you answer my question more directly?"  "We in China only deal with legitimate governments and legitimate political parties," Bai Chongxi replied.  The Chilean Foreign Minister frowned. "Doing so is admirable, but it doesn't seem to maximize China's interests."  Bai Chongxi shook his head. "If you extend the time to fifty years, doing so is what maximizes China's interests. Because only in this way can we gain the trust of the entire Chilean people. Let's imagine: fifty years, three generations. If three generations of Chileans believe that China will not interfere in Chile's internal affairs, then no matter what kind of government is in power, it can cooperate with China based on normal commercial trade and national interests.  "If China only considers the maximization of its own interests, and the standards for maximizing national interests are constantly changing, then every Chilean will believe that cooperation with China is unreliable."  The Chilean Foreign Minister thought for a long time before he could barely understand what Ambassador Bai was describing. This was not because his intelligence or comprehension was lacking, but because he couldn't understand why a seemingly rigid policy could be executed for fifty years or even longer. And why a powerful country like China would constantly give up short-term interests for fifty-year or longer-term benefits. In the eyes of South American nations, this choice was clearly not the tradition of world powers, nor was it the tradition of South American nations.  Finally, the Foreign Minister spoke: "My friend, I wonder if you have heard a rumor that the left-wing forces in Congress, led by the Communist Party, want to nationalize all Chilean copper mines. Meanwhile, the center-right parties still insist on corporate ownership."  Bai Chongxi nodded. "We in China have no intention of intervening in Chile's internal affairs. However, from an economic perspective, the nationalization of minerals is beneficial to the national treasury. As for the organizational model of mineral extraction—state-owned or private enterprises—each has its characteristics. This is decided by the operational capability of the enterprises.  "As for the Chinese government, it only considers doing business normally and does not consider obtaining any special privileges."  "Does China not want to obtain cheaper minerals?" the Foreign Minister pressed.  Bai Chongxi shook his head. "For a great power like China, no matter how cheap the minerals are, they won't be that cheap. China is fully capable of bearing the normal fluctuations of mineral prices. Imperialist nations don't actually care much about price fluctuations; what they truly want is to control the economic lifeblood of other countries.  "China is not an imperialist nation and will never choose the path of imperialism. China will never take control of Chile's economic lifeblood; China will also promote mutual development through cooperation with Chile. If the Chilean people become wealthy, they will surely buy more Chinese goods. This is excellent development for China."  China always used such rhetoric, so the Chilean Foreign Minister didn't care much, his expression showing some indifference.  Bai Chongxi saw this and offered an explanation regarding the core issue of copper prices: "Chile is not the only place in the world with copper mines. If Chilean copper prices become absurdly high, they will naturally lose competitiveness in the Chinese market. Chinese enterprises would then reduce contracts to buy copper from Chile.  "Mr. Minister, the price of copper is just a commercial issue, and commercial issues are resolved with commercial rules. Political mutual trust is very expensive, especially since it takes a long time to build. China can never use such an expensive price to gain a tiny bit of mineral profit. In our view, such an approach is extremely foolish—like exchanging gold and silver for stones; the values are completely disproportionate."  At this point, the Chilean Foreign Minister didn't intend to discuss it further. He had obtained the answer he wanted: China would not intervene in the internal struggles of the Chilean government for the sake of mineral trade or development rights.  At this stage, the Chilean government was a coalition government with many internal divisions. Each party wanted its own views to prevail, resulting in many internal messes.  Although Bai Chongxi spoke this way, the Foreign Minister didn't fully believe him. Whether the Chinese government would execute the diplomatic line Bai described would only be proven by time.  The United States was deeply rooted in South America, and some political figures in Chile were pro-American. Thus, the content of this meeting was quickly sent to the diplomatic department of the U.S. State Department.  Secretary of State Hull finished reading the report and actually hoped China's foreign policy was truly as Bai Chongxi described. If a pro-Chinese government appeared in Chile, it might join the Chinese military camp. If the Chilean government didn't change, the State Department was confident Chile would remain neutral.  But this relief lasted only a moment before Hull involuntarily frowned. The American war situation had worsened again. On the 12th, jet fighters from a Chinese carrier task force attacked Vancouver; China's military forces had officially begun their attack on North America. For the United States, this was an extremely dangerous beginning.
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Before the offensive against North America, China possessed a total of 48 aircraft carriers. Although less than eight years had passed since the keel of the first 36,000-ton carrier was laid, China had already begun constructing a new generation of second-generation carriers with a standard displacement of 64,000 tons.  These second-generation carriers were designed entirely for jet fighters, capable of carrying 84 various jet aircraft and carrier-based helicopters.  To date, China had built a total of 63 first-generation carriers. Eleven had been sunk in a series of naval battles, and eight had been delivered to the Japanese Navy. China now had 44 remaining. Of these 44, four were undergoing major overhauls, and the remaining 40 were divided into Northern and Southern Task Forces, each with 20 carriers.  The Northern Task Force was responsible for the invasion of Canada, while the Southern Task Force was tasked with completely severing U.S. shipping routes in the Panama region, ensuring that all current U.S. fleets on the West Coast could not receive supplies.  At 6:00 AM on May 13th, the reconnaissance wing of the Northern Task Force confirmed that the waters between 300 nautical miles south of Vancouver and Prince Rupert were completely free of U.S. submarines. At 7:00 AM, the Northern Fleet issued the order for an "All Deck Attack."  Sixteen of the 20 carriers were loaded entirely with jet fighters. Due to the greater weight of jet aircraft and the increased impact on the deck during takeoff, the 36,000-ton carriers only carried 30 jets each—just one-third the capacity of propeller planes.  On the planet today, the United States was not the only power capable of conducting large-scale combat training between jets and propeller planes; China had completed such training and subsequent evaluations even earlier. China's evaluation results were similar to those of the U.S.: when the number of propeller planes did not reach at least four times that of the jets, even top-performing propeller aircraft like the J-10 (Panda fighter) could not compete with a formation of jet fighters.  This model of the J-12 jet fighter had a range of 2,600 kilometers and a top speed of Mach 1.1—1.1 times the speed of sound. Taking off from a distance of 560 kilometers from Vancouver, including the low-speed flight time during takeoff, they arrived over Vancouver in just 30 minutes.  British jet fighters had already scrambled to meet the challenge, and British soldiers in the defensive positions craned their necks to watch the battle in the sky. To maximize their combat effectiveness, both the Chinese and British pilots instinctively chose to engage at altitudes above 4,000 meters. At this height, the human eye can barely see jet aircraft clearly.  While a few spots could be seen through binoculars, the extremely high speed of the jets made sustained observation difficult. Only a few British observers skilled in tracking could follow the planes' movements based on experience.  Less than five minutes into the engagement, a British jet fighter plummeted, trailing thick smoke. The Chinese Air Force had conducted extensive training specifically against the performance of British and American jets. After quickly becoming familiar with the British pilots' combat techniques, the 36 British jets that had scrambled began to be shot down at a rate of two to three per minute.  The British pilots were indeed the elite of Britain. Even facing losses that bordered on a massacre, they continued to fight. Their retreat had been cut off by the Chinese fighters; if they turned to flee, they would be pursued and subjected to continuous fire from behind.  With no escape to the front, back, left, or right, the only directions left were up or down. As long as they reached a different altitude, they might have a chance to survive. However, the British pilots' desperate efforts to spiral up or dive down failed. Compared to these British subsonic jets with top speeds around 800 km/h, the J-12's maximum speed of 1,200 km/h was 400 km/h faster. Whether in climbing or banking, the British planes were simply no match.  In simulations, Chinese pilots playing the role of British or American planes didn't even need to go at full speed, giving them more maneuverability when escaping. The planes flown by the British pilots lacked such power; they either lost speed due to excessive maneuvering or accelerated at full throttle, making their flight paths too straight.  This change indeed exceeded the experience of the Chinese pilots, to the point where the British pilots' attempts to escape were something the Chinese were quite unaccustomed to. But Britain had fewer than 600 pilots capable of flying jets. China possessed 120,000 combat pilots with actual battle experience; through rigorous screening—selecting one in ten—they had selected 12,000 jet pilots.  The British Air Force put its elite in the cockpit and trained them to fly. The Chinese Air Force selected the elite of the elite—pilots who were already highly experienced. Every single one who was promoted to a jet pilot was a talent capable of fully mastering the aircraft.  The Chinese pilots quickly understood the reasons behind the British pilots' various maneuvers and adapted to their rhythm. Before the British pilots could feel they had escaped danger, their aircraft were already locked in the Chinese pilots' sights. Under bursts of machine-gun fire, one British plane after another was hit and lost its ability to fly.  Having cleared the British jets, the Chinese Air Force then pounced on the British propeller fighters. It must be said that the firepower of the British Spitfire was very fierce—even fiercer than that of the Chinese J-11 and J-12.  Both Chinese jet models were equipped with only one machine gun and one autocannon. The British Spitfire propeller fighter was generally equipped with eight 7.7mm machine guns, or two 20mm Hispano cannons and four 7.7mm or two 12.7mm Browning machine guns.  When eight 7.7mm machine guns fired continuously, the flames from the muzzles were incessant, appearing extremely formidable. And the fighter itself was indeed impressive. A single machine gun on a Chinese J-12 could not compare in terms of raw firepower.  Yet that single machine gun hit almost every time. Moreover, the Chinese J-12s flew so fast that they could easily avoid the Spitfire's firing zones, attacking from above or behind, sending the British Spitfires plummeting like roosters on fire.  One really couldn't blame the British pilots for not trying. The Chinese Air Force's fire control systems had been continuously upgraded for over a year. Equipment for automatic measurement of weather, humidity, and wind speed, as well as airspeed indicators, used computers to determine the flight speed of bullets at different positions.  Radar ranging equipment determined the distance between the British and Chinese aircraft, allowing for the calculation of firing time. Laser gyroscopes could determine the flight angle.  By integrating these data points, all the pilot needed to do was keep the British plane within the firing frame. The aircraft's fire control system would adjust for fine details, greatly increasing shooting accuracy.  Jet fighters had no propellers, meaning there was no obstruction in front of the gun ports and no need for mechanical synchronizers to prevent bullets from hitting propeller blades. Chinese pilots could fire however they pleased.  This Chinese fire control system was the result of engineering design and massive calculations, with custom chips responsible for each system. A dozen system architects, hundreds of senior engineers, thousands of intermediate engineers, and tens of thousands of various other engineers worked together on the same project, aided by thousands of computers.  Compared to China's investment, the amount of technology and effective R&D time spent on an average British fighter was less than 1% of China's. The British Air Force didn't lose because of pilot ability; they had lost thoroughly before the engagement even began.  The British Air Force resisted heroically, but once the massive gap in technical strength became reality, such heroic resistance only appeared tragic.  In less than an hour, Britain lost 300 fighters. Upon hearing the news, the Air Force Commander of the Vancouver Theater almost wept as he shouted to the Defense Commander: "Commander, please invite U.S. reinforcements immediately!"  During the campaign in Western Europe, a French Lieutenant General had cried out as German panzer units surged forward: "France is defeated!"  At that time, British officers had mocked the cowardice of the French general. Now, when the British army found itself completely disadvantaged in direct combat, unable to reverse the situation, they wept no more like gentlemen than the French general had.  The Vancouver Defense Commander was currently in a state bordering on delirium. After Douglas MacArthur returned to Washington, he proposed the concept of "Human Wave Tactics." This concept had gained immense acceptance not only in the United States but also throughout the Allied nations.  The few British officers who knew that "Human Wave Tactics" was nonsense kept their thoughts to themselves. The remaining British officers, even through self-hypnosis, tried to convince themselves that China won only by exhausting British ammunition through suicidal charges.  This view was indeed very deceptive. Because China did adopt a very traditional military logic: fighting with superior numbers. Within permissible limits, the Asian coalition led by China would always assemble forces exceeding those of the Anglo-American coalition to launch attacks, maintaining extremely high intensity throughout the battle to deplete the Anglo-American forces as quickly as possible.  To those mediocre British officers, "Human Wave Tactics" made perfect sense. And as long as the British people thought of China's population of nearly 700 million, they naturally believed in the human wave.  Thus, the Vancouver Defense Commander had truly prepared a vast force, especially a large air force, intending to deal a heavy blow to the first wave of Chinese invaders, who would surely be far fewer in number than the British forces.  Now, fewer than 60 Chinese fighters had shot down 300 British fighters in less than an hour. This was no human wave; this was "riding alone for a thousand miles"! China was slaughtering with a combat power that far exceeded British imagination.  The cries of the Air Force Commander finally woke the Defense Commander from his delirium. But the Defense Commander did not call for the Americans. His facial muscles contorted as he barked: "Send all the air units up! We must take out the Chinese Air Force!"  Military orders are like mountains; the Air Force Commander had to accept the Defense Commander's order. Even so, he still tried to persuade him: "Should we request assistance from the U.S. military?"  "Execute my order immediately!" the Defense Commander shouted. So-called U.S. assistance did exist, but it included Army assistance. Once the Americans were invited into Vancouver, it would be impossible to drive out those American rebels who had coveted Canada for a century.  Seeing that the Defense Commander would not be moved, the Air Force Commander picked up the phone and issued the order. The British military was a modern force, after all, and they took the formulation of operational plans seriously. At the very least, when they drew up the plans, they had considered the possibility of the first wave of the British Air Force being wiped out and had made corresponding arrangements.  Two hours later, another 300 fighters arrived in Vancouver. By then, the first wave of Chinese attackers had already returned. The British quickly took control of the skies and nervously made further preparations.  The Chinese Air Force did not launch a second wave immediately. The pilots from the first wave requested to exchange information with the subsequent units.  To minimize combat losses, the overall commander of the carrier task force agreed to the suggestion.  China had conducted many simulations, so their data was very complete. As soon as the first wave of pilots landed, they immediately relayed the details to the units. Encrypted computer telegrams were immediately sent between the various carriers.  In the past, a 500-kilometer flight and landing took an hour; now it took only half an hour. The round trip saved an hour. Therefore, although the second wave of attacks was three hours later than planned, to the British, who were used to a slower pace, it didn't feel like a particularly long wait.  For the second wave, China deployed fighters from 15 carriers, with each carrier sending one four-plane formation. These 60 pilots were those who had performed exceptionally well in air combat training against the British and were best at adjusting their combat rhythm.  Despite departing three hours late and forming up in the air, the formations arrived over Vancouver at 11:48 AM. This time, the battle took only 48 minutes to deal with 300 British fighters.  Based on China's understanding of British strength, at 12:30 PM—taking off 30 minutes earlier than the jets—J-9 advanced trainers loaded with bombs arrived near Vancouver and began bombing British defensive positions.  Simultaneously, Chinese Naval Aviation began its attack on Prince Rupert. As the second wave of fighter formations returned, the Chinese carrier task force again summarized the combat information. The third wave of fighters, arriving in the combat airspace, performed even better.  By 4:00 PM, the British Air Force had lost 780 fighters. Although Britain had deployed 3,000 fighters in Western Canada, by the time these planes were sent to Canada, only one wing of fighters remained in the British home islands.  Because the British Air Force had a rigid hierarchy, its total number to date was only 32,000 fighters with assigned pilots. However, these units had been exhausted in the wars in Southeast Asia, India, Australia, and New Zealand.  Excluding the 3,000 pilots sent to Canada with their planes, there were only 1,085 pilots left. Moreover, because Britain was preparing to shift entirely to jet production, there was only one wing of fighters left at home.  But a single wing of fighters meant the British Air Force only possessed a certain coastal patrol capability and no actual combat capacity. Britain had truly exhausted all its strength for this defense.  Losing a quarter of its fighters in a single day terrified the British cabinet. At such a rate of consumption, Britain could only hold the skies over Canada for two days. This wasn't to say the British cabinet believed all fighters would be gone in two days, but that Britain had to reserve at least 500 fighters to guard against a U.S. invasion.  Churchill was filled with despair. Because his heart was pounding so violently, he felt his face trembling. The cabinet members also looked pained, but no one spoke. In this silence, Churchill voiced his opinion: "Invite the United States to send troops into Western Canada."  None of the cabinet members spoke, for they didn't want to bear the guilt of "inviting the wolf into the house." During World War I, when the United States sent a massive army to Britain and the U.S. mainland, Britain had absolute confidence in facing the American troops. With British combat power, even if those few Americans had launched an attack on British soil, the British army could easily have crushed several hundred thousand U.S. troops.  The Britain of today was no longer the Empire on which the sun never set. Allowing the U.S. military into Canada was tantamount to letting the United States annex Canada.  Churchill did not hesitate; he emphasized once more: "The U.S. military can enter Western Canada, but they cannot enter the Great Lakes region."  A large section of the border between the U.S. and Canada was formed by the Great Lakes, and the region of Canada north of the Lakes was its heartland. Churchill had no intention of selling out all of Canada.  Finally, some members of the British cabinet began to voice their support.  Meanwhile, in Washington, the Roosevelt cabinet had already received news of Chinese troops landing in Alaska. In May, the snow in Alaska had not yet fully melted. In this vast mountainous region, fewer than 300,000 white Americans lived.  In this land of extreme cold, the Roosevelt government had not made significant military investments. Aside from arming the locals, the U.S. federal government had only placed one infantry corps in Alaska for defense.  In fact, the Joint Chiefs of Staff had issued a report phrased very subtly. To someone without military knowledge, it would be impossible to understand what the rambling report was actually saying.  The members of the Roosevelt cabinet, however, understood it perfectly. The Joint Chiefs believed that Alaska had no defensive value and that sending even one corps was too much. It would be best for the locals to take the weapons and ammunition provided by the federal government to conduct guerrilla warfare against the Chinese, thereby tying down the Chinese army and covering the retreat of that federal force, which actually had only 12,000 men.  Faced with such a reasonable judgment, the Roosevelt cabinet naturally chose to support it with a tacit understanding.  The cabinet members had also prepared a speech for after the fall of Alaska. Thus, at 5:00 PM, Roosevelt addressed the nation via a national broadcast.  The American people had long heard that war might break out in North America. So when the announcers began broadcasting every 15 minutes, two hours in advance, that the President would give a national address at 5:00 PM, the news spread rapidly to all areas reached by radio.  The American public waited nervously for Roosevelt to deliver what was bound to be shocking news. At factory speakers, public broadcast points on the streets, taverns, and even hotel lobbies—wherever there was a radio, large crowds began to gather.  As the time approached 5:00 PM, the number of people grew larger and larger, until they seemed to stretch as far as the eye could see.
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"My fellow Americans, today, May 13th, the Chinese aggressors have landed in Alaska and begun an assault on our territory. Furthermore, the Chinese aggressors have attacked the Canadian territory of our ally, Great Britain.  "Hostilities already exist. It would be useless to deny that our people, our territory, and our interests are in grave danger.  "We will fight on the vast territory of North America; we will fight in the air, we will fight on the seas, until the Chinese aggressors are completely driven off the North American continent!  "With confidence in our armed forces—and with the unyielding determination of our people—we will gain the inevitable triumph—so help us God."  At 5:00 PM on May 13, 1943, Roosevelt announced the news of the Chinese landing in North America via national broadcast. Hearing this, a significant portion of the audience felt as if a heavy stone had finally been lifted from their hearts. Before this, all of America knew that China was fully capable of landing in North America. The threat of an attack on the U.S. mainland had been hanging over the heads of the American people; now that the threat had become a reality, the public actually felt a bit more at ease.  After Roosevelt's broadcast ended, the station began playing the national anthem. Many Americans stood solemnly with their hands over their hearts. Nothing unites a nation internally more than a foreign invasion. At this moment, tens of millions of Americans indeed felt themselves closely linked with their country.  Meanwhile, in the capital of China, He Rui still did not preside over the Politburo meeting. At the meeting, Li Runshi answered the questions of his comrades. "Some comrades believe that since China's war in North America has fully begun, we should directly invade the American mainland instead of fighting outside it.  "I do not agree!  "The American media will at least not dare to fabricate the fact that the U.S. military is entering Canada to fight. Therefore, for the ordinary American citizens, they are indeed going abroad to fight. This unconscious perception will make the average American feel that they still have a way out.  "Of course, comrades believe Alaska is also considered U.S. territory. This view is not entirely accurate. In the eyes of Americans, Alaska is just a region of the United States, not a state. Alaska's status is still the same as Hawaii's—it is merely controlled by the U.S.  "If we were to invade the U.S. mainland at this stage, the American public would feel their homeland was being invaded, thus uniting them. Only by letting America believe they are always fighting abroad can we gradually divide the American public. Once the American people find the losses of war unacceptable, the desire to end the war will naturally arise."  Had He Rui been present, he would surely have fully supported Li Runshi. But since He Rui was absent, the comrades of the Politburo naturally put forward different views. "Chairman Li, are we really just not going to attack the American mainland?"  This question reflected the view of the majority. If China hadn't landed in North America, that would be one thing. But since they had, China could never force a great power like the United States to surrender simply by destroying its military outside its borders.  Li Runshi had considered this long ago and replied easily: "At this stage, we are striking at the arrogant, warmongering mood of the American people. Only by completely dispelling their bellicose sentiment and making them desire peace can we strike at the American hardliners. At that stage, we can enter American territory to crush the hardliners and thoroughly end the war."  This logic was sound, but to the Politburo comrades, it sounded somewhat idealistic.  Seeing the expressions on his comrades' faces, Li Runshi's tone grew heavier. "The reason the Eight-Nation Alliance's invasion of China led to the collapse of the Qing was the 'Southeast Mutual Protection' movement. The Qing could only rely on the limited forces of the north to resist the alliance.  "Such a situation is not unique to China. As long as we deal a heavy blow to the United States, divisions will surely appear within it. At that time, the American forces seeking peace will view those stubbornly insisting on war as enemies even more dangerous than us. When that time comes, our entry into the United States to fight will align with the needs of the majority of the American public.  "Therefore, at this stage, we must insist on fighting outside U.S. borders, making the American public realize they are going abroad to die. Furthermore, since the Roosevelt administration has abandoned peace, they must insist on fighting on. If the Roosevelt government dares to abandon some states to lure us into fighting on the U.S. mainland, we can exploit the reality that the U.S. is a federal country and unite with those abandoned states.  "Thus, I believe the Roosevelt administration must continue sending troops to Canada. We can then continuously strike at the United States."  This judgment was already at the strategic level. Since it was a prediction for the future, if it were to be accepted by the Politburo comrades, Li Runshi would have to bear the political responsibility.  The reason He Rui's status was extremely stable was that he had stood his ground under pressure in one strategic judgment after another, executing the strategies he firmly advocated. Those strategic judgments were not initially fully accepted by the comrades, but what happened later was exactly as He Rui had described beforehand. As He Rui's strategies were proven scientific and realistic, his prestige was built alongside his logic and methodology.  Li Runshi did not lack ability, but he lacked the opportunity to prove his logic and methodology. He Rui's absence from the Politburo meetings was specifically intended to give Li Runshi that opportunity.  If Li Runshi's judgment was correct, he would attain a status equal to He Rui's. If he was wrong, he would have to pay a political price.  The reason transitions in leadership often face problems—besides the logic and methodology of the two generations of leaders being vastly different—is that the successor often fails to first pass such a rigorous political test, gaining status through institutional regulations instead. This is frequently why successors cannot smoothly take over power.  Seeing that Li Runshi was prepared to take responsibility, the Politburo members stopped offering different opinions. Now that He Rui's health was out of danger, it meant that even if Li Runshi made a wrong judgment, He Rui could still provide a safety net.  Currently, He Rui was already setting Li Runshi up to succeed him. If it were a matter of struggle, everyone felt they couldn't change He Rui's mind. If Li Runshi failed on his own, even He Rui wouldn't be able to protect him. Then everyone could compete for the position again.  Seeing his comrades decide to wait and see, Li Runshi felt a bit more relaxed. Although he knew what they were thinking, he didn't care. That was his personality; what he loved and strove for was the opportunity to do real work. As long as he could do that, it was enough.  Furthermore, Li Runshi had carefully analyzed the situation and was convinced his approach was correct. To strike a great power like the United States, one had to act like peeling an onion—peeling away the layers of the seemingly unified enemy one by one, letting America's internal cohesion fall apart. If one used the method for dealing with a small or medium-sized country and took a single massive bite, it would undoubtedly trigger the collective resistance of all levels of American society.  Roosevelt did not see the United States as an onion, but his inner logic was the same as Li Runshi's: he hoped China would stand on the opposite side of the entire American public. Therefore, while Roosevelt intensified war preparations, he did not act immediately. Instead, he pressured the British cabinet, demanding that Churchill's cabinet proactively invite the United States to enter Canada to fight.  The mobilization figures for Canada were already on Roosevelt's desk. With a national population of nearly 12 million, Britain had already mobilized 30% of Canadians into the military. The entire country had entered a state of total mobilization, with all adult Canadian men and women assigned work. Churchill's cabinet had also sent 400,000 troops from the British home islands to Canada to participate in its defense.  Roosevelt believed these 4 million British and Canadian troops could hold out for a while. Since he intended to effectively control Canada, the more Canadian troops died before the U.S. military entered, the better. Only in this way could the difficulty of the U.S. annexing Canada be reduced.  The thinking of the Chinese and American high commands was so consistent that the British army immediately became the sacrificial lamb. On May 14th, the Chinese Air Force once again entered the skies over Vancouver and Prince Rupert. Jet fighters from 18 aircraft carriers participated in the air battle. The various carriers had shared combat insights, so on the 14th, compared to the 13th, the number of sorties reached seven waves.  Aside from the first two waves, the subsequent five waves of aircraft were all loaded with bombs, relentlessly pounding the British positions. Under such bombardment, the British anti-aircraft positions were fully exposed and subjected to heavy bombing by the Chinese J-9 advanced trainer fleet.  On the afternoon of May 14th, the British Foreign Secretary met with the U.S. Ambassador to Britain, and the British Ambassador to the U.S. also sought a meeting with Secretary of State Hull. They consulted on inviting U.S. troops into British territory.  Both sides were "Anglo-Saxon old foxes." Secretary Hull and the U.S. Ambassador to Britain were quite polite and calm when facing the solemn and emotional British diplomatic personnel. The American side was certain that the British proposal to have U.S. troops fight in Vancouver was entirely an attempt to use the United States.  China was America's current enemy, while Britain had been America's greatest threat for the past hundred-plus years. The United States currently had opportunities to exit the war; even as China pressed forward step by step and even as both sides fought bloodily, China maintained a very precise diplomatic bottom line. As long as the U.S. chose to exit the war, it could immediately reach a ceasefire with China.  Even as the war continued, as long as the Chinese military did as they declared—dealing a heavy blow to Britain without proactively invading the U.S. mainland—the United States could still exit the war at any time.  Even though some among the American elite already believed the decision to continue the war was foolish, China had left an opening, so the American elite still felt the war could go on. In case China suffered a catastrophic defeat, the United States could end the war honorably.  Because of this, the United States could even choose to cease fire, yet there was no reason to let Britain off the hook. Even though the British wording was ingenious, the American side merely stated, "The United States stands ready at all times to assist Britain."  This was a very "Anglo-Saxon" statement. The Americans were politely saying the price Britain was offering was not yet satisfactory to the United States.  On May 15th, China's heavy bombers finally made their appearance. This included the experimental H-7s, which joined the bombing. These bombers carried a large number of thermobaric bombs (FAE), which they dropped on confirmed British positions.  With the widespread lethality of the thermobaric bombs, the positions on the Canadian west coast instantly became oxygen-depleted hells. The Chinese military had long ago confirmed the power of thermobaric weapons through actual combat. After a wave of "plowing" bombardment, a large number of transport planes appeared over the scorched positions.  The transport doors opened, and the green indicator lights all lit up. Wearing their packs and having checked their equipment, the paratroopers donned their goggles and filed to the hatch. Hooking their static lines to the anchor cable, a paratrooper squad leader shouted: "Jump!" and was the first to leap into the air.  As they cleared the aircraft, the drogue chutes opened first. Once the paratroopers were at a certain distance from the plane, with the assistance of the drogue's tension, the main chutes opened. One white cloud-like parachute after another unfurled, descending toward the silent landing zones.  At this time, on the sea a dozen kilometers away, Chinese landing ships carved long white wakes as they sped toward the Canadian west coast.  Once the paratroopers hit the ground, they gathered quickly and advanced toward the coast, following the unique ground patterns created by the thermobaric shockwaves.  Two hours later, the Chinese landing ships successfully docked with the coordination of the paratroopers on shore. When the ship hatches opened, wheeled infantry fighting vehicles (IFVs) were the first to cross the shore and drive onto the land.  Until this moment, aside from the Chinese military, no enemies had appeared on the coast. The Chinese military had struck the British with a heavy hand, showing no intention of allowing any British units near the landing site to survive and obstruct the landing.  After the first wave of medium equipment came ashore, most of the landing forces immediately began expanding the beachhead, advancing in three directions: north, east, and south.  The Rocky Mountains rose along the North American west coast, with much rugged terrain and few plains. The Chinese wheeled IFVs moved quite smoothly through this geography. When encountering fortified British positions, the Chinese infantry would leave a unit to tie down the position and call for J-9 advanced trainers to conduct bombing. The rest of the troops would proceed on foot through the mountains.  If they encountered broken British positions, they would simply unload 80mm mortars from the IFVs and commence shelling.  At 4:21 PM, the Chinese troops who had broken through the shattered British lines reached a highway. The roar of engines could be heard across the mountain peaks. The Chinese infantry immediately took up positions beside the road, and soon a column of British Matilda infantry tanks appeared in their sight.  The British military classified tanks as infantry tanks, cruiser tanks, and light tanks. The requirements for infantry tanks were: strong armor protection; a relatively low speed to allow infantry charging on foot to keep up; and not requiring strong offensive power—a machine gun alone was considered sufficient. These requirements were indeed not high, but the cost restrictions were also very strict, with the cost of a full vehicle being only 6,000 pounds.  The Matilda's armor was very thick, sufficient to handle 50mm anti-tank guns. However, its firepower consisted only of a machine gun and a 2-pounder (40mm) gun. Its top speed was 28 kilometers per hour. This speed, armor, and gun perfectly fit the definition of an infantry tank.  At this time, the cannons on the Chinese IFVs were only 40mm and could not penetrate the Matilda's armor at all. After a brief exchange of fire, the Chinese IFVs realized they couldn't destroy the enemy; their three pairs of wheels turned, and they retreated rapidly.  The British tank units were positioned in the rear, having absorbed many lessons from the war. Knowing the power of the Chinese Air Force, they had placed the tanks and a significant amount of infantry in the rear, waiting for the Chinese infantry to land before launching a counter-charge.  Seeing the Chinese IFVs flee, the British troops, relying on the Matilda's thick armor, pursued them. Although the British knew there were Chinese infantry on both sides of the road, Britain also had paratroopers and was extremely proficient in landing operations.  In the eyes of the British commander, the fact that China could send wheeled IFVs onto the shore had already exhausted the transport capacity of the Chinese landing ships. The Chinese infantry now possessed only light weapons and had no heavy firepower that could threaten the Matilda tanks. Therefore, the British commander ordered some infantry to counter-attack the positions held by the Chinese, while the tank unit pursued down the road.  The British were facing the Chinese 472nd Airborne Brigade. This brigade came from the 55th Division, which had fought in the war against Japan in Northeast China. That division had once fought all the way from the Yalu River to Seoul and was one of China's earliest motorized units.  Over the years, Chinese military equipment had made rapid progress, but they had never lost the essence of China's elite mountain infantry. On the road, the British tanks chased the retreating Chinese IFVs; before them, British infantry were cautiously approaching. Through their radios, the company, platoon, and squad leaders were all informed by scouts that the British infantry were attempting to flank the Chinese units.  From the looks of it, the Chinese units on both sides of the road were falling into an encirclement and were being subjected to an even more comprehensive surround.  But the units were not nervous. The infantry used Type 81 assault rifles to spray the British in front, suppressing their fire. Anti-tank specialists hoisted RPG-7s, waiting for the squad leader's command. Upon receiving the report, the squad leaders immediately used their radios to inform the platoon leaders that they were ready.  The platoon leader did not issue the order immediately; he waited for the scouts' report. Soon, a scout reported: "The last vehicle of the British tank column has arrived."  The platoon leader immediately ordered: "2nd Squad, destroy the last vehicle first." Then he turned the dial on his headset and said: "Is that 1st Squad?"  "Yes, this is 1st Squad," a very energetic voice came through the headset.  "1st Squad, destroy the leading tank as much as possible. Then, it's free fire!"  "Understood!" came the excited voice of the 1st Squad leader.  A moment later, the infantry of 1st and 2nd Squads began spraying with their assault rifles. In the moment the British infantry were suppressed, the anti-tank specialists of both squads stood up, aimed at the identified British tanks, and fired rapidly. The moment they fired, they dropped back down, not even looking for the result.  the RPG-7 rounds did not fly particularly fast; the finned projectiles did not rely on kinetic energy to destroy a tank. The shooters were well-trained, and both RPG-7 rounds hit the British tanks. The rounds were equipped with shaped-charge warheads creating a metal jet.  A metal jet, also known as a HEAT (High-Explosive Anti-Tank) warhead, has a symmetrical concave cavity at the front of the explosive charge, lined with a metal liner. When the warhead detonates, the detonation wave from around the cavity converges toward the center, causing the metal liner to collapse rapidly toward the axis, forming a high-speed metal jet that moves forward. The speed at the front of the jet can reach over 8,000 meters per second.  Under such a high-speed metal jet, even the armor of a Type 59 tank couldn't hold. Let alone the British Matilda. The jets fired by the two RPG-7 warheads cut through the Matilda's armor like a knife through bean curd, instantly punching dozens of holes of various sizes into two of the three tank crew members inside.  The two Matildas shuddered and then stopped. The surrounding British infantry had no idea what had happened, merely thinking the crews had spotted something and stopped.  And at this time, the Chinese infantry were spraying with what the British thought were "submachine guns," so the British infantry were temporarily seeking cover. In this time, the anti-tank specialists, as if at target practice, began picking off the British tanks one by one.  Finally, the shells on one British tank's ammunition rack were hit, causing a secondary explosion. The violent explosion inside the tank finally made the British infantry realize something was wrong.  But by then, most of the British tank column had been annihilated. The Chinese infantry operated their prepared 60mm mortars and began shelling the British infantry.  The British force, which just minutes ago possessed the advantage in preparation and firepower, was instantly at a disadvantage. Although the number of British troops still exceeded that of the Chinese, being completely outmatched, they could only take a passive beating.  And the Chinese infantry further ahead had already destroyed the remaining three leading British tanks. The IFVs that had been fleeing rapidly now surged back at even greater speed. At this point, the Chinese military's equipment and firepower completely overwhelmed the British. The British force collapsed instantly, fleeing in all directions under the assault of a Chinese force only one-fourth their size.
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On the 15th, Rolls-Royce received a visit from several high-ranking members of the British cabinet. The Secretary of State for War, the Minister of Industry, and the Minister of Transport, among other cabinet members, arrived together to inspect the company.  In terms of aero-engine capability, Rolls-Royce remained a top-tier global enterprise, its strength second only to Chinese aviation companies. Compared to its American and German counterparts, Rolls-Royce possessed a significant advantage.  Britain is rainy, with few sunny days, and London is famously known as the "Big Smoke." Inside the company, the final assembly workshop ran 24 hours a day under bright lights to ensure engine installation proceeded smoothly. Over 40 jet engines in various stages of completion were fixed to the assembly lines. Various production workshops transported a massive number of finished components to the assembly warehouse, ensuring continuous production.  The cabinet members inquired about the company's output and learned that it could produce 25 to 30 engines a day. Upon hearing this, the grim expressions of these British dignitaries improved slightly.  At 30 engines a day, they could produce about 10,000 engines a year. Currently, most British jet fighters were single-engine designs, meaning these engines could support the production of 10,000 fighters annually.  Even with such high production, the number of jet fighters on the front lines remained critically low. A fighter requires more than just an engine; it consists of many other components. After visiting Rolls-Royce, the dignitaries proceeded to the British Aircraft Corporation.  Production here was only ten aircraft per day. The aircraft company stated, "We have done our best! If we want to increase output, we must expand the scale of investment. First, let us double the number of engineers and technicians. After a six to twelve-month break-in period, we can increase fighter production to twenty per day."  Ten a day meant 300 a month. Britain had previously produced about 500 jet fighters, but in the last three days, roughly 100 jets had been shot down each day. The remaining fighters had to be kept back to protect Eastern Canada and could not all be committed to the battle on the West Coast.  Such a production speed was lightning-fast for Britain. If Britain had possessed such capacity before the outbreak of the Battle for Western Europe, the British military believed it could have soundly defeated the "Jerries."  However, three years later, Britain's production was still insufficient for a war of attrition. The British high command no longer knew how to wage an equal war against China. Ultimately, the cabinet members returned to 10 Downing Street with the data to attend a cabinet meeting.  The Secretary of State for War had no mood for flowery language and suggested bluntly: "Prime Minister, send all our jet fighters to the front."  Currently, 300 jet pilots were undergoing training in the British home islands. These pilots could at least manage takeoffs, landings, and basic flight. As for tactical training, it was indescribable, and no one wanted to discuss it.  Churchill had also seen the relevant data and did not voice opposition. The proposal to send pilots who hadn't finished their training to their deaths on the front was passed. The British cabinet then resumed the discussion on whether to allow U.S. troops into Canada.  In previous discussions, Britain wanted to "eat soft rice the hard way"—letting the Americans go to their deaths in Canada while keeping control. But according to recent news, the British military situation was unfavorable. More cabinet members believed they could allow the U.S. to enter the Canadian regions occupied by China to launch attacks. In terms of playing minor tricks, Britain could indeed proudly state it was professional.  Ultimately, the proposal was passed by the cabinet, and the British Foreign Office immediately contacted the U.S. State Department.  The U.S. State Department found the British approach foolishly unreasonable, as the British suggestion was to invite U.S. troops to fight only in the regions occupied by China. The U.S. State Department's plan, however, was for Canada to be fully open to the United States, allowing the U.S. military to choose where to station its troops.  Since the British cabinet still clung to unrealistic illusions, the U.S. State Department believed it was necessary to wait longer. Furthermore, the Joint Chiefs of Staff also believed they could wait.  The Joint Chiefs had initially feared China would directly attack the U.S. mainland, so they suggested proactively entering Canada to ensure that when full-scale war broke out in North America, the U.S. military would not face the hardship of being caught unprepared.  Now, China truly was focusing its main attack on Canada and had not entered U.S. territory. Canada's heartland was limited to a strip of territory about 200 to 300 kilometers wide along the U.S.-Canada border. China would inevitably attack Canada along this narrow region. In the view of the Joint Chiefs, this would cause the Chinese operational units to stretch out like a "one-word snake" formation. When the U.S. military crossed the border to fight, they could cut off the Chinese units.  Currently, the Chinese operational area was in the Rocky Mountains. Even if they turned south after penetrating to a certain extent, they would still be attacking in a mountainous region where they couldn't fully deploy their forces.  Although the State Department didn't understand military matters, the Joint Chiefs' view supported the strategy of leaving Britain out in the cold for a while longer, so the Joint Chiefs and the State Department reached a temporary consensus.  On May 16th, after a series of intense battles, China captured most of the high ground around Vancouver. The British side was forced to rely on the Grand Trunk Pacific Railway to transport large numbers of troops to Vancouver.  British war correspondents had already written countless stories about "Human Wave Tactics," and this time they were prepared to report on the heroic British army slaughtering endless waves of Chinese troops.  The reporters soon reached the front lines and found themselves very lucky: the British had assembled at least three divisions to launch an attack on the areas occupied by the Chinese and had already surrounded two pieces of high ground held by Chinese forces.  How could the reporters pass up such an opportunity? They immediately rushed to the front line. When the few isolated peaks appeared in the reporters' binoculars, the bunch from Fleet Street were all astonished. These peaks didn't look large; the space on the high ground was only enough to deploy battalion-sized units. Britain had mobilized three divisions, a numerical advantage of nine to one.  But the reporters quickly came up with a reasonable explanation: the British army surely intended to capture these heights quickly, and the three divisions were troops prepared for subsequent offensives.  Soon, the battle began. British artillery conducted a round of shelling, sending stones flying and creating a shroud of dust over the high ground. The British infantry, who had moved forward as much as possible during the shelling, launched a fierce assault as soon as the bombardment ended.  In the reporters' binoculars, a massive number of British troops advanced toward the peaks in squad and platoon formations. There were dozens of meters between each unit, and the assault was deployed in an orderly fashion. Two regiments were committed to this attack, so British soldiers could be seen everywhere on the slopes.  A British reporter couldn't help but exclaim: "Never did I imagine the majesty of our Heavenly Army would reach such heights."  When the British reached within two hundred meters, the Chinese troops holding the high ground began firing with mortars. The British immediately suffered casualties, but they continued to advance fearlessly, completely undeterred.  When the British reached about one hundred meters, the infantry in the Chinese positions began to fire. The leading British infantry platoons immediately stopped their advance and began to return fire.  The British reporters were not strangers to war. At this stage, the British infantry could continuously deplete the Chinese defensive strength, create a gap, and then break through the Chinese lines.  However, the duration of this attack far exceeded the imagination of the British reporters. Gunfire was constant from the Chinese positions on the peaks, and the British infantry's attacks from all angles were met with counter-fire. The British soldiers tried to charge up again and again, only to be driven back time and again. On the paths from the peaks to the foot of the hills, stretcher-bearers carrying the wounded never stopped. The Chinese troops in the defensive positions on the heights continued to fight, showing no signs of fatigue.  The battle raged for nearly an hour, yet the British army remained unable to advance further. The British reporters were stunned. There was nothing inherently strange about such a battle—normal combat should be like this. But those on the other side were the Chinese army—the Chinese army whose numbers supposedly never ran dry. This did not fit the pattern of "Human Wave Tactics"!  Seeing they couldn't take the peak, the British infantry withdrew. Immediately, British artillery began a fierce bombardment, and the Chinese positions on the high ground were once again shrouded in explosions and thick smoke.  The shelling continued until the British commander believed the Chinese troops on the heights had been sufficiently weakened, and then the British infantry launched another attack. Yet this assault still made no progress. At least in the eyes of the British reporters, the Chinese troops on the high ground still possessed enough manpower and firepower to maintain a continuous strike against the ascending British forces.  The offensive proceeded like this three times. The British reporters eventually lost interest in watching further, and some went to interview the field hospital. On the path to the field hospital, stretcher-bearers were constantly bringing in the wounded. At least 40 could be seen at once; as for how many were in the field hospital in the mountain hollow, a rough estimate by the reporters from a distance was at least 300.  As for the British soldiers who had already been killed, they were placed directly into body bags and sent elsewhere. In other words, having fought until now, the British had suffered over 400 casualties, yet they still hadn't managed to take a height held by at most one Chinese infantry battalion.  At this time, the sound of artillery was incessant as the fourth round of British shelling began. The British reporters also couldn't understand why a single battalion of Chinese troops was able to hold onto a hilltop the size of a pillbox. Were these Chinese people not afraid of artillery fire?  Before this mystery could be solved, the reporter heading to the field hospital was stopped by British soldiers. The reporter desperately tried to explain that they were British journalists here to conduct interviews. But after the explanation, a British soldier coldly told the reporter, "We have orders: no one enters except medical personnel."  The reporter was about to explain further that a journalist could interview the logistics department. Just then, two lieutenants strode over. Seeing the reporters hadn't left, the lieutenants shouted at them: "Get the hell out of here, right now!"  On the battlefield, life and death can change in an instant. The language used by British officers and soldiers at the front was heavily laced with profanity, devoid of any gentlemanly grace or fraternal sentiment.  The reporters didn't mind the "ancestor-greeting" language; they understood the soldiers' emotions perfectly, so they requested again with the utmost politeness to go to the field hospital for an interview.  Seeing that the reporters were obstinate, a lieutenant directly drew his pistol, pointed it at the reporter, and barked: "The field hospital only takes the wounded. If you want to go in, that's fine—you just have to take a bullet first."  The reporters saw the murderous intent in the lieutenant's eyes. How could they dare to hold out against these "tommies"? They quickly said "sorry" and turned to leave.  Though they were angry along the way, the reporters dared not say anything disrespectful about the soldiers. After all, these men had suffered so many casualties and were filled with rage. If they provoked a soldier, they might face physical suffering.  Fuming with resentment, they returned to the front just as the shelling ended. This time, the British attacking units were lined up in neat formations. Each unit began to advance toward the high ground in dense ranks. The flag-bearers of each British unit held their colors high, charging at the front. Following the flag-bearers, the British soldiers let out a deafening roar that shook the mountains as they launched an assault on the high ground held by the Chinese.  The crowd surged; the British soldiers were like a wave of anti-gravity floods, rushing straight from the foot of the hill toward the Chinese positions on the heights. It seemed that in the next instant, they would sweep away the Chinese lines.  On the Chinese positions, which had endured four rounds of shelling, the sound of guns and cannons erupted once more. The Chinese army was still holding the high ground, and their fire remained fierce. But there were too many British soldiers in the massed charge. They fired as they advanced; although they were mowed down row by row, the British relied on their sheer bravado, using their lives to exhaust the Chinese ammunition as they continued their arduous and bloody push.  The British reporters were dumbstruck. Finally, someone said in a nearly neurotic, trembling voice: "This is the human wave tactic!"  Indeed, this was a human wave tactic—a competition to see if there were more bullets or more lives. These two peaks had been surrounded on all sides by the British. No matter how brave and skilled the Chinese army was, there would come a moment when their ammunition ran dry. When that time came, the British army could rely on their absolute numbers to storm into the defensive positions and tear the Chinese soldiers to pieces to satisfy their deep-seated hatred!  The front wave of the human ocean composed of British soldiers crashed against the reefs of the Chinese defense and was shattered into foam. The subsequent second wave continued to strike and was again broken by the reefs. Then came the third wave, and the fourth.  Although the reefs formed by the Chinese defensive positions appeared to be in peril, they stood firm, using bullets and grenades to continuously strike at the British human wave.  However, the ammunition that mountain infantry could carry was limited after all. Finally, the gunfire from the Chinese positions weakened. Immediately, Chinese military flags were suddenly raised over the Chinese positions.  As if it were a signal, several fire-spitting objects suddenly appeared in the distant sky. They lunged straight toward the high ground and subsequently exploded there. The British reporters felt the ground shake like a wild horse; one reporter was directly thrown to the ground by the vibration. Another reporter felt a surge of nausea, opened his mouth, and the lunch he had just eaten gushed out.  These fire-spitting objects fell from the sky one after another. Fierce explosions swept through the dense British ranks in the middle and lower parts of the high ground. Shrapnel and shockwaves, like the scythe of the Grim Reaper, harvested a massive number of lives.  The reporters' minds had fallen into a state of chaos until one suddenly shouted in terror: "Suicide planes! Suicide planes!"  This shout completely awakened the fear of the British reporters. In early 1924, when the army of the He Rui government captured Shanghai, a British squadron went to intervene. They were subjected to Chinese suicide attacks, which directly annihilated the British fleet. Since then, the fierce impact of Chinese suicide planes falling from the sky had become a thorn in the hearts of many military reporters.  Now that someone had shouted "suicide planes" again, that sense of terror was reawakened. Indeed, these objects spat fire from their tails and fell from the sky with immense explosive power. These must be Chinese suicide attack aircraft!  At this moment, the Chinese troops on the high ground had already fixed bayonets and charged out. The British troops across from them had failed in several attacks, and their subsequent units had been struck from the sky. The courage of the British to fight on vanished instantly without a trace.  Seeing the gleaming bayonets charging toward them—one bayonet instantly killing a comrade beside them—the British let out a scream and turned to flee.  Fewer than two squads of Chinese soldiers launched a bayonet charge against a British force more than ten times their size. In less than half a minute, the foremost British troops had already turned and run. The fleeing soldiers carried the British troops behind them like an avalanche toward the bottom of the hill. They were driven off the high ground like sheep by fewer than 20 Chinese soldiers.  The Chinese army did not pursue them relentlessly; they quit while they were ahead and quickly withdrew to their positions. As soon as they were back inside, the shapes of J-9 advanced trainers appeared in the sky. These J-9s all carried bombs and began bombing the chaotic British forces.  The British commander, seeing the situation was about to spiral out of control, was forced to order his troops to withdraw in the direction they had come. The British reporters were also swept up in the retreat. It wasn't until they had retreated more than three kilometers that the panting reporters and soldiers finally stopped.  The shaken British reporters fell dejectedly to the ground. Someone panted: "Human wave tactics! Human wave tactics!"  The term was so appropriate at this moment. The reporters had indeed seen a human wave tactic, and they had seen how it failed miserably under the fierce, relentless, and death-defying attack of the opponent, ultimately resulting in the loss of a massive number of officers and soldiers before complete failure.  The British reporters finally understood why the human wave tactics launched by China could win. With such an army that was not afraid to die, it would be strange if human wave tactics *didn't* win.  The summer sunset in Canada is exceptionally late. Before dark, Chinese relief units broke through the British defensive lines and reached the two heights. In the sunset, on one of the heights, the Chinese military flag fluttered in the mountain breeze.  Leading the relief unit was a deputy brigade commander. Seeing the flag and the British corpses that almost covered the entire height, the commander—hard as iron as he was—couldn't stop tears from welling up.  Wiping away his tears, the commander immediately began to arrange a new defensive line. Soon, the troops began to execute his orders. The commander stepped onto the black-red slope and strode into the field fortifications. Even though they had been dug for only a short time, it was clear the positions were laid out with exquisite precision; the soldiers who had built them had fully mastered the essence of field defensive works.  Sixteen officers and soldiers stood up. The lieutenant at their head had lost his left arm. He stood with the support of a comrade and saluted with his right hand.  The deputy brigade commander looked at the comrades, each of whom was wounded, and his eyes grew hot again.  The lieutenant said loudly: "Report, sir! I am currently the commander of Height 2319. When my unit arrived here, it was a battalion of 319 men, with 275 actually in place. Now, the total number of personnel back with the unit is 21, including five seriously wounded."  With casualties exceeding 90%, they were still able to persist in fighting. The commander was so moved he didn't know how to praise his comrades. Finally suppressing his emotions, he returned the salute and said loudly: "Received! Now, I order your unit to return to the ranks! Also, which comrade called for indiscriminate bombardment of your own position over the radio?"  Upon hearing this question, the lieutenant immediately puffed out his chest and replied loudly: "Report, sir! It was the radio operator who called. He has fallen. The decision was made by all the comrades on the position! We will never be taken prisoner; if we die, we die together with the enemy!"  The deputy brigade commander's eyes grew wet once more. A strong sense of guilt arose in his heart; what had he done to deserve such subordinates? Yet because of a command error, he had allowed such men to be trapped in a death trap.  At this point, the commander could only say loudly: "Comrades, the motherland thanks you! The motherland thanks all of you!"
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A fierce battle gave birth to the first group of First-Class Merits and combat heroes of the Chinese National Defense Force since the start of operations in North America.  Mid-level comrades needed to propagate these hero stories throughout the country, allowing the people to see that on this brand-new battlefield of North America, the young Chinese soldiers had not only avoided complacency but had developed a stronger and more resolute will for war.  The upper echelons naturally cared about this as well, but their vision encompassed much more. For instance, the first combat application of Chinese ballistic missiles—their performance in actual combat—made the comrades responsible for equipment research and development extremely excited.  In He Rui's original timeline, during World War II, humanity waged a comprehensive war on land, in the air, on the sea, and under the water. Blitzkrieg, air-land integration, broad-front deep operations, and elite infantry squad-and-platoon tactics—all these maneuvers that would greatly influence future military development were created.  In the realm of equipment: jet fighters, ballistic missiles, and drones. Although the technology of this era was not as advanced as that of the 21st century, in terms of pioneering, the new weapons and equipment created during World War II remained the core equipment of warfare even in the 21st century.  The use of the Dongfeng-2 (DF-2) ballistic missile in North America sparked a discussion at the Central Military Commission (CMC) meeting. At this time, Marshal Cheng Ruofan was stationed in Mozambique, overseeing the logistics for the World People's Liberation Army. Marshal Zhong Yifu was in Singapore, responsible for the Central and South Pacific regions. Marshal Hu Xiushan was in Hawaii, coordinating the logistics for the North American war. Xu Chengfeng was in Japan, coordinating the work of the entire Asian Coalition.  Only Marshal Zheng Silang remained in the capital. Although he was effectively holding the center, he also had the task of commanding domestic forces to respond to any unexpected situations at any time. To put it more bluntly, he was prepared to execute military tasks against the Soviet Union should any unforeseen changes occur there.  Therefore, Zheng Silang was very interested in the application of ballistic missiles on the battlefield. During the CMC meeting, he posed his own question: "Should ballistic missiles become weapons for executing daily tasks?"  Li Runshi asked, "Do we not already have rockets equipped with gyroscopes?"  Faced with such a response, Zheng Silang frowned and thought for a while before asking, "Does Chairman Li believe these are two pieces of equipment with different operational models?"  Li Runshi immediately nodded. "I do indeed believe so."  After speaking, Li Runshi had his secretary write the key points he had excerpted from the report on the blackboard. China currently possessed both missiles and multiple rocket launchers. Although the two weapons appeared similar in shape and propulsion, once the specific key points were clearly listed, the fundamental differences between them were immediately apparent.  **Range:** Rockets have a relatively short range, generally not exceeding 100 kilometers; missiles have a much longer range, currently reaching several hundred kilometers. The range of missiles also has immense potential for improvement.  **Guidance System:** Rocket guidance systems are relatively simple, and some rockets have no guidance at all. Missile guidance systems are more complex and advanced, typically equipped with autopilots and various guidance methods, resulting in higher strike precision.  **Flight Pattern:** Most rockets fly within the atmosphere with continuous propulsion. Missiles may fly both within and outside the atmosphere and are propelled only during the active phase; after the engine shuts down, the warhead flies by inertia, following a parabolic trajectory.  **Control System:** Rocket control systems are simpler, perhaps only correcting errors and controlling the flight path at a few set points on the trajectory. Missiles possess a full-time control system, flying under the control of the guidance system from the moment of launch.  **Targets:** Rockets are primarily used against area targets such as fortifications, armor, and concentrations of personnel. Missiles can more precisely strike specific strategic and tactical targets.  **Launch Mode:** Rockets typically use inclined launches; missiles mostly use vertical launch methods. ...  After Marshal Zheng Silang and other junior members of the CMC finished reading the comparison, Li Runshi offered his own view: "I have also studied the Chairman's initial system settings for missile R&D. In those settings, the Chairman defined the application of missiles for specific targets."  Hearing Li Runshi's view, Zheng Silang did not immediately voice his opinion. As a soldier, Zheng Silang rated the role of the missiles in this battle very highly. These DF-2 ballistic missiles carried a 500kg explosive warhead. According to reports, when a missile landed among dense British attacking forces, it killed hundreds of British soldiers in an instant.  From the perspective of the cost-effectiveness ratio, missiles were too expensive. Multiple rocket launchers of equivalent value would have killed several or even a dozen times more British troops in a dense formation.  Rockets have a short range, but aircraft have a range far greater than that of missiles. The cost of an aircraft dropping a bomb with a 500kg warhead from the air is even lower than that of a missile.  Although Zheng Silang had various less-than-positive views on missiles, he also believed their response speed was extremely fast—something rocket launchers and aircraft could not match. If the support weapons this time had been rocket launchers or aircraft, they could not have provided such rapid assistance.  Watching Zheng Silang's reaction, Li Runshi wasn't certain of his train of thought, but he understood that Zheng Silang was surely considering ballistic missiles from a purely military perspective.  Such a thought was a perfectly normal reaction for a professional soldier like Zheng Silang. However, in Li Runshi's view, this consideration seemed somewhat narrow.  Just as Li Runshi was about to discuss other issues, he heard Zheng Silang ask, "Chairman Li, from a political perspective, how would you consider the scope of a missile's application?"  Li Runshi replied with his usual frankness: "Although this world is indeed filled with constant war, overall, the cost of war is becoming higher and higher. The two major reasons for the outbreak of war are that the benefits of winning are too high and the cost of initiating war is too low. In the future, missiles can effectively increase the cost of war and decrease the cost of conflict."  Just as Li Runshi said this, Zheng Silang couldn't help but praise: "Well said! Decreasing the cost of conflict through deterrence—this view is incredibly precise. Being able to increase deterrence against strategic targets is an entirely acceptable cost from the perspective of preventing war."  Seeing that Zheng Silang could actually accept the deterrent power of missiles, Li Runshi was indeed a bit surprised. Because Zheng Silang could not possibly be unaware that China's missiles could threaten other countries, and other countries' missiles could also threaten China. In Li Runshi's view, the underlying color of the He Rui government's philosophy to date was still a nationalism seeking liberation.  Even those who held doctoral, master's, or bachelor's degrees from abroad had not become more inclined toward communist ideals just because they had seen more of the world. In fact, the opposite was true; because these outstanding students had seen the reality of foreign countries, now that China possessed a massive advantage, they were more inclined to return everything the "foreigners" had done in kind.  Imperialism, as a low-level political model, is actually very close to human instinctive reaction: an eye for an eye, and the strong bullying the weak. One doesn't even need to specifically learn it to possess such a mindset.  Seeing that Li Runshi did not speak, Zheng Silang thought he had interrupted at an inopportune moment and said with a smile, "Please continue, Chairman Li."  Li Runshi nodded and continued: "Therefore, from a political perspective, it is necessary for us to continue the research and development of ballistic missiles. End of report."  "...That's it?" Zheng Silang was somewhat surprised. However, there was nothing wrong with Li Runshi's conclusion. Zheng Silang knew very well that with China's current strength, as long as they won this war, they would become even more powerful. At that point, only a madman would directly provoke a head-on war with China. Such madmen are rare and cannot serve as a reason for maintaining China's super-strong military system.  Although Zheng Silang didn't say it aloud, he had actually begun studying how to maintain a military capable of fighting a world war after the conflict ended. To maintain such a powerful military, one must have a reasonable justification. If no force existed that could cause the world to erupt in war again, China indeed had no need to maintain a world-war-capable military.  Thinking of this, Zheng Silang praised: "According to the reports, the young people today are truly patriotic. Originally, many old comrades thought these young people, living entirely in an era of peace, might lack mettle. Now it seems their mettle is not lacking at all. Calling for headquarters to conduct an indiscriminate bombardment of their own position—even in the days when we were fighting with blood-red eyes, few had such courage!"  Li Runshi did not want to discuss this with Zheng Silang. It wasn't that he didn't know how to manipulate such an excellent case for operation, nor that he didn't know such cases were actually an inevitability. Li Runshi knew these things, so he very much wanted to discuss them with He Rui, not with Zheng Silang.  Fortunately, Zheng Silang was only speaking from sentiment, and the CMC meeting soon moved to strategic issues. The fact that the United States had not launched a crazed assault indeed lowered the difficulty of the war, but it also caused deviations from previous arrangements. The CMC had to create contingency plans, and the prerequisite for these plans was undoubtedly making a judgment on American actions. Was this lack of movement short-term, medium-term, or long-term?  Making such judgments was Li Runshi's forte, and he soon proposed his view. America's current hesitation stemmed from the fact that they hadn't yet obtained the substantive control over Canada they desired. Once Britain relinquished control, the U.S. military would enter Canada en masse. At that time, war would inevitably erupt.  Therefore, at this stage, what needed to be judged was not American intentions, but British intentions. What exactly did Britain intend to exchange Canada for!  This judgment made the comrades' eyes light up. It must be said that although at the beginning of 1940 Britain was still the world hegemon—the maintainer and greatest beneficiary of the Versailles order—less than three years later, when the CMC considered problems, Britain was no longer a nation that had to be considered independently. No one even thought back to the fact that Britain had once been the world's hegemon.  Only when considering the U.S., the Soviet Union, and Germany, and only when considering the liberation of the vast African colonies, did Britain exist as an interested party.  China was too busy now, and Britain truly couldn't be considered a main dish. It was only when it was mentioned that Britain could determine a change in the nodes of a major Sino-American campaign that everyone remembered Britain could still exert a certain influence on the current world.  But realizing Britain's role didn't mean they could make an accurate judgment. Some comrades even sighed: "Since Britain is hard to judge, let's just continue executing our previous plan."  Li Runshi did not like such indolence. He made a suggestion: "Let's contact the British who are cooperating with us or who have expressed an interest in cooperation. Have them search for intelligence. Simultaneously, we can also ask the Soviet Union to activate their intelligence system to get the information we need."  Zheng Silang's brow furrowed slightly, and he asked with uncertainty, "Is the Soviet Union reliable?"  As soon as these words were spoken, the other members of the CMC nodded. As China's largest neighbor, the Soviet Union's attitude toward China was increasingly annoying the Chinese upper echelons. From a geopolitical perspective, the Soviet Union's eastern territories were at all times under Chinese military threat.  The Chinese high command was well aware of this and, conversely, didn't care about the bunch in the Soviet Union who were shouting about the "China Threat Theory." After all, those who truly said such things were in a defensive mindset, and China was indeed a massive threat to the Soviet Union.  What made the Chinese high command very unhappy with the Soviet Union were the groups of people who held an offensive attitude. Among them were officials and civilians. Their main characteristic was using the possibility of a real threat from China as a reason to consider how to "thoroughly eliminate the Chinese threat."  From the perspective of geopolitics and global reality, the Soviet Union could never permanently eliminate the threat from China unless it could bring about China's permanent division.  From the Chinese standpoint, those who thought this way had undoubtedly cast themselves as enemies of China. They could already be called enemies. Therefore, more and more Chinese who could obtain relevant information held an increasingly negative view of the Soviet Union, and Zheng Silang was one of them. Because the information Zheng Silang could obtain far exceeded that of ordinary Chinese, his view of the Soviet Union was exceptionally negative.  Li Runshi, on the other hand, was indifferent. In terms of acknowledging facts, he found his own vision far exceeded that of the party's high command. Even when facing so-called enemies, he didn't hold much personal hatred. From the perspective of materialistic dialectics, those people did not shape their personalities and views through their own ability. They were simply a result, not a cause. Just like at a banquet, although every dish has its own characteristics and flavor, the one truly responsible for the dish is the chef, not the ingredients. Li Runshi was interested in the chef, but held no personal opinion on the ingredients.  "Comrades, whether the Soviet Union is reliable is actually not important. What we need is to gather intelligence. Since the Soviet Union currently has certain channels, why not ask? Besides, if we make a request of the Soviet Union, they will actually feel more at ease," Li Runshi replied.  This CMC meeting proceeded relatively smoothly, yet it didn't make most of the comrades very happy. After the meeting, Zheng Silang invited Li Runshi to dinner. After several rounds of drinks and dishes, Zheng Silang solemnly posed a question: "Chairman Li, you said before that if China became an imperialist country, you would call on the people of the world to overthrow an imperialist China. Do you really believe such external checks and balances can help China avoid the old path of the Dynasty Cycle?"  Even though this was a sensitive question, Li Runshi didn't care at all. Hearing Zheng Silang ask about the "Dynasty Cycle," he was actually quite heartened. Previously, senior cadres like Zheng Silang had naturally seen themselves as founding heroes and unconsciously used the traditional mindset of establishing a powerful dynasty to build the New China.  Every regime established after a total war overthrows a previous one; at the beginning, there are many official positions and resources. Coupled with high organizational levels, these new dynasties are mostly vibrant in their early stages, with high-level self-discipline, presenting what is known as the "spirit of a new dynasty."  But no matter how strong the spirit of the new dynasty, it is only one link in the Dynasty Cycle. From the vibrancy of its founding to the unequal distribution caused by rapid development, followed sixty years later by a comprehensive reform—if a "Restoration Sovereign" appears, the dynasty will flourish again for several decades. After that, it becomes difficult to reverse the accumulated problems, and the state step-by-step heads toward an inevitable decline and fall.  Li Runshi replied: "I certainly don't believe that relying on external conditions can solve China's problems. The internal contradictions of anything determine its attributes; external contradictions determine when the internal contradictions will erupt. If we expect external pressure to ensure China doesn't become an imperialist country, that's equivalent to giving up China's sovereignty. Comrade Silang, that doesn't sound like a question you would ask."  Zheng Silang's face flushed. After thinking for a moment, he nodded solemnly. "Indeed, Chairman Li, you are right. The reason I said that was because I remembered when I talked about this with the Chairman before, he said that even from a utilitarian, result-oriented perspective, so-called absolute dominance is not necessarily a good thing. 'If at home there are no law-abiding families and wise counselors, and abroad no hostile states and external threats, the state will usually perish. From this we know that we live in adversity and die in comfort.'  "China must not only become a self-disciplined country internally but must also accept the checks and balances of other countries. Only in this way will we not hold 'looting parties' domestically, but instead maintain an atmosphere of serious discussion on issues.  "It's only through your methodology, Chairman Li, that I've suddenly understood the Chairman's meaning!"  Seeing that Zheng Silang was in a good mood, Li Runshi made a request: "Since we've mentioned the Chairman, why don't we go to his place today and see if he's free?"  Zheng Silang hadn't chatted with He Rui for a long time. Having just straightened out a thought but not being entirely sure, he nodded in agreement. If he could see He Rui, he planned to find an opportunity to ask him privately whether what He Rui said and what Li Runshi said were based on the same methodology.  Li Runshi and Zheng Silang had both prepared for the possibility of not being received, but to their surprise, upon arriving at He Rui's, they were quickly invited in. They saw He Rui wearing quite thick clothes, sitting on the sofa in his study and reading. Seeing the two enter, He Rui stood up and said with a smile, "Marshal Zheng, you've only come now, making it impossible for me to congratulate you in person."  Hearing He Rui say this, Zheng Silang felt very happy. The promotion to Marshal was a decision made at the Politburo plenary session, something He Rui alone couldn't have pushed through. Since He Rui said this, it was naturally for Zheng Silang's joy.  However, from another perspective, Zheng Silang actually suspected He Rui was using this as a nudge, not wanting to see Zheng Silang get too big for his boots.  Just then, Li Runshi asked, "Chairman, Marshal Zheng and I have come together this time because we very much want to ask how you consider the problem of developing ballistic missiles."
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Inside the Chairman's residence at No. 7 Renmin Road, Li Runshi looked pleased, feeling that the visit had been well worth it.  The research and development of the Dongfeng-2 (DF-2) was not much different from that of other advanced equipment. The main difference was that by the time work began on the DF-2, He Rui no longer needed to establish technical categories from basic theories.  In 1940, with the maturation of various jet engines, China had accumulated immense experience in the R&D of high-temperature and high-pressure engines, and aerodynamics had seen massive development.  With the realization of laser gyroscopes and integrated circuits, He Rui's request to build ballistic missiles did not cause much of a stir. Once He Rui provided two system architects to the project, the comrades felt the project was as good as done.  And so it was. The job of a system architect is not to direct how to do things, but to provide systemic solutions for project R&D. As for the specifics, they were all researched and resolved by the scientists working on the project through their own study and discussion.  Having reaffirmed the application of system analysts and system architects in policy-making, Li Runshi had no further thoughts on the technical details.  Zheng Silang felt somewhat relieved, yet he laughed with a hint of embarrassment. "So, in the Chairman's eyes, missiles are far less important than launch vehicles."  Seeing Zheng Silang looking a bit dejected, He Rui could understand his frustration. He Rui's starting point for developing rockets was the "sea of stars"—the primary reason for rocket research was not weaponized use like ballistic missiles. This original intent had indeed stung Zheng Silang.  He Rui encouraged him: "Silang, you don't necessarily have to think my view is right. Rockets are a strategic type of equipment; you don't need to get hung up on it."  Zheng Silang felt drained by these words. Having clarified the R&D logic of ballistic missiles, he was indeed quite discouraged. While the "sea of stars" was very attractive, for Zheng Silang, seeing China achieve world hegemony was the most valuable thing.  But He Rui meant well, so Zheng Silang could only glance at Li Runshi and accept it in his heart. After all, He Rui had said long ago that war-fighting ability was perhaps the weakest of the disciplines he mastered—He Rui's greatest pride was in strategy, and Li Runshi was precisely a fellow strategist, so He Rui naturally appreciated Li Runshi more.  Amidst these reflections, He Rui had some snacks served. "Silang, it's been a while since we've just had a casual bite."  Zheng Silang looked at the snacks and sighed, "Has the Chairman heard about the 'sky-high price mooncakes'?"  Snacks were common enough, but Zheng Silang rarely saw He Rui having time for such seemingly leisurely activities. Looking again at He Rui's complexion, which still showed a lack of vitality, Zheng Silang decided to stay and chat with him.  Although they called it chatting, even though Zheng Silang avoided the topic of missile R&D, he couldn't avoid the war. After a few sentences, Zheng Silang posed a question that had been troubling him: at what point of desperation would an imperialist nation finally surrender?  Zheng Silang had personally interrogated many captured British and American generals and had sought advice from scholars of various countries. These people had offered various opinions, but not one was something Zheng Silang truly agreed with.  Now, with the sweet snacks and the slightly bitter Mingqian tea, Zheng Silang felt the mood was perfect for discussing such a problem.  He Rui did not give a direct answer. He smiled and said, "Haha, I can understand."  Having said that, He Rui pointed to Li Runshi. "If you want to solve such problems, look to Chairman Li. You two should get closer."  Zheng Silang knew what He Rui meant, but at this moment, he didn't want to let He Rui have his way, so he continued: "There is a theory that resonates with me—that the most fundamental thing for a society is its lifestyle. To protect their lifestyle, many people are not even afraid of death. So I want to know, if this theory holds, how many people in the United States would rather die than fight us to the end?"  Li Runshi looked at He Rui and saw that he was pouring tea for Zheng Silang but didn't answer. Li Runshi didn't intend to answer either, since Zheng Silang was asking He Rui.  However, Li Runshi had his own guesses. There were two possibilities for why Zheng Silang would ask such a question. One was that even a commander as fierce as Zheng Silang had developed a resistance to massive casualties. In the early stages of the war, breaking a hundred thousand enemies, seizing a thousand miles of land, and "swallowing a thousand miles like a tiger" had indeed given Zheng Silang great satisfaction. Not just Zheng Silang, but nationalists across China were experiencing a psychological carnival. More than 80 years of humiliation had been washed clean, and Li Runshi himself was happy in his heart.  But as the war had reached this point, it was the imperialist nations' turn to show a facade of being willing to protect their homeland at any cost. This would inevitably cause massive casualties.  Li Runshi believed that a fierce general like Zheng Silang was not a demon; he was a normal person. Having witnessed such widespread death, and even slaughter-style combat, Zheng Silang's heart had been deeply moved. At least in his subconscious, he had begun to consider how to end the war.  However, Zheng Silang was a soldier after all; his mastery was in the military sphere. And military struggle alone cannot end a war in a way acceptable to a normal human being.  The other possibility was that Zheng Silang still couldn't skillfully apply the transformation of contradictions in his thinking.  The view Zheng Silang mentioned—that people would sacrifice for a lifestyle—is correct at a certain stage. But things themselves are constantly changing, and especially the internal contradictions that constitute the things themselves will constantly change with the shifting of objective facts.  To simplify Zheng Silang's view: the American people enjoyed a more comfortable and wealthy life than Europeans. To protect this lifestyle, they did indeed join the war. Because in the U.S. government's propaganda, China's war against the U.S. was due to envy of the American people's wealthy life. Therefore, China supposedly intended to carry out a massacre of the American people, just as the Americans had massacred the Indians, in order to replace the current white population of North America.  However, as the war progressed, the American people would soon discover that because China had not invaded the U.S. mainland, protecting the "American lifestyle" meant going to Canada to die.  Whether the American lifestyle could be protected was an uncertain future, but dying in the war was a reality right before their eyes.  As the contradiction shifted, the American people would begin to oppose a lifestyle that required them to die immediately. As for whether China can formulate new forms of political struggle based on this shift in the contradiction—letting the peace-seeking American people break away from the hardliners—that is a very serious test for a politician.  Because this requires not only a very accurate grasp of the changes in the American people but also the ability to grasp the internal emotions of the Chinese people and raise their level of cognitive understanding. It is necessary to ensure that China itself does not slide toward the backward path of savage conquest like Genghis Khan.  While Li Runshi was thinking, he heard He Rui say: "To solve the doubts in your heart, at your level, Silang, I will offer a suggestion. Silang, do you consider yourself a radical or a conservative?"  Zheng Silang was taken aback. "What's the difference between a conservative and a reactionary?"  "Reactionaries want things to stay the same. Every historical era has such people. Conservatism itself, however, is closely linked to industrialization," He Rui explained.  "The conservatism I speak of is opposed to so-called radicalism and utopian idealism. Conservatism does not seek to avoid progress; it also seeks progress. It's just that on the philosophical question of human nature, conservatism believes that human nature is flawed and believes that social ills can only be mitigated, not eradicated. The core concept of conservatism is opposition to all radical revolutions and innovations, advocating for restrained politics and the use of compromise to harmonize the interest conflicts of various social forces. Conservatism views the state as an organism—the parts cannot exist independently of the whole. Inequality of status and property is naturally formed, and social leadership should belong to the virtuous elite rather than to the leaders of the masses. Conservatism emphasizes law and order representing continuity and stability, maintaining traditional social bonds such as family, ethics, and religion."  After hearing this explanation, Zheng Silang felt even more confused. He asked: "If seen this way, then so-called conservatism itself is not any ideology, but a kind of mature state of being?"  He Rui took a bite of a peanut cake, his mouth filled with sweetness. He replied: "I think you are quite right. Therefore, I am a conservative, and Chairman Li is a radical revolutionary. But based on appearances, many might feel I am far more radical than Chairman Li."  Li Runshi also found He Rui's words very reasonable and listened carefully. Zheng Silang felt He Rui was entirely right but couldn't find a rational explanation. While eating some mint paste, he looked at He Rui, his silent gaze urging him to continue.  He Rui explained: "Because Chairman Li advocates building a new world, he unconsciously chooses to cut ties with the old world. I personally fully understand Chairman Li's view from a technical perspective, because the people cannot distinguish between the fundamental differences of the new and old worlds. In fact, the people are more accustomed to the old world.  "Everything I personally do is not entirely severed from the old era. I acknowledge we come from the old world, so we must move forward even more. We must criticize the old systems.  "It's equivalent to me doing a very dangerous and potentially futile work; once economic development is interrupted, everything I've pushed forward could see a regression."  By the end, Zheng Silang didn't know how to comment. What He Rui said was very clear, especially since the patterns of the new era were truly fair, based on equity of property. On such matters, even Zheng Silang felt it was very dangerous. Only He Rui could still hold it together; once He Rui passed away, there would surely be trouble.  But it wouldn't be appropriate not to speak, so Zheng Silang said: "Whoever opposes the Chairman, I will oppose them!" After saying this, he swallowed the rest of the mint paste.  He Rui smiled. At least Zheng Silang's statement was heartwarming. So He Rui chatted with Li Runshi and Zheng Silang about global changes.  London's East End is a working-class district. On the streets at this time, a group of unemployed British citizens were marching, their leaders holding signs against hunger. As the march proceeded toward the city center, a group of British mounted police appeared. The officers raised their batons and began striking their saddles. The front of the saddles were made of iron, and the striking produced a dull, heavy sound.  The protesting British public on the other side let out boos, mocking the police as the rich man's dogs. To the British mounted police, this was already the gentlest way to express themselves, and they felt somewhat wronged.  But the ordinary British citizens didn't see it that way. Those ordinary laborers who did the most difficult work found their way of life severely disrupted. First, they were unemployed. The reason for their unemployment was that their employers had fired them for various very strange reasons—reasons that sounded as if they were intentionally making things difficult for the workers.  As for the actual reasons they were fired, the unemployed workers didn't know.  At this time, at 10 Downing Street, the cabinet members hoped the police would quickly suppress the workers' march. As for the fundamental reason for the march, these cabinet members were actually aware of it.  The reason was not complex: mainly that China had released the ordinary British citizens from the areas it had liberated. Especially in India, it had released a million British people all at once.  These British people needed jobs upon returning home. The British cabinet felt they had to give these people work, so they took certain measures. The result of these measures was that a large number of the original British "poor devils" became unemployed. And the British military at this stage didn't even have the capacity to absorb so many poor devils, and the poor devils didn't want to be soldiers either. Thus, the contradiction became this intense.  Here, the Home Secretary had already made a suggestion: "I suggest that those who disrupt the general mobilization be exiled."  The Home Secretary's suggestion was not original; during the Victorian era, prisoners had been exiled to Australia. But Australia had also been "liberated" by the Chinese. According to the Chinese side, they were currently repatriating the British in Australia back to Britain. If millions of people like this returned, Britain's employment situation would be completely finished!  On the streets of Britain, a mounted officer shouted: "You lot, move aside!"  The crowd of marchers hesitated; they couldn't be sure what to do. From all angles, it seemed the British government wouldn't let them starve to death. But this time they were wrong. After receiving orders, the police on their high horses charged into the crowd. The way they gripped their batons was almost identical to the way knightly lords of old had charged with their weapons.  While in the United States, North America, and Canada, the war was dominated by jet fighter air battles, in the Red Sea and Arabian regions, the war had downgraded. Propeller fighters flew back and forth in the skies over the Arabian Peninsula and Northeast Africa.  Both sides used such fighters, to the point where China didn't even need aircraft carriers cruising the Indian Ocean and the East African coast now. Such fighters were enough to pose a threat to the enemy.  In Johannesburg, the negotiations between the representatives of the World People's Liberation Army and the South African Boers had entered their final stage. On this land, the Boers had shed too much blood. They couldn't accept waiting even one more day; as long as they could escape British control, the Boers were willing to do many things.  The representative of the World People's Liberation Army emphasized with a serious expression: "We welcome the Boers to join the World People's Liberation Army, but in all areas liberated by the World People's Liberation Army, everyone must be equal. Black and white, as well as people of other skin colors, all possess the same rights."  Hearing this, the Boer representative couldn't help but bite his lip. He couldn't understand why the Boer delegation would suddenly be subjected to such an insult. Compared to continuing as a colony under the British, having the same rights as black people was even more unacceptable.
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"Silang, if you must find another goal for yourself, then strive for the sake of the human race's journey toward the sea of stars. The reason we must create a new world order on the foundation of Chinese civilization is that the new orders other civilizations can provide are destined to be unable to support humanity's long future journey in terms of culture and systems. Imperialism, which seems so formidable now, is destined to have no future."  Although Zheng Silang was criticized by He Rui, he felt no shame. It wasn't because there were many comrades in the party sharing his views, but because the "sea of stars" pointed out by He Rui indeed ignited Zheng Silang's ideals.  Zheng Silang's ancestors were caravan guards, so he placed great importance on making friends and befriending heroes from all over. From the Earth where humans live to another planet, from the solar system where humans live to another solar system, from the galaxy where humans live to another galaxy—the mere thought of such a journey made Zheng Silang feel exceptionally happy.  Furthermore, He Rui's personal expectations for Zheng Silang made him feel warm. Whether Zheng Silang was just a young lieutenant graduated from Baoding Military Academy or the world-shaking Marshal of the Chinese National Defense Force he was now, someone was always paying attention to *Zheng Silang*, not the lieutenant or the marshal.  Zheng Silang stood up and saluted. "Chairman, to be able to follow you is the greatest honor of my life. Even if I were useless in this life, by being by your side, there are no regrets."  He Rui stood up, patted Zheng Silang on the shoulder, and turned to Li Runshi. "Chairman Li, your calligraphy is excellent, and your poetry even better. I ask for your calligraphy of a famous piece—write a copy of *Yi Qin E: Loushan Pass* for Comrade Silang."  Zheng Silang immediately followed up: "I will personally visit Chairman Li tomorrow to request his calligraphy."  Li Runshi laughed. "No time like the present. Hearing about the sea of stars has left me excited and unable to restrain myself. I shall write it now!"  With that, Li Runshi went to He Rui's desk. He Rui and Zheng Silang pushed the stacks of files to the side, cleared a space, and laid out Xuan paper. The secretary hurried to grind the ink. Li Runshi stubbed out his cigarette, closed his eyes in thought for a moment, then took up the brush and wrote with sweeping strokes:  *Fierce the west wind,* *Wild geese cry in the vast sky under the frosty morning moon.* *Under the frosty morning moon,* *The clatter of horses' hooves rings sharp,* *And the bugle's call is muffled.*  *Do not say the grim pass is like iron,* *Today we stride across it from the very beginning.* *From the very beginning,* *The green mountains are like the sea,* *And the dying sun is like blood.*  Zheng Silang's level of poetic understanding was not high; he generally thought Tang poetry was good and the "bold and unconstrained" style of Song Ci was good. He had no intention of actively improving his own poetic attainments.  But at this moment, hearing He Rui's description of the sea of stars, his heart was filled with passion. Looking at this piece on Loushan Pass and thinking of his past battles, he found it truly excellent.  However, Zheng Silang was straightforward by nature. After praising it, he added: "Chairman Li, this poem is well written. But it feels as if it's not quite 'powerful' enough. I wonder if Chairman Li has any other even more captivating works?"  Li Runshi thought for a moment, changed the paper, and began to write: *North country scene, a hundred leagues sealed with ice, a thousand leagues of whirling snow...*  Zheng Silang had served in the Northeast for nearly ten years. Seeing this, he felt an immense sense of familiarity.  He Rui couldn't help but smile but remained silent. The secretary, on the other hand, looked on with eyes full of anticipation. But when *Qin Yuan Chun: Snow* was finally finished, the secretary's expression became very cautious.  Zheng Silang sighed from the heart: "Such is the beauty of our mountains and rivers, that has caused countless heroes to bow in homage. Pity that the Emperors of Qin and Han lacked literary grace, and the Sovereigns of Tang and Song were short on poetic soul. Even the pride of a generation, Genghis Khan, knew only how to draw his bow at the great eagles. All are past and gone! To find men of true distinction, we must look to the present age."  "Such a great poem—I cannot accept it. It should be given to the Chairman instead."  Hearing this, the secretary's nervous expression faded. There was no literary inquisition under the He Rui government, and they advocated the people's view of history. But comparing the famous emperors of history would inevitably be seen as a taboo. Li Runshi's poem was indeed superb, but in the secretary's eyes, Zheng Silang's reaction was even more praiseworthy.  He Rui couldn't help but laugh. "Haha, Silang, that's your 'imperial thinking' talking. These 'prides of a generation' were but mere humans. If the future Chinese people cannot even surpass these individuals, how can we speak of the sea of stars as our conquest? Only when you truly believe that the people are the greatest power—and that you, I, and Chairman Li are all but members of the people—can you calmly accept such a fine poem."  Zheng Silang gritted his teeth and finally said: "Then I thank Chairman Li."  Li Runshi looked at He Rui and saw him as composed as ever. This magnanimity increased Li Runshi's admiration for He Rui by another degree.  He Rui then had the secretary prepare to frame this masterpiece before inviting the two to sit down. "The current war has exceeded our previous expectations because we overestimated America's cultural depth.  "The American people are just normal humans; they cannot imagine things they haven't seen. In China, expecting a harmonious and equal lifestyle is the wisdom of Chinese civilization—it's a lifestyle we've seen. The American people have not seen such a life, so talking until our throats are sore is useless. In the past 500 years, China itself hasn't lived such a life, so we can't blame foreigners for not having seen it.  "Therefore, this war must lead to one result: fighting until the American people understand.  "This is not something we can solve through mere compassion. Human power has its limits; we are not the kind of powerful beings who can create a world with just a word."  Zheng Silang replied: "Since the Chairman has made his judgment, I can only continue with a sense of helplessness, hoping the American people will wake up sooner."  Even Zheng Silang, a soldier, could eventually understand the inevitable tragedy caused by the culture of the American nation, but the American people could not. Because plunder and savage competition indeed aligned with the objective conditions of America's past century. And the American people were still moving on the inertia of that mindset.  The American troops stationed on the U.S.-Canada border, hearing the rumbling of artillery, felt an itch to join the fight. Although the GIs were not strategists, they had their own understanding of the war. They believed that only by driving China out of North America could they ensure America's safety and the continuation of their past way of life.  From a realistic perspective, if the U.S. military could achieve its military objectives, those goals could indeed be realized.  The Chinese troops who landed on the North American continent also understood clearly that they had crossed the vast Pacific for the purpose of winning this war. Both sides had a clear understanding of the war and were prepared to give everything to win.  On May 18th, the first roll-on/roll-off (Ro-Ro) pier, designed with ramps for berthing and loading operations, was finally completed. Ro-Ro ships were equipped with drawbridges that could tilt up and down, and some could swing left and right. By connecting these drawbridges to the pier ramps, cargo vehicles could drive on and off between the pier and the ship for loading and unloading.  Combined with long floating jetties, the Ro-Ro pier could facilitate extremely rapid loading and unloading. The Chinese National Defense Force had fully implemented mechanization and motorization, so the cargo on the Ro-Ro ships consisted mainly of various vehicles. Tanks, armored personnel carriers, and trucks moved somewhat shakily over the passage formed by the drawbridges and floating jetties, but the Chinese soldiers applied their training, driving the vehicles onto North American soil slowly but steadily.  Once the vehicles reached the shore and gathered at the assembly points, the personnel and equipment were immediately loaded onto trucks. After forming up, the units sped toward the front lines.  In the sky, the carrier task forces currently bore the operational burden. Chinese National Defense Force engineers applied the experience accumulated in war to construct simple runways at the fastest possible speed.  Meanwhile, specialized vessels commissioned by the Chinese Navy arrived at the captured Prince Rupert carrying a large number of J-11 fighters. Prince Rupert is located several hundred kilometers north of Vancouver. Looking at a flat world map, there's nothing special about this port. In reality, based on actual shipping distance, Prince Rupert is closer to Asia than Vancouver.  Of course, the closest distance would be departing from a Soviet port to reach North America. But the CPSU Central Committee was filled with terror regarding China's expedition to North America. Viewing the Sino-American war from the Soviet perspective, the USSR certainly hoped the U.S. would win. If the U.S. failed, it meant the Soviet Union would share a border over 10,000 kilometers long with the world's sole hegemon, China. This was a nightmare for any pragmatist strategist.  Furthermore, internal discussions within the CPSU showed that most members of the Central Committee were unwilling to believe China would truly maintain a long-term peaceful policy, let alone that China was attempting to maintain a peaceful new world order.  Even more bizarrely, those CPSU members who truly believed China would maintain a peaceful world order were mostly even more opposed to China defeating the United States. Because if the world truly became peaceful, China, as the hegemon, would earn profits far exceeding those of other nations. If the Soviet Union wanted to gain greater profits, it would be bound by the peace policy and rendered helpless.  The peace policy created by this Chinese hegemon was undoubtedly a shackle for the Soviet Union. For the sake of Soviet interests—following the Russian tradition of spheres of influence and strategic buffers—Britain could be the world hegemon, or even the United States, but China absolutely must not.  At this stage, however, the CPSU was powerless against China. So when the Soviet Union received China's inquiry as to whether the USSR could provide intelligence on the British cabinet, the CPSU Politburo analyzed the situation and decided the Soviet Union could not provide port assistance to China at this time. Simultaneously, they would leak China's request to the Roosevelt administration.  In the Soviet view, this warning should alert the Roosevelt government. But the Politburo hadn't expected that once the core members of the Roosevelt cabinet received this intelligence, they would all feel discouraged.  Secretary of State Hull even stated somewhat excitedly during a meeting of the inner cabinet: "Mr. President, we should perhaps consider holding talks with China."  Roosevelt did not answer immediately. With his strategic ability, he had already judged from the intelligence provided by the Soviet Union that the He Rui government had identified the American strategy of seizing Canada. Far from being afraid, the He Rui government was prepared to fully exploit America's annexation of Canada to advance its strategy for North America.  Regarding the idea that the He Rui government did not intend to destroy the United States, Roosevelt believed they were actually prepared for peace talks. But once the He Rui government saw through the Roosevelt administration's cards, Roosevelt lost many means of strategic deception and much bargaining space. The He Rui government could use this leverage to trade with the Roosevelt administration.  The reason Secretary Hull made the proposal so excitedly was that he understood this and hoped to cut their losses. And Hull wasn't the only one; other inner cabinet members surely saw it too.  Roosevelt thought of the dismissed Marshall, who had seen this even earlier and unseasonably advocated for compromise with China. Roosevelt didn't regret discarding Marshall, as he had to consider himself as well. If Roosevelt were to compromise with China now, he would rather take his own life.  Looking at the anxious expressions of the inner cabinet members, Roosevelt issued an order to Hull: "Hull, you must immediately determine what decision Britain is actually prepared to make!"  On May 21st, a piece of news was delivered through the Chinese foreign service's intelligence sources. After reading the report, Li Shiguang gave a bitter laugh at the channel for this news. This message was passed on May 20th from a Scottish individual in the British Foreign Office to a pro-China French individual in the French Embassy in Britain.  Afterward, the Frenchman sent the news back to Paris, which then passed through Paris to Hungary. From the secret channel between Hungary and China, it reached China.  At this stage, France was quite divided internally. Most French people hoped to rebuild the pre-war relationship between China and France. Most French people also opposed China's cause of colonial liberation.  Hungary, however, held a different attitude. Regardless, Hungary was fully qualified to say that it shared distant blood ties with China. Therefore, although Hungary had joined the Nazi bloc, most people in the country did not oppose China defeating other European powers. The Hungarians believed their blood ties with China would lead to China's full support for Hungary after its victory.  After World War I, Hungary had been stripped of vast territories and population by the Entente. Hungary's joining the Nazi bloc was due not only to its lack of strength to resist but also to its expectation of defeating Romania—which had taken a large portion of Hungarian land after the war—and reclaiming the Carpathian Mountains.  As it turned out, Nazi Germany, for its own interests, made both Hungary and Romania members of its bloc, preventing Hungary from realizing its ideals.  China's firm opposition to Nazism gave Hungary an opportunity. As long as Hungary could cling to the "thigh" of the victorious China, it could settle scores with the Nazi state of Romania. At that time, as an ally of China, Hungary could obtain what neither the Entente nor Nazi Germany could provide.  With such intentions, there was a powerful pro-China faction in Hungary. As China grew increasingly powerful, the influence of this faction grew daily. Hungary was more than willing to serve as an intelligence transit point.  As China's Foreign Minister, Li Shiguang was very clear about Hungary's thoughts. This approach was actually nothing to mock; a small, weak nation in the current world order must rely on a great power to survive. Such things had happened for centuries during the Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods in China over 2,000 years ago. Confucius's denunciation that "there were no righteous wars in the Spring and Autumn period" was not the old man's cynicism; he was simply pointing out the reality of that era with deep sorrow.  Churchill's cabinet had delivered its bottom line to the Roosevelt government on May 20th. The British cabinet expected its ally, the United States, to exert its proper influence in North America, but it could not accept the U.S. demand to enter all of Canada. At the very least, Britain would only request the U.S. enter Western Canada—the region west of the Great Lakes—under certain conditions.  In Li Shiguang's view, this news was indeed the maximum concession Churchill's cabinet could make. Britain also had its bottom line: it could not sell out British interests and let the U.S. use them to trade with China.  Although Britain was no longer in China's sights, a "broken ship still has three catties of nails." If Britain refused to proactively sell out its national interests, the United States could do nothing about it for now. Canada, after all, was a colony with 12 million people; the United States, with its 110 million people, could use military force to defeat Canada but couldn't simply swallow it.  Li Shiguang was not at ease because of the "dog-eat-dog" business of imperialism; he saw another possibility. The United States might, in its desperation, launch a fierce offensive against China.  Just as Li Shiguang made this judgment, new information was placed before him. After reading the two-sentence message, he gave a sigh. The Roosevelt government, at the invitation of the British government and the Canadian colonial authorities, had dispatched troops into Western Canada to fight on May 22nd.  Li Shiguang closed his eyes; the scenario he didn't want to see had appeared. Neither China nor the U.S. likely wanted to fight a war for the sake of war, but their diametrically opposed strategic goals had brought the conflict to this point. It was perhaps inevitable, but it was indeed a great tragedy.  Beginning at 1:11 PM local time on May 22nd, the Anglo-American air forces and the Chinese Naval Aviation fought the largest jet fighter battle in human history to date in the Vancouver region.  One hundred and forty-five British jet fighters and 594 American jet fighters clashed with 400 Chinese jet fighters in five hours of fierce combat. In the end, a total of 48 British fighters were damaged or downed, 28 of which were shot down. The United States had 271 fighters damaged or downed, 61 of which were shot down.  The Chinese Air Force had 57 fighters shot down and 107 damaged.  In the post-battle summary, the Chinese Air Force concluded that the American air combat command system had improved greatly over the past six months, allowing the U.S. military to exert even greater combat power when they possessed numerical superiority.  Although this possibility had always been considered by China, when the reality finally appeared, the Chinese North American Expeditionary Force indeed felt significant pressure.  Furthermore, the U.S. military had not only deployed its air force; under air cover, the U.S. Army crossed the border in waves and launched an offensive against the Chinese landing units.  After overnight discussions, the Chinese North American Expeditionary Force requested the CMC: "We hope to receive more ballistic missiles as soon as possible to destroy the U.S. military's logistical and transportation lines."
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May 27th. Inside the office of General Dwight D. Eisenhower, U.S. Army Chief of Operations, the echoes of an enraged "Motherfucker" rang through the room. The officer across from him reporting on the war situation dared not speak and could only lower his head.  Eisenhower cursed for a while, finally venting his fury. He grabbed the telephone and called MacArthur. By the time MacArthur's voice came through the receiver, Eisenhower's voice had calmed down. "Chief of Staff, the Air Force still hasn't seized air superiority. Has the Chinese military built airfields in such a short time?"  MacArthur's voice was not agitated; he had already proposed the possibility that China was likely relying on the extreme transport capacity of its carriers to maintain the air war. Hearing Eisenhower so worked up, MacArthur replied: "We can only exploit the weakness of China's insufficient transport capacity and wear them down. General Eisenhower, the Army must intensify its offensive!"  Eisenhower did not want to lose face before MacArthur, nor did he want to admit to him the difficulties the Army was facing. However, the situation was far from optimistic, and Eisenhower could only say: "The operational plan needs adjustment. If we want to break through the Chinese lines, we need to send more troops."  General MacArthur, the Army Chief of Staff, had already received the latest situation reports, but since Roosevelt trusted Eisenhower more, MacArthur had stepped back to let Eisenhower, as Chief of Operations, command the war.  Seeing that Eisenhower was finally lowering his head, MacArthur said: "I agree to your request. But General Eisenhower, do you believe the engineers can achieve your goals?"  Eisenhower fell silent. MacArthur had graduated from West Point with record-breaking scores before joining the Corps of Engineers and had shown amazing ability in military command. The Sino-American theater of operations was located in the Rocky Mountains, and as MacArthur said, Chinese heavy rockets were currently destroying key transportation nodes on the U.S. axis of advance with an incomprehensible level of precision.  Once bridges and roads in the mountains were destroyed by heavy rockets, repairs were extremely difficult. The number of Chinese fighters was not as large as the U.S. force, and they suffered daily losses, yet they remained unexpectedly resilient, maintaining a scale of 400 aircraft for five consecutive days. Eisenhower had to admit that MacArthur's pre-war prediction was correct.  On MacArthur's tactical map, the Chinese aircraft carriers had become mobile operational platforms. Every night, they moved toward Hawaii; Chinese jet fighters taking off from Hawaii moved toward the carriers and finally landed on them. The Chinese carriers would then move back toward the American West Coast to catch the daytime battles.  When first hearing of such a possibility, at least half the personnel in the entire Army Staff had not believed in this fantastical scheme. At the time, a young and brash staff officer had asked: "Do those damaged planes have to take off while wounded?"  Eisenhower remembered MacArthur calmly puffing on his corncob pipe and replying coolly: "Just throw the planes into the sea."  This concept had made Eisenhower think MacArthur was mad. Jet fighters were nothing like propeller planes; the cost of manufacturing one jet was enough to produce four or five propeller fighters. To simply push damaged aircraft into the sea was something even the United States wouldn't dare to do.  However, as the war had raged for five days and the Chinese Air Force continued to maintain its fighter numbers, Eisenhower had to consider that MacArthur might be right.  And worse, if China maintained the battle through such massive waste, the U.S. military truly had no way to counter it. Because China *really could* afford such extravagance.  While Eisenhower was silent, MacArthur said: "General Eisenhower, at this stage, we can only rely on numbers to overwhelm China. I hope you don't think China will give us any further opportunities."  Hearing MacArthur talk to him like he was lecturing a cadet made Eisenhower very unhappy. But he didn't argue, because MacArthur's statement also accepted part of the responsibility for him. If Eisenhower used tactics involving massive casualties, MacArthur would stand behind him.  Ending the call, Eisenhower began to adjust the arrangements. Because China had used giant rockets to destroy many traffic nodes within 200 kilometers of the battlefield, the U.S. troops launching fierce attacks against the Chinese were bunched up at these passages, unable to advance. Eisenhower ordered the various units to speed up repairs and to proceed to the battlefield via infantry march in the meantime.  After the orders were issued, Eisenhower's mood grew even worse. Currently, the U.S. Navy was sandwiched between China's Northern and Southern Fleets. The Northern Chinese fleet was attacking Northern Canada, while the Southern fleet constantly threatened Panama. Chief of Naval Operations Admiral Kimmel proposed that aside from a plan to split his forces, he was willing to execute a decisive battle in either direction.  But the Army, Air Force, and Roosevelt cabinet all believed the Navy should not act rashly at this time. If the Navy fought in either direction, it could be flanked from behind by the massive Chinese carrier task force from the other direction.  As long as the Navy still existed, it could at least protect the West Coast. If the Navy on the West Coast were wiped out, the Chinese fleet could head south at any time to destroy the Panama Canal and then land anywhere they pleased along the American West Coast. At that point, the United States would be just like the Qing Dynasty of old, paralyzed by the fear of a Chinese army that might invade from the sea at any moment.  But the U.S. Navy's inability to deploy in force also meant the U.S. Army couldn't strike from the Canadian west coast to cut off the Chinese offensive against Canada and Alaska. According to the latest news, hundreds of thousands of Chinese troops had landed, completely annihilated the U.S. forces in Alaska, and occupied the territory. They were now beginning to move south along the coastline.  If the Chinese troops occupying Alaska moved south and linked up with the Chinese troops attacking Western Canada, the strategic situation in North America would undergo a fundamental shift.  The reality was even worse than Eisenhower imagined. On May 23rd, a fishing fleet centered around three 10,000-ton ocean-going factory ships and ten 1,000-ton fishing vessels arrived in the Gulf of Alaska under naval escort.  Late May was the peak season for salmon fishing. Upon arriving at their destination, the fleet immediately began fishing operations. As the great nets were cast, countless salmon were hauled from the sea.  While the 10,000-ton ships also engaged in fishing, their most important job was actually the processing of the fish. Following a workflow of Raw Material → Descaling → Filleting → Deboning → X-ray → Brine Wash → Skinning → Brine Wash → Salting → Marinating → Brine Wash → Drying → Smoking → Maturation → Semi-Freezing → Slicing → Inspection → Quantitative Packaging → Sealing → Flash Freezing → Metal Detection → Crating → Warehousing, the workers on the factory ships toiled with feverish intensity.  The salmon, with their beautiful scales, were first frozen to a core temperature of -3°C to prevent the meat from breaking during handling. Workers on both sides of the conveyor belt used specialized descaling knives to completely remove the scales from the surface of the fish, then rinsed them with fresh water.  The meat was then sent by conveyor to the next processing room, where rotating cutting machines spun as workers skillfully removed fins and belly bones after filleting, selecting slices of Grade 24 color or higher.  The next phase was more delicate and mostly performed by women. They used tweezers to remove the nervous spines, ensuring no fragments or broken bones remained.  The completely deboned cod was then deep-skinned to a fat line width of no more than 3cm, with edge fat and silver membrane trimmed away. After a rinse with 5% salt water to remove surface impurities, it was sent to the smoking workshop.  In the smoking workshop, a marinating powder made of coarse salt and sugar in a 2.5:1 ratio was prepared. Workers applied it evenly to the surface of the fish, averaging 30-40g per fish. When producing the same batch, the amount of salt followed the principle of less first, then more. Before use, the coarse salt had to be ground as fine as possible.  The salted fish bodies were placed in the marinating warehouse at 18-20°C for refrigeration. To ensure flavor, they could not be stacked too high. The marinated salmon were rinsed again with 5% salt water to remove residual salt, then kept at a warehouse temperature of 6-8°C for 3 hours to dry the meat.  After this series of processes, the salmon were hung in rows inside the smoking machines, maintained at 27°C for 4 hours. During the smoking process, a consistent, thick white smoke was required; no open flame was allowed at the smoke source. If a flame appeared, water had to be sprayed or cherry wood added to produce more smoke.  The low-temperature smoked products were then sent to a maturation warehouse at 0–4°C for at least 8 hours.  Finally, the salmon were sent to a freezer to be chilled to a core temperature of -4°C to 0°C. Once the meat's firmness had increased, a slicer was used to create slices 2.5-3.0mm thick.  The first batch of delicious smoked salmon had left the warehouse. Quality inspectors performed random checks, inspecting individual slices for residual bones and removing fragments or bruised pieces to ensure only the best smoked salmon reached the front lines, providing delicious food for the Chinese soldiers fighting bravely there.  As food for soldiers, the Chinese workers were extremely conscientious, and the inspectors were equally dutiful. On May 27th, the inspected smoked salmon was delivered to the military dining cars in Prince Rupert and Vancouver.  Although the deliciousness of the smoked salmon indeed won praise from the officers and soldiers of the Chinese National Defense Force, they only had a brief moment to appreciate it. After finishing their meal, the soldiers immediately threw themselves back into the fierce fighting.  Mountain warfare was the specialty of the Chinese National Defense Force. Currently, the 190,000 troops who had landed had shifted from the offensive to the defensive following the arrival of the U.S. military. they held a "beachhead" of approximately 200,000 square kilometers.  On a plain, 190,000 troops could never have held 200,000 square kilometers. But in the mountains, the situation was entirely different. The combatants fought for individual passes and key heights. Once the Chinese held these strategic locations, one man could hold off ten, preventing the enemy's advance.  At this stage, the longer the time was dragged out, the more advantageous it was for the Chinese military. Even though the Soviet Union had not allowed China to use its ports, China didn't care. Currently, China had stockpiled a vast amount of supplies in the Hawaiian Islands, with a large number of troops waiting there to head for North America.  Every minute, Chinese troops and equipment were landing. These newly landed units quickly replaced those that had suffered significant damage to continue holding the strategic points, and they worked day and night transporting supplies and building airfields.  Based on the situation so far, by mid-June, the number of Chinese troops landed would reach one million, at which point large-scale breakthrough tactics could be employed.  The Chinese military did not simply engage in a war of attrition. Some small units had departed from Alaska, marching southeast to eliminate scattered Canadian towns in the western region and open a road from north to south, seeking to insert themselves behind the Anglo-American forces.  Even if only a small number of Chinese troops appeared behind them, it would cause a major shock to the Anglo-American forces and create a degree of chaos.  Having reached this point in the war, the Chinese commanders understood perfectly that this was a competition of national strength. At the start of the war, China had dominated in the South China Sea because of its massive advantage in force projection compared to Britain, the U.S., and the Netherlands.  As the war broke out in North America, the situation changed: China had to expend enormous human and material resources to transport its army across the vast Pacific. Meanwhile, Britain and the U.S. could wait at their leisure and fight the Chinese army at their doorstep. Unknowingly, the roles of attacker and defender had undergone a massive shift.  But this was inevitable. If China truly wanted to win the war, it had to win this battle. Only then could the North American region understand that China was fully capable of conducting a large-scale war in such a distant region. In this way, the outcome of the war would be truly decisive.  To lower the difficulty, China had dispatched the fishing fleet during the war to provide the army with fish, including smoked salmon. The shorter the supply line, the lower the cost.  Not only in the Eastern Pacific, but China was also conducting a long-distance power projection in Africa. Compared to North America, the farming conditions on the East African coast were much better.  China had dispatched 50,000 members of a construction corps with extensive agricultural experience to Africa. These personnel had already been working in Mozambique, Tanzania, and other places for about six months. On the African soil, large tracts of fertile fields had already begun to appear—these were construction projects completed by the Chinese reclamation teams and the local Africans who had joined them.  No decent food crops had ever been grown on these lands. Even when there were crops, they were grown by white plantation owners using black slave labor. For profit, the white owners mostly grew cash crops, while the local Africans ate local root crops. Until the Chinese came.  The African blacks were initially quite reserved when facing the Chinese, because the Chinese had thoroughly defeated the very small local white military forces and occupied the white-owned towns.  While the East African blacks had not been ravaged by the white slave trade for 500 years like the West Africans, they had been oppressed for at least a century. Seeing that the Chinese could cleanly and efficiently deal with the whites who had previously been so fierce and had casually bullied and murdered them, they naturally didn't dare to act rashly.  Soon, new military units arrived in East Africa, including over a thousand local East Africans who had been international students in China. With this group joining, the East African blacks began to rapidly build relationships with the Chinese.  A short time later, a large number of whites also appeared in East Africa. These were all new faces unknown to the local tribes. But seeing those whites obediently following behind the Chinese, the East African tribes finally knew that a new group of masters calling themselves "Chinese" had arrived, and these new masters were even more noble and powerful than the whites. The black tribes accepted their new fate and, as before, no longer refused when the "Chinese masters" asked them to work.  It must be said that initially, the East African tribes did not like the Chinese and were very afraid of them. Because these Chinese masters, besides working day and night themselves, would also make both whites and blacks work day and night. Furthermore, the work appeared completely nonsensical to the blacks.  To the blacks, scattering seeds on the ground was understandable behavior. But digging stones out of the ground and filling in pits was simply making things difficult for people. The blacks believed there was no lack of land; if one didn't like the terrain, one could just find level ground. That was how the white masters had done it.  The blacks didn't understand why so much effort was spent on uneven land. Moreover, the Chinese not only cleared the land but also dug irrigation canals. To the East African blacks, this was even more absurd. When it rained, everyone left the flooded land and returned when it was dry. Digging ditches in the ground specifically to transport and drain water—what kind of nonsense was that?  The local East Africans didn't understand the Chinese, and the Chinese reclamation teams in Africa were also infuriated by the local blacks. The veins of the Chinese teams were filled with an army of antibodies against all known infectious diseases, ensuring their basic health. From their perspective, the fertile East African soil was even healthier than the reclamation teams themselves.  Although the East African climate differed from China's four seasons, being divided into wet and dry seasons, the Chinese teams were accustomed to such climates from their time in South Asia. Moreover, in the past decade or so, due to agreements with European colonial nations, a small number of Chinese had already conducted farm planting and research in East Africa. In East Africa, as long as the land wasn't too bizarre, anything would grow well.  The problem was that these Africans had no farming experience at all, which the Chinese saw as a terrible waste of natural resources. Things a Chinese child could easily do left the Africans lingering with confused expressions. Eventually, the Chinese aid personnel gave up trying to solve the Africans' conceptual difficulties and simply required them to complete simple tasks—though even these were not simple for the Africans.  The Chinese firmly believed that "a point of effort brings a point of harvest." This belief, passed down through thousands of years of Chinese civilization, functioned normally on the soil of East Africa as well.  When the first batch of vegetables and peanuts matured, it immediately shocked the East African tribes. They hadn't expected that in just three months, they could eat green plants they had never tasted before, and that the flavor of these things was vastly different from anything they had eaten in their lives—even quite delicious.  Next to mature was the sesame. Large iron pots were set up in the villages, and the sesame seeds were roasted until fragrant, making the gathered black brothers and sisters salivate. Although they had never eaten sesame, their physical reaction was no different from humans of any other skin color.  The World People's Liberation Army reclamation teams mixed flour and cornmeal, baked it into cakes, sprinkled them with sesame, and shared them with the blacks. Everyone ate very happily.  Later, after the local tribal elders ate a hotpot meal with sesame paste, cilantro, scallions, and crushed peanuts as seasoning, most stated: "We'll follow the Chinese from now on."  Even those tribal elders who had been cheated so many times by whites that they didn't dare make a decision were completely conquered by this delicacy after a second hotpot meal. They finally decided to try cooperating with the Chinese.  Thus, after six months of hard work, the World People's Liberation Army obtained the labor of 4.8 million local able-bodied men in East Africa, providing them with a relatively stable base.  From then on, the full-scale African campaign finally had its first large, stable African base. 州。
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At 4:00 AM local time on May 28th in Ethiopia, Marshal Rodolfo Graziani, commander of the Italian garrison, felt a violent shudder through his body. As a career soldier, he woke instantly, followed by the sound of heavy explosions nearby.  With a rapid roll, Marshal Graziani dove under a table. A succession of nearby blasts followed, making the Marshal feel the true power of the Chinese Air Force's bombardment.  Fortunately, this wave of bombing did not last long. The Chinese Air Force withdrew from the airspace after a brief strike on the Italian occupation headquarters. The Italian Air Force was not weak, and the Chinese did not want to suffer unnecessary losses, especially in a region as unfamiliar to them as Ethiopia.  The raid in the early hours of the 29th was not large in scale, but it was far from a mere probe. The World People's Liberation Army (WPLA) had decided to launch the campaign to liberate Ethiopia on the 28th. The bombing was the opening statement of the campaign—a formal declaration to the Italian invaders that their doom had arrived.  Winston Churchill's cabinet soon received the news. While the cabinet members felt the pressure, they also experienced a sense of relief, like the second shoe finally dropping. Ever since the Allied navies had been driven step-by-step out of the Indian Ocean, China had been sitting on the "second floor" of Europe, and the first shoe had landed with a resounding thud.  At this time, Germany was invading the Soviet Union, and China was pounding the Anglo-American forces in the Pacific. It wasn't that the Allies hadn't tried to counter-attack, but the two strongest combat powers in the Alliance—the United States and Germany—had not yet fully committed to this theater. Britain, for its part, had to divert vast amounts of energy to the defense of Australia, New Zealand, and Canada. The counter-attacks were primarily executed by a portion of the British and Italian armies. Due to their limited strength and inability to achieve results, even the Allied newspapers had lost interest in printing much news about these counter-offensives.  The Allied powers had all been waiting for the sound of the Chinese tenant's second shoe hitting the floor—the beginning of a Chinese offensive into the Mediterranean. That would mark the start of Europe's full entry into the war.  The Churchill cabinet did not discuss reinforcing Egypt; instead, they spoke of the recent food problems within Britain. The Home Secretary stated emotionally: "We cannot accept any more population withdrawals from the colonies to the British home islands. This is a Chinese conspiracy!"  The other cabinet members agreed. Over the past year, China, citing humanitarian reasons, had been repatriating ordinary British citizens from the areas it "liberated" back to Britain. Initially, Britain had accepted these white colonists, but with a home population of only 40 million, China had quickly sent back over a million.  These million-plus British citizens had originally lived as masters in the colonies and possessed few assets in the British home islands. Upon their return, the British government was required to provide for them. Britain was not a socialist state; its land and real estate had long since been divided among the domestic population. In their haste, the government was simply unable to provide relief and had to support these people as if they were paupers.  Having lived as lords in the colonies, these British citizens had long since developed arrogant temperaments. They could endure it for the first month or two, but once they confirmed they were destined to be nothing more than futureless paupers in workhouses in the home islands, they immediately took action, demanding the restoration of their voting rights as British citizens.  The Churchill cabinet quickly discovered this extremely dangerous trend and hurriedly ordered that voting rights not be granted to these returning citizens in any constituency. The cabinet also made an internal decision: British citizens from the colonies would no longer be sent back to the home islands.  But how could China allow the British to have their way? They used their massive transport capacity to continue the population transfer, subsequently sending back another three million. These three million people had been captured at least twice: first in India, and then on the Arabian Peninsula.  The Chinese military even escorted groups of these British citizens to the borders of French colonies and drove them directly into French territory.  The French government was truly sparing no effort or cost to undermine Britain. they packed these three million British citizens like sardines into a vast number of ships and transported them to concentration camps in the French port of Calais, where one could see the British coast on a clear day. Through constant day-and-night media propaganda, they forced the British government to hold its nose and transport these "refugees" back to Britain.  At this point, the domestic population of Britain had reached nearly 50 million. It could be said that the British home islands had never possessed so many people. Similarly, the British government had never shouldered such intense internal problems.  Before the war, Britain could obtain vast amounts of grain from its extensive colonies and release domestic population and class struggle pressures through them. Now, having lost India and the Middle East, with South Africa in peril and the East African colonies completely cut off, the British government, relying only on its few West African colonies, was utterly incapable of maintaining the pre-war standard of living. The unemployment rate was skyrocketing even under general mobilization. Large numbers of overseas British were seeking solutions through various protests and demonstrations, and the members of the Churchill cabinet felt they were on the verge of collapse.  But once a strategy fails, the government's meager strength is incapable of reversing it. The Churchill cabinet members knew this very well. Even if they didn't, the Chinese strategic analyses reprinted in the British media explained it clearly.  Britain, having lost its Indian Ocean colonies, had lost 60% of its market share. Even if British industry was concentrated in the home islands, without market purchasing power, such vast production capacity could not possibly be absorbed by the British war economy.  Although the surge in the home population seemed to create demand, under the British social system, these people possessed no purchasing power and could only survive on relief. Far from solving Britain's domestic demand problem, they instead consumed British resources under the capitalist system, becoming a massive burden on the home islands.  Theoretically, these British people could be sent into the military. However, in reality, fewer than 25% of them were fit for service. If the British government were to conscript them, it would need to invest even greater resources. Equipping and training an army is very expensive. Furthermore, after training a million-man army, the British government could not guarantee that these soldiers wouldn't turn their guns against the government out of a desire to save their starving families...  The Churchill cabinet knew Britain had to endure and wait for a strategic opportunity. To endure, they had to delay China's progress.  Therefore, the Foreign Secretary proposed again: "Let us return Emperor Haile Selassie I to Ethiopia. Although he may no longer be under our control, at least it will prevent China from controlling the country."  Ethiopia is an ancient nation with a genuine 3,000-year history. Among the current global powers, only China and Italy can stand alongside Ethiopia in terms of historical heritage. Both Britain and France must bow to Ethiopia in matters of history, let alone Germany and the United States.  The greatest advantage of historical heritage is that a nation has its own roots. When the rest of Africa was colonized, Ethiopia held out. Even though the Ethiopian government was defeated in 1935, the nation did not perish but continued to fight the Italian invaders.  However, this resistance from the Ethiopian people naturally produced political forces that were not under British control. In the British view, it was entirely possible for China to control the local resistance forces' "Committee for Unity and Cooperation," established in the summer of 1937. The Ethiopian Committee for Unity and Cooperation had been receiving Chinese support and had selected a unified command and political leadership in the war against Italy.  Although Emperor Haile Selassie I might no longer follow British orders upon his return, at least he could regain power and prevent the Chinese from seizing the opportunity to take Ethiopia.  While a desperate move, this was the best choice the British cabinet had to date. Ultimately, the cabinet passed the Foreign Secretary's plan and began to act quickly.  Meanwhile, Marshal Cheng Ruofan, a member of the WPLA Presidium and Director of General Logistics, was preparing to add more fuel to the fire under the pot in which the British were sitting. The liberation of Ethiopia was not the only source of that heat; Marshal Cheng had decided to thoroughly dismantle the white colonial regime in South Africa and sail the Chinese fleet into the South Atlantic. He was even considering a visit to Argentina.  After nearly two years of war, Britain had lost most of its colonies and 60% of its markets. The value of the Pound Sterling had plummeted accordingly.  If Britain wanted to solve its food problem now, it had to import from overseas. The United States was not an easy partner; purchasing grain from the U.S. required hard currency—gold and silver.  If they didn't import from the U.S., they had to import from Argentina. If a Chinese fleet visited Argentina, it meant China could cut off British merchant ships traveling to and from Argentina at any time. And Britain's current naval strength was simply insufficient to defeat the Chinese Navy in the South Atlantic.  By now, Cheng Ruofan fully recognized the great power of economics. A trade route rendered inoperable had an impact on Britain greater even than the loss of a fleet. If Britain were reduced to the British Isles, even with five million troops and a hundred warships on those islands, it would be finished. The economic scale that the British Isles alone could maintain was pathetic. If China simply left the islands alone, the British would be eaten hollow by those five million soldiers and hundred ships; they would either explode internally or begin large-scale demobilization, thereby lowering their own combat capacity.  In contrast, although China's population of 700 million placed immense pressure on economic development, once China possessed the entire Asian market, a significant portion of Africa, and the Soviet market, it could maintain full production and full employment. The wealth created by industrial production was enough to sustain a high-intensity, high-烈度 global war without even entering a state of total mobilization.  Of course, Cheng Ruofan also expected the military operations in the South Atlantic to shake America's resolve. The United States had already lost the Pacific; once the Chinese Navy entered the South Atlantic, from a broad perspective, the U.S. would be fighting a two-front war, surrounded on both sides.  While the Roosevelt administration's nerves seemed very resilient, Cheng Ruofan felt that its members were also human—and elite individuals with considerable strategic vision. These men could not fail to see the danger, and the more they understood the danger, the more likely they were to become emotional.  The military organization of the WPLA fully adopted the brigade-battalion model. Besides the fact that the established Chinese units used this model, the enemies in the African liberation wars were weak, and division-sized units were too large, placing higher demands on logistics. Thus, they were discarded.  The Boers in South Africa had decided to fight on. After all, thirty-some years ago, the Boers had relied on guerrilla warfare to fight the British for several years, causing them much suffering.  On May 30th, the South African 1st Cavalry Division clashed with the 23rd Brigade of the WPLA 8th Corps. At the start of the battle, an aerial strike formation of 16 Chinese J-9 advanced trainers hammered the South African positions with bombs and machine guns.  The South African army had a large number of horses, in keeping with Boer tradition. During the Boer War, they had relied on cavalry for guerrilla tactics.  Soldiers could hunker down in trenches to avoid air strikes, but horses had nowhere to hide. Panicked by the noise, the horses began to flee in all directions. In less than an hour, the 1st Cavalry Division lost half its horses. Among the remaining cavalry, about one-tenth saw things going poorly and used "chasing the horses" as an excuse to temporarily leave the field.  At this point, over 2,000 men of the WPLA 23rd Brigade began their assault. Due to its small size, the brigade completed its logistical resupply with only 50 trucks.  With continuous air support and 80mm mortars pounding key points on the South African line, the WPLA units, while not having fully mastered the essence of squad and platoon tactics, at least put up a proper showing. The machine gunners of the 1st Cavalry Division, facing an infantry assault that seemed to be everywhere yet sparse, could only fire by feel.  As soon as a fire point was exposed, it was struck by squad-level 60mm mortars. Even if their accuracy wasn't great, several shells landing together provided enough lethality.  Seeing the situation turning unfavorable, the 1st Cavalry Division launched a decisive counter-charge, attempting to drive the WPLA from the front of their positions.  The first wave of the charge was initiated by pure infantry. As these white troops approached, they were first subjected to bursts of assault rifle fire, suffering significant losses. When the whites reached the WPLA officers and soldiers, who rose to meet them with fixed bayonets, they were stunned to see that among the troops were many whites—and many blacks.  That whites had "betrayed" whites was a fact that deeply saddened the Boers. And that blacks dared to charge toward their "white masters" with bayonets was an insult to them.  Letting out a cry from the depths of their souls, the Boers rushed at the WPLA soldiers. Bayonet combat is exceptionally cruel, as there is no such thing as a duel of hundreds of rounds. While there were sounds of clashing steel, there were more sounds of bayonets entering flesh and the screams of the wounded.  Squad and platoon tactics rely heavily on three-man combat teams, and bayonet fighting depends even more on coordination. In this first round of clashing, the Boers suffered much more. Especially when images of black soldiers' bayonets piercing Boer bodies appeared on the battlefield, the shock to the colonial troops was immense.  While black soldiers had participated in the wars erupting in Europe, their overall proportion was limited. Furthermore, blacks were an absolute minority in the European home islands, so whites weren't particularly worried.  But on the African continent, and especially in the southernmost reaches like South Africa, whites were the absolute minority. When whites were cleanly and efficiently killed on the battlefield by black soldiers, it triggered the greatest fear in the hearts of the white troops. If this situation became widespread, all whites would face only death, with no other possibility.  Stimulated by fear, the white soldiers in the 1st Cavalry Division's front ranks launched a fierce offensive. Based on their century of experience, they believed they had to completely crush the blacks' courage to resist in order to maintain white superiority.  The Boers shouted and cursed, charging the black soldiers with their weapons. But war would not be changed by such disorganized charges. The officers among the black soldiers had received over two years of training, and the soldiers at least six months.  In a theater like the Soviet-German front, which demanded high levels of skill and tactics, six months of training was far from enough to produce elite units. But the level of warfare in South Africa was at most that of the Franco-Prussian War; six months was enough for brave black soldiers to master shooting and bayonet techniques.  The Boer charge not only failed to terrify the black soldiers but allowed them to fully demonstrate their combat ability. They quickly used three-man team coordination to kill the Boers before them, then continued to use squad tactics to inflict casualties on the hot-headed white colonizers.  At this time, a new wave of Chinese fighters arrived, laden with ammunition. Facing Boers who lacked anti-aircraft weapons, the Chinese propeller fighters took advantage of their slow stall speeds to conduct thorough "ammunition carpet-bombing," pinning the white colonial troops in their fortifications.  When the aircraft finally pulled up and ceased their attack, the soldiers of the WPLA 23rd Brigade had already stormed into the trenches, beginning a fierce close-quarters battle.  Gunfire, screams, shouts, and curses rang out incessantly. Relying on the firepower advantage of assault rifles and advanced squad tactics, the 23rd Brigade soon carved through the white army's lines, infiltrating their positions and attacking from all angles.  In this battle, the Boers had followed tradition and used a large number of blacks in logistics. when the black soldiers of the WPLA broke through the lines and appeared before the stunned black auxiliary units, the auxiliaries were at a loss, not even attempting to attack.  For the South African blacks, this was also the first time in their lives they had seen a black army slaughtering the white masters. A black army that even the white masters couldn't defeat left the auxiliaries with a deep sense of confusion and shock—so intense that they had no impulse to resist.  At this moment, skin color served as a powerful friend-or-foe identification. The black soldiers of the WPLA shouted in the local tongue: "Brothers, you are liberated! When we've killed all the whites, their things will be ours, and we will share it all with you!"  With these simple, direct words, filled with a primal sincerity, even those blacks who might have wanted to fight felt it necessary to wait and see. Especially those who had suffered cruel lashings were even eager to join the divine-looking black soldiers before them in seeking revenge.  Thus, the South African 1st Cavalry Division lost all its combat effectiveness. 州。



★


Chapter 895: Colonial Great Linkage (2)

Volume 8 — Chapter 22

❧ ❧ ❧


South Africa is located in the Southern Hemisphere, and June is winter. Being in a subtropical region, the South African winter temperatures are manageable, generally ranging between 5 and 20 degrees Celsius.  Columns of white prisoners of war marched across the arid savanna. Their hands were handcuffed behind their backs, and their necks were encased in iron collars—the same kind once used to capture blacks—connected by sturdy white palm ropes.  Beside the columns, black officers and soldiers on horseback kept pace with the prisoners, monitoring them from an elevated position.  In addition to the black cavalry preventing escapes, many other black soldiers wore South African Army uniforms inside-out, with red scarves around their necks and red armbands on their sleeves. In their hands, they carried leather whips taken from white officers who had once used them to drive black transport teams. They watched the prisoner columns with predatory eyes.  Although the weather wasn't hot, food and water supplies were limited to prevent an uprising among the two thousand-plus white prisoners. After marching for two days, the prisoners' steps were heavy, and their faces pale.  Finally, a white lieutenant snapped under the weight of exhaustion and humiliation. He stopped and shouted at a nearby black soldier: "Bring me water!"  These black soldiers were newly liberated former servants. Hearing this, one was taken aback for a moment, then swung his whip and lashed out. With a *crack*, a deep, bloody welt appeared on the white man's face.  Just two days ago, this lieutenant had been casually ordering black servants about, lashing and cursing them for the slightest dissatisfaction. Now, the one hitting him was the very servant who had been under him two days prior. Unable to suppress his emotions any longer, the white lieutenant tried to lunge forward, but the rope around his neck jerked him back, leaving him jumping and bucking like a donkey, unable to advance an inch.  Fuming with rage, the white lieutenant shouted: "You bastards! If you have the guts, kill me!"  The newly liberated black soldiers had never learned about treating prisoners kindly from the whites; they naturally applied the violent whipping they had learned from their former masters. The whip lashed down across his head and face, and soon the lieutenant was forced to retreat.  But the other white prisoners on that same rope couldn't stomach it and began shouting curses. Aside from "greeting" the black soldiers' ancestors and barking loser's threats like "I'll kill you later," they hurled every insult in their vocabulary.  In the past, whites would whip a resisting black person until they begged for mercy, only then announcing the number of lashes for the punishment. Whipping until someone begged for mercy was one thing; giving a set number of lashes *after* they begged was another.  The liberated blacks used the white masters' own methods against them. As long as the whites were still cursing, they kept whipping—relentlessly. Seeing this, the other columns of white prisoners were both furious and terrified. Many tried to bolt. To maintain order, the black soldiers had to govern the "camp riot" in the white masters' own fashion.  However, the blacks didn't realize that the white masters hadn't undergone a hundred years of training and couldn't correctly grasp the meaning conveyed by the whip. The blacks whipped them for nearly twenty minutes until the white masters finally fell silent while being lashed, simply because their strength was exhausted—just as the black servants had once done.  Seeing that the white masters had finally "learned the rules," the blacks stopped, panting from the exertion. The twenty minutes of whipping had consumed a lot of energy, and the black guards took out their canteens to drink and rest.  Yet the white masters still wouldn't let them be. One exhausted white man shouted: "Kill me! Kill me!"  Hearing this startling request, a black guard capped his canteen, walked over to the white man lying on the ground, and crouched down. "What did you say?"  "Kill me," the white man repeated, his head and face covered in blood, his breath weak.  The black guard looked troubled. He stood up and said: "Your request is truly nonsensical. I've never heard of such a thing."  Whether he was exceptionally brave or had completely lost his mind, the white man continued: "Kill me, kill me."  At this, the whites nearby couldn't watch any longer and joined in: "Kill us! Just kill us!" After speaking, whether out of despair or grief, the white men began to cry.  Seeing the white masters so "resolute," the black guards were quite moved. They untied the white masters who had asked to be killed, dragged them to the side, and placed them in a kneeling position. Taking out a revolver and cocking the trigger against the back of a white man's head, a black guard asked loudly: "Are you requesting that we kill you?"  "Kill me, kill me," the exhausted white man continued to mutter as if in a dream.  *Bang! Bang! Bang!* Three shots rang out, and the white man's "mind was opened," finding his release.  The other white masters who had made the request were also brought forward and placed in a kneeling position. After a polite inquiry and receiving clear confirmations, several white masters "attained the virtue they sought" as their minds were opened.  Seeing this, the white masters dared not utter another word. Just then, lunch arrived. Given that the black guards had spent much energy maintaining order and were too tired to unlock the handcuffs one by one, they placed two bowls before each white man: one containing a food mush and the other clean drinking water. The white masters only had to kneel and lap it up like adorable cats to enjoy their meal.  Obviously, the white masters felt insulted, and over a hundred more immediately shouted the request to "kill me."  However, these white masters had likely lost their heads from hunger. When the blacks satisfied the request of the 46th white man, the others suddenly snapped to their senses, declaring they had misspoken and had no intention of dying. Then, these white masters who had avoided having their minds opened began to lap their food like docile cats. The scene was no longer chaotic but orderly and quite harmonious.  Over the next two days, the white masters became familiar with the signals conveyed by the whip. At most three lashes, and the white man's head didn't ache, his pride didn't itch, and he found strength in his limbs. They arrived at the POW camp in a perfectly orderly fashion.  Originally, these white masters expected to see whites in the camp, but when the gates opened, those who came out were all blacks. The lead black man shouted in the local language: "We are the glorious World People's Liberation Army! We will give you POW treatment in accordance with the Geneva Convention!"  Most of the South African soldiers had no idea what the "Geneva Convention" was. Even the few who did didn't believe they would actually receive such treatment, given their own past behavior.  Seeing the camp filled with blacks, the captured white masters immediately thought of South Africa's special prisons for blacks and the "special treatment" therein. The white masters knew those prisons very well; they had often spoken of them with pride, considering them the best tools for maintaining order in South Africa. After punishing black servants with whips, the masters would even self-righteously warn them that not sending them to a special prison was an act of mercy.  Now, seeing the open gates of the POW camp, the white masters felt as if they were looking at the gates of hell and tried to flee.  Twenty minutes later, the white masters finally accepted the signals transmitted by the leather whips in the blacks' hands and began moving slowly into the camp.  At this time, on the soil of South Africa, POW camps were being built continuously. Simultaneously, WPLA units were fighting white armies and the defensive militias of various white towns.  Compared to open-field battles, urban defense was extremely bloody and cruel. Especially when they saw that one-third of the attacking force was black, the whites defended every single house. In a family, the adult males would fire from windows while the women helped transport ammunition. Young children, led by slightly older ones, hid in basements or back rooms.  After suffering heavy casualties, the WPLA had to pause its offensive and wait for Type 59 tanks to arrive. The tanks used their 100mm guns to "call out" each resisting house. The high-explosive shells were immensely powerful; a single round could collapse an entire wall being used as cover.  Only after the enemy lost their cover did the WPLA units resume their assault. Even though the pace increased, the battle still had to be conducted room by row. The disadvantaged whites fought fanatically, as if death were of no consequence.  In one instance, after the WPLA cleared the first floor and living rooms, they began searching basements or inner bedrooms. Relaxing their guard upon seeing a group of half-grown children, they were caught off-balance when the oldest child raised a gun and opened fire, causing several unprepared soldiers to fall.  The comrades behind them, not knowing what had happened inside and assuming there were many hidden enemies, immediately threw in grenades.  The South African campaign was not proceeding as quickly as the WPLA had imagined, but they were in no hurry. On the entire African continent, South Africa was undoubtedly the strongest white bastion, with a solid local foundation. As long as South Africa could be thoroughly resolved, the defensive power of European colonial nations in other regions would be essentially non-existent.  As heavy bombers destroyed South African airfields and docks over these few days, a Chinese battleship task force rounded the stormy Cape of Good Hope and sailed toward Argentine waters. The purpose of this trip was to announce the Chinese Navy's presence in the South Atlantic. Besides arriving near Argentina and requesting a visit, the task force had another mission: to capture the island of Saint Helena in the South Atlantic.  This 121-square-kilometer island sat isolated in the South Atlantic—a volcanic island. From a strategic perspective, it possessed some value, but not much. Once China liberated Africa, Saint Helena would be insufficient as an anchorage for a large fleet.  But China wanted to take Saint Helena not only to demonstrate its naval presence but also because it was the place of exile and death for Napoleon, Emperor of the First French Empire.  In the early 19th century, after the fall of the Napoleonic Empire, Napoleon's reputation had been poor for a time. At that time, the reputation of the French Cardinal-Minister Richelieu had been equally bad.  Richelieu was seen as the representative of autocracy, while Napoleon was a rebel and the enemy of Europe. But when the Franco-Prussian War ended in total Prussian victory and the Second German Empire was established in the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles, the French people's views on Richelieu and Napoleon were completely transformed.  Richelieu had indeed established a centralized system in France, but his enemies had been the previous aristocratic feudal system. Compared to centralization, feudalism was naturally backward.  Furthermore, Richelieu had formulated France's geopolitical model, winning over the forces of Southern Germany to ensure the region remained a collection of small states, thereby establishing France's strategic advantage on the European continent for centuries. When the geopolitical system Richelieu built for France collapsed, France fell into ruin.  When the Franco-Prussian War ended in a crushing defeat, the French suddenly realized that the Richelieu they had cursed and criticized was actually the guardian deity of France. When France discarded Richelieu's legacy, it naturally fell into its current tragic state. Thus, Napoleon and Richelieu were rehabilitated together, becoming heroes of France once more.  Occupying Saint Helena would deeply touch the feelings of the French people. Although the current French government was clearly a colonial power to be defeated, the French people were still a force that had to be united.  From a geopolitical perspective, China needed a lever in Europe, and France needed a connection with China. The potential for cooperation far outweighed the conflict.  On June 10th, the Chinese battleship task force arrived 400 nautical miles from the Argentine capital of Buenos Aires. The Argentine government had initially wanted to refuse the visit, but when the Chinese fleet actually arrived and was not attacked by the Royal Navy, the Argentine cabinet began to hesitate.  Aside from Britain's failure to deploy its navy against the Chinese, recent news from the Canadian west coast showed that China had not only held its ground, but the Inuit in Alaska had sent telegrams to the world announcing the establishment of the Republic of Alaska.  Argentine government think tanks submitted photos of the Inuit, who appeared no different from the Chinese. The Argentine government understood China's intentions and also confirmed that the Chinese military had actually secured a foothold in North America.  In other words, it was now unlikely that either the United States or Britain could send troops to South America. Argentina had a population of 15 million in 1942; while this population could put up a fight, Argentina did not believe it could defeat a China of 700 million.  Ultimately, on June 12th, Argentina dispatched a fleet to meet the Chinese task force in Argentine waters. The two sides exchanged gifts at sea and, after a brief joint celebration, parted ways in a peaceful manner.  Watching the brand-new Chinese battleships leading a host of other new vessels disappear into the distance, the Argentine naval commander couldn't help but cross himself. Having seen the Chinese fleet up close, he was certain his side didn't stand a chance. Offering a friendly greeting was undoubtedly the wisest choice.  On June 15th, the Chinese battleship fleet arrived at Saint Helena. At the time, the island had only 800 defenders and 400 militia drawn from the 2,000 residents.  This small force was easily crushed by the battleships' guns. When the Marines landed in their craft, there were no living souls in the coastal fortifications—only piles of mangled corpses.  On June 16th, French newspapers were the first to publish the news of the Chinese occupation of Saint Helena. In terms of mocking the British, the French were always direct, and their revenge never waited overnight.  The First Lord of the Admiralty in the British cabinet no longer felt any fear. When Churchill raised the issue of Saint Helena, he immediately submitted an operational plan: Britain would dispatch a fleet centered on one aircraft carrier and two battleships to the South Pacific to recapture the island.  Churchill, having served as First Lord of the Admiralty himself, saw the fat on his face tremble with rage as he read the plan. While the loss of Saint Helena was bad, it was nowhere near worth the risk of sending such a fleet. The First Lord was clearly just shifting responsibility.  However, Churchill didn't explode. Everyone here was a "thousand-year-old fox"; they all knew how to play the game. The First Lord's move was an account; Churchill didn't have to adopt it. But if the First Lord hadn't provided such a thing, Churchill would have every reason to berate him and demonstrate his own "manly vigor."  Suppressing his anger, Churchill asked: "Are there any other options?"  "If we don't fight, we can only do nothing," the First Lord replied candidly, not attempting to deceive.  The members of the Churchill cabinet looked pained. In 1834, Saint Helena had become the property of the British Crown. It wasn't even a simple colony but Crown property—British soil. The cabinet members never imagined that after losing the colonies, they would lose actual territory, and the Britain that had ruled the world three years ago would be helpless to respond.  Ultimately, the topic was dropped. Britain, having been a world hegemon, knew well that "a little lack of restraint ruins great plans." Saint Helena was likely now a bait to draw out the British Navy, with Chinese submarines lying in wait nearby.  The Churchill cabinet was now discussing whether to strengthen ties with Argentina to ensure it would continue exporting agricultural products to Britain.  Until 1942, the United States was still exporting grain to Britain. But by 1943, the U.S. had stopped. Because of soaring prices at home, the U.S. had to keep its grain domestic. This forced Britain to import from South America, with Argentina being a vital supplier.  But after talking for a while, the cabinet members knew it was all nonsense. As long as the British fleet couldn't provide escort to South America, Argentina wouldn't dare export grain to Britain on a large scale.  Just as the meeting was about to stall, a secretary rushed in with news: "Prime Minister, China has officially proposed to Argentina to purchase grain from them." 州。
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"In our economic landscape, the Africa and South America puzzles are nearing completion. Once these two major pieces are finished, only the North Atlantic Economic Circle, the Mediterranean Economic Circle, and the semi-subordinate Black Sea Economic Circle will remain. At this stage, the Black Sea and Mediterranean directions are the easiest to resolve..."  The members of the Chinese Civilization Party Politburo listened intently as Premier Wu Youping reported on the current situation. Two years ago, He Rui had already pointed these out, but at the time, the comrades had felt they were far off, even somewhat unrealistic.  Had it been anyone other than He Rui saying these things—even Premier Wu Youping—there would have been a degree of opposition and a general sense of being at a loss.  But now, the comrades held no such thoughts. What Wu Youping was describing was no longer a vision, but a fact.  The standard for materialists is to acknowledge the primacy of matter over consciousness. To put it bluntly, it means acknowledging reality.  Taking religion as an example: a materialist is not necessarily an atheist but is opposed to the ghosts and gods proposed by current religions. If "gods" truly existed in the world, materialists would acknowledge the existence of the truly existing "gods."  Two years ago, when He Rui pointed to the future, the Politburo comrades chose to firmly obey him despite their disbelief because they believed supporting He Rui was the best choice at the time. Now that the future He Rui pointed to had become reality and China truly controlled such vast liberated areas, no one doubted any longer; they only considered how to complete their work.  Wu Youping's mood was much the same as his colleagues', so his attention was entirely focused on how to effectively complete the World Liberation War.  Li Runshi listened quietly, but his mind couldn't help but reflect on yesterday's report.  After China liberated Asia, Australia, and New Zealand, it gained vast markets and unprecedented resources. But from a numerical calculation, it was still unlikely that China could win World War II without a total mobilization.  However, once East Africa was liberated and the World People's Liberation Army gained a base for advancing into Europe, the calculations changed fundamentally.  China did not conduct an offensive in Africa like a "autumn wind sweeping away fallen leaves"—or rather, the first stage of the WPLA's liberation of Africa only swept away the colonial forces in East Africa and carried out a targeted purge of the local black vassal forces created by the European colonizers.  In the subsequent six-plus months, the WPLA spent enormous effort in East Africa to build a very crude "pre-agricultural era" social structure, organizing four million households of *Bianhu Qimin* (registered households of equal subjects).  In the eyes of the global powers, the agricultural era was already a relatively backward stage of social development, and the "pre-agricultural era" was even less developed. But compared to the more primitive production models of the East African people, it was a great step forward.  As for *Bianhu Qimin*: managing the people by household unit is called *Bianhu* (registering households). Simultaneously, the original local leaders under the old feudal system—nobles, elders, patriarchs—were abolished, and everyone became a subject of the monarch, called *Qimin* (equal subjects). Together, they are called *Bianhu Qimin*.  What level of strength does four million households of *Bianhu Qimin* represent? The peak of the Eastern Han's official census was in the third year of Yongshou (157 AD), with 10,677,960 households and 56,476,856 people. By the time the Three Kingdoms were unified under the Jin, the population that could be officially counted was less than six million, with households falling to just over a million.  Of course, the population hadn't actually dropped by 90%; a vast number of people were held by local powerful clans and were not in the government's statistics. Even so, according to later judgments, when the Western Jin was established, the population was only around 16 million.  Under the leadership of the world's most powerful nation, China, an African base with four million households of *Bianhu Qimin* possessed a strength greater than that of the Western Jin. Combined with the 3.47 million WPLA personnel as of early May 1943, its strength was greater than that of Italy—the "pauper imperialist." It could rank seventh in the world.  Thus, a day later, Li Runshi was still deeply shaken by the massive change in the results of the two calculations, and his emotions were hard to restrain.  According to assessments, as the African liberated areas continued to expand, the scale of *Bianhu Qimin* would increase by about 1.3 million households per year. By the end of 1944, it would reach six million households. Since Africa was vast and sparsely populated, land was not scarce. On average, every household of African *Bianhu Qimin* would provide enough food for two full-time soldiers and provide 1.5 recruits.  That meant nine million soldiers and food for 18 million. Africa also had a large number of displaced people who would engage in mining or be organized into engineering teams for infrastructure construction.  Although Africa lacked domestic industry, China had overcapacity. Therefore, China would handle shipping and raw material processing, while Africa provided food, raw materials, manpower, and labor.  Through such calculations, the African local base could already bear at least two-thirds of the resources for a 12-million-man European Liberation War. Through trade with Africa, China's tax revenue alone could cover one-sixth of the resources. With the Chinese government providing another sixth, the basic requirements for a European Liberation War based in Africa were complete.  Li Runshi had once discussed the European Liberation War with the late German Field Marshal Reichenau. At that time, since the source of fiscal expenditure was not yet determined, it had to be based on China's unilateral contribution. Although Li Runshi was confident then, he knew the difficulty of such a war.  The current situation was entirely different. China only had to bear one-sixth of the cost, which was no longer a particularly large pressure.  Furthermore, the current calculations used a very conservative model. In a less conservative one, by the end of 1943—six months from now—China could have eight million households of *Bianhu Qimin* in Africa. Then, China wouldn't even need to rely on fiscal spending to fight the European Liberation War; it could sustain the effort solely through trade and investment returns from Africa.  Fighting the European Liberation War would not only cost China nothing but could even turn a profit. Li Runshi had gained an extremely intuitive sense of the dividends of being the world hegemon. Simultaneously, he was also intuitively certain that after World War II ended, the interests brought by China's hegemonic status would be closely linked to the lives of ordinary Chinese, making the imperialist tendency within China terrifyingly strong.  Under Chinese civilization, the Chinese people were a people with a sense of justice and a concept of good and evil. But the people would inevitably demand more from the global dividends of the world hegemon. Even if the Chinese people did not advocate for aggression and oppression, there was a high probability they would not oppose sharing the interests obtained through such means.  With these thoughts, Li Runshi reflected as Premier Wu Youping's report came to an end.  This report triggered no discussion. At this point, the Chinese leadership was very clear on what they had to do. Moreover, during the Chinese economic adjustment (economic crisis) that began in 1938, China had built up a powerful transport capacity through industrial development via debt and government orders for ships. At this stage, there was no situation of "hastily embracing Buddha's feet" or rushing production.  The leadership only needed to let China's existing strength play out normally to resolve all the problems they faced. For these experienced leaders, the nation had goals and resources, and they themselves had experience and ability. There was no easier situation than this.  Just as the Politburo members were preparing to end the meeting and return to work, Li Runshi spoke. "I have already requested the Chairman to return to his post. The Chairman is still somewhat worried about his health and is hesitating. I hope the Politburo can jointly write a letter to the Chairman, asking him to continue presiding over the work as his health permits."  The Politburo members were all stunned. But they quickly understood Li Runshi's true purpose—or at least, they believed they did.  He Rui had created the opportunity for Li Runshi to hold power, but the position ultimately had to be proven by strength. If Li Runshi could not prove to He Rui at this stage that he had mastered the situation, He Rui would certainly have a negative view of him.  The method of proof was certainly not for Li Runshi to sideline He Rui, but for him to be able to make a unanimous decision as the Politburo leader—for example, asking He Rui to resume presiding over the work.  Although they knew this was a good time to make things difficult for Li Runshi, the members chose to support him. The reason was simple: they believed Li Runshi indeed possessed the strength to succeed He Rui. Moreover, the entry point Li Runshi had chosen was very clever.  Those comrades who supported Li Runshi naturally supported He Rui coming out to lead, while those who opposed He Rui would be viewed with suspicion, so they couldn't oppose it and had to support it.  The Politburo secretary quickly drafted a letter to He Rui, which was approved by the comrades. The content explicitly stated that the letter was written by the Politburo at the proposal of Chairman Li Runshi.  When the signing began, Li Runshi's name was first. After him, it was naturally Premier Wu Youping, the person with the highest seniority and status, who would sign.  Wu Youping first looked around and did not pick up the pen. After a moment, he said something to his secretary, then sat down and picked up his teacup to drink. No one knew what Wu Youping was doing; those hoping for trouble waited expectantly for his next move.  Soon, the secretary returned and handed a paperweight to Wu Youping. Wu Youping placed the paperweight over Li Runshi's signature. With the paperweight pressing down, the name Li Runshi signed first was no longer just the first in line—it occupied the first line all to itself.  Having secured the position, Wu Youping picked up the pen and signed his own name as the first on the second line before yielding the spot.  The members all saw Wu Youping's actions, and their expressions grew serious. Li Runshi alone on the first line. Premier Wu Youping as the first on the second line. This was He Rui's position within the party.  Wu Youping had followed He Rui since 1915. In Siping, while he wasn't the first to be mayor, he was the first in the administrative system to hold real power—from Siping Mayor to Governor of the Northeast Government, and then to Premier of the Republic. The party high command knew that Wu Youping had always been He Rui's loyal follower and had never thought of usurping power.  Therefore, Wu Youping's action could not possibly be him jumping onto Li Runshi's boat; it represented the opinion of Wu Youping and his entire faction. This faction's strength within the party was immense, and the power of those members who currently did not support Li Runshi was completely disproportionate to the ideals of Wu Youping's faction.  Ultimately, all the signatures were written below the paperweight, after Wu Youping's. Not one person dared to sign their name in a position more prominent than Li Runshi's.  From the perspective of political struggle, bowing one's head at such a time was equivalent to publicly expressing a non-oppositional attitude to the faction supporting Li Runshi. And bowing this once meant they would have to bow in public from then on.  Those who did not support Li Runshi could only rely on their own strength to persuade He Rui in private or seize upon a problem of Li Runshi's later to make an issue of it.  In future public occasions, the political seating order was already set. Anyone who went back on their word would only be seen as breaking the rules.  When He Rui received the letter, he quickly recognized Li Runshi's progress from the signatures. He felt very relaxed. Setting the letter aside, he walked to the window and took a long stretch.  Looking at the vibrant garden outside, a thought suddenly occurred to him: he would likely be vacating No. 7 Renmin Road very soon. Although he felt no lingering attachment, the thought of moving was a bit of a hassle.  As for what to do in the future, He Rui now had a clear goal. Before China attacked North America, because there was a possibility of the U.S. directly yielding, He Rui hadn't been entirely certain about serving as the leader of the future United Nations.  Now that the United States had decided to fight to the end, the path forward was clear. Once the U.S. was thoroughly defeated and Europe liberated, the United Nations would transform from the organization of He Rui's original timeline—which was more about consultation and speech—into something like the U.S. federal government or the model of the Holy Roman Empire.  Whether the U.S. federal government or the Holy Roman Empire, their structures were composed of sovereign political entities. The future United Nations would be the same: a union of sovereign states possessing a degree of supra-national sovereignty. Therefore, there was no longer a need for the UN Secretary-General to come from a non-permanent member state; they should come from a permanent member.  He Rui serving as the first Secretary-General of the United Nations was the most suitable choice. Of course, the prerequisite was that China must defeat the U.S. and liberate Europe.  Actually, He Rui didn't care if some European countries and the United States didn't join the United Nations and instead organized their own little circles.  Thinking of those countries naturally becoming the fringe of the civilized world after not joining the future UN, and gradually declining due to their sought isolation, He Rui couldn't help but laugh aloud.  Hearing the laughter, his secretary hurried in. He saw He Rui in high spirits and in an excellent mood. The secretary couldn't help but guess that perhaps He Rui saw the issue of the successor finally being resolved, and that was why he was so happy.  Seeing that He Rui had no orders for him, the secretary closed the door and breathed a long sigh of relief outside.  In Chinese history, power transitions—especially between strategists like He Rui and Li Runshi—never had good outcomes. Between Li Yuan and Li Shimin, or the Jingnan Rebellion after Zhu Yuanzhang's death—it was always the same.  Even if it wasn't a transition between strategists, as long as it wasn't a mediocre one, whenever both the predecessor and successor had strong personalities, the transition would trigger intense upheaval. The history books were full of such accounts.  And the strength possessed by the Civilization Party, as the ruling party, was unprecedented in Chinese history. The talent within the party was like schools of fish crossing a river—every one of them having achieved great merit and possessing superb ability. If these people were to riot, it would surely cause a monumental disaster, potentially even leading to a civil war.  Now Li Runshi had finally settled the Politburo and established his leadership. Since He Rui was not a man with an obsession for power, this transition should satisfy him.  If the current Churchill cabinet knew the secretary's thoughts, they would likely be so envious they'd burst into curses. In the current British Parliament, the opposition parties only hurled insults at the Churchill cabinet, belittling them as worthless.  What frustrated the cabinet was that although the opposition parties cursed, they did not move to bring down the government. They simply let the Churchill cabinet face the reality of constantly losing land. The cabinet members knew very well that even if the government fell and the opposition took over, they would have no way to solve any problems.  Therefore, the opposition would likely maintain the status quo until the war ended. What they expected was to let the Churchill cabinet members bear all the responsibility after the war, so they could govern with a clean slate and escape all blame.  Compared to the change of government between Britain's ruling and opposition parties, China's power transition could indeed be described as great, glorious, and correct.  But Churchill truly had no solution. When the Royal Navy could no longer suppress the four seas, Britain was just an ordinary power. After the Chinese fleet captured Saint Helena, it continued to cruise northward. The He Rui government issued a succession of requests to visit South American countries.  According to intelligence gathered by the British intelligence system in South America, those nations had indeed politely declined the requests for Chinese fleet visits, but they generally believed that Anglo-American strength had suffered a major setback and was no longer sufficient to interfere in their internal affairs.  At this stage, the various South American governments decided to strengthen the level of diplomatic exchange with China, striving to understand China's attitude toward South America.  Previously, for their own interests, Britain and the U.S. had propped up many South American regimes. The stability of these regimes came from foreign support, rather than the government's own ability to master domestic politics. Given the setback to Anglo-American strength, signs of impending regime adjustments had appeared in many South American countries.  In British eyes, China had gained a massive opportunity. As long as China could reach an agreement with some of the internal forces in South American countries, they could bring pro-Chinese governments to power.  If that happened, the Allied nations on both sides of the North Atlantic would fall into complete isolation. Furthermore, China was attacking the Allied bloc from West to East, while the Soviet Union was attacking from East to West.  The doom of the West had reached a stage where it could be seen with the naked eye. But even as the Churchill cabinet saw this doom, they could only watch. This pain was like the torment of purgatory. 州。
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June 20th. In Khartoum, the capital of the British colony of Sudan, Stevenson, a secretary from the Governor-General's office, met with the Emperor of Ethiopia, Haile Selassie I. He said respectfully: "Your Majesty, we ask that you immediately proceed to the border between Ethiopia and Sudan. We have made the necessary contacts; the nobles and people loyal to you are ready to welcome you home."  Haile Selassie I looked at the British official, his heart filled with doubt. He had arrived in Khartoum from London six months ago, and while the British had been polite, they had shown no urgency in helping him return to Ethiopia. This sudden, desperate request meant something major must have changed.  "I heard that Chinese troops have already entered Addis Ababa," Haile Selassie I probed. He knew that the World People's Liberation Army (WPLA) had entered Ethiopia at the invitation of the Committee for Unity and Cooperation to fight the Italian invaders. Although he didn't know the exact situation, he used this as a gambit.  Hearing this, Stevenson could no longer maintain his composure, and his face soured. He replied with difficulty: "Your Majesty, I do not know who is spreading such false rumors. I can assure you that Chinese troops have certainly *not* entered Addis Ababa!"  Haile Selassie I didn't actually know the truth, but he was certain the Italians had been defeated. Now that Britain and Italy were both members of the Allies—whose common enemy was China—Britain's haste to send him back was clearly intended to prevent China from gaining control of Ethiopia.  "Very well. When do we depart?" the Emperor asked. Though he knew the British were using him, he also did not want a communist nation like China controlling Ethiopia. Compared to Italy, China was undoubtedly far more powerful. Even if the Chinese didn't attack Ethiopia, many European nations could defeat Italy. But from the intelligence he had gathered, even the entire Allied bloc might not be a match for China.  The British escorted Haile Selassie I by train toward the border. About 100 kilometers from the frontier, a large number of troops appeared walking beside the tracks. Judging by their uniforms, they were Italian soldiers leaving the Ethiopian border.  Every one of the Italian soldiers looked dejected, marching listlessly under the scorching sun. Seeing his enemies in such a pathetic state, Haile Selassie I felt immense joy. Those damned Italians had finally suffered a shameful defeat.  But on second thought, he grew nervous. As far as he knew, communist nations opposed monarchies and supported the formation of "people's governments." He had to get back before the Chinese could put forward their own proxy in Ethiopia.  The Italian soldiers had no idea that the train passing them carried the very Emperor they had once been so desperate to capture. All the Italians could think about was reaching the next station, getting on a train, and heading for an Egyptian port to leave this godforsaken place as quickly as possible.  The defeat was so absolute that the Italian army had lost all will to fight. On the ground were the countless combined forces of the WPLA and local Ethiopian militias; above were Chinese fighters constantly bombing and strafing. The Italians had resisted for only two days before choosing to retreat. Not even Mussolini's direct orders could make them hold their ground.  The British, for their part, closely monitored the movement of the defeated Italians. They had required their allies to proactively disarm upon entering Sudan and kept a tight watch along the route, fearing the Italians might cause trouble.  For the first few days, the defeated Italians were extremely cooperative, much to the Britons' delight. Britain had originally planned for the Italians to retreat from the border to Alexandria on the Mediterranean in two weeks. However, during these days, the Italians did nothing but march day and night, aside from eating and sleeping.  Finding their equipment too heavy, the Italians followed the agreement and turned over all weapons and ammunition to the British for transport. Only a small guard force carried rifles, and officers carried pistols. The rest of the Italian soldiers marched empty-handed.  With a shortage of trains and ships, the Italians didn't wait for assistance. Instead, they marched north in neat columns, covering over 60 kilometers a day on foot.  By shedding their burdens, the entire army retreated rapidly. The rearguard was constantly moving north, significantly shortening the round-trip distance for trains and ships, thereby reducing transport time. Although rail and sea were the primary means of transport, over 10,000 defeated Italians managed to march 2,000 kilometers in just seven days to reach Alexandria. This average retreat speed of 300 kilometers per day shocked the British, leaving them wondering how an army capable of such marching could have been defeated so thoroughly.  However, the British had no time to analyze the Italians' speed. On June 29th, WPLA ground forces, supported by a powerful air force, attacked Port Sudan and captured this vital Red Sea port in a single day.  Port Sudan, built between 1906 and 1909, handled 95% of the country's exports and 90% of its imports, shipping cotton, gum arabic, peanuts, sesame, and livestock. It possessed large oil refineries and industries such as ship repair, cotton ginning, metalworking, and food processing. Due to the hot climate, the area was also a major producer of salt.  The British government had expected China to attack Khartoum—the political and economic center—first and hadn't expected the WPLA to seize the port instead. But looking back at the results, the British could understand: by taking Port Sudan, the WPLA effectively controlled most of the Red Sea and could even launch a direct sea-based assault on the Suez Canal.  The British garrison in Egypt was now in a state of total alarm. WPLA headquarters claimed to have six million troops, with an expeditionary force of 600,000 marching toward Egypt.  Assessments by the British government suggested the actual WPLA strength was only 1,536,000. The British in Egypt had no idea how the government experts had calculated such a precise number. Fortunately, the British commander in Egypt didn't care, as the British government's reputation in the colonies was at an all-time low. The colonial authorities generally felt they had been abandoned.  Currently, Britain had indeed sent five divisions of reinforcements, bringing their total strength in Egypt and Sudan to 300,000. Но how could 300,000 men stop a WPLA force of 600,000 marching north?  Just then, a rumor suddenly erupted in Cairo and the Suez Canal Zone: the Churchill government was going to order the scuttling of a large number of ships in the canal to completely block it and prevent the WPLA from passing through.  The most intense reaction to this news came from the Egyptian employees of the Canal Zone. Accompanying the news of the blockage was word that the Suez Canal Company would stop paying its Egyptian staff.  While a few Egyptian employees came from wealthy families and didn't worry about food, many more relied on their jobs with the Canal Company to support large families. Since China had taken control of the southern exits of the Indian Ocean and the Red Sea, wages had already been greatly reduced, with only a minimum payment provided. More importantly, the job itself provided a sense of security and status—it proved these employees held a higher position than other Egyptians.  Once they lost everything, the employees had nowhere to turn.  In this state of despair, a significant number of low-to-mid-level Egyptian employees in the Canal Zone received various invitations. The initiators were influential young radicals from Cairo and the Canal Zone. Previously, these employees with stable jobs would never have associated with such radicals. But now, even with their suspicions, most of those invited attended.  At the gatherings, these young radicals did not hide their views. Each asked the same question at their respective meetings: "If China liberates Egypt, shall we cooperate with them?"  This question did not trigger fierce nationalist sentiment. Among the educated classes of the Arabian Peninsula, cooperating with the strong was an understood choice—even a consensus. For thousands of years, various powers had marched through the region, and they had never been able to maintain independent status. Faced with this, the region had even developed methodologies for actively bringing in powerful external forces to be utilized by the locals to the greatest extent possible.  Because the Quran mentions China several times—including the famous saying "Seek knowledge even if it be in China"—the region maintained an awareness of China despite the lack of direct relations for many years.  Not only religious texts but cultural works also provided an awareness of China. A famous story from the *Thousand and One Nights*, "Aladdin's Lamp," is set in a city in Western China. Aladdin was Chinese. Many other stories in the collection share a Chinese background, reinforcing the people's recognition of China.  However, the Egyptians in the Canal Zone were educated and were not easily deceived. They asked, either directly or subtly: "What do we get?"  The young radicals answered without hesitation: "The Chinese have stated that Egypt can obtain complete independence. Furthermore, the Suez Canal will belong to Egypt. At that time, all of you will replace the expelled British and take over their positions!"  The Canal Zone employees were now essentially certain that China had infiltrated Egypt through various channels and that the young radicals before them had chosen to join the Chinese side. Reflecting on the news of the past two years—especially the fact that China had blockaded the Red Sea for the last six months—it was clear the British were no longer reliable.  The employees weren't sure if China would dominate the canal after driving out the British, but they felt it was better to have another friend and potentially hedge their bets.  Seeing they had moved the employees, the radicals proposed their plan. It was not complex: currently, there were no British ships in the southern canal; they were all moored in the north. Since the British intended to block the canal, it would be better to strike first. In coordination with Chinese air strikes, they would scuttle a large ship at the northern entrance of the Suez Canal.  Only in this way could they ensure the canal wouldn't be permanently blocked. Once China liberated Egypt, they could quickly clear the sunken vessel and restore traffic.  Even among Egyptians, there were various positions and judgments. By July 1st, the British had learned of this plan. Since it was wartime, they immediately moved to make arrests. But the young radicals had already gone into hiding, and British intelligence could not find them.  The British urgently contacted the nominal ruler of Egypt, the King of the Farouk Dynasty, asking the local power to arrest the radicals. Before any results could be reached, on July 2nd, the Chinese Air Force took off from airfields in Yemen and began a fierce bombardment of British warships at Port Said, the northern entrance of the canal.  Britain had deployed over 500 fighters in the Suez Canal region. As the first wave of Chinese attacks began, the British Air Force scrambled heroically to meet them. However, Chinese fighters taking off from Iraq soon arrived, quickly gaining numerical superiority.  The battle lasted less than two hours before China seized air superiority. They then launched a fierce assault on the British warships, which hadn't even finished raising steam. Trails of torpedoes cut through the water toward the ships. In the sky, J-10 fighters, using massive amounts of aluminum foil (chaff) for interference, flexibly penetrated the anti-aircraft nets the British had worked so hard to build. These pilots had participated in the great carrier battles of the Pacific; the British anti-aircraft fire appeared amateurish to them.  After breaking the nets, the J-10 pilots released their bombs from an altitude of only 100 meters, accurately hitting the British ships or blowing away shore-based anti-aircraft positions.  The bombardment lasted two hours. One by one, British warships were blown in two by ammunition magazine explosions or capsized outright. Once the British fleet was thoroughly sunk and the air force driven from the zone, Chinese heavy bombers arrived over the British Army units in the Canal Zone, dropping thousands of tons of bombs on command centers and barracks.  Although the nearby Egyptian crowds were terrified by the ferocity of the air strikes, their excitement at seeing the British garrison suffer such devastating blows from the sky outweighed their fear. More and more Egyptians gathered on high ground outside the battlefield to watch. Every bomb that exploded in a British camp triggered a round of cheers.  The bombing was only the beginning. On July 3rd, the WPLA landed on the Egyptian coast 50 kilometers from the Suez Canal and, under air cover, began outflanking the British defensive lines. The British Army launched a spirited counter-attack, but their bravery was met by the Chinese Air Force covering the infantry movement.  While the British Army considered itself more valiant and skilled than the Italians, they performed no better when faced with such intense aerial strikes. At least the Italians, seeing they couldn't win, rationally chose a rapid retreat. The British instead chose to retreat and hold, preparing to launch an attack after nightfall.  Night finally fell, and the British Army gathered its surviving Matilda tanks to attack the expected rear of the WPLA advance.  After they had driven 30 kilometers, they suddenly heard the sharp whistle of falling bombs. Moments later, the bombs exploded within the British infantry columns.  Some well-informed British officers immediately remembered that in the Pacific War, both China and the U.S. had used night-combat systems. These systems utilized several types of radar to accurately determine altitude, horizontal attitude, flight direction, and to search for enemy aircraft.  While this night-combat system didn't allow pilots the same efficiency as during the day, it provided a massive advantage for night bombing.  Realizing what kind of enemy they were fighting, the British commanders demanded that the overall commander stop the operation. If they continued, the British army would likely be the first to perish.  Meanwhile, the WPLA units continued to push forward through the night. The officers and soldiers of the black units, in particular, had great confidence in night operations. After a night of forced marching, the encirclement of the British was mostly complete. At dawn, the Chinese Air Force resumed its fierce attacks, while the WPLA infantry continued their advance despite their fatigue, striving to complete the movement.  From the sky, parachutes opened from time to time. When they landed, the WPLA soldiers obtained weapons, ammunition, food, and fresh water from the dropped crates.  The soldiers were parched; they immediately opened plastic jugs of fresh water and drank greedily. Many weren't satisfied with drinking and poured water into their helmets to wash their faces, brush their teeth, and even dump distilled water over their heads. This makeshift shower, though incomplete, made the soldiers feel much more comfortable and cleared their heads.  After a hearty meal, the units continued forward. They finally completed the encirclement before dusk.  The British Army did not attempt another night raid, but in the early hours of July 5th, they launched an attack on the encirclement with tanks leading the way.  Since their opponent had no armored units and consisted entirely of light infantry, the British commander had over a hundred Matilda tanks line up in a neat parallel formation and advance. Their tracks kicked up clouds of sand as a large number of infantry followed behind, launching an assault on the WPLA lines.  The Egyptian desert was quite flat, with no obstacles in sight. The tanks soon covered two kilometers and encountered a wide, shallow trench.  This was a delaying trench the WPLA soldiers had spent the night digging. The Matilda tanks were forced to slow down. As they crossed the trench and their fronts appeared in the sights of the infantry in the field trenches, the RPG-7s delivered via airdrop began to fire one after another.  In less than fifteen minutes, nearly a hundred Matilda tanks were destroyed. The remaining British tank crews had no idea what was destroying their allies, but they knew that continuing the charge would lead to no good end. Yet they did not retreat, for they had nowhere else to go.  For the past hundred years, Britain had relied on courage to win incredible victories time and again, so the remaining crews attacked with that same courage. Many tank commanders shouted: "We must not learn from the Italians!"  And so, the Italians who fled lived. The British tank units that attacked so bravely were entirely annihilated.  At that same moment, a large number of parachutes landed on the outskirts of Cairo. Twenty-five-year-old Captain Nasser led his hand-picked members of the Free Officers Movement as they received airdropped weapons and ammunition.  Once the 1,200 men were equipped, Nasser stood before them and shouted: "Long live Egypt!"  The soldiers were all young, and no further slogans were needed. Their young faces were set with determination as they echoed "Long live Egypt!" before striking toward the interior of Cairo according to plan.  These young officers had long understood that while Britain was Egypt's enemy, it was not the only one. Perched within Cairo was Egypt's greatest enemy: those damned traitors who called themselves a dynasty! 州。
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The gunfire in Cairo was intense, though the actual "battle" was quite average. For every soldier of the Farouk Dynasty who fell in urban combat, ten or more would turn and flee.  All the great powers had their own military pension systems, and these systems were generally functioning. While the Farouk Dynasty also spoke of pensions, the soldiers didn't believe a word of it. Ordinary Egyptians took up arms to get a paycheck and a meal; for that meager wage, there was no reason to throw away their lives.  On July 5, 1943, after less than eight hours of "fierce fighting," Nasser's troops stormed the royal palace. They found only a few scavengers attempting to loot property; from the King down to his ministers, the Farouk government had long since vanished. Only the lingering scent of water-pipe tobacco in the private quarters and parlors remained.  That night, Nasser moved quickly to occupy key positions in Cairo and sent telegrams to garrison commanders throughout Egypt: "The Egyptian Revolutionary Government, on the basis of reclaiming the Suez Canal, will establish an independent Egyptian Republic with full sovereignty!"  Before receiving this telegram, military strongmen across Egypt had already learned of the Free Officers' uprising. Soon, they received intelligence that the King had fled Cairo and that most of the young officers in the Cairo military academies had joined Nasser.  The regional military bigwigs had no intention of letting these brash young upstarts take power. Some had already ordered their troops to prepare and contacted friendly colleagues, planning to find the fleeing King Farouk, bring him under control, and then march on Cairo to seize real power.  However, when Nasser's telegram arrived, these strongmen immediately became cautious. The condition Nasser set for the new state was "reclaiming the Suez Canal." The canal was the vital waterway between Asia and Europe; whoever controlled it possessed a powerful voice in the world. Even when the British propped up the puppet Farouk Dynasty and nominally handed most of Egypt over to them, they had kept the canal firmly under British control.  If Nasser truly could take back the canal, it meant he had not only joined the Chinese side but had gained their full support. The regional strongmen felt that if the British were being soundly beaten by China, they themselves certainly wouldn't be a match.  They immediately halted their plans to attack Cairo and instead dispatched envoys to Nasser to communicate.  The bigwigs within Cairo also received the news. Some were skeptical, while others sent messengers to probe how much credibility Nasser's telegrams and public announcements actually held.  By this time, Nasser was repeatedly emphasizing to the officers gathered around him: "I, Nasser, can surely reclaim the Suez Canal!"  Aside from those who had followed him from the beginning, the other young officers were also somewhat skeptical. Reclaiming the Suez Canal was a claim so monumental in Egypt that few even dared to boast of it. Seeing Nasser's resolute expression, even the wavering officers couldn't help but think he truly had Chinese backing.  To these vacillating officers, as long as the canal could be recovered, Egypt's reliance on China didn't represent a sell-out of sovereignty; rather, it meant Egypt had latched onto a powerful "thigh."  Clinging to one of the world's strongest thighs—China—was not a negative for Nasser; it was a major positive!  After pacifying the officers, Nasser finally had time to rest. A twenty-five-year-old could easily go a day or two without sleep. Wearing his uniform, Nasser leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes.  Although he appeared unfailingly resolute before those outside his faction, Nasser was internally quite anxious when alone. He had indeed been in contact with WPLA (World People's Liberation Army) special envoys for over two years and had received their promises.  Nasser even knew that most people couldn't distinguish between the WPLA and China. The general view was that the WPLA was a subordinate of China, or even that the WPLA *was* the Chinese military.  The WPLA did indeed have very close ties with China, but the two were merely in the same camp at this stage. Nasser knew very well that a WPLA promise was not the same as a promise from the Chinese government.  While he was reflecting on potential betrayals, a comrade strode in. Nasser opened his eyes to see two men at the door. One was wearing a common Egyptian robe and possessed a dignified bearing—it was Ibrahim, the WPLA liaison.  As China's global influence had grown in recent years, some Egyptian intellectual youth had gone there to study, seeking a path for Egypt's liberation. With the establishment of the WPLA, most Egyptian youth willing to join the cause of liberation had signed up. Ibrahim Hashim was one of them.  Nasser hurried forward to embrace him. Initially, Nasser had felt some internal reservation toward Ibrahim because Hashim was a descendant of Muhammad and came from a noble Arab family. Although in this era, Arab nobility wasn't what it used to be, Nasser came from a common background and his radical thoughts made him look unfavorably upon the decaying nobility.  Beyond the issue of birth, Nasser himself was not fond of communism, while Ibrahim Hashim was a committed Communist. This added an ideological conflict.  But now, Nasser couldn't care about such things. Ibrahim's appearance meant Nasser could confirm the WPLA's promises. What Nasser needed most right now was a clear commitment and firm support.  After the embrace, Nasser asked: "My brother Ibrahim, what kind of surprise have you brought me this time?"  "No surprise," Ibrahim replied with a smile.  Nasser's face changed slightly at this, and his smile vanished. He had imagined that at his most vulnerable moment, China and the WPLA would surely make various demands to constrain him. The British and the Egyptians all played politics this way; Nasser was prepared for it. He waited silently.  Ibrahim continued: "Congratulations on the success of the uprising. I have come to discuss with the Revolutionary Military Government how to implement the items we discussed previously."  Nasser's mood soared from the depths to the heights. Ibrahim might be from a noble family and a Communist—two things Nasser disliked—but in their dealings, Ibrahim's style was different from other Arabs. He never joked at work; in fact, he was so precise and methodical that he didn't seem like an Arab at all.  As Nasser expected, every topic Ibrahim raised went straight to the heart of the matter: how to establish a provisional government, how to organize military units, and how to prevent the organization from being eroded by old forces, ensuring the fruits of the revolution weren't usurped.  Initially, Nasser patiently described his preparations. But at this stage, he had only 1,200 truly usable troops. There were 214 newly joined officers whose lists were still being compiled. Those new officers could supposedly lead between 2,400 and 4,000 soldiers, but their names hadn't been recorded yet either. Other work hadn't even begun.  So Nasser simply stopped discussing those details and asked bluntly: "My brother Ibrahim, when will China announce its recognition of Egypt's reclamation of the Suez Canal?"  "The WPLA will announce tomorrow that it recognizes the Suez Canal should belong to Egypt. The day after, the Chinese government will also recognize it," Ibrahim Hashim replied calmly.  Nasser and the comrades of the revolutionary government beside him all breathed a sigh of relief. Their force of 1,200 was insufficient to control Egypt; the reason the various factions currently dared not move was entirely due to "pulling the tiger's skin to make a banner"—by creating an image of Nasser representing Chinese interests, they had successfully bluffed the regional forces. Ibrahim's assurance of support by tomorrow meant Nasser's influence was secured.  With this promise, Nasser immediately proposed a thought in line with Egyptian tradition: "Where does the WPLA intend to station troops in Egypt?"  If a Chinese person were to ask a foreign power where they wanted to station troops in China, they would be tried as a traitor. In Egypt, only a truly capable politician could ask such a question.  Ibrahim produced a map and pointed to several locations at both ends of the canal and west of Alexandria. As Nasser reflected, Ibrahim explained: "The WPLA does not intend to further expand the Mediterranean theater at this stage. Our main strength will be committed to the offensive pushing north from Southern Africa."  Having said that, Ibrahim asked Nasser: "Do you have any thoughts on this?"  Nasser instinctively felt this was to his advantage. If the Chinese military used Egypt as a base for an offensive against Europe, they would inevitably strengthen their control over Egypt. At that point, Nasser might become Egypt's representative, but it was also possible that someone more powerful would replace him.  If China didn't expand the war for now, Nasser could use the WPLA to solidify his own strength.  Of course, there were risks. Someone in Egypt would surely want to become a Chinese proxy. To say Nasser wasn't afraid would be a joke. But Nasser believed that as long as he controlled the Suez Canal, he could unite the administrative clerks within the Egyptian system around him. These people were decent in number and ability and could quickly get the Cairo region running for him.  Cairo was the heart of Egypt; by mastering it, Nasser could compete with other regional forces.  In their discussions and planning, the morning of July 6th arrived unknowingly.  By this time, the WPLA had completely surrounded the five British divisions in the Canal Zone. As in previous battles, the side with the powerful air force—the Chinese—had won. Even though the units had carried only light weapons during their rapid movement, airdrops had provided the infantry with enough weapons to destroy British armored units.  Even if the WPLA soldiers had only mastered the basics of Chinese light infantry tactics, it was enough to crush the British attacks. Furthermore, over fifty Type 59 tanks had already been unloaded at the WPLA landing site and were heading for the northern end of the canal to handle any British counter-attacks.  More tanks and APCs were landing. By July 9th at the latest, they could deliver a killing blow to the encircled British and ensure the WPLA didn't suffer excessive losses in the battle of annihilation.  At 10:00 AM local time on July 6th, WPLA headquarters issued a telegram informing the world: the WPLA supports the Egyptian people in reclaiming the Suez Canal and considers ownership of the canal to belong to the Egyptian people.  The Churchill cabinet and the Roosevelt government took it relatively well. After all, the focus for the U.S. and Britain was now North America and Western Africa. Once China occupied Egypt, the ones first in the line of fire were Southern and Eastern Europe, along with Turkey.  The news of China occupying Egypt had a far greater impact on the German and Soviet governments than on the U.S. or Britain. The CPSU Politburo felt terrible; if China seized the Suez Canal, they could head straight for the Black Sea.  The Soviet Union had an outlet on the Black Sea; looking at the map, another transportation line was about to be opened between China and the USSR. From a geopolitical perspective, China was about to enter the Eastern European region that the Soviets sought to control. From now on, the pressure the Soviet Union had to bear became even greater.  But the Soviet battlefield situation was poor. After the winter of 1942, the German army had begun its summer offensive. The Soviets had hoped to recapture Stalingrad during the winter but had failed. Now they could only maintain the Volga line to prevent the Germans from cutting the transport routes between the USSR and the Baku oil fields. This meant the Soviet Union had no strength to spare for Eastern Europe.  China, however, could strike into Eastern Europe. And now there was Hungary, which shared blood ties with China. If China truly broke through the Black Sea straits and entered Bulgaria and Romania, Hungary might just dare to turn on Nazi Germany.  While China entering Hungary would mean a massive increase in pressure on Germany—allowing the Soviets to counter-attack—the Soviet plan to enter Eastern Europe would be thoroughly shattered.  Compared to the Soviet Union, the pressure on the German high command was even greater. China and the USSR were in an anti-fascist alliance—a war alliance against Germany and Italy. China seizing Eastern Europe at most meant the Soviet plan for a Western European buffer zone failed. But Germany would have to face a combined assault from both China and the USSR.  Hitler was in a state of high agitation. Inside the Wolf's Lair, he shouted at his marshals, declaring that he would make the Chinese know the strength of Germanic warriors and make China re-experience the "glory" of the German army during the Boxer Rebellion.  But after all the shouting, Hitler made no substantive decision to deploy troops to the Mediterranean. When Field Marshal Keitel relayed Mussolini's request for German reinforcements, Hitler replied unpleasantly: "Tell Mussolini that I have already allowed Italian units to leave the Soviet Union and return to Italy; that has already affected the war in the East."  Keitel, who had no fondness for the Italians, continued to relay the requests professionally. "Führer, Italy requests that we provide more weapons."  Hitler's expression soured further. "We have already provided so much machinery and equipment. I believe the Italians are capable of using that equipment to enhance their own combat capacity."  This wasn't just an excuse. After the Battle for Western Europe ended, Nazi Germany had looted a vast amount of machinery from France as reparations. This had been planned before the war; Germany had originally thought French equipment wouldn't be as good as their own and that since they had already invested heavily in domestic industry, they didn't lack machinery. The real reason for the looting was to weaken French production so that the resulting market scarcity could be filled by German goods.  This was an economic solution to warfare: the purpose was to eliminate "overcapacity" and balance supply and demand. The French market was vital to Germany. Therefore, the looted equipment might have just been destroyed.  But after defeating France, the Germans discovered that the Chinese equipment used in France was of high precision and quality. Germany could replace its own machines with Chinese ones to produce higher-quality components, so the looting became very important.  After a massive round of looting, enterprises in Germany, Austria, and Czechoslovakia were all using Chinese equipment. To win over allies, Germany gave a large amount of the replaced equipment to members of its bloc; even Italy received quite a bit. Feedback gathered by Germany showed that industrial capacity in Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, and Italy had all significantly improved after receiving these machines.  So when Italy requested aid, Hitler still hoped they could solve their own problems.  Marshal Keitel, having completed his task, said no more. Hitler had vented his emotions; with a left hand that trembled involuntarily, he removed his glasses and ordered the meeting room: "Meeting adjourned!"  As soon as the meeting ended, an adjutant came to report: "Führer, Heydrich reporting as ordered."  Hearing that his favored successor had arrived, Hitler felt much more relaxed and had him brought in. Soon, the handsome Heydrich appeared before Hitler, led by the adjutant. Upon seeing Hitler, Heydrich immediately raised his right arm in salute. "Heil Hitler!"  Hitler had Heydrich sit across from him and asked about the situation in Poland. Heydrich brought nothing but good news. Through his efforts over the past two years, the local economic order in Poland had improved comprehensively, and the efficiency of human labor in the region had greatly increased.  Currently, supply levels had increased by 43%. Most notably, a large number of Polish engineers and laborers had been used to convert over 4,000 kilometers of railway within the Soviet Union. Trains departing from Germany could now reach 700 kilometers into Soviet territory without changing. Furthermore, a communication system surrounding material transport had been completed, and rail transport efficiency had more than doubled.  Every time he spoke with Heydrich, Hitler felt very reassured and happy. As a successor, Heydrich's ability was beyond doubt; while generals and bureaucrats only knew how to demand supplies and complain, Heydrich was constantly solving problems and pushing Germany forward.  Perhaps because he was relaxed, Hitler couldn't help but pour out his grievances to Heydrich. "Heydrich, to this day I still do not understand one thing. Why does He Rui hate Germany so much? Why does he hate me? For more than a decade, he has been targeting us. This obsession has reached a pathological level.  "We in Germany are not a colonial power; we would even welcome the overthrow of colonialism! Yet He Rui still targets us. Is he mad?"  Although Heydrich had his own views, he replied firmly: "Führer, He Rui is a madman. It is the great responsibility of the Third Reich to use all its strength to eliminate this madman for the sake of the world!"  Hitler gave a bitter smile at this and finally nodded. 州。
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Heydrich's report on Poland caused Hitler's unease to subside somewhat. After Heydrich left, Hitler once again turned his attention to the map of Europe. Since the map only covered the regions he intended to occupy, the detestable Chinese sphere of influence did not appear on it.  The Soviet Union's three major cities—Saint Petersburg (Leningrad) and Moscow—were within the German army's offensive range. Stalingrad was already under German control. In the summer offensive launched in 1943, Manstein had been appointed commander of Army Group North, which had already advanced to within 120 kilometers of Saint Petersburg.  Army Group Center was commanded by Field Marshal von Bock. On this front, where both the Soviets and Germans had committed massive forces, the Red Army was suffering constant defeats.  The southern front was commanded by Colonel General Paulus. Initially, Hitler had believed that after taking Stalingrad, they could strike south in one move to seize the Baku oil fields. However, reality had taught Hitler that he had been too presumptuous. Even when Reichenau was alive, the Red Army had not collapsed after the fall of Stalingrad but instead continued to organize resistance based on the terrain.  Although extremely unwilling, Hitler had to admit that the plan to sweep through the southern Soviet Union had to be postponed. Thus, Paulus—calm, composed, thoughtful, and strategically minded—was demonstrating excellent combat capability on the southern front.  Stalin remained desperate to retake Stalingrad and was launching constant counter-attacks. The Army Group South under Paulus met these challenges calmly, repeatedly crushing the Red Army's counter-offensives at a low cost, achieving high casualty ratios and continuously wearing down the Soviet forces.  If one were to look only at the war between Germany and the Soviet Union, the German army was likely to win in 1943. But viewed from a global perspective, it was a different story.  The Chinese military had already compressed the Allies into North America, Western Europe, and Western Africa, and was continuing to shrink their controlled zones. If China's progress continued at this rate, the Allies would likely be confined to North America and Western Europe by the end of 1943.  Hitler believed there was only one way to break this situation: for Germany to thoroughly defeat the Soviet Union and take control of its European portion.  "Call Ribbentrop," Hitler ordered.  Soon, Nazi Germany's Foreign Minister, Joachim von Ribbentrop, appeared before Hitler. Hitler asked: "Ribbentrop, how do you think the Allies should respond to the current situation?"  Ribbentrop immediately stood straight and replied: "We should start with the enemy's weakest link. The Soviet Union is the weakest link. The Allies should tilt their resources toward Germany to help us drive the Soviets east of the Urals in '43. Germany could then swing its armies south, rendering China unable to attack Europe. This would solve the Allies' predicament."  Hitler had always appreciated Ribbentrop's strategic intuition. Seeing that Ribbentrop's views aligned with his own, Hitler immediately told him: "I want you to visit the United States and explain Germany's strategic thinking to the Roosevelt government."  Ribbentrop replied at once: "I will do everything in my power to persuade them."  This was not Ribbentrop merely flattering Hitler. To date, Germany's war supply situation was decent. The United States possessed vast resources and was selling large amounts of raw materials and supplies to the Allies. The German economy, having purchased these supplies, was running quite well and achieving significant success in the war against the USSR.  Ribbentrop was very clear about his goal: to get the United States to sell even more supplies to satisfy Germany's full-scale offensive in 1943.  On July 13th, Ribbentrop arrived in Washington. Secretary of State Hull met him at the airport. As the car passed through the streets of Washington, Ribbentrop instinctively felt a sense of depression in the air.  At this time, China and the U.S. were engaged in fierce combat on the North American west coast. Washington, being on the East Coast and thousands of kilometers away, shouldn't have been so affected in theory. But Ribbentrop had personally seen the changes in German cities before, during, and after the outbreak of war. Having remained at the center of Nazi power, he had access to a vast amount of high-level information. The subtle phenomena he had seen in German cities were now appearing in the American capital.  From the street scenes visible outside the car window, the number of young men of military age was noticeably low. Middle-aged workers over 40 had become the primary social workforce. As in Germany, the number of female workers in uniforms was clearly increasing, and these women formed their own groups when traveling, making them particularly conspicuous.  With the experience of the 1942 winter defensive battles, the German army believed they could continue to deal heavy blows to the Soviets in winter. The German high command was prepared for a total mobilization in 1943, expanding the army to 11 million men. This had led to a massive labor gap in Germany, which naturally had to be filled by women.  To maintain social stability, the husbands at the front had to be convinced that their wives-turned-workers would not be unfaithful. Female workers had to be organized into internal organizations that kept men away.  The Nazi government had long ago organized social groups like the Women's League, which were functioning well. On the streets of Washington, Ribbentrop also saw posters for similar organizations.  In addition to posters for women's organizations and U.S. military recruitment, Ribbentrop saw posters for nurse recruitment—all quite new. It was evident that American war losses had reached a point where existing medical personnel were insufficient. The U.S. government was forced to "embrace the Buddha's feet" and conduct emergency recruitment.  Secretary of State Hull could likely guess the purpose of the Nazi German mission. Sure enough, soon after arriving at his hotel, Ribbentrop held a meeting with Hull and proposed that the U.S. increase the supply of war resources to Germany.  The Roosevelt cabinet had already seriously discussed the current situation. Some believed Germany should break the stalemate to draw Chinese strength toward Europe. The German army was valiant; if they could strike into the Middle East and open an Asian front in reverse, it should consume Chinese power.  Therefore, Hull posed a question to Ribbentrop: "Mr. Minister, do you believe Germany is capable of occupying India?"  Ribbentrop did not answer immediately. Before his visit, he and Foreign Office staff had analyzed potential questions. Hull's question was among them. Ribbentrop believed that among the senior German generals, the one with the most strategic vision was Manstein. Thus, through Hitler, a portion of the war-related questions had been given to Manstein for his answers, to serve as a reference for this diplomatic mission.  Manstein believed that Germany might be able to occupy the western part of India, but doing so would be useless. Never mind western India—even occupying the entire subcontinent would not shake China's strategy.  Seeing that Hull had no other questions for the moment, Ribbentrop replied: "Does the United States believe that China's strategic core is controlling colonies?"  This response gave Hull some pause. The U.S. Joint Chiefs had also analyzed and judged the prospect of supporting Germany. Douglas MacArthur, who was now effectively in a leadership role within the Joint Chiefs, had stated: "The greatest threat to the Allies comes from the sea. As long as the Chinese Navy continues to possess such a massive advantage, even losing India won't stop China from maintaining its current offensive.  "If we want to truly turn the tide, the fundamental requirement is to get the Soviet Union to choose neutrality. As long as the USSR is neutral, China, even if it doesn't commit a vast army to guard against the Soviets, will have to maintain the current scale of the war alone. At that time, several million elite German troops could exert their combat power in Southern Europe."  From a strategic perspective, Hull agreed with MacArthur. But at this stage, to get the Soviet Union to be neutral, Germany would have to make massive concessions. And for Germany to make such concessions, the United States would have to pay a massive price. Hull very much wanted to complete this task but found his own ability seemingly insufficient.  But the situation being what it was, Hull had to put forward the American view: "If the Soviet Union agreed to withdraw from the war, what would Germany want in return?"  Hearing this question, Ribbentrop's admiration for Manstein increased further. To date, Manstein differed from other senior German generals in that he dared to voice his own thoughts.  In that questionnaire, Manstein had provided an answer to the question "How to respond to the Chinese offensive": force the Soviet Union out of the war so the German army would have the capacity to deal with the Chinese.  To achieve this goal, Manstein believed a two-pronged approach was best: capture Saint Petersburg and Moscow, dealing a crushing blow to the Red Army in the process, then force the USSR out of the war by establishing buffer states to resolve the threat to Germany's east.  Once the Soviet Union withdrew, a weakened USSR would likely become a target for China. The Soviet Union joining the Allied camp would undoubtedly be a major boon for the Allies.  Even if the He Rui government possessed enough strategic resolve to refrain from attacking the USSR, the Soviet Union could not possibly become an assistant to China in the short term. At that point, the strength gap between the Allies and China would narrow significantly, rendering a two-front China no longer so overwhelmingly advantaged.  As for Germany, it could fully integrate the resources of Northern and Central Europe to prepare for the subsequent war with China.  With the logic provided by the strategist Manstein, Ribbentrop believed he understood Hull's view and asked with a skeptical tone and expression: "Does the United States already have some agreement with the Soviet Union?"  As a member of the Allies, a private U.S. agreement with the USSR would be a scandal. Hull immediately denied it: "The United States has no agreement with the Soviet Union."  However, given the current state of the war, the Roosevelt government had to push the situation in a direction favorable to the U.S. Hull continued: "The United States still believes it is necessary to unite the white world to meet the current crisis."  "Germany is very much looking forward to the white world uniting. But German interests cannot be sacrificed for the sake of that unity."  "And what does Germany consider its interests to be at this stage?"  "Germany needs a supply of raw materials. Simultaneously, Germany needs security in the East. If Germany cannot obtain security in the East through diplomacy, Germany must ensure it for itself." Ribbentrop's voice was loud, and his expression and tone were severe.  Secretary Hull, however, felt his mood brighten instantly. For in the logic provided by the Joint Chiefs, they had also identified Germany's needs. If Germany's goal was to ensure security in the East, the American side believed there was still room for negotiation with the Soviet Union.  The worst-case scenario at present was Germany wanting to occupy Soviet territory with the current front line as the new border. As long as Germany agreed to retreat to the pre-war lines, the U.S. would have space to communicate with the USSR.  After all, although the U.S. Embassy had been withdrawn from the Soviet Union, the U.S. had still not declared war on them. There was still room for negotiation.  After a few more exchanges, Ribbentrop was extremely firm in other areas, besides expressing that Germany had not closed the door to peace with the Soviets.  Seeing no immediate progress in the talks, Hull rose to take his leave. "Please rest well, Minister Ribbentrop. We will arrange further meetings as soon as possible."  Soon, Hull went to see Roosevelt and informed him of the meeting's content. Roosevelt pondered for a long time after hearing it, then posed a question to Hull: "Is Ribbentrop truly not the madman of legend?"  Hull knew this question was vital. Ribbentrop had a terrible reputation in the Western world, considered a man full of lies who excelled at deceiving Western nations—and a fanatical Nazi racist to boot.  If it were confirmed that Ribbentrop was not a madman, it meant he had to be treated like a rational, normal person. In that case, the United States would have to engage in serious discussion with him to arrive at a solution favorable to the Allies, and especially to the U.S.  Hull finally replied with difficulty: "Perhaps Ribbentrop himself is not truly a madman. It is just that his ideology is too insane."  This answer kicked the ball back to Roosevelt. Roosevelt understood Hull's meaning: believing Ribbentrop was not the same as believing Nazi Germany. Even if Ribbentrop were persuaded, there were many more true madmen on the Nazi side, and what those Nazi fanatics might do was something the U.S. could not be certain of.  Yet Roosevelt also faced an extremely difficult situation. Convincing the Soviet Union to withdraw from the war would be incredibly hard; if Stalin still wanted to salvage his sunk costs, the USSR could choose to follow China and continue the war. Over the past nearly 30 years, He Rui's ability to grasp grand strategy had left a deep impression on Roosevelt.  In terms of self-restraint, patience, and waiting for opportunity, He Rui was more cunning and resilient than a 70-year-old veteran politician. In meeting the reasonable demands of allies, He Rui possessed the generosity and bottom line of a 50-year-old statesman. And in seizing strategic opportunities, He Rui had the sharpness, delicacy, and forward-momentum of a 30-year-old.  America's current windows of opportunity were few, and they could not afford any delay, for the war on the North American west coast was raging with extreme ferocity. Roosevelt intuitively sensed a massive crisis.  Roosevelt couldn't help but vent to Hull: "Hull, I feel the Chinese have become madmen under excessive stimulation. But I must say, perhaps during the Boxer Rebellion, the Western world was too arrogant. That arrogance undoubtedly convinced the Chinese people that the West was hostile toward them. That is how He Rui was able to convince his people that only by thoroughly defeating the Western world could China obtain true security."  Hull agreed wholeheartedly and sighed: "The Qing was a truly open and inclusive nation; under its rule, China was willing to reach a truly peaceful and stable relationship with the world. But Western politicians were short-sighted and greedy; for their own political gain, they proposed many foolish conditions, creating a misunderstanding among the Chinese people toward the West.  "Furthermore, afterward, the West did not recognize the terror of this misunderstanding. Although the insulting clauses were effectively canceled, they were not actively promoted in China, leading to a deepening of the misunderstanding. He Rui then fully exploited this.  "If the United States had proactively canceled the Chinese Exclusion Act instead of doing so under the political offensive launched by He Rui, the situation would be entirely different."  Roosevelt knew that was actually impossible. It was only in hindsight that the U.S. had clearly missed a vast number of opportunities—opportunities that would have allowed the U.S. to gain massive benefits through cooperation with China. But things had reached this point, and Roosevelt had no other way.  Nevertheless, Roosevelt made a request: "Hull, from now on, I will not inquire into your communications with China."  Hull was taken aback. He knew that Roosevelt was now truly thinking of exiting the war. 州。
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The Chief of Operations was peaceful and steady. In Dwight D. Eisenhower's dreams, the sounds of muffled thunder-like explosions and various whistles blended into one.  Eisenhower stood atop a peak, surrounded by a tide of American soldiers surging toward a Chinese-held height. Countless rockets roared like fire-dragons from artillery positions in the rear, turning the earth into a sea of fire.  Looking up at the sky, American and Chinese fighters darted back and forth like shuttles, spiraling and diving with sharp shrieks as they pursued one another.  At the center of this battlefield, Eisenhower felt a searing anxiety within his breast. As Chief of Operations, he wanted to command the fight, but he could find no path to victory. He could only hope that the American military could rely on its tenacious will to overwhelm the Chinese and win.  But the battle remained a stalemate, and Eisenhower could only wait for the moment the situation changed. Yet somehow, an intuition that filled him with panic arose: the development of the war would not go as he wished.  Just then, he felt someone behind him. Turning, he saw the Army Chief of Staff and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Douglas MacArthur. MacArthur was composed, his corncob pipe between his teeth as he came to stand beside Eisenhower.  Eisenhower said something to him—as for exactly what, Eisenhower wasn't sure. After listening, MacArthur took a leisurely puff of smoke and spoke a single sentence. Hearing those words, Eisenhower felt as if he had been struck by lightning; his entire body jerked. In the next instant, he was awake.  As the boundary between dream and wakefulness still overlapped, the words he had heard in the dream suddenly returned to him through the haze: "You must be responsible for the current war situation!"  The memories of the dream rapidly faded from General Eisenhower's mind, and MacArthur's line almost vanished with them, but Eisenhower made a conscious effort to remember it. For he had finally found the reason that had been torturing him for two months.  As the U.S. Army Chief of Operations, Eisenhower *did* have to be responsible for the situation as it stood. The Anglo-American forces and the Chinese military had been in fierce combat since early May. By July 14th, the Chinese had occupied Alaska and Northwestern Canada and were using the region as a base for a full-scale push into Western Canada.  The United States had reached its mobilization peak, calling up over twenty million men. Canada had mobilized four million. Britain had transported 450,000 troops from the home islands.  Yet this combined force of 25 million had gained no advantage against the Chinese. Those Chinese soldiers were like demons from hell; they seemed never to rest, never to eat or drink, as they moved through the rugged mountains of the North American west coast. They engaged in brutal slaughter with the Anglo-American forces and won most of the mountain mobile battles.  Every day, the Allied forces suffered 20,000 to 30,000 casualties. According to internal U.S. statistics, the daily death toll exceeded 10,000. In two months, the Allies had lost 1.2 million men. At such a rate, in two and a half years, the 25 million Allied troops would be completely consumed.  And that was just paper calculation. Once the American elite were exhausted, the rate of loss in the later stages would be several times higher. The Allies couldn't last two and a half years.  As Chief of Operations, Eisenhower had to be responsible for this outcome!  Thus, he felt himself being tortured to the point of madness. He was now willing to do anything to obtain victory! Even if the price was going to hell after death, if it led to victory, Eisenhower would choose it without hesitation.  Meanwhile, in Oak Ridge, Albert Einstein scratched his messy hair and said to the thin, almost sickly-looking Harry Lloyd Hopkins: "We still need two months."  Hopkins himself was in poor health and had been frail since childhood. As Roosevelt's close friend and special envoy, he coughed a few times after hearing Einstein's answer. His already pale face turned even more ghastly, making his bright eyes stand out like twin ghost-fires against his pallor.  "Professor, you have already delayed the schedule for the nuclear test twice. Can you tell me the reason?" Hopkins's voice was raspy but heavy with pressure.  Einstein had never thought highly of the scientific literacy of officials, and he was even less impressed now. He thought for a while before answering: "The experimental data has not matched the calculated figures. We are searching for the problem; we can only conduct the test after it is resolved."  To the Italian-born scientist Dr. Enrico Fermi standing nearby, this was a scientist's answer. But as an Italian, Professor Fermi was many levels ahead of Einstein in the ways of the world. Seeing that this answer would inevitably trigger doubt from Hopkins, Fermi felt compelled to step in and help with the explanation. "Mr. Hopkins, with all our current efforts, we can only produce enough nuclear material for fewer than two bombs a year. I believe you have seen the reports on this."  Hopkins turned his gaze toward Fermi. Since Fermi's explanation followed a bureaucratic logic—that the progress of nuclear material production was not decided by Einstein but by the various manufacturing enterprises—Hopkins had no immediate questions. Since the U.S. government managed those companies directly, he accepted the point.  Nodding, Hopkins asked: "And then?"  Seeing they had a basic consensus, Fermi continued: "Do you believe that after a nuclear test, if it is not successful, a significant portion of the failed nuclear material can be recovered?"  Einstein was taken aback by this. It took him considerable effort to realize that the officials didn't understand how much nuclear material a test actually consumed.  Hopkins, too, had spotted a point he hadn't considered and pressed: "Is that not the case?"  Seeing the misunderstanding had been identified, Fermi hurriedly explained. The basic engineering principle of the American-designed bomb was to use HMX (C4 explosive) to drive multiple blocks of uranium—each small enough not to reach a self-sustaining chain reaction—together into a single mass that exceeded the critical limit under high temperature and pressure.  Simultaneously, a neutron generator would fire "slow neutrons" into this large mass of material, triggering the fission of the uranium. The fission would release new neutrons, which would trigger further fission in other uranium atoms, creating a chain reaction. Ultimately, the weapon would explode, releasing massive energy.  Having explained this, Fermi could see from Hopkins's expression that he understood: regardless of success or failure, there was no possibility of recovering the uranium from a failed test.  Nevertheless, Professor Fermi gave the answer in the clearest possible language: "Therefore, recovery of the uranium is impossible. To ensure success, the result of every step of our testing must match the calculations before we can proceed to the next phase. Only when all pre-test data matches the pre-calculated figures can the final weapon succeed."  Hopkins now understood that the scientists were indeed working diligently, yet he was still disappointed. For the war had reached a critical moment where a weapon of such massive lethality as the atomic bomb was required to deal China a staggering blow.  Before the Chinese landed in North America, the U.S. military believed that as long as the Allies launched an all-out counter-offensive, no matter how tenacious the Chinese were, they could not secure a foothold in Vancouver.  However, reality proved the U.S. military had overestimated itself. The tenacity of the Chinese exceeded their imagination, and the level of Chinese weaponry exceeded it even further.  Besides the Air Force, which had long been proven world-leading, the Chinese Army used rockets of varying ranges—some 100 kilometers, some 20 kilometers. Regardless of type, they constantly frustrated American offensive efforts with jaw-dropping precision, inflicting massive losses.  Several times, the U.S. military had launched death-defying charges. Overwhelming American positions were covered by precise volleys from Chinese rocket launchers; in two hours, American KIA exceeded 20,000, with 30,000 wounded. An entire corps was wiped out before even engaging the Chinese face-to-face.  This had happened not once or twice, but five times. To the point where the U.S. Army could no longer formulate plans for massed group assaults.  After the operational density was reduced, the U.S. military still failed to achieve a breakthrough. China's level of mountain warfare far surpassed that of the Americans; basically every U.S. offensive was thwarted, while most Chinese offensives achieved their objectives.  As the war stood, China's controlled zone in Canada had pushed over 200 kilometers eastward, and they were on the verge of breaking through the Canadian portion of the Rockies. Once China built a transportation line across the Rocky Mountains, the U.S. military would no longer be able to restrict the deployment of Chinese forces in North America. Such a result would be catastrophic.  The American high command realized that besides causing widespread destruction, nuclear weapons could deal a massive shock to China—undoubtedly the most effective of the few means available to stop the Chinese advance.  While some believed China already possessed nuclear weapons, this was not important to the U.S., for Hopkins believed that once the U.S. used nuclear weapons, it could negotiate with China and seek an honorable way to exit the war.  If the Chinese military were allowed to continue their unscrupulous advance at this stage, the United States could only keep fighting until it could fight no more—until confidence was lost and national cohesion was utterly destroyed.  The Einstein before him seemed unable to understand this. Hopkins turned back to Dr. Fermi, who clearly did. "Professor, can you confirm that you can deliver on your promise in two months?"  Professor Fermi could indeed understand the government's pressure, but science was science; the movement of atoms followed its own laws and would not differ one bit whether facing civilians or officials. Fermi even internally believed that even before God, atoms would follow their own laws.  However, as an Italian with 3,000 years of civilization behind him, Fermi replied with a level of tact far exceeding Einstein's: "I believe that in two months, we will certainly be able to give you a satisfactory answer."  Einstein blinked in confusion; he didn't quite understand why Hopkins wanted a result while Fermi was giving him an "answer." But through his dealings with officials, Einstein had gained some experience: officials needed an *answer*. Although he still couldn't fathom why that answer was so important to them.  Out of a well-intentioned desire to soothe Roosevelt's special envoy, Einstein spoke: "Mr. Hopkins, the lifestyle of the Chinese is difficult to understand; their environment is filthy, their reactions slow. Chinese children are listless and dull-witted. This is an industrious but numb race; the Chinese are like a flock of sheep, like machines rather than humans, lacking thought and mathematical talent. Therefore, I do not believe China can possibly surpass us in the progress of nuclear weapons development."  Hopkins had intended to take Fermi's answer back to Roosevelt, but hearing Einstein speak this way, a surge of fury erupted in his heart. He had been to the front and witnessed the combat personally. He had seen the oceans of hospital beds filled with wounded in the rear.  In terms of creativity in war technology, the Chinese were far from numb; instead, they were filled with a terrifying imagination.  As for the papers He Rui had written on politics, economics, and military affairs—Hopkins had read them all. Their thoughtfulness and logic were undoubtedly the level only a true philosopher could reach.  But Einstein's tone and expression were filled with goodwill, and after all, Einstein was on the American side and working with all his might for the country. Hopkins finally suppressed the urge to burst into curses. He stood up, put on his hat, and as he reached the door, he turned back to Einstein. "Mr. Einstein, I feel that what you just said is identical to the propaganda of the Nazi German Ministry of Information."  With that, Hopkins turned and pushed through the door, leaving the two stunned professors standing in place.  The Rocky Mountains form the backbone of the North American Cordillera, composed of many smaller ranges. Known as the "spine" of North America, the main chain stretches from British Columbia, Canada, to New Mexico in the Southwestern United States, over 4,800 kilometers north-to-south, vast and lacking vegetation. Its name is derived from an Indian tribal name. The towering Rockies undulate for thousands of kilometers; the entire system consists of numerous sub-ranges, 39 of which are named. Except for the St. Lawrence, almost all major North American rivers originate in the Rockies, making it the continent's major watershed.  At this time, the newly appointed Chinese North American Theater Commander, Marshal Hu Xiushan, was quietly gazing eastward from a mountain peak 200 kilometers east of Prince Rupert. This was the highest peak of the Rockies at this latitude. The Chinese military had captured it two days ago and begun setting up a radar station.  Due to the lack of time to dig bunkers, the radar vehicles were hidden in concealed spots on the peak. Engineers were busy erecting antennas and radio-wave transmitters, connecting them to the vehicles with thick cables.  "To see a thousand miles, ascend another floor." The same applied to radar. The higher the altitude, the greater the direct detection range, allowing the Air Force to react more quickly.  While the U.S. military feared the Chinese offensive, Hu Xiushan was not complacent. The Anglo-Americans were not incompetent; they had demonstrated the level a first-class global power should possess in the production and manufacturing of jet fighters. Even though China had built some airfields in North America and the fighters contesting air superiority no longer relied entirely on Naval Aviation, China still had not gained air superiority.  He Rui had proposed the concept of air-to-air missiles, and Chinese technical departments were working desperately on them. But the technology was too far ahead of its time; it was still in the R&D stage with no prototypes yet. Thus, the current air war still relied on machine guns and autocannons. In the mode of aerial dogfighting, the Chinese Air Force was engaged in a brutal war of attrition with the Allies—killing a thousand enemies while losing eight hundred of its own.  The endless mountain ranges unfolded before Hu Xiushan. Usually a man of few words, he gazed at the scenery in silence, his mind coolly assessing the war.  In World War I, the Entente and the Central Powers had ten million killed and ten million wounded. If the war continued this way, the battle for North America would be no better.  Furthermore, while China's current progress was smooth, the geography and climate were not in their favor. Once the currently occupied regions entered winter, the mountains would be sealed by heavy snow, making transport extremely difficult. The truly viable window for operations was only from April to November each year.  Therefore, to smoothly break the stalemate, it depended on the WPLA successfully liberating Africa and pushing into Europe. Simultaneously, the Chinese Navy had to launch a fierce assault on the U.S. East Coast from the Atlantic.  At that point, the United States would transform from a nation shielded by two oceans into one fighting a two-front war. Because the central U.S. lacked water, it could only be an agricultural zone and could not support large-scale industry. American industry was concentrated on the West and East Coasts.  In other words, if the United States remained stubborn and fought to the end, China would have to begin bombing the industrial zones on both coasts, thoroughly destroying American industry to force a surrender.  As a soldier, Hu Xiushan didn't mind doing so. But having followed He Rui for so long, he knew that doing so would inevitably trigger immense hatred toward China in the U.S.—hatred that would take many years to resolve.  As a member of the Chinese leadership, Hu Xiushan hoped for a more favorable solution. But he found his own level insufficient for such thinking. For when he put himself in the position of the U.S., he naturally felt they *had* to fight to the end. At the very least, Hu Xiushan, acting as an American, could find no reason *not* to continue the struggle.  *Chairman, hurry up and give us the next plan,* Hu Xiushan thought expectantly. 州。
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Mention Miami to an American, and they would think of sunshine, beaches, palms, coconuts, and a sweltering climate. Some would also recall the posters plastered across cities in every state before the Great Depression.  In that era of decadence before 1928, Miami was at the peak of a real estate speculative frenzy. Countless Americans, believing the future would only get better, hoped to save enough money to spend their twilight years in Miami.  Driving through the outskirts of Miami, one could see rows of wooden buildings neatly arranged along the roads. Most were small—some only about ten square meters—barely livable "snail dwellings" rather than proper houses.  The vast majority of these structures were now rotting away from neglect, victim to the humid climate and termite infestation. Some had collapsed during the passage of hurricanes over the years. The sight of these ruins stretching beyond the horizon was enough to remind one of just how crazed that era of speculating on housing, land, and every possible asset had been.  A car carrying Representative Flamenco, a Miami native, stopped before a residence in the city's outskirts. A butler came out and greeted him in Spanish.  The house used a reinforced concrete frame and masonry walls, rare in the United States. Compared to the flimsy wooden houses nearby, it felt heavy and imposing. Entering the lobby, the floor was laid with white marble, the joints filled with metal thread, lending it an air of noble elegance. These building materials prevented the faint smell of decay found in wooden houses, and combined with the fragrance of fresh flowers used for decoration, they proclaimed the status of the owner.  The master of the house was a retired director of the Rockefeller group, Hoffman Schmidt, who was also Representative Flamenco's financial backer. The old man descended from the second floor, greeted Flamenco in somewhat clumsy Spanish, and the two entered the parlor.  The parlor featured floor-to-ceiling windows, the same marble floors, and furniture made of black walnut—bright and elegant. It gave Flamenco an impulse to own such a house himself.  But such thoughts were best kept as fantasies. Flamenco was only a junior Representative. Given the current economic situation and the presence of more powerful colleagues, he would have to personally sponsor five to eight major House bills through corruption to afford such a mansion.  Even if he did earn that much, Flamenco didn't want a house in Miami anymore. Property taxes on concrete-frame houses were much higher than on wooden ones, and the maintenance costs for a beachfront property were astronomical. Furthermore, the reason so many people ultimately didn't live in Miami was that the local language was Spanish, not English. Despite being in the U.S., there was a language barrier. This had hindered local industrial development, as few major enterprises were willing to invest in Miami.  Flamenco hoped to move his family to New York once he had the money. New York was where the money flowed in America; as a retired Representative, he could surely enter the right circles and make a fortune. Even if he didn't make big money, he would be closer to Washington, the center of American politics.  Mr. Schmidt entertained Flamenco with rich South American coffee while servants set up a projector. Flamenco noticed Schmidt dismiss the servants and personally draw the curtains, operating the projector himself in the dimmed room.  After a standard intro of flickering lines, a vast desert appeared on the screen. Soon, Chinese soldiers appeared in the frame. Although Flamenco didn't know what they were busy with, his breathing quickened.  Where the Chinese military was concerned, there was never good news for America.  The scene cut several times, eventually showing a tall iron tower standing in the distance. Then, an explosion occurred at the top of the tower.  Representative Flamenco had never imagined an explosion could be so violent. A tiny point erupted into a blinding white light that turned the entire screen pure white. As the light faded, the image was even more staggering. The sky near the blast changed color; surging airwaves and flames seemed to burst from the screen, rushing toward Flamenco's face.  Judging by the footage, the camera—located at an unknown distance—was also hit by the shockwave, causing the image to shudder. Finally, when the vibration stopped, a mushroom cloud appeared on the screen, piercing the heavens.  The camera filmed the massive mushroom cloud for several more seconds before the screen went black.  "...What... what was that?" Flamenco muttered. Although stunned by the horrific explosion, he still didn't understand what he had just seen.  "That is a nuclear weapon. The same kind of new weapon the United States is currently developing," replied Hoffman Schmidt, the former Rockefeller director.  "...Let me see it again," Flamenco squeezed the words from his throat.  Ten minutes later, Flamenco felt as if his heart had gone numb. In this state, he listened to Hoffman Schmidt speak: "The message delivered from the Chinese side confirms that if the United States does not use nuclear weapons first, China will not use them against the U.S. China believes that no matter how tragic the Sino-American war becomes, it has not reached the point of mutual destruction. At the very least, China does not wish to destroy the United States."  "You... this is treason!" Flamenco voiced his internal feeling.  Hoffman did not argue or deny it. He asked calmly: "If not wanting the United States to be destroyed is treason, then letting America be turned into a sea of fire with tens of millions of casualties is patriotism, I suppose."  Flamenco remained silent, his head buzzing. Given the Rockefeller group's partnership with the Chinese government, the film China used to warn the U.S. was likely real. But current American public opinion was entirely in favor of war. Never mind a junior Representative like Flamenco; even a senior Senator couldn't overturn the public will to continue the conflict.  While he was thinking helplessly, he heard Mr. Schmidt continue: "I have also heard that China is likely to bomb industrial facilities on the West Coast in the near future. From the current situation, the U.S. Navy and Air Force likely cannot stop these bombings.  "Representative Flamenco, if these bombings occur, how do you think the industrialists will view it? You are on the Finance Committee; I very much want to know your view on the future trend of U.S. War Bonds."  At the mention of money, Flamenco felt a chill down his spine. The American economy to date looked very good on paper. Full employment drove income, and with massive conscription, workers' wages were rising. But all of this was built on a foundation of skyrocketing national debt. To date, the U.S. national debt was approaching 75% of the total industrial and agricultural output value, and it was rising fast.  The largest single expenditure currently was the procurement of jet fighters. An F-86 jet fighter cost $400,000. Facing China's overwhelming numbers, the U.S. government had already purchased 10,000. According to military demand, that number would likely reach 30,000 or more. The cost of the aircraft alone reached $12 billion.  Adding the cost of pilot training, ammunition, and spare parts, the total expenditure for 30,000 jets would be around $24 billion.  The Navy, to replenish its vessels, had spent another $18 billion. Although 22 million men had been conscripted, 17 million of them had received only basic training and had not been equipped. Now, these troops likely had to be fully armed.  Even if equipped at the scale of a motorized infantry division, an average American soldier would require $10,000 worth of equipment. That would be $170 billion.  Adding these three items together, the U.S. government would need to spend $212 billion. Meanwhile, the total industrial and agricultural output of the U.S. in 1943 was roughly $290 billion. In other words, the scale of the national debt would soon exceed 150% of the annual output value.  At such a time, if the industrial zones on the West Coast were bombed, the total output would plummet, and the debt would explode further. And since one of the Rockefeller group's primary businesses was oil extraction and refining, the destruction of West Coast industries would directly impact America's energy supply, triggering a chain reaction.  Thinking of this, Representative Flamenco suddenly calmed down. Since China had released this signal through the Rockefeller group before acting, they surely had their own considerations. He asked: "What does China want? The United States will never choose surrender!"  "China wants the United States to exit the war," Hoffman provided the Chinese demand. Although Hoffman himself had brought the message to the Representative he supported, Hoffman Schmidt had no personal desire to exit the war. He felt that in a "fish die and net breaks" struggle, China might not necessarily conquer the U.S.  However, such a war would be one of national annihilation. After destroying American industry, China would use its modern military equipment to conduct a counter-insurgency against guerrillas in every state across the country. That would inevitably be like General Sherman's scorched-earth policy during the Civil War, thoroughly destroying the United States. Even if China eventually withdrew, America would be ruined—perhaps unable to recover for a hundred years.  The Rockefeller representatives had asked the Chinese during their contact what they would do if the U.S. insisted on fighting to the end. The Chinese answer was simple: "Then we will fight to the extent the United States desires."  Rockefeller strategic analysts hadn't initially believed in such an attitude. But as the campaign on the North American west coast progressed, the resolute will and cold advance shown by the Chinese military forced the Rockefeller group to abandon all illusions.  Representative Flamenco realized he had nothing left to ask. He finally posed the vital question with a cold face: "What do the Chinese want me to do?"  "The Chinese hope the Representative will not obstruct any peace proposals," Hoffman answered.  "Is that all?" Flamenco was somewhat puzzled.  Hoffman sighed helplessly. "Alas... to date, the Chinese side only hopes that Representatives will not block peace proposals."  As he said this, Hoffman didn't believe it himself. History had proven He Rui to be a very reasonable man. Therefore, when He Rui made an excessive demand, he had surely already prepared extremely excessive means to back it up. Before reaching his goal, He Rui was an infinitely cruel man. If the enemy did not bow, He Rui would cleanly and efficiently take their head.  Meanwhile, in Washington D.C., Secretary of State Hull was consulting with the visiting Nazi German Foreign Minister Ribbentrop on whether to make peace with the Soviet Union. Ribbentrop had received advice from strategists like Manstein, so he spoke with great sincerity: "If we wish to eliminate the threat to Germany's eastern border, the Soviet Union must be further weakened. Otherwise, all Soviet promises could be false. Mr. Secretary, you know of the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk. Stalin, who participated in that treaty, is now the General Secretary of the CPSU."  The Treaty of Brest-Litovsk was signed in 1918 during World War I between the Soviet government and the Central Powers led by Germany.  In the treaty, the Soviets made massive concessions, ceding vast territories and paying reparations to Germany. Initially, the treaty's terms were rejected by the CPSU Central Committee, but ultimately Lenin used his personal prestige to force his comrades to accept his demands.  On February 24, 1918, the Soviet government sent a new delegation to negotiate with Germany. On March 3rd, the treaty was officially signed. Under the agreement, Soviet Russia ceded 3.23 million square kilometers of territory and paid 6 billion marks in reparations. Trotsky was removed as People's Commissar for Foreign Affairs. But Soviet Russia successfully exited World War I, buying breathing space for the newly born Soviet regime.  After Germany's defeat, the Armistice was signed on November 11th, and the Soviet government immediately declared the treaty void on November 12th, rendering its terms a piece of paper.  It was generally considered a successful diplomatic move by the Soviets to exchange space for time. It fully exploited international contradictions to give the new regime time to consolidate, creating favorable conditions for its survival. Furthermore, the success of this strategy brought Lenin's personal prestige to its peak.  However, every action has a price. By playing such a game, the Soviets enraged the Entente powers, leading them to view the CPSU as untrustworthy. Afterward, the Soviets refused to repay the loans France had given to Tsarist Russia, prompting the Entente to support the White Army in the Russian Civil War.  He Rui's Northeast Government had stepped forward at that time, providing weapons to the White Army and thereby gaining technical and industrial support from Britain and France, which laid the solid foundation for the Northeast Government's military industrial development.  Of course, He Rui was acting as part of the Entente then, fulfilling his obligations with the greatest enthusiasm and ability. Thus, even later, no fault could be found with his actions. Furthermore, He Rui had provided full-scale humanitarian aid at the time, preventing nearly a million White Russians from starving. He also mediated the conflict between the White Army forces that had fled into China and the Soviet government; from a humanitarian perspective, He Rui was undoubtedly a humanitarian who had saved countless lives.  Therefore, Ribbentrop did not criticize He Rui but pointed out that the CPSU's promises were unreliable.  Secretary Hull had no interest in these accusations. Since Ribbentrop believed the CPSU was unreliable, Hull asked: "Then can Germany achieve its own strategic goals?"  "Germany needs the United States to provide more resources to increase German combat power," Ribbentrop put forward Germany's demand.  Hull was almost amused by the gall. Suppressing his irritation, he said with a cold expression: "Then Germany needs to buy copper from Chile. U.S. copper stocks are nearly empty."  Ribbentrop did not press the issue; he knew Chile had signed a trade agreement with China to provide massive amounts of copper. Even if the Chilean government hadn't agreed, with China blockading the U.S. West Coast and the Panama Canal, the Chilean copper wouldn't reach the market. So Ribbentrop said: "We need more oil."  Europe's minerals were actually sufficient for Germany's war, but Europe itself was oil-poor. At this stage, Germany needed more oil to maintain its panzer and motorized units in battle.  This was not an unreasonable request; U.S. oil production was nearly 200 million tons, more than enough for domestic use. Ultimately, Hull proposed that the U.S. and German militaries form a joint group to discuss German operations against the USSR.  Ribbentrop, for his part, stated that as long as the German army could continue to deal heavy blows to the Red Army in the coming months, Germany was willing to negotiate peace with the Soviet Union and sign a treaty.  To make Hull understand that Germany wasn't just bluffing, Ribbentrop even emphasized: "Now Germany's greatest enemy is already China. The Soviet Union's exit from the war will allow Germany to withdraw troops to fight China in the Mediterranean and even the Arabian Peninsula. Only in this way can Europe and the white world be saved. Germany desires the end of the war more than the Soviet Union does. If the United States contacts the USSR, please make sure they understand this."  At this time, Ribbentrop did not know that a U.S. special envoy had already arrived in Moscow and was discussing a Soviet ceasefire with the People's Commissar for Foreign Affairs, Molotov.  The envoy was Harry S. Truman, a Democratic politician and U.S. Senator.  Truman was a staunch anti-communist, and his appointment as envoy had not triggered a backlash in Congress. After meeting Molotov, Truman offered a polite greeting before stating frankly: "Mr. Commissar, I believe the Soviet Union should consider peace on the condition of a return to the pre-war borders."  Molotov was no pushover and immediately retorted: "Mr. Senator, I believe the United States should consider peace on the condition of a return to its own borders."  Truman had come prepared. Despite the rebuff, he replied readily: "If China withdraws from North America, returns Hawaii, and all the lands it has occupied, the United States will naturally choose peace."  These words left Molotov momentarily speechless. China would never give up the vast regions it had conquered, but the Soviet Union was the party whose territory had been taken. If the lost lands could be recovered through peace, the CPSU Central Committee would indeed consider the possibility.  Truman seized the opportunity to continue: "The Allies look forward to restoring peace with the Soviet Union. And in the eyes of the Allies, China is using the Soviet Union. They are also trying to compress the Soviet Union's strategic space.  "Mr. Commissar, Chinese troops have occupied Egypt and the Middle East. What will be China's next target? As far as we know, China has sent several groups of envoys to Turkey, using the maintenance of Turkish neutrality as leverage to exchange for Turkey not obstructing Chinese entry into the Black Sea.  "If the Chinese military enters the Black Sea, occupies Bulgaria and Romania, and links up with Hungary, a powerful military bloc will appear to the Soviet Union's south. From a geopolitical perspective, the USSR will be surrounded by China on three sides. What strategic space will be left for the Soviet Union?"  In negotiations between great powers, there are few conspiracies or tricks. Only by pointing out the core of the problem can a great power be persuaded. Truman was pointing out the Soviet Union's strategic threat.  Of course, Truman did not mention the strategic predicament the U.S. was currently facing. He was waiting for Molotov to bring it up.  Sure enough, Molotov said with a mocking expression: "Is the United States not also surrounded?"  Truman nodded solemnly. "Exactly, Mr. Commissar. The United States is also being surrounded. Therefore, should two great powers both facing Chinese encirclement not draw closer, or even cooperate effectively?" 州。
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As a politician born of elections, Truman's rhetoric could deceive the average American, but it could not fool Molotov. Facing Truman's claim that both the U.S. and USSR were threatened by China, Molotov replied calmly: "The United States has consistently supported Germany's invasion of the Soviet Union, while China has consistently helped us. Your view, Mr. Senator, is clearly divorced from reality."  A politician like Truman would never retreat just because he hit a snag; in their mouths, butter wouldn't melt. Even though Molotov was so blunt, Truman still sensed the CPSU's internal needs. If the CPSU weren't seeking cooperation with the U.S., Truman wouldn't have had the chance to stand before Molotov.  "Mr. Commissar, both Germany and the Soviet Union are paying a massive price for this war. The only one profiting is China. If the USSR and Germany can restore peace, this massive loss can end. Precious resources could be used to improve national well-being. Peace is very beneficial for the Soviet Union."  Truman's view did indeed align with Soviet interests, so Molotov inquired: "The Soviet Union believes Germany must withdraw from our territory and pay reparations."  "The United States believes restoring the pre-war borders is necessary. However, the matter of reparations requires discussion between the Soviet Union and Germany. Furthermore, Mr. Commissar, I believe a pragmatist diplomatic philosophy is the foundation for stabilizing the current situation."  Hearing the American attitude Truman brought, Molotov was slightly moved. Stalin's obsession with a massive counter-offensive was driven by the desire to restore pre-war borders and re-utilize the population, minerals, and industrial capacity of the Soviet Union's western heartland.  If they could truly achieve this goal, the CPSU wouldn't mind feigning cooperation with Germany. As long as their strength was sufficient, the Red Army could attack Germany again at any time. As for so-called neutrality, the Red Army was so powerful it wouldn't be constrained by Western nations. Once they recovered their strength to pre-war levels, they could fight whenever they pleased.  But Molotov didn't believe Truman's pitch represented the full extent of the American view. If it were merely to let the USSR profit from the war, the U.S. would never be so "fond" of the Soviet Union. Molotov asked: "What other requirements are there?"  Truman immediately stated the other American demands: "The Soviet Union must terminate its alliance with China and firmly oppose Chinese expansion in Eastern Europe, the Black Sea, and the Mediterranean."  At first glance, Molotov almost thought this was reasonable. But after a moment's reflection, he decided it didn't quite suit Soviet interests. If peace were restored with Germany, the USSR could simply end the alliance aimed at Nazi Germany anyway.  The Soviet Union had long-held ambitions for Eastern Europe and had always wanted control of the Black Sea. Excluding China from those regions also aligned with Soviet interests.  However, an alliance represented national policy. If the USSR followed Truman's suggestion, the result would be a cooling of Sino-Soviet relations. While it might not lead to open enmity, it would at least become very cold. If Germany attacked the USSR again, China would have no reason to support them. This was the norm for relations during a period of estrangement.  Molotov himself believed Allied hostility toward China currently far exceeded their hostility toward the USSR, so once Germany retreated to the pre-war border, a new offensive was unlikely in the short term. But the USSR truly had no reason to let relations with China turn cold right now.  As for opposing Chinese expansion in Eastern Europe: at present, Germany controlled Eastern Europe. Opposing Chinese expansion there meant either supporting Germany against China or using Soviet power to drive both Germany and China out.  Since Truman proposed a ceasefire and peace, the implication was that the USSR should not restart the war with Germany. Thinking of this, Molotov asked: "The Soviet Union cannot support a German presence in Eastern Europe."  Hearing this, Truman smiled. "Haha, if Germany cannot hold Eastern Europe, I believe the Allies would expect the Soviet Union to become the guardian of the region. As long as it is not China mastering Eastern Europe, the Allies do not mind who does."  Molotov was speechless for a moment. The Allies were promising too much!  Of course, these promises also contained a massive trap. Once the USSR blocked China from Eastern Europe, it would be seen as standing on the side of Europe. There was another possibility: the USSR could consult with China and obtain a promise of control over Eastern Europe.  But there was deep-seated resentment within the CPSU regarding acting only after obtaining Chinese approval. The Soviet Union should not be a Chinese vassal; it had to possess the capacity to decide its own strategy. Otherwise, it would be equivalent to returning to the status of the Golden Horde before China.  Molotov soon ended the meeting with Truman and immediately reported to Stalin. Stalin's expression didn't change much, but Molotov could tell he was truly interested.  Sure enough, after silently smoking a pipe, Stalin asked: "Did the Americans clearly state they can decide Germany's strategic judgment? Or did Germany authorize the U.S. to convey its attitude?"  Although both questions were skeptical, to a diplomat like Molotov, Stalin's desire for a rapid ceasefire was becoming impossible to hide. Molotov replied: "Judging by the American representative's words, this is the American view, and Germany does not oppose a ceasefire. However, Germany will surely make other demands, which will inevitably be based on unilaterally satisfying German needs."  In Molotov's view, if Stalin didn't want a ceasefire or hoped to overwhelm Germany, he would have refused further talks. But Stalin smoked his pipe for another while before finally ordering: "Find out the bottom line of all the American representative's demands. At the same time, make him understand that the Soviet Union will not cede a single centimeter of territory. As the commissars shouted during the Battle of Moscow: the Soviet Union is vast, but we have nowhere left to retreat."  As Molotov and Truman continued their negotiations, both sides came to understand each other's bottom lines frankly.  At this time, Ribbentrop had also returned to Hitler's headquarters, the Wolf's Lair, in East Prussia. Ribbentrop had been worried that Hitler would be unwilling to exit the war, yet when he informed him of the American suggestions, he saw no anger on Hitler's face. Because he was thinking, the Führer's expression held only a hint of regret.  Ribbentrop looked toward Propaganda Minister Goebbels, Secretary and Deputy Führer Rudolf Hess, and Reichsmarschall Hermann Göring. All three were silent, appearing pensive.  Standing beside Hitler with his hands behind his back, Goebbels—who had just finished a propaganda tour of Germany—saw Hitler's expression and understood something. In late February 1943, after the German army had finally stabilized its lines following a command shake-up and was enduring the winter war, Hitler—having finally relaxed a bit—had said to Goebbels: "If I had known the Soviet Union could mobilize so many troops, I never would have chosen to invade."  At that time, Hitler had just relaxed from a state of extreme tension and worry. Based on Goebbels's understanding of the man, those words were heartfelt. And as the Führer, Hitler naturally didn't want to fight a war with no chance of victory.  Now, while the hope for peace was slim, it was at least not impossible as before. Goebbels believed it was only natural for Hitler to seriously consider peace.  This subtle silence lasted for some time before Hitler asked Ribbentrop: "Does the Soviet Union realize they are fighting for China's global hegemony?"  Ribbentrop felt an immediate relief. Since his conversation with Secretary Hull, he had reflected repeatedly on how to persuade the USSR. The best angle was undoubtedly "the Soviet Union is using its own flesh and blood to nourish Chinese hegemony."  This was not a fabricated reason. The reasons for the outbreak of the Soviet-German War had nothing to do with China, but having fought this far, both sides had paid a massive price. Through the cruelty to date, both the USSR and Germany realized that neither could achieve their pre-war goals.  During the war, China—no longer worried about potential Soviet pressure—had fought the Allies with all its might and achieved a series of startling victories. If the USSR continued to fight Germany, its strategic effect would merely be to tie down Allied forces in Europe for China's benefit.  China had indeed stopped demanding payment for aid supplies after the war broke out and might not seek repayment in the future. But for aid valued at less than $10 billion, they had achieved such a massive strategic goal—China had made a fortune.  Besides sharing China's strategic pressure, the USSR had been severely weakened in the bloody struggle with Germany. Even if the Soviet Union emerged as the ultimate victor of this great war, it would lose its ability to check China due to excessive casualties. It was effectively trading the Soviet future for Chinese victory.  Since Hitler asked so directly, Ribbentrop laid out his planned logic in full. Not only did Hitler nod slightly, but even Goebbels, Hess, and Göring showed a rare look of appreciation.  Ribbentrop felt a surge of emotion. As Foreign Minister, he had put enormous effort into the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact and the Anglo-German Peace Treaty, yet he had endured endless disdain for being seen as a "social climber." Now, his views were being accepted by the Nazi high command, but only because they were facing an unprecedentedly powerful enemy in China and the situation was turning grim—making the high command temporarily set aside their prejudices.  Hitler, having finished his reflections, spoke: "Ribbentrop, contact the Americans and see if you can have direct contact with the Soviet side. Simultaneously, the Wehrmacht and the SS must intensify their offensive. Once Stalin feels the pressure starting to decrease, he will develop many unrealistic ideas. Furthermore, we must be careful; Stalin will likely use ceasefire negotiations as a means to turn the tide. That is exactly what the Russians did with the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk.  "The reason the Soviet Union chose to cooperate with China was also because He Rui applied enough pressure at the time. It was not that the USSR chose peace with China out of the goodness of its heart."  Seeing Hitler's thinking remain clear and rational, the Nazi high command felt reassured. It must be said that a Soviet-German ceasefire, or even peace, held a massive attraction for all present. They all found themselves eager to facilitate this peace.  Only after hearing Hitler's cold and realistic logic did their wishful thinking receive a shock, and they all calmed down.  The Nazi high command were not the only ones whose wishful thinking was shocked; the upper echelons of the He Rui government, who attended He Rui's first meeting after his return to work, were also shaken. He Rui's approval of the bombing of U.S. West Coast industrial zones made some who had hoped for a peace initiative feel that peace was going to be much harder to achieve.  He Rui explained calmly: "From 1840 to the present, not a single Western war has ended because of goodwill. They all ended because financial collapse made them unsustainable. Furthermore, judging by development after wars, while there is civilian hatred, on the level of interest, normal commercial and personal exchange between countries is not affected. In other words, the more violently we strike the United States and the more miserably they are defeated, the greater the 'goodwill' the U.S. will actually have toward China."  This sentiment could be summarized as "The barbarians fear might but do not respect virtue; they have small manners but no great integrity." But He Rui disliked such incomplete sayings and chose a description with ample historical support.  Hearing He Rui prepare to expand the war, some high-level officials—while not opposing him—felt that even after a brush with death, He Rui's judgment remained full of edge and void of fear.  Of course, officials like Li Runshi, who knew that nuclear weapons had been miniaturized and made practical, believed He Rui had, as always, avoided the detour of a Mongol-style government. Even at this stage, He Rui remained calm and restrained.  Since the decision had been made at the highest level, on July 23rd, Chinese bombers—covered by 700 jet fighters from the southern carrier task force—launched an attack on the oil-producing regions of California on the West Coast.  Simultaneously, all 540 fighters capable of taking off from Chinese airbases in North America scrambled to attack the U.S. forces at the front. Under this pincer attack from north and south, all 1,600+ American jet fighters capable of taking off on the West Coast also scrambled to meet them.  For a time, the skies over the North American west coast were filled with fighters darting, circling, and diving as a fierce air battle between China and the U.S. unfolded. Under the cover of one Chinese fighter group, six formations of four J-9 advanced trainers used their low-altitude performance to penetrate the West Coast at maximum speed, following aeronautical maps to several locations with obvious surface landmarks.  The J-9s, suffering zero losses, each carried only two oddly shaped bombs. Reaching their landmarks, they all climbed rapidly to an altitude of over 4,000 meters before releasing one of the strange bombs and accelerating away.  These objects, appearing to be bombs, auto-glided for ten seconds before their tails erupted in flames. Aided by the tail propulsion, their trajectories shifted from a diagonal glide to a vertical drop. As they accelerated, massive parachutes deployed from their tails.  The enormous drag of the parachutes caused long, sharp rods to spring from the front of the objects. The middle and rear portions then separated from the front, which fell dozens of meters further before the rods pierced deep into the soil. Momentum caused the objects to slide forward slightly, dissipating some of the impact.  Once these strange devices stabilized, the transmitters inside began emitting radio signals. The signals from 24 different locations were received by signal collection devices equipped with large-scale electronics on the ground, at sea, and in the air. Computers rapidly calculated the latitude, longitude, and relative distances of the 24 devices according to pre-set programs.  The results were then passed to the Air Force, which was asked to perform a relative position comparison with the locations of oil facilities in California.  The United States was one of the few great powers remaining, and it was the only one at this stage with the capacity to "wrestle" with China in the field of electronics. These extraordinary radio signals were soon discovered by the Americans, and orders were issued to nearby U.S. troops and the California National Guard to "search for the Chinese small units invading the American mainland."  However, when the nearest National Guard unit reached one of the devices, they found only a charred, ruined cylinder hanging from a metal rod in the ground. The components inside were blown to bits, and the surrounding parts were shattered into countless fragments. It was impossible to tell what it had been for.  Beyond their surprise, the National Guard felt the Chinese "commando team" must have withdrawn. They had no idea there was no "commando team" at all. Controlled by integrated circuits, the devices transmitted telegrams and then self-destructed automatically—no human control was required. These devices worked for only 45 minutes before self-destructing as their power ran out.  Just before the Chinese fighters withdrew from North American airspace, devices broke through the sky over California—the former Lone Star Republic—and came shrieking down. The DF-2 missile had a range of 1,500 kilometers, just enough to strike from Vancouver to San Francisco. Since the Air Force was still present, they could observe the impact points.  In a span of 15 minutes, a total of 15 DF-2 missiles landed. Four were lucky enough to hit oil extraction points directly; 1,200 kilograms of high explosives created circular shockwaves on the ground, instantly toppling surrounding drilling rigs as if they were made of paper. The other equipment and workers near the rigs were reduced to fragments.  The impact points of the missiles that missed were also recorded. The Chinese Air Force then immediately withdrew, breaking off the engagement and heading back before suffering heavy losses.  News of repelling a massive Chinese air raid and damaging or downing over a hundred Chinese fighters was immediately sent to Washington, giving the Air Force Chief of Staff a quiet sense of satisfaction.  However, starting in the afternoon, the Chinese military launched a total of 120 DF-2 missiles. Their targets were either oil extraction plants or refineries.  The U.S. military had long ago prepared a powerful defensive system on the West Coast to prevent a Chinese landing. But while these systems could counter the Chinese Air Force, they had no way to counter missiles falling from the sky at supersonic speeds. From the moment U.S. radar detected the signal, the missiles landed in just a dozen breaths. There wasn't even time to sound an alarm.  The one feeling the greatest pain was Rockefeller himself. As he headed toward a destroyed refinery, he was still 20 kilometers away when he saw the rolling black smoke piercing the sky. Over 14 hours had passed, yet the fire at the destroyed refinery still hadn't been extinguished. Millions of dollars had vanished just like that.  And it wasn't just one refinery or oil field; in this single round of attacks, the Rockefeller group had lost $20 million.  Rockefeller's face was ashen. He knew that these losses were only the beginning.  That night, as a weary Rockefeller returned to a nearby hotel, his secretary brought him a brief message. It came from the Chinese side and consisted of only a single line: "Is it worth paying so much for White Supremacy?" 州。
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On July 24th, China launched 185 DF-2 missiles in North America. By July 25th, the number reached 517. The targets expanded from the initial oil fields and refineries to bridges, railways, industrial zones, and airfields.  On July 26th, China launched 841 missiles against strategic targets on the U.S. West Coast. Several large U.S. Army barracks in Washington, Oregon, and California were also hit. Three of these barracks were severely damaged; while the U.S. Army could not immediately tally the casualties, estimates exceeded 10,000, possibly reaching as high as 30,000.  In these few days, the Rockefeller group lost hundreds of millions in property. This included oil field and refinery facilities, as well as tens of thousands of tons of crude oil, refined products, and cracked petroleum compounds consumed in the fires.  Especially painful for Rockefeller was the loss of 691 experienced engineers, with technician losses counted in the thousands. These nearly ten thousand personnel represented the accumulation of the Rockefeller group over the past decade; while financial losses could be resolved through bank loans, the loss of personnel could not be compensated for in three or five years.  On July 28th, the Rockefeller group ordered all technical personnel on the West Coast to migrate east to the group's enterprises in states like Texas and New Mexico.  Simultaneously, Rockefeller sent an explanatory letter to the U.S. War Commission: Given the military's inability to provide security for the West Coast, the Rockefeller group, to ensure employee safety and maintain production in currently secure regions, must halt all industrial operations on the West Coast. Any resulting delays in orders were cited as *force majeure*. The Rockefeller group expressed deep regret and sincerely suggested the War Commission immediately seek capacity from other regions.  This news was like a boulder dropped into a pond; the entire West Coast industrial zone fell into panic. After the Great Depression, a large number of American companies had invested in the West Coast, with China as their primary market. With the outbreak of war, trade with China halted, but government orders had kept these factories running at full capacity. The leader of these companies was the Rockefeller group.  With even Rockefeller fleeing, industrial towns across the West Coast saw a massive wave of evacuation. The wealthy flew out; core technical staff took company-prepared convoys or chartered trains; ordinary workers either fought for train tickets or rented trucks with other families to carry both people and belongings. A refugee tide from west to east quickly formed.  Even though some didn't need to flee, the cities were under attack, and locals fled to the countryside to escape the fires of war.  The Roosevelt government was well aware of the monumental consequences of the attack on the western industrial zone. However, before the government could formulate a response, the zone had effectively ground to a halt within a week.  Roosevelt immediately ordered a meeting. At the head of the long table sat a pale, sickly Roosevelt. He raised his hand to tap the table, and a significant portion of the cabinet noticed that his hand was strangely swollen—his fingers were as thick as small carrots and possessed a dull, purple-black hue.  The Secretary of Health looked away from Roosevelt's fingers. From a medical perspective, a 61-year-old Roosevelt should not have such severe swelling. Yet the symptoms had appeared, and as a disabled man lacking sufficient exercise, the situation was far from optimistic.  The other cabinet members, however, didn't think so much of it. These men understood the U.S. economy perfectly: the western industrial zone produced 23% of America's industrial goods and 38% of its crude and refined oil. The sudden disappearance of this capacity might not have caused an immediate impact, but if the problem weren't solved, supply issues would become critical within three months.  There was no fierce debate; the proposals put forward by the cabinet members were quickly passed. Every suggestion focused on how to solve the immediate crisis.  After the meeting, the cabinet members acted instantly. The first to move was the FBI. Under the personal command of Director J. Edgar Hoover, the FBI went into full operation to locate the industrialists, starting with Rockefeller. Hoover's orders were explicit: "Even if you have to use a gun, make those sons of bitches return to the West immediately to restore production. If they say production can't be restored, have them go back to their western offices and issue press releases stating that it has!"  The reason the United States had become one of the world's few powerful industrial nations was that at such critical moments, the American elite never sat still. They would use every means available to maintain a facade of stability. Roosevelt's cabinet had done this consistently since the Great Depression.  The military received orders to launch an immediate, fierce offensive against Chinese-occupied North America, with the primary objective being the destruction of Chinese "long-range rocket positions." If those positions couldn't be found, the offensive was intended to force China to commit its long-range rockets against the U.S. advance rather than against the western industrial zones.  When this order reached the Joint Chiefs of Staff, the representatives from the Army, Navy, and Air Force all smelled the thick scent of blood in the command. Over the past two months of fighting, the Anglo-American forces could not be said to have lacked effort. Although KIA numbers were not public, the Joint Chiefs had relatively reliable statistics: to date, the Allied forces had lost over one million killed, with the number of those wounded and unfit for service exceeding two million.  The Purple Heart remains the oldest military honor still awarded in the world and was the first to be given to ordinary soldiers. Established by George Washington on August 7, 1782, as the Badge of Military Merit, it was awarded to those wounded in action or to the next of kin of those killed. While not the highest-ranking medal today, it marks bravery and self-sacrifice and holds a high place in the hearts of Americans.  Every service member wounded or killed in the U.S. military since April 5, 1917, was awarded the Purple Heart. As a result, the number of factories producing the medals had been temporarily doubled to meet the skyrocketing demand.  As the battle stood, the U.S. military was truly beginning to flag. The most resolute soldiers had already been consumed on the front lines—either dead or wounded. The troops now filling the lines no longer possessed the same fighting enthusiasm as before.  Now the cabinet was demanding an even larger-scale campaign. While possible in terms of manpower and equipment, the members of the Joint Chiefs were not optimistic about the outcome.  Despite various pressures and misgivings, they could not avoid the offensive. Just as the Joint Chiefs decided to move up the schedule for several offensives already in preparation, a staff officer rushed in with the latest battle report.  Seeing that the Chinese military had broken three British mountain divisions and finally "pierced" the Rocky Mountains, the Chiefs were not entirely surprised. The Chinese performance in mountain warfare had been superb, as had that of their Air Force and engineers. The Anglo-American forces in the mountains had done their best, yet peak after peak and pass after pass had been taken.  The breaking of the Rocky Mountain line had been expected; they just hadn't expected it to happen at this critical moment.  However, a director responsible for propaganda asked nervously: "Should we publicize this?"  The room fell silent. After a long pause, someone suddenly began to laugh. Everyone looked toward Admiral Kimmel, the Chief of Naval Operations, who had covered the upper half of his face with his hand and was letting out a somewhat hysterical laugh.  At such a time, the laugh was wildly inappropriate, yet no one stopped or criticized him. Everyone felt Admiral Kimmel's mental state was in question. Over the past several months, he had consistently stated that as soon as the cabinet ordered the Navy on the West Coast to sortie, he would do so—clearly a man seeking death on the battlefield.  For a soldier seeking death, any mockery seemed unseasonable and meaningless.  Soon, Admiral Kimmel removed his hand and stopped laughing. He said loudly: "To date, we have publicized that China uses human wave tactics and that we have killed at least 20 million of them. It just occurred to me: after 20 million deaths, the Chinese military has broken the Rockies. By the time we've annihilated 100 million of them, where will they have reached? New York? Or Washington?"  Though his words sounded mocking, his tone was one of deep sorrow. By the end, he was in tears. The Admiral said nothing more to vent his anger; he simply wiped his eyes, said "Excuse me, I'm going out for a smoke," and strode out of the meeting room.  After he left, a collective sigh echoed through the room. The generals present were filled with grief and indignation, but they were helpless. After two months of fighting in North America, the American officer corps had come to realize that the Chinese army was entirely different from their own.  Through interrogating the few prisoners they managed to take, the U.S. high command found that ordinary Chinese soldiers knew far too much. Every objective and method of a campaign was known even to a common private. In contrast, the American "GIs" only knew to follow the squad leader's orders.  Furthermore, Chinese soldiers were at least middle-school graduates—a level that in the U.S. would qualify one as a non-commissioned officer. They had all studied English and could even read it a bit. This was even more absurd given that many ordinary American soldiers couldn't even grasp English properly, let alone Chinese.  The Chinese officers were high-school or even university graduates. Most staggering was that while they were military academy graduates, they didn't need recommendations from politicians to enter. Many officers were former conscripts who had completed their service and wished to continue; they applied for military schools, passed the entrance exams, and became officers after finishing their studies.  This meant many Chinese officers were children of ordinary workers and peasants who had climbed the ranks from common soldiers. This was incomprehensible in America; if the U.S. high command were composed of officers who believed "people are equal" like the Chinese, the U.S. military would have a civil war first. But in the Chinese army, this didn't happen. Regardless of background, Chinese soldiers believed that officers and men simply held different roles, not different social status.  Such an army composed of ordinary people possessed an unexpectedly intense patriotic spirit. That the Chinese could fight to the last man without surrendering was something the U.S. military found hard to imagine. Even more unimaginable was that a Chinese unit reduced to a single squad could continue to fight against several Allied companies for hours, or even days.  In comparison, the Allied forces also had moments of bravery, but this was usually shown during large-scale assaults. When surrounded by one's own people, courage comes easily. But when facing a superior enemy, small Allied units would surrender once they felt their situation was hopeless.  Therefore, in the North American theater, it was the Allies who were employing "human wave tactics." The density of Chinese units was very low, making a human wave impossible for them. Yet these dispersed Chinese units could concentrate in an incredibly short time to create local numerical superiority. When the Allies could not maintain high-density fire, their lines would be suddenly breached at one point, through which the Chinese would pour and rapidly expand, throwing the entire Allied line into chaos.  Although the Allies would launch their next offensive with absolute numerical superiority, the American officers at the Joint Chiefs were not optimistic. They had done this before, only to have the offensive blunted by the Chinese, followed by a series of defeats and being pushed back.  "Gentlemen, we must attack. It is the President's order." MacArthur, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, broke the silence. He appeared unruffled now, his tone cold. "Let us continue our previous discussion."  From late July to August 4th, China launched at least 700 missiles a day against strategic targets in the Western U.S. Many exposed U.S. airbases were damaged, forcing the Air Force to move its fighter airfields to northern regions and into Canada to maintain air combat density.  On August 6th, Spain's Canary Islands and Portugal's Azores in the Mid-Atlantic were suddenly attacked by the Chinese Navy. Chinese Marines successfully landed and rapidly annihilated the island garrisons.  It wasn't until August 9th that Spain and Portugal informed the Allies of the news. These two archipelagos held vital geographic positions, yet the Allied reaction was quite flat. Spain and Portugal couldn't even put together a decent fleet, let alone talk about recovering lost territory.  The Italian Navy, effectively a Mediterranean fleet, lacked the capacity for independent operations outside that sea.  France was "playing dead"; although they had declared war on China, their main fleet remained in the Mediterranean. Furthermore, many in France actually hoped China would win to thoroughly weaken Britain and Germany, allowing France to use Chinese power to restore its European status from the era of Richelieu. Thus, France had no intention of joining the fight.  Only the U.S. and Britain had the capacity to counter-attack these islands, but their primary focus was on Western North America.  Once the major South American nations cut off trade with Britain, the British fleet lost its operational goals and will to head south.  The U.S. fleet happened to pass through the Panama Canal on August 5th, entering the Pacific. The reason for this movement was simple: the U.S. hoped to interrupt China's destruction of strategic points in the West. Thus, the Navy wanted to adopt a posture of a fight to the death. While not ready for a total "all-in" gamble, the U.S. had to at least strike the pose to satisfy Congress and the American people.  Roosevelt was now exhausted in body and mind. He had met with one head of a major U.S. corporation after another; besides soothing capital magnates like Rockefeller who were starting to waver, he had to get bankers like those at JP Morgan to continue supporting the U.S. stock market.  Despite the news blackout and the blocking of some personnel fleeing the West to force them back to the industrial zones, some information had still leaked. Consequently, some people had begun selling stocks in Rockefeller-owned and other West-invested companies.  The current American stock market was performing quite well, as the Roosevelt cabinet had restricted the accounts of the American people, forbidding them from withdrawing more than $250 in cash. Over these years, the bonds issued by the Roosevelt government had exceeded 80% of the total output value, to the point where the government itself didn't want to comment on the matter.  A portion of short-term bonds had reached maturity. In this regard, the government adhered to the old principle of maintaining bond credit, paying out on time without delay. But such a massive influx of money into the hands of the public, given the current currency circulation, would cause a massive inflation if not handled carefully. Thus, the government restricted cash flow.  To prevent the public from feeling their money was being seized, the Secretary of the Treasury had relaxed restrictions on purchasing stocks. Since the money couldn't be withdrawn, and with government propaganda, the public felt they had to put their money into the market. This led to skyrocketing stock prices. On paper, the assets of the American people were constantly growing.  At this time, a sell-off of Rockefeller stocks would have a massive impact on the market. They had to rely on financial titans like JP Morgan to step in and stabilize the market.  Having finally finished with these titans, Roosevelt felt completely drained and headed to a resort for a vacation. By the time he received the news, it was already the afternoon of the 11th.  Roosevelt wasn't particularly concerned now. America's true industrial heartland was in the Great Lakes region—the area just south of the U.S.-Canada border. This was why the U.S. was moving vast military strength to the north. The southern U.S. had always been an agricultural zone; Chinese carpet-bombing of agricultural areas would not have a significant impact.  So Roosevelt asked: "Where is Wallace?"  "Vice President Wallace has gone south," the secretary replied immediately.  Roosevelt said nothing. The current Vice President was Henry Agard Wallace. Compared to the previous Vice President, Wallace held immense real power. After taking office, he also chaired the Supply Priorities and Allocations Board, an institution Roosevelt had modeled after the Soviet State Planning Committee to hold the reins of the wartime economy.  Furthermore, Wallace had served as Roosevelt's envoy to the Soviet Union and even oversaw the "Manhattan Project." His current trip south was for the Manhattan Project. Now, the only remaining option to deal a massive shock to China was nuclear weapons. Roosevelt was already prepared to use exiting the war as his bottom line for peace talks with China. To increase his bargaining chips, the nuclear weapons had to be completed at any cost.  If China hadn't developed nuclear weapons, the U.S. could use them for blackmail. If China *had* developed them, it wasn't necessarily bad for the U.S.—only a China that understood the true power of nuclear weapons would truly choose peace.  And so, Roosevelt dismissed his secretary. Soon, his lover, wearing only a silk nightgown, walked out. With a look of immense charm, she approached Roosevelt and leaned down to plant a soft kiss on his forehead.  Roosevelt closed his eyes, savoring the rare moment of relaxation. Now, even if the world were to end, he didn't want to think about matters of state anymore. Any thought would only bring him pain and despair. 州。
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5:00 AM, August 12th. Four task forces consisting of twelve aircraft carriers from the Republic of Japan, having departed from the direction of the Azores, arrived at a position 400 kilometers off the coast of South Carolina and continued their approach.  Previously, Chinese submarine units had conducted intelligence gathering near the U.S. East Coast and found no signs of the U.S. fleet. According to domestic intelligence from the U.S., the main strength of the U.S. Navy was still in the Pacific, with the remaining vessels either patrolling the Caribbean or the northern reaches of the East Coast.  The U.S. military had not completely discounted the possibility of a Chinese attack on Florida, but Florida lacked major industrial centers, and with China having already landed in North America, the political significance of an attack there was minimal. Thus, the maritime defenses off South Carolina and Florida were currently in a brief window of vulnerability.  The Japanese carrier task forces were entirely composed of Chinese-made carriers or those built to Chinese design standards. The Chinese pilots and deck crews already on the flight decks felt no disorientation; everything was identical to operations on Chinese carriers.  As they drew closer to the U.S. coast, the flight squadrons received their final mobilization: "This time, we must proceed with the resolve to sacrifice our lives for the cause. We are launching an assault on the U.S. nuclear weapons base at Oak Ridge.  "As we said before, this operation is not just for the Chinese people, but for the American people as well. Everyone here is a comrade whose political standing has been verified. Therefore, we believe you will complete this mission with the highest sense of political responsibility."  The pilots' expressions were not nervous. Besides being veterans with hundreds of sorties under their belts, as the political commissar said, they fully understood the political significance of the mission.  They had previously watched numerous documentaries on nuclear weapons. Aside from the magnificent scenes of the explosions, the range and power of the resulting destruction had given them a full understanding of the weapon's terrifying lethality.  By destroying America's nuclear R&D base, the U.S. would be unable to use nuclear weapons against China, and China would not have to retaliate in kind. This would keep the intensity of the war under control.  If China were forced to retaliate with nuclear weapons, major American cities and tens of millions of people could be reduced to ash. Only party members with a high sense of responsibility could truly accept such a mission of salvation rather than destruction.  "From the takeoff point to Oak Ridge, Tennessee, is roughly 900 kilometers. Our fighters will all carry external drop tanks, giving them a range of 3,000 kilometers. Comrades, do not linger in combat; return as quickly as possible!" The commissar did not provide long-winded exhortations. Everything that needed to be said had been said; the rest depended on the valor of the pilots themselves.  At 7:00 AM, the task forces reached their planned launch point, 280 kilometers from South Carolina. In the morning sun, half of the 360 jet fighters—180 planes—took off in succession, while all 180 J-9 advanced trainers took to the air, heading northwest.  From the bridge of the flagship, Admiral Tamon Yamaguchi of the Japanese Navy witnessed the entire process of the jets roaring off the deck. Watching the fighter formations vanish as small dots on the horizon, Yamaguchi said with regret to the Naval Aviation commander beside him, Rear Admiral Mitsuo Fuchida: "Fuchida-kun, the Chinese have an old saying: 'When the cunning rabbit is dead, the hound is cooked.' I do not believe He-kun will purge Japan, but our war may well end after this operation."  Rear Admiral Fuchida had participated in a series of Pacific naval battles, flying over 600 sorties in total—including over 400 during the Hawaii campaign. Hearing this, despite his own regrets, Fuchida replied: "Yamaguchi-kun, peace is a very good thing. You know, after the Hawaii campaign, I personally delivered the death notices to the families of all my subordinates. I do not wish to hear the crying of those families a second time in my life."  Admiral Yamaguchi frowned at this, his gaze becoming complex. He had hoped to continue building his military record, yet he unexpectedly found himself unable to offer a rebuttal. Finally, he sighed: "Peace... I truly do not understand it..."  The carrier task forces then began to come about. It took half an hour for the carriers in the four massive formations to complete their turn, after which the remaining 180 jets took off to catch up with the lead units.  The speed of jet fighters far exceeded that of propeller aircraft. The 180 jets launched later took only half an hour to close the 400-kilometer gap to about 100 kilometers. At that point, radar detected enemy aircraft signals to the front-left.  Everything proceeded according to plan. The second wave of jets launched an attack on the U.S. fighters that believed they were flanking the rear of the Chinese formation.  Meanwhile, the first wave of Chinese jets had arrived over Oak Ridge. Along the route, every 100 kilometers or so, there were several guidance signals emitted from the ground. Although they didn't know who was guiding them, the pilots felt grateful to these "humanitarian individuals" with a strong sense of responsibility.  Seeing the continuous sprawl of factories, dormitories, and facilities on the desolate landscape, and following the striking prompts on their signal receivers, the Chinese pilots identified their targets. The J-12 was the naval variant, while the J-11 was the army variant. This mission utilized only J-12s; although naval, their combat capability was not inferior to the J-11—only their range was slightly shorter.  At this time, the U.S. Air Force Chief of Staff had just received word that a large Chinese fighter group had entered "South Carolina, which has no strategic targets." The Chief of Staff shuddered and immediately barked: "Order all nearby fighters to scramble! Whether jets or propeller planes, get them all in the air! Destroy that Chinese force at all costs!"  Seeing their commander in such a panic, the staff officers were confused but immediately went to relay the orders. In that brief interval, beads of sweat the size of beans had appeared on the Chief of Staff's forehead, and his shirt was soaked through.  The mid-to-lower levels might not know what was happening, but the Chief of Staff knew very well: while South Carolina had no strategic targets, to its northwest, in eastern Tennessee, lay the Oak Ridge base where the U.S. was secretly developing nuclear weapons. The Chinese military was not the kind of fool to choose targets at random; since they were launching such an all-out raid, their target *must* be Oak Ridge.  Roosevelt's Vice President, Henry Agard Wallace, was currently inside the Oak Ridge base. Alarms were blaring throughout the facility. FBI agents, holding bulletproof briefcases, shielded the Vice President as they ran toward an air-raid shelter.  On the open ground, most technicians and workers were somewhat bewildered. Since the start of construction at Oak Ridge, management had been extremely strict and no attacks had occurred. Thus, they subconsciously believed that as long as they followed orders, they wouldn't be in danger. In this state of mind, many even thought this was a surprise drill.  That changed when the fighter group arriving over Oak Ridge began dropping bombs. The largest building was hit, its wooden roof blown away. Feeling the massive vibrations, the personnel finally realized an attack was underway. Survival instincts immediately overrode the rigid reactions formed by long-term restrictions; they ignored all regulations and fled into dormitories, offices, and any building with a roof.  As the number of people fleeing grew, the Oak Ridge base finally fell into chaos.  China had been unable to obtain a detailed layout of the interior, so they could only start by attacking the largest buildings. However, the largest structure was a warehouse filled with construction materials and raw supplies. The higher-value equipment was in smaller warehouses.  The mission of the first wave of jets was not total destruction; this initial bombing was merely "beating the grass to startle the snake." After dropping their bombs and external fuel tanks, the fighter formation began patrolling the perimeter of the base, somewhat puzzled. According to the plan, the U.S. Air Force should have arrived by now, yet there was no sign of them.  In less than ten minutes, the second group of jets finally came within communication range. Learning that the second wave had annihilated the scrambled U.S. aircraft, the first group immediately began their return journey.  According to plan, the first wave would return to the carriers to refuel and rearm before taking off again to escort the bombers and the second fighter wave during the withdrawal.  In the shelter, Vice President Wallace had calmed down slightly. Besides ordering his secretary to contact President Roosevelt, he used his authority to contact the military, demanding immediate rescue.  Once these tasks were arranged, Wallace's first thought was that there must be a mole within the U.S. government. These moles had conspired with China to launch the air raid while he was visiting.  The more Wallace thought about it, the more convinced he became. As a powerful man of wide experience, he had seen many coincidences. He believed China must have obtained information about Oak Ridge from traitors within the U.S. and launched the attack specifically because he was there today, to maximize their gain. Thus, there were traitors in the White House—high-ranking ones, and likely several.  His face soured as he ran through potential names in his head. His heart was filled with hatred; he thought only of returning to the White House and dragging the moles out! He would make them wish they were dead!  Before he could name a suspect, the shelter shuddered violently. Nervous FBI agents again surrounded Wallace to protect him. He no longer had the mind to consider moles; the successive explosions were becoming louder and louder. Although the shelter was sealed, the walls and ceiling trembled, and dust cascaded down. Wallace began to fear China had sent heavy bombers; if so, even the shelter might not hold.  On the ground, the J-9 advanced trainers each carried their maximum load of five bombs. Since the J-9 had a range of nearly 4,000 kilometers, bombs were also carried under the wings, while the largest bomb under the fuselage was a thermobaric weapon (FAE). Once the FAE was used, the plane had to pull up; before that, the other bombs had to be released.  Lacking an internal map, every building with a roof received at least one bomb. The J-9's stall speed was less than 150 km/h; while that's fast for a ground vehicle, for a pilot, it's like a leisurely stroll.  Propeller planes could also fly very low, making the bombing even more precise. Those technicians and workers who had fled to open ground were relatively safe; the purpose of this raid was to destroy production equipment, not personnel. Thus, they were not directly targeted.  Those hiding under buildings were not so lucky—especially those in dormitories, dining halls, and laundries. The roofs of these buildings were only made of wooden planks; the bombs punched through and exploded inside. These buildings contained much wooden furniture; the flying shrapnel and wooden splinters had similar lethality, and the splinters were more numerous. Many unlucky souls were riddled with various fragments but didn't die immediately, left to scream and struggle in pools of blood.  Compared to ordinary technicians, the scientists fared much better. The U.S. government had naturally dug specialized air-raid shelters for them, reaching depths of about ten meters, fully enclosed with thick walls.  The Manhattan Project involved a vast number of scientists. In many technical departments, the number of PhDs was more than double that of ordinary employees.  It had taken considerable time to get these hundreds of people into the shelters. Although the Chinese Air Force didn't know this, they had finished dropping their ordinary bombs and had identified the most reinforced buildings. After all, a standard building hit by a bomb exploded outward from within, making it easy to distinguish.  Then, following their standard training, the 180 J-9s rapidly reformed their ranks and pulled up. From the perspective of the escorting fighters, these planes looked like elegant pelicans climbing straight toward the sky. They then formed a neat formation and released their largest bombs toward the ground.  True men never look back at the explosion, for they might be caught in it themselves. Having completed the final bombing, all Chinese aircraft turned and fled. Just as they reached an altitude of 5,000 meters, the shockwaves from below reached the planes, causing every aircraft in the group to tremble.  Some looked back, but below 5,000 meters, the clouds were thick; they could only see red light flickering through thin patches in the cloud layer, with the ground entirely obscured.  The group continued to climb, reaching nearly 10,000 meters. With plenty of fuel, this altitude was no problem. More importantly, it allowed them to better handle any approaching enemy aircraft.  But no enemy aircraft appeared. Maintaining a neat formation, the group flew back toward the sea. Guided by the carrier task forces' radio, the aircraft moved with the carriers to leave the waters where they might be attacked.  It wasn't that the U.S. Air Force hadn't considered pursuit, but after taking off, they received a sudden order from command to patrol the coastline to guard against a new wave of Chinese attacks. This order gave the Chinese force the chance to exit the battlefield from a high altitude. By the time the U.S. Air Staff realized the Chinese were withdrawing, they could only pursue, not intercept. Although the window of opportunity was only half an hour, the Chinese force hit it perfectly and left U.S. airspace.  America's elite naval combat forces were all on the West Coast, and even the elite units that hadn't been moved were transferred there because of the massive Chinese attacks in the Western U.S. As a result, the East Coast was left with a large number of inexperienced fighter groups.  At 10:00 AM, the aircraft began landing. Once they were confirmed to be in relatively safe territory, Admiral Tamon Yamaguchi, seeing that all aircraft had returned without a single loss, sighed to Rear Admiral Fuchida: "Fuchida-kun, do you believe in destiny?"  Rear Admiral Fuchida was deeply moved. He looked toward the east, in the direction of the Chinese capital, before replying: "This offensive plan was issued by He-kun. I once thought it a massive gamble, yet in these 30 years, He-kun's martial luck has always flourished. But I do not believe this is accidental."  Seeing that Fuchida's thinking hadn't quite caught up with his own, Yamaguchi felt he had to elaborate: "As early as 30 years ago, during He-kun's time at the Army War College, teachers and classmates saw him as a scholar-type talent. But I believe his command ability is not inferior to his academic ability. It is just that He-kun has always been too lazy to spend effort on such matters.  "He-kun's victory today is not a victory of tactics, but of strategy. Sun Tzu said that those skilled in war master others and are not mastered by them. But to manipulate an opponent, one must make them automatically choose the decision most favorable to *you*. Before the opponent makes their choice, they are destined to lose thoroughly.  "Fuchida-kun, what I am saying is that for a man like He-kun to descend upon this world, it can only be destiny (天意)."  Fuchida thought for a while before understanding: Yamaguchi didn't mean that He Rui's thorough victory was favored by destiny, but that He Rui *himself* was the person destiny had sent. Thinking of this, Fuchida felt a pang of shame and hurriedly bowed. "My apologies, Yamaguchi-kun; I failed to grasp your vision. A man like He-kun could only appear under destiny."  Despite Fuchida's apology, Yamaguchi remained melancholy. He watched the deck crews running across the carrier and the pilots coming out of their cockpits, high-fiving in celebration. He watched for a long time before speaking again.  "I am but a mortal man; I cannot bear a great mission. For a mortal like me, to throw myself into war and survive is the greatest happiness I can achieve. Therefore, Fuchida-kun, you were right: all I can do is protect Japan, so that Japanese families can live happily and not suffer the pain of losing loved ones. This is what I, as a mortal, can do."  Fuchida never expected a man as intense as Yamaguchi to accept fate. But on second thought, now that He Rui had descended upon the world, all mortals—whether his subordinates or his enemies—were but chess pieces of destiny.  This operation had been meticulously planned and accurately executed, yet before departure, the high command knew everyone involved might die and the fleet could be wiped out. To return unscathed without a single casualty was luck, not destiny.  Destiny favored He Rui, not anyone else. If one believed their survival was due to destiny's favor, they would eventually die because of that thought. Realizing this, Fuchida suddenly felt a desire to retire. Since He Rui wanted Japan out of the war, this gave Fuchida the chance to live safely to an old age.  Just as his mood relaxed, another thought occurred to him: if it was destiny that Japan exit the war, would Japan suffer severe punishment from heaven if it defied this destiny and tried to obtain interests through war in the future?  Fuchida did not voice this view but said to Yamaguchi: "Sir, I will go gather the Japanese pilots for a meeting. Standing on the deck like that is too impolite!"  "Go on," Yamaguchi replied listlessly.  The Japanese carrier task forces retreated south at maximum speed. According to He Rui's orders, they were to retreat to Saint Helena and transition to an alert state, providing combat power for potential future operations on the East Coast. At the very least, they were to make the West feel the pressure from the Atlantic.  In Yamaguchi's view, this was a very understandable military arrangement. Even with 20 million troops, the U.S. could not maintain a flawless defense across the entire country. But at this stage, they *had* to try. This inevitably led to inefficient troop movements, thereby reducing the pressure on China's operations on the North American west coast.  If Yamaguchi were the Asian Coalition commander, he would have made the same arrangement.  Thinking of this, Yamaguchi began to doubt himself. Had he been in charge, he surely would have chosen a more radical approach, which would have instead created vulnerabilities in China's military arrangements.  Yamaguchi had to marvel once more at the extraordinary steadfastness of the Son of Destiny. So-called steadfastness was not just about not giving up in the face of setbacks, but also about not going too far when in a dominant position. Such grace and composure were something even Yamaguchi could not achieve.  As an ally of China, Yamaguchi had the space to think at a high level. Vice President Wallace, as an enemy, had just emerged from the air-raid shelter. The scene before his eyes made him wonder if he was seeing things.  Oak Ridge had been filled with buildings—especially the tall watchtowers and wind-monitoring towers. But now, the landscape was empty, with only a few broken structures remaining because they were reinforced concrete.  Wallace was responsible for the Manhattan Project and knew the function of every building. Those few remaining structures were primarily processing facilities; the truly core extraction plants and other processing factories were now almost certainly destroyed. In other words, the Manhattan Project had suffered immense damage. It would take at least six months to even begin rebuilding. If the scientists had suffered major losses, the time could be even longer.  Wallace was in despair; his legs gave way, and he fell to the ground.  At that time, President Roosevelt was with his lover, having a portrait painted. He already had many portraits and photos; he was having another done not out of narcissism, but because he was happy with his lover.  Sitting in his wheelchair, reflecting on unavoidable national issues, Roosevelt saw his secretary hurry over and nervously hand him a paper. Seeing the news of the massive destruction at Oak Ridge, Roosevelt felt his head swell violently, followed by a surge of sharp pain radiating from his brain across his scalp and down to his neck.  "Ah..." Roosevelt let out a cry of agony, clutching his head and doubling over.  His vision went black. Although he could smell his lover's scent as she embraced him, the pain was agonizing. Soon, his heart began to pound violently. Every beat felt like a hammer striking his skull, causing waves of pain. He cried out again, his body twisting.  As the pain began to numb and fade, Roosevelt felt everything around him receding.  At 12:31 PM on August 12, 1943, doctors arrived to check on Roosevelt, but they could only record his time of death as 12:33 PM.  At that same moment, He Rui finished reading an urgent telegram and began to cough uncontrollably. The secretary stood up and moved to leave, but He Rui called him back. "No need to call the doctor."  "Chairman," the secretary pleaded, "the acupuncture doctor recommended by Chairman Li will be here soon. At least try it."  Before He Rui could respond, the door opened and Li Runshi walked in with a smile. "Does the Chairman look down upon the experience of our ancestors?"  He Rui gave a bitter laugh. "I certainly believe in acupuncture. But the ancestors' experience hasn't been updated in so many years; I worry that doctors' understanding of body structure and physiology remains at the level of air-to-air concepts created through second or even third-hand conceptualizing."  Li Runshi replied readily: "Coincidentally, I spoke with this doctor about 'second-hand conceptualizing,' and he agreed wholeheartedly. Chairman, this doctor graduated from a traditional Chinese medicine university and has practiced acupuncture for over a decade. He's also a skilled surgeon in modern medicine. I think he's worth a try."  Faced with Li Runshi's kindness, He Rui had to invite the doctor in. After all, Li Runshi was so busy that it was a burden to have him spend time discussing TCM theory with a physician.  The doctor who entered was around 40, very steady. Even before He Rui, he showed no shock, though his grip was firmer when they shook hands.  Soon, He Rui was lying on a treatment bed, his back covered in needles and heated by lamps. He asked Li Runshi in a muffled voice: "Any progress at the front?"  Li Runshi replied easily: "Lately, many American black units have appeared at the front, and their will to fight is quite unstable. A black regimental-sized unit just surrendered immediately after being surrounded."  "There will be more. Ouch..." He Rui couldn't help but grimace. Once the electric-like tingling subsided, he continued: "Runshi, I'm thinking... once we've captured enough black soldiers, we'll launch a counter-offensive. It would be best to settle a large number of captured black troops in Oregon and have them take charge of everything there, and then we withdraw."  Li Runshi couldn't help but smile. He Rui was no "good man" during wartime; every one of his schemes was designed to maximize the internal contradictions of the enemy.  American blacks had been liberated for 70 years yet still lacked the right to vote. Putting black POWs in charge of Oregon would be seen by whites as an inversion of the natural order—slaves riding on the heads of their masters. Once the Chinese military withdrew, the whites would immediately rush back to "restore order."  Under such a stark contrast, the conflict between white and black Americans would intensify, and their mutual internal distrust would be reinforced many times over.  Li Runshi asked: "Does the Chairman hope to establish several black-majority states?"  "Why not?" He Rui replied, grimacing again. The effectiveness of the acupuncture was yet to be seen, but the intensity of the reaction proved the doctor's skill in locating and needling the points was superb.  When his body felt comfortable again, He Rui continued: "Having black states, black Senators, and black Representatives would be a very healthy development direction for the United States."  Li Runshi didn't echo the sentiment but pondered for a while before asking: "Chairman, do you believe this will facilitate the breakup of the U.S.?"  "Haha, whether there will be a USA and a USB, I don't know. But as long as we push toward 'fairness,' changes will certainly occur." After speaking, He Rui suffered another fit of coughing. But he soon noticed that the coughing was indeed much lighter.  *Could I really live a few more years?* He Rui couldn't help but feel a spark of hope. 州。



★


Chapter 905: Fighting for White Supremacy? (6)
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According to Article 2 of the United States Constitution, when the office of the President becomes vacant, the Vice President shall succeed to the powers and duties of the office. Upon receiving the news of President Roosevelt's death on the afternoon of August 12, 1943, the leaders of both houses of Congress immediately contacted Vice President Wallace, who was preparing to rush back to Washington. After a brief exchange of telegrams, it was confirmed that the "temporarily surviving" Vice President Wallace would take over as President.  Wallace needed to return to the capital immediately to formally take the oath of office before the congressional leaders, key cabinet members, and a representative of the Supreme Court.  Despite his narrow escape from the bombing, Wallace chose to return to Washington by air. On the plane, the corners of his mouth occasionally lifted in a faint smile, only to droop again a moment later, his expression turning somber.  Becoming the President of the United States was naturally cause for joy, but Henry Agard Wallace also held some affection for Roosevelt and felt sincere regret that he had passed at only 61. Most of all, Roosevelt had simply died and dumped such a monumental mess into Wallace's lap. Thinking of the current situation gave the President-to-be a massive headache.  At 7:00 AM on August 13th, Wallace boarded a plane at a military airfield. In Washington, the top elite were in a state of high anxiety. The Chinese raid on the Oak Ridge base in Tennessee had not yet been disclosed to the public, who still felt relatively safe. However, the high-ranking officials were terrified by the Chinese Air Force's sharp and ruthless targeted elimination.  At 11:00 AM, President Wallace's plane landed at a heavily guarded Washington airport. Stepping out of the hatch, he saw only the solitary figure of Secretary of State Hull waiting to receive him. FBI agents quickly shielded Wallace and ushered him off the plane. It was only after they entered the fortified airport building that they found the leaders of the House and Senate and a representative of the Chief Justice waiting.  Handshakes and greetings were exchanged. The Chief Justice's representative whispered to Wallace: "President Roosevelt's casket will arrive soon. I personally suggest you take the oath before it."  Wallace felt a pang of displeasure at the suggestion. But the Chief Justice's idea had merit, so he said nothing. Fortunately, they didn't have to wait long; the plane carrying Roosevelt's remains arrived within the hour.  Inside the cleared airport building, the upper door of the casket was opened, revealing a groomed Roosevelt. It had to be said that the cerebral hemorrhage had taken a heavy toll; even with the best embalming, those familiar with the President could see the torment he had endured before death.  Once the identity of the remains was confirmed, the inauguration ceremony began. Under the U.S. system of separation of powers, with representatives from the legislative, judicial, and executive branches as witnesses, Vice President Henry Agard Wallace placed his hand on the Bible and solemnly swore the oath to become the 33rd President of the United States.  Although the number of reporters present was small, they represented all the major newspapers. Flashbulbs clicked incessantly and cameras rolled, recording this historic moment.  Immediately upon taking office, President Wallace delivered an inaugural address titled "We Will Fight to the End," and subsequently announced a wake for former President Roosevelt at the White House.  Initially, President Wallace felt this event could be manipulated to unify the fighting spirit of the American public. He appreciated the *Washington Post's* report, which placed Roosevelt at the head of the casualty list, citing his place of death as "The White House."  However, Wallace never expected Eleanor Roosevelt to have an outburst during the wake. It happened with startling speed. Initially, dressed in black mourning clothes, Mrs. Roosevelt had performed with the poise expected of a First Lady.  But after a close friend whispered something to her during a break, Mrs. Roosevelt suddenly burst out, her expression turning fierce. Approaching Wallace, she asked coldly: "Who was with the President when he died?"  Wallace was taken aback. When Roosevelt had gone on vacation, Wallace was being bombed by the Chinese Air Force at Oak Ridge; for Mrs. Roosevelt to question him was absurd. However, he guessed the answer: it must have been Roosevelt's old lover, Lucy Mercer.  Mrs. Roosevelt was clearly on the verge of a breakdown. Seeing Wallace's silence, she took it as an admission and began shouting at him and the congressional leaders: "You dogs! None of you are any good!"  Fortunately, the White House was a place of rules. Seeing things go awry, several high-ranking ladies quickly surrounded Mrs. Roosevelt and escorted her away. Amidst the group, she continued to scream: "I will never forgive you! Never!"  Wallace shook his head helplessly, disapproving of her behavior. If she couldn't satisfy her own husband, she had no business making a scene. It was no wonder Roosevelt's lover hadn't left his side for over twenty years; there was a reason the President had died in her arms.  While indecent, such matters were minor. President Wallace spent some time discussing with the congressional leaders which bills might be prioritized for passage.  Both sides were "old foxes." While each wanted to bait the other into mentioning exiting the war, they were extremely cautious, speaking instead at length about how they would slaughter the Chinese on the battlefield and achieve victory. The fruitless dialogue only ended when the British Ambassador arrived to offer condolences.  Late that night, Wallace convened a cabinet meeting. The contents of the reports submitted by the members were familiar to him, but with his change in status, Wallace soon recovered from the excitement of the presidency to a normal state.  As Vice President, he had had plenty of leisure time to mentally criticize Roosevelt's decisions. Back then, he felt many of Roosevelt's choices had room for discussion. But as President, he immediately realized he was now responsible for his own decisions. And if he couldn't be responsible, he had to find someone who was.  Just before Roosevelt's sudden death, the U.S. military had launched a new round of offensives. Like previous efforts, they were hard-fought but achieved almost nothing. The Chinese military blocked the American advance and simultaneously pushed eastward along the Canadian Pacific Railway.  The CPR spanned from Vancouver in the west to Montreal in the east, with cross-border routes to major U.S. cities like Minneapolis, Chicago, and New York. Since the Chinese had broken the Rocky Mountain line in Canada, their advance across the vast plains was even faster.  When Wallace asked about the latest situation, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, Douglas MacArthur, replied coolly: "The British are about to engage the Chinese in a major battle."  Hearing this, Wallace discarded his previously conservative mindset and said: "Provide full support to the British. Let them strike with advantage!"  The cabinet members did not nitpick; they found Wallace's shift from his earlier conservative stance to be a positive development. The U.S.-Canada border was incredibly long. In the mountains, the U.S. had suffered much at the hands of the Chinese. Now, they hoped for a change in the battlefield scenery.  Not only the Army Staff but the cabinet as well felt that the Chinese were skilled at mountain warfare, which was a theater that favored smaller forces. China had demonstrated impressive combat capability in northern Korea as early as 1922; it was only natural that after twenty years of development, their mountain warfare was even more advanced.  Now that the Chinese had pierced the Rockies, the Allies had established multiple layers of defensive positions where the mountains met the Western Canadian plains. MacArthur did not provide a detailed explanation to President Wallace, for Wallace didn't understand military matters; a technical briefing would have been incomprehensible to him.  A shallow, simple introduction carried the risk of Wallace believing he understood, leading to him issuing "clever" but counterproductive orders. After all, when men encounter war, they naturally want to chime in—not because they want to cause trouble, but because they have an innate interest.  Though he offered no further explanation, MacArthur was clear on the operational concept and intended to use a victory in this battle to boost American morale and public spirit.  Wallace did not offer many opinions. Personally, he did not want to continue the war, but the U.S. military had already suffered over five million killed, wounded, or captured. While the Chinese had not invaded the U.S. mainland, and the domestic front was relatively stable, the 22 million men most capable and willing to fight had already been called up. Female soldiers had already begun appearing in the ranks. Although they served only in auxiliary units, it proved that the pool of military-age males was nearing exhaustion. If the war continued, the U.S. might not be able to hold out.  The refugee tide triggered by the destruction of the Western industrial zones proved that the fighting spirit of the average American was not as firm as politicians and newspapers claimed.  Driven by this pressure, President Wallace personally hoped for a major victory to provide America with an honorable exit from the war. Originally, he had hoped to use nuclear weapons as that tool for an honorable withdrawal.  Late that night, after the meeting ended, President Wallace lay down in his bedroom and soon fell into his first sleep as President.  MacArthur, meanwhile, returned to the General Staff and read the operational orders once more.  "...Given the Allied disadvantage in mountainous terrain, the General Staff believes that a heavy blow must be dealt to the Chinese military in the plains, where our combat advantages can be best utilized.  "A Chinese brigade consumes 10 tons of supplies daily. At this stage, China relies entirely on long-distance sea transport for logistics, which inevitably makes their supply situation difficult. If the Chinese currently wish only to use their mountain warfare advantage to gain time, they must eventually attempt a move into the plains.  "Comparison of forces and equipment: "The Allied forces have deployed 500,000 elite troops in the Western Canadian plains, including 12 U.S. divisions and 8 British divisions... "Among the British units, two divisions are light rapid mechanized divisions equipped with British cruiser tanks, suitable for long-distance rapid raids. "Four divisions are equipped with Matilda tanks for trench and mobile warfare. "Two divisions are fully equipped with American M4 Shermans, possessing powerful firepower, armor, and penetration capability, intended as the main force against Chinese primary armored divisions. "All 12 U.S. divisions are armored divisions equipped with M4 Shermans.  "Operational Concept: "Once the campaign begins, the Allied forces will rely on already constructed layers of defense to resist. After delaying and weakening the Chinese army and luring them more than 100 kilometers away from their supply bases at the mountain-plain junction, the Allies will cease their retreat and launch a pincer movement... "When the Allied Air Force has secured air superiority, the Army will encircle and annihilate the Chinese units far from their supply lines..."  MacArthur did not feel this battle was a guaranteed win; after all, it was far from the time for a decisive blow. It was not even certain if the Chinese would launch a probing attack. But MacArthur believed that with their numerical advantage, the Allied air forces were not currently at a disadvantage. If they wanted to deal China a heavy blow, now was the best opportunity.  In the Chinese capital, He Rui did not show his joy at the Politburo meeting, but he was indeed very happy in his heart. Roosevelt's personal ability had been excellent, and he had demonstrated great skill as a politician when fighting from a position of advantage.  Historically, Roosevelt's concepts of global governance had provided He Rui with much experience, so he did not wish to appear to be gloating. Instead of mockery, he said seriously to the meeting secretary: "Send a message of condolence to the United States in my name, expressing my regards to Mrs. Roosevelt."  The comrades were stunned. While Roosevelt had assisted during the Sino-American reconciliation, the President at the time had been Hoover. After Roosevelt took office, because China and France chose a substantive alliance, Sino-American relations had been average. Such a message might be seen by the Americans as a taunt.  But seeing He Rui's unconcerned manner, the comrades remained silent. They turned their attention to the materials they had just received: data on the new U.S. President, Henry Agard Wallace.  He Rui read along with them: "Henry Agard Wallace, graduate of Iowa State College. Since 1924, an editor and lead writer for agricultural newspapers. Later became an agricultural expert, conducted experiments on high-yield corn varieties, achieving major breakthroughs in plant genetics. Later entered the hybrid corn business, earning significant profits.  "Joined the Democratic Party in 1928. Served as Secretary of Agriculture from 1933 to 1940, participating in the implementation of New Deal laws, especially the Agricultural Adjustment Act of 1933, to raise and stabilize farm prices, protect soil, build reserves, and control production..."  At this point, He Rui couldn't help but laugh. "So, he is another 'Sui Zong'."  Sitting beside him, Li Runshi heard the term "Sui Zong" and asked: "How are those characters written?"  He Rui took up a pen and wrote the two characters. Li Runshi, himself famous for his literary skill, looked at them and gave a chuckle. For in the records, a colleague had once described Henry Wallace: "He always responds to calls his fellow men cannot hear." Wallace truly felt a mission calling him: this son of a former Secretary of Agriculture born in Iowa said his greatest wish was "to make the world safe for corn growers."  With such a personality and his deep affection for corn, calling him "Sui Zong" (Ancestor of the Ears/Grain) was not misplaced.  Wallace's path in politics had not been smooth; he was not a career politician, leading to strong opposition to his election within the Democratic Party, but Roosevelt had strongly supported him for Vice President in 1941.  During his vice presidency, Wallace had shown a strong desire for U.S.-Soviet cooperation, to the point of being attacked by the staunchly anti-communist Senator Truman as a "Stalinist lackey."  Had it not been for Roosevelt's sudden death, Wallace could never have succeeded to the presidency.  Li Runshi replied: "This man clearly cannot master real power."  Premier Wu Youping added: "Wallace cannot unify the Roosevelt cabinet. In the 1944 election, he likely won't even secure the nomination."  With these assessments from Li Runshi and Wu Youping, the Politburo members were unwilling to offer further opinions. After reviewing the materials, they didn't dislike this "Sui Zong." But they were all experienced politicians; Wallace's resume would qualify him, at most, as the head of a municipal grain bureau in China. With a bit of luck, he might reach the deputy-director level in a provincial grain department. That was Wallace's limit in China. Such a man was not worth much discussion.  He Rui had no particular impression of Wallace and naturally shared his colleagues' view. But he posed a question: "If the U.S. elite are unwilling to take the blame, will Wallace become the one who steps out to carry the responsibility? After all, there are still fifteen months until the 1944 election."  U.S. elections happened every four years, regardless of how chaotic the world was. Generally, they took place in mid-November. The 1944 election would be around November 17th, with the inauguration in early 1945. Even if Wallace didn't pass the primary, he would make an excellent "scapegoat" (背锅侠).  Hearing He Rui's view, the Politburo remained silent. Since their youth, they had never seen a scapegoat within the Chinese leadership. As for the messes they encountered after taking leadership roles, those were at a much lower level. Their experience was insufficient to understand how to be a U.S. presidential-level scapegoat.  He Rui was just speaking from sentiment. If the current Vice President were Truman, He Rui would have no misunderstanding of his decisions. Finally, He Rui stated they should just observe. This reasonable view met with unanimous agreement.  Before the comrades could fully relax, He Rui announced the CMC's decision: "Our forces will launch a probing offensive in Canada... on the territory of the People's Republic of North America, to determine if our combat power can achieve a large-scale campaign in the plains."  The comrades were surprised to hear He Rui speak so vaguely of war. He continued: "Our enemy will surely be well-prepared there, intending to deal us a staggering blow. If the U.S. military commits all its elite units to the potential battle, I do not guarantee our victory.  "However, this battle must be fought. Only after fighting can we determine the core combat power of the U.S. military. If their power is average, our subsequent war progress will undergo a massive change."  At this, the comrades relaxed. The battle He Rui described didn't sound dangerous; at least now, having fully considered the risks, there was no possibility of a cautious commander like Marshal Hu Xiushan "hitting his head against a wall."  However, He Rui's tone grew heavier. "The most important thing for this campaign! Before winter, our forces must seize stable launch bases capable of conducting missile attacks on the U.S. Great Lakes region. If we want the U.S. to exit the war, the five major industrial zones must be destroyed!"  At these words, all the comrades involved in economic work were invigorated. They knew He Rui was right, but they had never imagined how the Great Lakes industrial heartland could be destroyed. Now, the possibility had finally appeared. Even if it meant taking a risk, it was not unacceptable. 州。
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With Roosevelt’s death, Rockefeller was immediately liberated. Once the FBI agents stationed in his office had all withdrawn, he wasted no time booking a flight to Washington.  Paying one’s respects to Roosevelt was a matter of upper-class etiquette. Rockefeller made a polite, brief appearance at the White House before immediately heading to New York. His timing was precise; he arrived at JPMorgan Chase headquarters exactly on schedule.  Led by staff into the conference room, Rockefeller saw the familiar faces of the leaders of America’s top financial syndicates. The tycoons stepped forward to shake his hand, none of them showing any inclination for banter. They were all too aware that the Rockefeller syndicate’s assets in the West had taken a staggering hit, with paper losses alone exceeding $500 million. The losses yet to be tallied were undoubtedly even greater.  If the situation did not turn around, it was Rockefeller’s misfortune today; tomorrow, it would be the turn of Morgan, Ford, the Edison family’s General Electric, and the rest.  Since the Rockefeller syndicate had the deepest ties with China, the task of speaking fell to him. Despite his crushing losses, Rockefeller showed no sign of desperation. Instead, he calmly presented his assessment of the future to the assembly. "Gentlemen, once China advances along Canada’s Pacific Railway and reaches Thunder Bay on Lake Superior, the entire Great Lakes region and even New York will be within range of Chinese long-range rockets."  He continued, "I believe China will not hesitate to destroy the Great Lakes industrial zone. From their perspective, doing so would force the US government to exit the war. Of course, some congressmen claim they will fight to the end, even if they have to carry rifles back to the countryside and wage guerrilla war. I find such views laughable! Such talk only proves their minds are still stuck in the Civil War era."  At this sharp critique, a few of the magnates let out short laughs, but the vast majority did not. The current situation was not merely unfunny; it was terrifying.  Rockefeller did not smile either. Since the worst-case scenario had already unfolded, he saw no point in ambiguity. "Gentlemen, I do not believe China will occupy the United States, as doing so would serve no purpose for them other than incurring massive casualties. As long as they deal a heavy blow to America’s industrial base, it will be impossible for the US to continue threatening Chinese forces in Canada..."  "Do the Chinese forces truly have the confidence to continue defeating the US military through the winter?" the CEO of General Electric interrupted loudly.  Rockefeller sensed that the GE group was still brooding over their disadvantage in the technological race. Moreover, these titans were clearly reluctant to accept the possibility of such a massive threat to the Great Lakes region, instinctively wanting to deny it.  As the representative of those currently suffering, Rockefeller replied, "If most of the enterprises in the Great Lakes region were to halt work, how long could your companies maintain production based on the spare parts in your warehouses?"  Most of the Morgan syndicate’s business was no longer in physical production. Hearing Rockefeller’s candid appraisal, Morgan asked, "Rockefeller, has your enterprise truly reached the point where it can no longer maintain production so quickly?"  "There are several reasons why my enterprises cannot maintain production. As long as we have our lists of suppliers, we aren't lacking parts for the time being. However, I must tell you two of the many reasons why my companies cannot continue. The first is a shortage of raw materials, making it impossible to start work. The second is that products cannot be shipped out; the warehouses are full. This has forced several of my refineries to halt operations." Having said this, Rockefeller couldn't help but give a bitter smile before adding, "As a result, several factories that were halted—because their storage tanks were filled with gasoline and other chemical products—were attacked. Almost all the products were consumed in a single fire. Gentlemen, can you be certain your production can continue in the absence of fuel?"  The American tycoons of the 1940s were not those of the 2020s. At this time, America possessed a powerful productive capacity, and these men understood how to organize it. Hearing Rockefeller’s description—especially regarding the inability to ship products—they could no longer laugh. The heavy blow struck against the Western industrial zone could very likely appear in the Great Lakes region before long.  The Ford syndicate was involved in automobile production, and their assembly lines required an extremely high degree of stability. Never mind the destruction of a production line; a problem with the supply of just one key component could bring the entire line to a halt.  Henry Ford opened his mouth to say something but then closed it. Rockefeller had already pointed out that even if cars were produced, the chaos in the American industrial system meant there was a risk they would have to be stored in warehouses with no one to drive them away. If a parking lot holding hundreds or thousands of cars were destroyed, Ford would truly have no time for tears.  Seeing that everyone understood how dire the situation in the Western industrial zone had become, Rockefeller stepped down from the podium and returned to his seat among the tycoons.  A silence fell over the magnates. Before the Western industrial zone had been hit, even with Chinese troops landing in Western Canada, the American tycoons hadn't been worried.  Since before the outbreak of the war, each syndicate had reaped enormous profits from the Roosevelt administration’s defense orders. After the war began, orders had flown in like snowflakes, and the syndicates continued to make a fortune. Thus, they had remained optimistic in their assessments of the war. After all, China lacked the capacity to land on the US mainland, so they naturally couldn't sabotage American enterprises. As for how many American soldiers died on the battlefield, the syndicates didn't much care.  Now, however, they suddenly realized the war had begun to pose a direct threat to them; their factories were within reach of Chinese forces. A few long-range rocket shells could cost a syndicate tens of millions of dollars. No syndicate could withstand such losses.  Because they understood economics, the tycoons kept the possibility of American defeat to themselves, not daring to speak it aloud. Once America’s industry was crippled, defeat would only be a matter of time.  It was Morgan who broke the silence. Since he had initiated the meeting, as the host, he could not afford to look too cowed. Stepping to the front, he suppressed his emotions before speaking smoothly. "We have asked Professor Frank of the University of Chicago to provide us with an assessment of the current balance of power between China and the US."  A man with red hair stepped forward. Introducing himself in English with an Irish accent, he began his presentation. The tycoons showed little interest in his figures. They held a massive advantage over the average American, but they were weak compared to the Chinese military. Any Chinese grunt could kill an American tycoon with his weapon.  At this moment, the tycoons had never realized so clearly that in this international jungle of the survival of the fittest, personal success meant nothing in the face of state violence without a powerful nation as a backstop.  Rockefeller’s account had already shown them a terrifying future; a professor’s opinion was essentially useless. Unless, that is, the professor could point toward a way for them to reach an agreement with China.  But the professor clearly had no such intentions. When he finished, no one applauded. Some even felt Morgan was out of line for wasting their time at such a critical juncture.  Just then, Professor Frank continued, "Gentlemen. Given the disparity in strength between China and the US, you have two choices. The first is to participate in the federal government’s enterprise relocation plan, moving part of your production capacity to regions designated by the government to build new industrial chains and continue production."  At this, the tycoons finally showed a spark of interest. Professor Frank went on, "If you believe your assets will suffer significant losses, I suggest you borrow as much money as possible to purchase US Treasury bonds. This will mitigate your future losses."  This time, even Rockefeller was stunned, to say nothing of the others. He believed that since there was a high probability of American defeat, the Treasury bonds would, if not become scrap paper, at least plummet in value. Purchasing a large amount of bonds now seemed, if not delusional, then at least dangerously unorthodox.  Professor Frank saw their unease and explained calmly, "Gentlemen. Even if we set aside the destruction of your enterprises in the war, your companies will inevitably face a severe crisis once the war ends. In an era of skyrocketing inflation, things like the stock market will become nearly useless. Gentlemen, your assets are likely to fall back to shocking levels. As for gold, if you get your hands on any, you'll be targeted by the FBI and arrested.  "Aside from stocks and gold, cash might relatively hold its value, but you simply won't be able to get cash. Therefore, at this stage, the only reliable direction for investment is US Treasury bonds.  "The US government has a powerful need to maintain its bonds. If it cannot raise money through bond issuance, it will certainly collapse due to a total loss of credit. This collapse would have repercussions for decades or even a century. In comparison, even an American defeat would only affect the economy for a few years.  "Therefore, the US government will certainly repay its debts on time. While inflation will occur, causing you significant losses, from a holistic perspective, bonds are precisely what will best preserve value. In addition to full payment, they possess high liquidity. In contrast, stocks will fall, and assets will fall. Moreover, the liquidity of non-operational assets will be very poor."  Experts were indeed different from tycoons. Through Professor Frank’s explanation, the tycoons understood the internal logic of this judgment. However, whether the US government would act as the professor said was something no one dared guarantee. Many even felt that Professor Frank might be a government shill, intended to trick them into buying war bonds that clearly had no future.  Professor Frank didn't seem to care what they thought. He continued, "I have analyzed the future trends of various assets, including stocks, and have submitted the report to Mr. Morgan. This is the outline of the report; if you are interested, you can take a look."  With that, he placed a stack of typed documents on the table and left the room unhurriedly.  Morgan had his secretary distribute an outline to each attendee before saying, "Gentlemen, we are facing an unprecedented choice. Whether to believe in the government or believe in America depends on your choice. As for the Morgan syndicate, we have no other option. China’s current objective is to destroy the white world and establish a world order dominated by the Chinese. In this order, America’s status will only be lower than it was before the war began. Because China will certainly not accept the pre-war monetary system, the Chinese Yuan must inevitably replace the international status of the Pound, the Dollar, and the Franc. The Morgan syndicate will choose to continue defending American interests; it is our only choice."  At this point, Morgan felt he had done his duty and announced the start of the dinner.  Although the tycoons had no heart for food and drink, they were indeed hungry. Moreover, they could use the meal as an opportunity to discuss with others. Twenty minutes later, as Rockefeller had just filled his plate with what he wanted to eat and returned to his seat, the CEO of General Electric also brought a plate of food and sat down beside him. He asked, "Mr. Rockefeller, do you believe China will truly choose to completely destroy American industry?"  Rockefeller forked a piece of bacon and chewed slowly, making his own judgment. After swallowing, he replied, "I believe China will attempt to destroy the industrial zones of the West and the Great Lakes. They will not choose to completely destroy the entirety of American industry."  The GE CEO’s expression was somewhat dismal. He ate a bite of tomato salad and asked with a frown, "Do you think China does not want to invade American territory?"  "I do," Rockefeller answered seriously. These past few days, he had carefully recalled his dealings with the Chinese government, especially his very limited contact with He Rui. In Rockefeller’s view, though He Rui was like a predator that would never accept a threat, he was also like a predator that would not hunt when he was not hungry. Defeating the US was a necessity for He Rui, but he did not want to destroy America, nor even conquer it.  From an American perspective, this attitude was actually quite arrogant, but Rockefeller could only hope his judgment of He Rui was correct.  As Rockefeller reflected, the GE CEO asked despondently, "If the Great Lakes region is destroyed, will the government choose to exit the war?"  To Rockefeller, this sounded like the talk of someone who had lost his wits. As long as China had not swept across the US mainland, it was impossible for the government to voluntarily choose to withdraw. At this stage, whoever first proposed the idea of exiting the war would be branded a traitor and become a target for those who also secretly wanted out.  As a "wicked capitalist who controlled American politics from behind the scenes," what the GE CEO should be doing now was finding congressmen and mobilizing his resources in the media and among the populace to raise a cry of "exit the war," which would then be relayed by congressmen as representatives of the people’s will.  Since all parties had developed the intention to exit the war, an armistice was no longer a sentiment the government had to suppress; instead, it was something all parties would utilize.  The Rockefeller syndicate had already begun doing so. At this stage, exiting the war had not yet become the mainstream view of the American people, so the syndicate could only ask those congressmen "not to block peace proposals." Once the American people could no longer stand the war, the Rockefeller syndicate could provide various funds to those congressmen supporting withdrawal, helping them transmit this "popular cry" to every state.  The GE CEO was clearly too green, or perhaps GE’s style was too much like a STEM student, believing the world followed laws like mathematical equations and that a derivation would yield a clear right or wrong result.  Evidently not realizing Rockefeller’s impatience, the CEO continued, "But at the moment, it seems the congressmen are all very much in favor of continuing the war!"  Rockefeller could listen no longer. He stood up, took his plate, and moved to sit beside Morgan. Morgan was discussing the conditions for China’s ability to attack the Great Lakes region in low tones with Ford. Seeing Rockefeller sit beside him, Morgan looked at him, seeing his face like frost, but Rockefeller simply continued eating. Morgan could only continue, "I can invite people from the Air Force General Staff for a meal. I hope Mr. Ford will attend."  Henry Ford’s primary assets were located in the Great Lakes region, making the odds of being bombed very high. Moreover, the Ford group couldn't even manage to relocate. Ford’s assembly line production required a large number of supporting enterprises in the automotive chain. Simply moving Ford’s assembly plants in Detroit and elsewhere wouldn't solve the problem.  If they wanted to relocate effectively, they would have to move thousands of other companies. This wasn't a sum Ford could afford, and if there were other places in America better suited for Ford’s investment, the company would have invested there long ago. In reality, Ford could only realize its full advantage in the Great Lakes region. Rather than considering relocation, the company was better off considering how to prevent the Great Lakes from being bombed. Since Morgan was going to invite people from the Air Force General Staff, Ford naturally wanted a clear answer from them.  "I will certainly attend," Henry Ford said, then looked at Rockefeller, who was eating silently. In Ford’s view, Rockefeller’s choices were similar to his own.  Noticing the gaze, Rockefeller looked up. "I won't be attending. If one wants to rob America of its war-making capacity—or at least greatly weaken it—destroying its oil production and refining is undoubtedly an extremely effective method. I don't believe China would pass up such a strategy. So, it no longer matters to me."  At these words, both Morgan and Ford looked at Rockefeller with a measure of sympathy. Rockefeller was right, so China likely wouldn't spare America’s oil production. Rockefeller’s tragic fate was simply a consequence of being an American oil tycoon.  Rockefeller had come to terms with it. Now half-full, he took a sip of coffee and asked, "I’ve been in the West and don't know the latest progress of our negotiations with the Soviet Union. You two should know something, right?"  Morgan had been busy solving stock market problems lately and truly hadn't had time for such things. Ford explained that through truck cooperation with Britain and Germany, his company had received some word from the German side. It was said that Germany had prepared a negotiating team for Foreign Minister Ribbentrop. Many of the German officials in this team were considered pro-Soviet.  Hearing of such a configuration, Rockefeller didn't ask further. Ford himself couldn't possibly have more information, and if he did, he certainly would have shared it. As for Ribbentrop’s pro-Soviet team, they were surely prepared for negotiations with the USSR.  Rockefeller continued, "Do you know Britain’s attitude?"  This time, Morgan felt he had something to say. "Britain has been trying to establish a private channel of communication with China, but without success. At this stage, they seem to have given up on the idea."  Rockefeller nodded. "Thank you." These two pieces of news were quite valuable, especially for his strategic judgment of the future. Then Ford asked, "Mr. Rockefeller, do you believe He Rui truly intends to strike at white supremacy and work to establish an equal new world order?"  "I do. I believe He Rui has indeed made this his goal," Rockefeller answered frankly.  Ford shook his head slightly in confusion. "I mean, does He Rui truly believe a world of equality is beneficial for China?"  "He does. Based on the progress of the war so far, China has clearly reaped enormous benefits from this policy," Rockefeller reaffirmed.  At this, Ford fell silent. Rockefeller was telling the truth. If China, like the European and American colonists, held itself aloof and treated colonial peoples as sub-human—or simply carried out genocide against indigenous peoples like America had—it could never have swept across half the world as it had now.  Having finished the food on his plate, Rockefeller stood up to take his leave of Morgan. Back at his residence, he began to study Professor Frank’s research.  To the Rockefeller syndicate, the most valuable asset was its technical team of rich experience, followed by oil fields and factories. At this stage, the factories and oil fields likely couldn't be saved, but while the Chinese could bomb oil wells, they couldn't destroy the oil beneath the earth. Thus, Rockefeller’s current losses were not fatal. On the contrary, with Roosevelt’s death, America no longer possessed a truly powerful president. Rockefeller’s movements were finally free.  Rockefeller’s current funds could be used to maintain the survival and safety of his technical team; with that calculation, not much cash remained. As for company stock, he remained confident. Whether in war or peace, oil and chemical products had become daily necessities. As soon as the war ended, Rockefeller could continue to make money in a safe environment.  Recalling Professor Frank’s speech, Rockefeller felt the professor’s judgment of American bonds was valuable. If the US government could maintain its attitude toward bonds, it would still possess nearly perfect credit. The Rockefeller syndicate could continue to trust the US government’s bonds.  Having cleared his thoughts on these matters, he considered whether China had the capacity to destroy the Great Lakes industrial zone. Generally, the Great Lakes region was freezing by November, as was the Canadian territory occupied by China.  If the syndicates could think of China destroying the Great Lakes, it was impossible for the American top brass not to know. From now until the deep freeze, there were three months—ninety days. Could China truly advance over two thousand kilometers in ninety days against the full resistance of the US military?  Rockefeller harbored a significant distrust of China’s combat power.  ***  Meanwhile, at the ports of Australia and New Zealand, a large number of white families were being herded onto ships. These were locals who had refused to declare Australia’s independence, accounting for roughly 80% of the surviving population.  New Zealand and Australia had not only declared independence from British colonial rule but had also established entirely new constitutions. According to these constitutions, those who had voted against independence were being sent back to the colonial origins they so loved.  The sirens wailed as great ships arrived at the ports of Australia and New Zealand. Disembarking were large numbers of Asians, most of whom were Chinese expatriates, with a few from Japan and Korea.  According to the constitutions of Australia and New Zealand, these two nations welcomed immigrants from all countries equally. Within China, there were many people with little land who were willing to immigrate to these two independent nations or stay there as expatriates.  As the Chinese disembarked, the whites of Australia or New Zealand were herded onto the ships.  Having seen too many whites, especially these dejected ones, the Chinese had long since lost any special feeling toward them. Midwinter in Australia and New Zealand was nearly over. A year’s plan begins in spring, and the Southern Hemisphere’s Australia and New Zealand possessed vast stretches of land.  Some were suitable for crops, some for grazing, some for growing fodder, and others for olive trees. In short, the Chinese had come to Australia and New Zealand to obtain a better life through labor. Through their own hard work, they could earn an income while contributing to the cause of world liberation.  For example, grain from the Chinese mainland was being shipped to several indigenous republics in Western North America, which would lead to a shortage of grain within China. The grain from Australia and New Zealand could be shipped back to China to compensate. Furthermore, after the Southern Hemisphere harvest, the reaping, drying, and processing would coincide exactly with China’s lean season. Sending tens of millions of tons of grain and hay back to China at that time would maximize its value.  Thinking of the mutual benefits for themselves and the nation, the Chinese who disembarked felt a sense of eager anticipation, itching to throw themselves into their work immediately.
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On August 18th, the weather in Moscow was exceptionally fine. The azure sky was clear and transparent; even the thick columns of smoke billowing from the industrial district's chimneys failed to make the air appear murky.  Observing such a scene, members of the Chinese technical support team in the Soviet Union couldn't help but feel sentimental. China's industrial zones were too massive and closely packed, resulting in an enormous pollution footprint. Once smog appeared, it would blanket several cities or even entire provinces in a single, massive shroud of gray.  Compared to China, although the Moscow region had many factories, there were no other large industrial clusters within several hundred kilometers. No matter how much pollution the Moscow industrial zone released, it would be dispersed by the wind, avoiding the problem of overlapping pollution from neighboring industrial belts.  The Chinese experts were in the mood to discuss such things not only because they had been tormented by air pollution back home, but also because the recent work upgrading Soviet industrial technology had yielded remarkable results. The upgrades possible within the existing Soviet operational model were essentially complete. If they wanted to proceed further, they would have to build factories and establish rules according to the Chinese production model.  The Soviet side considered the Chinese corporate production methods to be "following the capitalist road" and rejected them on institutional grounds. With further progress appearing slim, the Chinese aid team relaxed, finding themselves with more leisure time.  And when people have idle time, things tend to happen. While the discussion of weather was serious enough, the proportion of young people among the personnel here was high, and most of them were unmarried. After all, when recruiting for support in potentially dangerous regions, the preference leaned toward single youth. Now that the Moscow region was temporarily safe, these idle young men began attending dances with Soviet beauties, visiting Moscow's historical landmarks, or flocking to the internal restaurants run by the Chinese aid team.  During the war, the Chinese government sold supplies to the Soviet Union without immediate settlement, essentially letting the Soviets use them on credit. China had also dispatched tens of thousands of experts and technicians to help the Soviet Union upgrade its industrial technology, significantly increasing Soviet military and civilian output. Both forms of assistance provided immense help to the Soviet Union.  However, among ordinary Soviet citizens, what became truly famous wasn't this industrial aid, but rather the "Chinese Restaurants" and "Chinese Vegetable Gardens" in the Moscow and Ural regions.  Most Chinese people, both men and women, love to grow things. The popular foundation for vegetable gardening is quite deep. Whether in the Moscow or Ural industrial zones, there was plenty of waste heat and even carbon dioxide available from boiler exhaust. The power supply in these two industrial zones was also sufficient to energize the violet lamps in the greenhouses.  Thus, greenhouse gardening, which began more as a form of entertainment, somehow transformed—after receiving domestic greenhouse technology and equipment—into projects with an annual per capita vegetable yield exceeding one ton. Since the 50,000 aid personnel couldn't possibly consume ten thousand tons of vegetables, they began setting up internal cafeterias to eat alongside the Soviet workers and technicians from the same factories.  Later, for some reason, Soviet officials became keen on visiting the grassroots level to eat in the factory cafeterias. The reputation of Chinese restaurants spread like wildfire, quickly becoming synonymous with "high-end enjoyment" in the Moscow and Ural industrial zones.  Due to the many regulations under the Soviet wartime state, Chinese aid personnel couldn't even spend their rubles if they had them. Consequently, when Chinese young men wooed local girls, they would take them to the Chinese restaurants. Many Soviet girls discovered that with a meal of four dishes and one soup, they could eat for two weeks without ever having the same dish twice, leading them to believe that Chinese young men were sincere, considerate, and generous.  On August 18th, the food at the Moscow Tractor Factory was no different from usual. Today was much like any other; a portion of the vegetables from the tractor factory's greenhouse was taken away and supplied to the kitchen for patients at the Moscow Military Hospital.  At that time, Stalin and several Politburo members happened to be visiting the military hospital and stayed to have a "patient's meal." The meal included chive and eggs, sliced pork with green peppers, steamed eggplant, and broccoli with minced garlic. Stalin and the others ate comfortably and were quite satisfied with the hospital's food supply.  After leaving the military hospital and returning to the Kremlin, Stalin convened a Politburo meeting. Molotov, who had not gone to visit the wounded, handed a document to the Politburo. The document indicated that the current US President, Wallace, represented those who wished to establish good relations with the Soviet Union. Harry Hopkins, Roosevelt's highly trusted personal advisor—known as the "Shadow President"—shared Wallace's desire for friendly US-Soviet relations.  Once the Politburo members finished reading the report, Molotov provided his analysis. "While we cannot be certain if Wallace can truly grasp Nazi Germany's real intentions, it is at least unlikely that he would deliberately deceive the Soviet Union. Furthermore, considering that a staunchly anti-communist figure like Truman remains in Moscow, it is very likely that Truman has been entrusted with some new diplomatic mission."  Malenkov, the Vice Chairman of the Council of Ministers of the Soviet Union (equivalent to a Chinese Vice Premier), asked, "Has Truman received his authorization yet?"  Molotov replied, "Truman is likely waiting for new authorization."  The gap between having authorization and waiting for it was vast, so the CPSU Politburo members stopped discussing that point. Everyone looked toward Stalin. Recently, an unspoken consensus had emerged within the Politburo: if Germany truly withdrew from Soviet territory, the Soviet Union could consider a temporary peace with Germany.  Just like the previous Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, the CPSU still viewed this as a stalling tactic. Germany had caused the Soviet Union heavy losses, and this great enmity had to be avenged. However, if they continued to fight Germany now, the Soviet Union would only suffer greater losses. China, meanwhile, would use the opportunity of the protracted Soviet-German war to continue its rapid global expansion.  If the Soviet Union exited the war, China would have to fight the Western powers, while the Soviet Union could recuperate and wait for new opportunities. Therefore, making peace with Germany was not a bad choice.  Of course, given the volatility of Nazi German Führer Adolf Hitler, the Soviet Union did not trust any Nazi promises. Thus, a US endorsement was necessary before Stalin could make a decision.  Stalin had already pondered the current situation many times. Seeing that his comrades remained silent, he asked, "Comrade Malenkov, have the latest figures come out?"  Hearing Stalin ask for data, many Politburo members looked at Beria, the People's Commissar for Internal Affairs. Over the past three months, the KGB had conducted a new round of purges. The targets were not anti-Stalinist conspiratorial groups, but rather local cadres who had been considered Stalin's loyalists.  The reason for targeting them was the CPSU's great emphasis on computers. They had invested immense manpower and resources and achieved fruitful results. Computers were rapidly becoming widespread in the Soviet Union, and computing power had increased several hundredfold. This provided enough capacity to calculate the country's resources and operational data.  The results shown by these calculations shocked the Politburo. Too many figures simply didn't add up, and the discrepancies were enormous. Stalin immediately ordered the KGB to conduct a thorough investigation. With the vast amount of data available, the KGB's targets were clear before they even struck. After this rigorous investigation, it was discovered that many comrades who claimed to be Stalin's loyalists were extremely irresponsible in their work. To please Stalin, they had fabricated all sorts of data.  Stalin did not show mercy and promptly arrested these individuals. Those with serious crimes were executed, while those with lighter offenses were sent to penal battalions and deployed to the front lines.  After gaining control of a vast amount of data, Beria not only investigated the fabrication of figures but also inspected production processes. The Soviet economic model was often called a command economy because all production had to be executed strictly according to central arrangements.  Previously, the central government simply didn't have enough manpower to conduct audits. Now, with the computer—a tool that was entirely unemotional and unaffected by any social considerations—as an assistant, discrepancies in production data quickly became apparent.  By investigating these suspicious points, and with Malenkov, who controlled many reports, providing cooperation to Beria, many problems were unearthed. Whether it was corruption, negligence, or technical upgrades and equipment replacements that should have been adjusted but were obstructed by superiors—a multitude of issues were identified and began to be resolved.  In just these few months, industrial production had noticeably improved, and the penal battalions had received a large influx of new personnel.  Beria's reputation rose once again, ascending from the level of an executioner to something akin to the God of Death. After all, those lazy cadres could never have imagined how the KGB could suddenly seize upon matters that the central government had previously been unable to know.  Malenkov didn't care about Beria; at this stage, he was working closely with Molotov and Beria. He had also earned the praise of Comrade Kirov. The reason everything was going so smoothly was that Malenkov's grasp of Soviet data was becoming increasingly precise.  "Comrade General Secretary, according to our calculations, if Germany begins withdrawing from Soviet territory in September '43, we will be able to restore the reconstruction of local organizations by March '44. At the same time, based on the data, by November '44, we can have 25,000 T-34-85s (T-34 tanks equipped with 85mm guns) and 30,000 aircraft, all of which are copies of Chinese fighters. Our military's jet engines will also enter mass production..."  Malenkov had an extraordinary memory and introduced his work in an orderly fashion. Furthermore, with computer assistance, the method of task allocation, which previously relied solely on official experience, had undergone a massive change. As long as the parameters were set, the computer could run continuously. The management of officials' work shifted from issuing orders to periodic assessments. Malenkov believed that by using this method, completing plans would become much easier.  Stalin soon realized that Malenkov leaned toward making peace with the Allies. Therefore, the data presented focused on the favorable aspects of peace. Stalin, however, was somewhat hesitant. He wasn't particularly worried about Chinese retaliation; a man as clever as He Rui would never make an enemy of the whole world. But Stalin feared that making peace with the Allies would be viewed by China as a betrayal. Thus, the Allies might play some tricks when relations between the Soviet Union and China significantly cooled. In that case, the Soviet Union would lose far too much.  Stalin wasn't the only one worried about Germany breaking its word; the other members of the CPSU Politburo were also very concerned. Even the US special envoy, Truman, was anxious. However, Truman's concern was entirely out of American interests. Waiting for news in his hotel, Truman had already sorted out the general outline. The United States not only hoped for a ceasefire between the Soviet Union and Germany but also wished for the Soviet Union and China to turn against each other.  As for whether the Soviet Union would join the Allies, Truman was not optimistic. If the United States and the Soviet Union were to swap places, the US would surely also want to watch the whole world fight and be ground down together. Therefore, no matter how much the Soviet Union offended China, its bottom line would be to avoid military conflict with China. What the US needed most now was for the ceasefire to be executed smoothly. Thus, Truman was full of doubts regarding Hitler.  It must be said that Truman was overthinking. At this time, what Hitler looked forward to was not trapping the Soviet Union, but resolving the war first. The summer offensive appeared to be going smoothly, but the Soviet frontline units were mainly composed of the old, the weak, and penal battalion troops lacking combat will.  In the past, Hitler would surely have thought the Soviet Union was at its end, only able to fill the lines with such cannon fodder. Now, however, Hitler didn't see it that way, because the designations of those elite Soviet units had not appeared at the front. Information obtained from interrogating prisoners indicated that those elite units were undergoing personnel replenishment, equipment refitting, and training. Because the best supplies and troops were given to the elite units, the overall quality of the Soviet frontline troops continued to decline. This also meant that once the October rainy season and the muddy period arrived and the German offensive stalled, the elite units of the Red Army would launch a counter-offensive just as they had last year.  Therefore, Hitler also believed it was necessary to make peace with the Soviet Union now. However, peace could not be achieved by a unilateral German withdrawal. Germany no longer expected to carve out Soviet territory; its demands had been reduced to establishing a demilitarized zone at the border. Since the Soviet Union was willing to sign such a treaty with China and effectively implement it, Hitler felt the Soviet Union should be able to do the same with Germany.  Soon, August 19th arrived. Truman received authorization from the new President Wallace, allowing him to judge whether to initiate a call for Soviet-German negotiations. Truman immediately requested to see Molotov and presented the formal request for Soviet-German negotiations.  Molotov did not get excited; he asked coldly, "If Germany refuses to participate in peace talks, or refuses to implement the agreement after negotiations, what will the United States do?"  If it had been two days ago, Truman would surely have talked around the subject. Now, Truman replied decisively, "If Germany does that, the United States will announce its withdrawal from the Alliance."  Molotov was finally somewhat moved, but he still asked, "Has the Congressman received authorization from within the United States?"  Truman stood tall and replied proudly, "That is correct! I have received authorization from the US government!"  In the face of such a major matter, Molotov did not easily believe him. He sent a telegram to the US government for verification. A clear reply soon arrived: "The US government has indeed authorized Congressman Truman to judge the credibility of the Soviet-German negotiations and to make his own judgment."  With things having reached this point, the war-torn Soviet Union had little choice. The meeting was held in Geneva, Switzerland. Starting from August 19th, both the Soviet and German armies ceased hostilities, and the German army even retreated 30 kilometers to show sincerity.  This meeting didn't involve much haggling. The Soviet representatives looked very cold and did not hide their hostility toward Germany. Although they hadn't crushed the Soviet Union, the German representative, Ribbentrop, whose side had gained quite a few advantages during the war, completely ignored many of the hostile terms used by the Soviet side. In Ribbentrop's view, if he were cursed out by the Soviet representatives but reached a ceasefire agreement in exchange, he wouldn't mind the Soviet representatives venting their resentment over their defeat.  The contents of the Soviet-German negotiations included the complete withdrawal of German troops from Soviet territory, the demarcation of the demilitarized zone, and the timing of prisoner exchanges. Given the importance of these negotiations, the Soviet Union did not raise the issue of reparations. Germany also didn't raise the demand for a buffer state between the two countries.  Both sides knew that as soon as the other side recovered, war would likely break out again. But the most important issue now was no longer when the Soviet Union and Germany would fight again, but rather that neither was willing to stand by and watch China easily obtain world dominance, forcing both to become minor lackeys under Chinese global hegemony.  Compared to strategic interests, many things can indeed be put aside.  On August 21st, the Soviet and German negotiators reached a ceasefire agreement and submitted it to their respective governments. Hitler was currently questioning General Manstein, commander of the North Group, who had rushed back from the front: "How long do you think it will be before the Soviet Union possesses the strength to invade Germany on its own?"  Manstein didn't want to please anyone, especially after fighting such a long war and experiencing all sorts of nonsense. Whether it was Hitler or the "red-trousered aristocratic gentlemen" in the General Staff sitting in their offices, they all made Manstein feel annoyed, or even disdainful.  Thus, Manstein replied frankly, "Based on current Soviet strength, by January 1945 at the latest, the Red Army will possess the capacity to invade Germany alone."  Manstein's judgment shook Hitler, but he felt Manstein's attitude was very sincere. Moreover, Hitler had already dismissed so many generals from the General Staff that he had few trustworthy ones left. Generals like Manstein, Model, and Paulus had performed excellently in the winter campaign of 1942.  "How long will it take for the North Group to retreat back to the country?" Hitler continued.  Hearing Hitler didn't mention anything other than the retreat, Manstein's opinion of him unexpectedly rose slightly. After a moment's thought, he replied, "It will take three weeks."  Hitler was somewhat surprised; he had thought it would take at least two months, maybe even three. Although Hitler didn't intend to cause trouble, there was no guarantee what the Red Army might do. But if the retreat only took three weeks, it meant the German retreat speed would be far faster than the Red Army's pursuit. Once the German army retreated within its borders, based on Hitler's judgment of Stalin, Stalin would absolutely not dare to actively cross the demilitarized zone to cause trouble.  "Will we abandon a lot of equipment?" Hitler asked.  Although Manstein felt Hitler was underestimating him, he shook his head and replied, "We will try to bring back all our equipment."  Although the German army was ending its war with the Soviet Union, it would next have to fight the powerful Chinese military. Abandoning a large amount of equipment would affect German combat efficiency. While Manstein knew they would surely leave behind some worthless gear, as a military strategist, he was unwilling to let his tactical command capabilities be questioned.  Seeing Manstein so confident, Hitler didn't say much more. He stood up and extended his hand to Manstein. "Colonel General Manstein, I will see you at the decoration ceremony in Berlin."  On August 22nd, Soviet People's Commissar for Foreign Affairs Molotov and Nazi German Foreign Minister Ribbentrop signed the ceasefire agreement in Geneva, Switzerland. Britain, the United States, and Italy all sent diplomatic personnel to observe the signing.  However, according to a verbal agreement, the ceasefire would be announced on August 27th. From the moment the agreement was signed, both sides completely ceased fighting, and German forces began to retreat.  The German General Staff had initially thought the fastest to retreat would be the North Group. To their surprise, the South Group, commanded by Paulus, began its retreat with astonishing efficiency. By August 27th, the day the agreement was announced, the South Group had already retreated 400 kilometers, while the North Group had only retreated 230 kilometers.  Paulus, commander of the South Group, didn't find this surprising at all. As a staff-oriented commander, Paulus had barely slept these past few days, handling all sorts of information continuously. Under this meticulous command, the South Group's movements were neat and orderly, always maintaining a complete rearguard line ready to respond to any Red Army breakthroughs. Other units retreated rapidly through the flat Ukrainian region without worrying about their rear.  The reason Paulus dared to do this was largely because after retreating 600 kilometers, he could reach the standard-gauge railways built by Heydrich, the Governor-General of Poland. Even heavy Tiger tanks could be loaded onto trains for transport. The South Group's infantry retreated by train, while the armored and motorized units retreated using their own vehicles, providing cover for the infantry under the protection of the Air Force.  Initially, Hitler feared that if the North and South groups retreated too quickly, the Center Group would be left isolated. Unexpectedly, General Model, who had been urgently promoted to the Center Group, displayed astonishing staff capabilities and was equally outstanding in organizing the retreat.  General Model had made his name through defensive warfare. In the Battles of Rzhev, he had won against superior numbers, held the salient, and maintained a continuous threat to Moscow. Throughout the Rzhev campaign, Model directly commanded battalion-level units within the defensive lines, demonstrating an incredible capacity for elastic defense.  Hitler looked at the orderly retreat of the Center Group's units on the map, as if seeing the flavor of the Rzhev elastic defense in them.  Just as the German army expected, the elite units of the Red Army were desperately chasing them. Stalin did indeed want to attack the disorganized Germans during their retreat; since the Germans were in full retreat, they wouldn't turn back just because a few units were annihilated.  However, no matter how hard the elite Red Army—the Guards—chased, they could never catch up with the Germans, except for occasionally picking up broken equipment the Germans had abandoned.  Stalin ordered that the Red Army must not enter the demilitarized zone. Seeing the Germans running so fast, the Guards units of the Red Army simply marched through the night, striving to catch up. At this point, the Red Army wasn't even thinking of finding a chance to destroy a few German units; they only wanted to catch up and "force" the Germans out in a following-and-observing posture.  But as for night marching, the German army had rich experience from as early as the Polish campaign, which peaked during the French campaign. To catch up with the armored units that had raced off to who-knows-where, various infantry divisions didn't sleep for three days and nights, relying on drugs to keep marching. Now, the German troops invading the Soviet Union only wanted to get home safely; how could they give the Red Army a chance?  Both armies marched day and night. By September 6th, all German troops had withdrawn from Soviet territory. On September 7th, a vanguard unit of the Red Army reached the border of the demilitarized zone and encountered the Allied verification personnel stationed there.  The propaganda machines of Britain, the US, and Germany worked at full capacity to broadcast the news, especially emphasizing that the Red Army had fully complied with the ceasefire agreement and had not entered the demilitarized zone.  When Japanese Prime Minister Ishiwara Kanji saw the news, he immediately sent a telegram to He Rui, violently attacking the Soviet Union's "traitorous" behavior. He stated, "Japan will never betray its allies!"  He Rui didn't feel the Soviet Union had betrayed China. The Soviet Union would naturally prioritize its own national interests. What truly made He Rui sigh regarding the Soviet-German ceasefire was Nazi Germany's calm judgment. Hitler knew very well that Germany's greatest threat was no longer the Soviet Union, so he made a decisive choice. Initially, He Rui had somewhat doubted whether Hitler might choose to crush the Soviet Union first for the sake of pride or other reasons.  At the Politburo meeting, the comrades did not show any displeasure. It was clear that they also felt both the Soviet Union and Germany had made the best choice.  Li Runshi raised a question: "Chairman, since the Soviet Union and Germany have signed a peace agreement, should we ask the Soviet Union to start repaying the debt for our aid?"  He Rui shook his head. "Our priority at this stage is to bring back our comrades who were aiding the Soviet Union. As for the debt, we only need to tell the Soviet side that since they have stopped fighting, future trade will return to a credit-on-account model, with a settlement audit every quarter."  Hearing that He Rui was not in a hurry to press for the debt, the comrades neither opposed nor supported him; no one truly thought the Soviet Union had done anything wrong. However, since the Soviet Union had done this, especially making peace with the Allies privately without consulting China first, it was only right for China to use the debt repayment as a way to prod them.  Li Runshi shared He Rui's view. The Soviet Union had already unintentionally done enough for China, and its "betrayal" would only become its own burden. China had secured both the substance and the prestige. The Chinese government had already publicly expressed its regret and stopped Sino-Soviet military-technical exchanges. Ending the matter there was the best choice.  However, seeing that the comrades were still somewhat unwilling to let it go, Li Runshi laughed. "Comrades, the peace agreement between the Soviet Union and Germany is actually announcing to the whole world that China is already the dominant power. To deal with China, even the deep-seated hatred caused by the Soviet-German war can be temporarily put aside. No amount of money could achieve such a propaganda effect. I don't think everyone needs to be angry."  These words seemed to ease the comrades' tension slightly, yet they also didn't seem to fully relax. Li Runshi could only continue, "I believe that, judging by Soviet interests, they have lost the strategic window to stop China from becoming the world's dominant force. There is a saying in China: 'It's lonely at the top.' Whether we agree or not, China has indeed become the dominant force. From now until the moment China loses that dominance, any country dissatisfied with the current world order will inevitably become a force challenging the new order established by China. This is the reality we face.  So, comrades, shall we persevere or give up? Have you made your decision?"  Li Runshi's words gave many comrades a sense of sudden enlightenment. Realizing that China was already at the center of the world and seeing the current situation of the Great Powers sharpening their blades for a counterattack, the comrades discovered that the feeling of standing at the peak of the world was not the same as the imagined glory of a victorious empire with the surrounding nations paying homage.  The feeling of being surrounded by enemies wasn't pleasant, even if logic told them this was the fate of a world hegemon. When China wasn't yet the hegemon, it had played every trick, both overt and covert, to undermine the British hegemon and enjoyed it immensely.  Not only China, but other countries were also doing the same at that time! Even France, a member of the Versailles system, was undermining Britain. This was the situation China would face from now on.  Finally, Premier Wu Youping spoke. "Then, let us get to work. Resolving the issue of the United States will require even greater effort from us."
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Calgary, located 160 kilometers from the US-Canada border at the junction of the Canadian Rockies and the Great Plains, had become a vital region for defending the Alliance of North American Indigenous Nations since its liberation by the Chinese National Defense Force (CNDF).  On September 8, Calgary endured three Allied air raids, which had by now become routine. Through the valiant efforts of the Air Force and air defense units, approximately 410 Anglo-American jet fighters were shot down. Crucially, the strikes failed to disrupt the ongoing construction of the airfield.  The Chinese Air Force remained vigilant, with fighters continuing their combat air patrols. The city’s most striking feature was the backdrop of magnificent, perpetually snow-capped mountains, which remained beautiful even amidst the smoke of war. Since China’s arrival in North America and its protection of the enslaved indigenous populations, several North American indigenous nations had been established according to their traditional territories.  The Chinese government had issued a series of postcards featuring local scenery; the view of Calgary against the snow-capped mountains was particularly well-received.  In the North American Theater Command, a postcard depicting the Calgary mountains lay before the Commander, Marshal Hu Xiushan. He had intended to send it to He Rui as a greeting for the upcoming Mid-Autumn Festival and had already drafted the message. Yet, he hesitated. Since August, the eastward offensive launched from Calgary had failed to achieve its primary objectives.  The soul of any army bears a direct resemblance to its founder. Beyond injecting the CNDF with a spiritual core similar to the later PLA, He Rui had deeply embedded the tradition of "battles of annihilation." Hu Xiushan had also made significant contributions to this tempering process.  However, "Operation Spring Thunder," launched from Calgary, had failed to annihilate the enemy forces in Regina and Saskatoon. After nearly twenty days of fierce fighting against numerically superior forces, the CNDF was forced to withdraw to Medicine Hat, over 100 kilometers east of its starting point.  The Anglo-American propaganda machine was now in full swing, trumpeting a "great victory" comparable to the Battle of the Marne. They claimed the Chinese offensive had suffered a shameful defeat and that ultimate failure was only a matter of time.  Hu Xiushan had already telegraphed the Central Military Commission (CMC), requesting punishment for his failure to win the campaign. Sending the postcard to He Rui now felt unsettling.  "Report: A telegram from the CMC. And one from the Chairman," the guard said, rushing in to hand the telegrams to Hu Xiushan’s confidential secretary.  The secretary looked at Hu Xiushan, unsure which to read first.  Internally, Hu Xiushan was moved, but his expression remained impassive. He ordered, "Read the Chairman’s first."  The secretary smiled inwardly. Even Marshal Hu Xiushan, who commanded millions and held immense power, still instinctively feared his mentor, He Rui. He wanted to hear He Rui’s personal take first.  Opening He Rui’s telegram, the secretary read: "Xiushan, you haven't faced many significant setbacks in your life. While I don't believe the results of Operation Spring Thunder will break you, I can't help but worry if you'll end up crying from frustration. My personal view is this: Imperialists are paper tigers strategically, but tactically, they are real big cats. I expect you to quickly adjust your mindset and accept that in a war of this scale, anything can happen. Face the coming campaigns with a composed mind. — He Rui."  After the reading, the secretary felt more envy than amusement. Even though Hu Xiushan was a Marshal nearing fifty, He Rui, as his mentor, still looked out for him with such care—a bond few could replicate.  Hu Xiushan’s face flushed red for a moment, showing a hint of lingering defiance. But after a few minutes, he simply sighed, and the heavy shadow in his eyes dissipated. To the secretary, he once again looked like the "Silent Strategist" of old.  "Read the CMC telegram," Hu Xiushan said, his voice steady and powerful.  "Comrade Hu Xiushan, the CMC has received your telegram and the North American Command’s summary of Operation Spring Thunder. The CMC believes that the combat will of the Anglo-American forces was not as severely damaged as the North American Command estimated. While a number of Black units surrendered in their entirety during mountain operations, this was primarily a reaction to long-term racial oppression by whites, rather than despair over the war's outcome."  "The white soldiers of the Anglo-American forces still maintain a considerable level of combat will and were well-prepared for operations in the plains. In the coming campaigns, these white units are likely to grow and adapt."  "Therefore, based on the campaign’s results, the CMC issues a formal verbal warning to Comrade Hu Xiushan. Your assessment of relative combat power overestimated our forces and underestimated the enemy."  "Regarding the operation itself, the CMC notes that despite the enemy outnumbering us several times over, the concurrent 'Operation Autumn Wind' successfully seized the northern transport hub of Edmonton and established a plains defense system. This proves that even when both sides face logistics insufficient for large-scale mechanized operations, our forces possess the capability to defeat the enemy when facing equal numbers."  "We expect Comrade Hu Xiushan and the North American Command to learn from this experience, recognize the reality that our troop strength and equipment are limited by transport capacity, and leverage our advantages to achieve greater victories in future operations..."  The secretary breathed a sigh of relief. Operation Spring Thunder had taken place in the plains, a region crisscrossed by rivers that placed high demands on logistics. The CNDF currently had 2.1 million troops to hold a front spanning thousands of kilometers and to secure 3 million square kilometers of territory, ensuring the safety of millions of non-combatants in established agricultural and industrial zones. Manpower and logistics were indeed stretched thin.  The CMC’s assessment was fair and avoided nitpicking; this setback shouldn't have a lasting negative impact.  Hu Xiushan then spoke, "Bring me the latest progress reports for the World People's Liberation Army in Africa."  The secretary hurried off and soon returned with a summary of recent combat reports and maps. Hu Xiushan spread the map and, with the secretary’s help, placed small flags to mark the current positions of WPLA units.  On the African continent, the WPLA had liberated all of East Africa. Surveying had begun for a "Two-Ocean Railway" traversing Central Africa, starting from Tanzania in the east and ending in Angola in the west; construction on the Tanzanian section had already commenced.  Ancient African nations like Ethiopia and Egypt were now fully independent. The WPLA’s main force was currently in Southern and Central Africa. In the south, progress was slower as they cleared white-settled towns in South Africa one by one. In the center, liberation efforts followed the planned railway route.  With the Japanese fleet having reached Saint Helena, some WPLA units had also boarded ships for Angola, preparing for landing operations to accelerate the liberation of Central Africa.  Hu Xiushan had followed He Rui since the Siping days in the Northeast. Although many assumed Hu Xiushan had little experience in civil administration, he actually possessed extensive experience in managing the earliest liberated zones. Reading the progress report, even without explicit mentions of "land reform," Hu Xiushan understood the nature of the thorough liberation work being conducted in Africa from the seemingly "inefficient" pace of the advance.  Feeling he lacked sufficient data, Hu Xiushan requested statistical data from government work reports accessible only to high-ranking cadres.  The data made it even clearer: China had achieved full employment in 1943. A significant reason was that 19.37 million people had left the mainland for overseas.  Of these 19.37 million, 7.8 million were military personnel; the rest were non-combatant support personnel. The North American Theater under Hu Xiushan’s command had one million of these non-combatants.  Among the non-combatants, 1.6 million were in Southeast Asia, 7.2 million were in Australia and New Zealand, and 400,000 were in India. Roughly 1.3 million were not explicitly categorized—they had clearly gone to Africa. They were there to help develop African agriculture and industry, often serving as "chiefs" in local tribal villages.  Hu Xiushan calculated that since Africa was hotter and lacked a general winter, the WPLA would likely reach North Africa—the Sahara region—by April 1944 at this pace, potentially liberating a significant portion of the southern Mediterranean coast. This timing would coincide with the spring thaw in North America, when the CNDF could resume large-scale offensives.  In other words, as long as the North American front did not collapse by mid-April 1944, the European members of the Allies would find themselves in a total war against the WPLA. At that point, the pressure on the North American Theater would drastically decrease.  If the European Allies were defeated, only a solitary United States would remain. The US would then have no choice but to surrender. Of course, it wasn't ruled out that the US might choose to exit the war voluntarily once they realized the situation was irrecoverable.  Having considered these factors, Hu Xiushan turned his gaze to the map of Europe. The Soviet Union had returned to neutrality, but given the deep-seated enmity between the USSR and Germany, the Soviets would inevitably strike Germany if the European situation turned sour. The collapse of Europe would only be faster then.  Pushing the maps aside, Hu Xiushan stood up and ordered, "Call a meeting!"  Soon, Hu Xiushan stood before a group of commanders who looked ashamed. Despite being forced to retreat under assault by an enemy 1.6 times their size, the CNDF commanders still felt immense shame. Over the past twenty years, the Chinese military had won victory after victory and had no experience with campaign-level retreats.  Even the retreat from Seoul during the war with Japan in Korea had been a pre-planned strategy from the start of the campaign, not a forced withdrawal because they could no longer hold.  As commanders of the units that had set the precedent for a forced retreat, they felt humiliated, even if the order had come from Hu Xiushan himself.  Hu Xiushan didn't criticize anyone. If staying had been an option, he would never have ordered the withdrawal. There was nothing remarkable about American armored tactics, but the Anglo-American forces were well-equipped and well-trained. Moreover, their air forces were equipped with large numbers of jet fighters. Because their logistics were far superior to the CNDF's, their sortie rates were nearly double that of the Chinese Air Force. That the CNDF managed to withdraw without being surrounded and annihilated was due entirely to the powerful combat capability and extraordinary spirit of sacrifice of the Chinese Air Force.  "In this campaign, the Air Force is to be commended. We will request awards for the outstanding units!" Hu Xiushan announced.  Hearing commendation instead of criticism, the Air Force personnel were surprised, but they relaxed considerably.  Hu Xiushan remained calm. Over the next hour, the usually taciturn Marshal conducted a thorough review of the operations and responses of all participating units. His review was so clear and precise that even the commanders who had led the fight felt enlightened. Simultaneously, many commanders flushed with shame as they realized how their own choices had impacted the campaign.  Soon, it was time to summarize. Hu Xiushan said, "Based on the overall performance, I believe you all recognized the Anglo-American attempt to lure us into a trap and felt their efforts to use defense to fix our units in place."  "Faced with this, you all leaned toward aggressive offensives to disrupt their tactical deployment and defeat them in a single decisive engagement."  "According to our intelligence, our actions did disrupt their tactical arrangements to some degree. However, the enemy's numbers, equipment, and training exceeded our expectations. Ultimately, with a very high margin for error, the Anglo-American forces still managed to launch their planned pincer movement to surround us."  "In that situation, our forces chose to retreat, continuing to strike the enemy throughout the withdrawal. We did not allow their scheme to succeed."  "Therefore, in upcoming operations, do not let this campaign discourage you. Use it as the baseline for Anglo-American combat power. We still have too little experience in plains warfare; rashly assessing the situation will only hinder our operational planning."  "At this stage, our primary objective is to leverage our advantage in mountain warfare to push the enemy out of the highlands. Meanwhile, in the plains, we will conduct localized raids against overextended enemy units to keep them guessing about our true objectives."  "The areas we must hold now include the mountains and the Edmonton region."  The sharper commanders among them realized a possibility: the CNDF might shift its focus toward winter defensive warfare rather than simply preparing to push the front eastward to seize launch sites for striking the US Great Lakes industrial zone with DF-2 missiles.  Destroying the Great Lakes industrial zone would deal a crushing blow to the US and likely force them to exit the war. Forcing a US exit and establishing North American indigenous nations in Central and Western Canada were the stated goals of the North American Theater.  Realizing that the delay in Operation Spring Thunder might push back these goals, many commanders lowered their heads in shame.  Though Hu Xiushan was a man of few words, he was far from obtuse. Gauging their reactions, he knew exactly what they were thinking. While generals knew that "I am the best in the world" was a dangerous mindset in military struggle, the competitive drive to win was often a precious trait of outstanding officers.  Having followed He Rui for nearly thirty years, Hu Xiushan had initially felt He Rui had two faces. In war, he could be incredibly demanding of victory, yet suddenly seem indifferent to it. This had puzzled Hu Xiushan for a long time.  It wasn't until he finally grasped the relationship between economics, politics, and the military that he found clarity. Military action is an extension of politics, and politics serves the economy. At the very least, when He Rui spoke of "military struggle being conducted for the happiness and life of the people within the war's reach," Hu Xiushan felt it was the truth.  In arts, there is no absolute first; in martial matters, there is no second. Officers will inevitably be competitive—it is the nature of the soldier. However, only by transcending this instinctive impulse and entering the stage of rationally accepting facts can a general evolve into a strategist.  If one can truly make war serve the economy of creating a better life for humanity, they transcend being a mere military strategist and enter the realm of a statesman and revolutionary.  However, the comrades present were clearly far from such a level. Hu Xiushan spoke at a level they could understand: "Our forces excel at fighting with an advantage. At this stage, the North American Theater is supported by a superior Air Force, though that advantage is being diluted by our insufficient numbers. Therefore, while we must work to increase our advantage as quickly as possible, we must also recognize this reality. This does not mean I want you to fear or avoid battle. Rather, I want you to recognize the balance of power so we can fight more effectively."  Having stated the core point, Hu Xiushan, worried some might still miss the mark, added in a toneless voice, "Anyone who cannot understand this will not be given the opportunity to continue commanding troops. I expect you to correct your thinking and prepare for the coming war with the most realistic attitude."  With his piece said, Hu Xiushan allowed the command and various units to begin their discussions. As Commander, he needed them to reach their own understanding, and he intended to read their ideological reports.  As he expected, most were confused—it was a case of old revolutionaries facing new problems.  Since 1923, twenty years ago, the CNDF had recognized that China was a great power and the CNDF was one of the world's few elite armies. Twenty years of war and international struggle had proven these facts.  Because China was a great power, it had struck from a position of strength in every war. This reality had shaped not only their psychology but also their military education. After all, a great power inevitably attacks with an advantage; even the mobile and guerrilla warfare conducted by a regular army was far beyond the level of an agrarian nation.  Thus, the balance between acknowledging China's status as a superpower and accepting the North American Theater’s current relative weakness was not easy to find. With so little experience in disadvantaged plains warfare, the comrades were somewhat bewildered.  Fortunately, they had received excellent military education. After a soul-searching discussion, a basic consensus on the current situation was reached. But whether they could grasp the "point of balance" in a dynamic environment would depend on their individual talent.  Hu Xiushan was in no hurry. It was in times like these that those with real talent had the chance to stand out. He believed the Chinese military did not lack exceptional soldiers; he just needed to give them time to emerge.  Meanwhile, Bai Chongxi, the former Chinese Ambassador to Chile, arrived in Mexico. In his capacity as a Counselor at the Chinese Embassy in Mexico, he met with the Mexican Minister of Commerce. Bai Chongxi straightforwardly stated the goal of the meeting: "China wishes to import refined oil and petroleum from Mexico."
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The Mexican Minister of Commerce did not immediately respond to Bai Chongxi's request. Diplomacy is an interesting game; before engaging in this seemingly broad and strangely targeted conversation, the Mexican Ministry of Foreign Affairs had already learned through various channels that Bai Chongxi possessed extensive authorization.  The Minister was considering how to tactfully decline China's request to purchase refined oil and crude. As a neighbor long bullied by the United States, the Mexican government was unwilling to provoke Washington. While Bai's request would be a normal commercial transaction in peacetime, during a world war, it was a trade in critical strategic materials.  For China, this would undoubtedly save massive amounts of time and transport costs. For the United States, however, it would be concrete evidence of Mexican betrayal. The U.S. might very well launch military strikes against Mexico. Mexico could afford to offend neither the U.S. nor China. The U.S. could send troops across the border; so could China.  At that moment, Bai Chongxi smiled and asked, "Mr. Minister, have you heard that the American fleet has passed through the Panama Canal and returned to the Caribbean?"  The Minister was stunned. He hadn't even known the Great Fleet had reached the Pacific, and now he was hearing from Bai that it had already left. For a moment, he felt an urgent need to verify this information.  Bai Chongxi’s diplomatic mission was an attempt to pull the Mexican government away from the American orbit. Even if Mexico didn't join China's side, he wanted them to at least stop providing strategic materials to the U.S.  Of course, if Mexico provided oil and crude to China, that would be ideal. China could send refined oil from Mexico to the North American theater—a distance of only about 3,000 kilometers, far faster than shipping from Japan or the Chinese mainland. Crude oil could be sent to Hawaii, processed, and shipped back to North America; the total transport route of 9,000 kilometers was still only the distance of a one-way trip from Japan to North America.  Currently, China was engaged in a massive infrastructure push in North America to increase port capacity. Part of that precious capacity was being used to transport high-pollution, low-efficiency small-scale refining equipment to the continent. If China could establish a refining capacity of 2 million tons per year in North America, combined with current shipping, it would be enough to launch large-scale campaigns at will. That would spell the end for the Anglo-American forces. If Mexico cooperated, the time required for China to achieve total victory would be significantly shortened.  Seeing the Minister’s look of astonishment, Bai Chongxi pushed further to undermine his confidence in the U.S. "Mr. Minister, the United States has already abandoned its West Coast. They are in such a hurry because the U.S. East Coast is facing a massive threat from the World People's Liberation Army. By the way, you might be aware that many Mexican citizens, out of personal conviction in the cause of global liberation, have volunteered for the WPLA."  The Minister replied quickly, "Those are individual actions, not the stance of the Mexican government."  Bai Chongxi nodded. "I am well aware of that. But the WPLA contains not only Mexican volunteers but American ones as well. In today's world, the total destruction of colonialism and the establishment of a brand-new international order has become the desire of the vast majority of the world's people. As of now, the only countries stubbornly clinging to colonialism and White Supremacy are in Europe and America."  These words made the Minister nervous. Since China had helped several indigenous groups in North America establish their own nations, both South and North America had been deeply unsettled. Although he knew he shouldn't ask questions meant for the Foreign Minister, he couldn't help himself: "Mr. Bai, does China support independence for the Indians?"  Bai Chongxi knew the nations of the Americas were terrified. Indigenous populations still existed in significant numbers across the continent, often facing systemic discrimination. China's actions in establishing indigenous states were seen as a signal of intent to forcefully intervene in internal affairs. Following the logic of European colonialism, they feared China would use "liberating indigenous peoples" as a pretext for war.  "Mr. Minister, do you believe the indigenous peoples are human beings?" Bai Chongxi asked.  The Minister, his nerves frayed, answered carefully, "They are certainly human."  "Then should Mexican indigenous people possess Mexican citizenship and enjoy the legal rights that Mexican citizens deserve?" Bai continued.  At this, the Minister began to sweat, thinking of Mexico's past persecution and current neglect of its indigenous people. He hurried to respond: "Mexico's new constitution stipulates that all Mexican people, including the Indians, enjoy complete equality."  "Since the indigenous people are not being persecuted, what is there to worry about?" Bai asked.  The Minister was not reassured by Bai's clear logic. In Mexico's eyes, China—capable of crossing the vast Pacific to wage war against a power like the United States—was undoubtedly the most powerful imperialist nation in the world. Moreover, this "imperialist" power had demonstrated terrifying combat capability in the Pacific War, killing millions of British and American troops.  Now, in the name of liberation, China was directing the WPLA across the vast African continent, seizing colonies that had belonged to the Western powers.  If the Great Powers were being beaten into the dirt, Mexico had no hope of resisting. Thus, even though he received a relatively benign answer, the Minister quickly found an excuse to end the meeting.  Bai Chongxi was not disappointed. If Mexico had immediately requested to join the Chinese camp, he would have been surprised. After the meeting, he went to a dinner hosted by a local Mexican chamber of commerce. As long as he continued to appear in public, it would signal to the U.S. that China was aggressively courting Mexico. If the U.S. sent a harsh warning to Mexico, China would be delighted. If the U.S. sent troops into Mexico, Bai would receive an immediate commendation from the Foreign Ministry.  However, the U.S. was not focused on Mexico. Although American diplomats there reported Bai's activities back home, the State Department had no time for it.  In the White House, MacArthur was briefing the new President, Henry Wallace, on the recently concluded battle. Wallace was not cheered by MacArthur’s self-congratulatory tone, as the White House had received a report on Anglo-American casualties.  In this battle, China had deployed 24 brigades—about 300,000 troops—to fight a brutal engagement against 600,000 Anglo-American soldiers. Although Chinese forces had indeed withdrawn after the operation, the casualty reports were stark: China had lost 1,600 tanks, while the Anglo-Americans had lost 2,800.  Furthermore, internal statistics showed that China’s actual permanent losses were likely around 1,000 tanks. The other 600 had been seen withdrawing from the battlefield under their own power; whether they were truly "destroyed" was highly questionable.  After months of combat, the White House had grown tired of the military's rhetoric about "Chinese human wave tactics." The White House had sent its own observers to the front, and every report from those who had witnessed the fighting indicated that the Anglo-Americans used at least twice as many troops as the Chinese in every engagement. Attacks with three to four times the numbers were common.  Even with "human wave tactics" on their side, the Anglo-Americans were still being hammered. The Chinese troops in the mountains were like demons, appearing and disappearing supported by powerful air and artillery strikes. Peaks that seemed impossible for men to scale were crossed by Chinese troops as if they were level ground. Chinese forces would suddenly appear on the front, rear, or flanks of the Anglo-American lines, launching ferocious assaults on weak points.  As for this recent plains battle, the White House had many observers. Their accounts differed wildly from MacArthur’s report. Throughout the campaign, the Chinese forces had almost seemed to let victory slip through their fingers. The well-prepared Anglo-American defensive lines had been shattered one by one by Chinese armor, rather than being abandoned according to a plan.  MacArthur had more than once ordered American units into forced counterattacks, engaging Chinese armored units head-on on the plains without any prepared fortifications. These included elite units like the 1st Cavalry Division and the 1st Infantry Division (the "Big Red One").  These two ace divisions had fought the Chinese Army on equal terms with fierce determination. In the most desperate moments, even rear-echelon supply units had been thrown into the fray. Now, the 1st Infantry and the fully armored 1st Cavalry had been ordered back to the U.S. for replenishment. Eighty percent of their combat troops had been destroyed. The remaining twenty percent were mostly logisticians and headquarters staff.  "Replenishment" was a euphemism for reconstruction. If they hadn't been elite units, their designations would have been struck from the rolls entirely.  In the final stage of the battle, the U.S. had paid a massive price to hold the line. The Type 59 tanks equipped by Chinese armored units were ferocious, possessing a distinct advantage in duels with the American M4 Sherman. Had MacArthur not ordered the Air Force to intervene at any cost, the Chinese air cover would have remained unchallenged. The Chinese offensive likely would have punctured the defensive lines entirely, collapsing the Anglo-American front.  It was only after the British rushed four elite armored divisions, just arrived in North America, to the front for a violent counterattack that the massive gaps in the line were plugged.  Despite a two-to-one advantage in manpower and equipment, the Anglo-American pincer movement had failed. The Chinese attacked with ferocity and withdrew with speed. They inflicted heavy casualties even while retreating, slipping out of the trap before the circle could be closed.  Failing to annihilate a major Chinese force on the plains despite a two-to-one advantage and suffering nearly triple the casualties left Wallace with little confidence in his military. Not just the President, but his entire cabinet shared this profound skepticism.  MacArthur, ever the shrewd politician, saw the distrust on their faces. However, he felt no unease.  From a military perspective, MacArthur’s plan had been to use superior numbers to lure the enemy deep and then surround and destroy them. The objective was to strike a heavy blow to the probing Chinese armored units and dampen their spirit.  The objective had been met. As for the Chinese escape, MacArthur didn't see it as a failure of his command. Instead, it was the British armored units—forming half of the pincer—that had failed. Those fools had thought victory was assured and sent armored divisions equipped with high-speed, light tanks to block the gap.  Furthermore, the British command seemed to have completely forgotten the common sense that a cornered beast fights hardest, assuming the rapidly withdrawing Chinese had lost their will to fight. In contrast, the American armored divisions had been much more cautious, sticking to MacArthur's orders to cling to the retreating Chinese like "sticky candy."  The result was that the Chinese Army simply formed up and steamrolled over the British lines. Those British cruisers were indeed fast, but their armor was as brittle as glass. The 100mm guns of the Chinese Type 59s destroyed them with a single shot. By the time the Americans arrived at the planned closure point, the British divisions had been literally pulverized.  One side of the iron pincer had shattered, and the Chinese poured through the gap. MacArthur’s meticulously crafted plan and the tireless efforts of the entire U.S. General Staff had come to naught.  If such a result was still considered a failure of command, MacArthur felt the Wallace cabinet was simply being unreasonable. In any normal military assessment, MacArthur had won.  As for the high U.S. losses, MacArthur didn't even care to explain. Analysis of captured Type 59s revealed a tank that was nearly perfect in firepower, armor, and mobility. Interrogations of Chinese prisoners showed that China had begun large-scale deployment of the Type 59 six years ago. Six years ago, Germany was just establishing its armored doctrine with the now-laughable Panzer I and II. While China’s Type 59 had been upgraded, that 100mm gun had been standardized six years prior.  Beyond the gap in equipment and training, the Chinese Army had won every battle for the past two years, accumulating vast experience. The U.S. Army’s overseas forces had been annihilated. If Roosevelt hadn't had the foresight to rush experienced officers like MacArthur back to the States, the 1st Infantry and 1st Cavalry would have been led by paper-pushing armchair generals, and the U.S. would have lost its last shred of dignity by now.  Seeing that the cabinet wanted to question him but lacked the courage, MacArthur didn't want to waste more time. Suppressing his contempt, he said, "Mr. President, if there is nothing else, I must return to headquarters to command the upcoming defensive operations."  Seeing him turn to leave, Wallace wanted to say something but didn't know what, glancing at his cabinet. They were equally silent. This was the first large-scale American victory so far. MacArthur’s reputation had been salvaged; his previous defeats were overlooked. The American public generally believed the U.S. Army could indeed defeat the Chinese.  If they said something cross now, MacArthur might very well resign. He might be a son of a bitch, but until they found another senior commander capable of facing the Chinese, they couldn't afford to offend him. If a conflict broke out and he resigned, any subsequent defeats would be blamed on the Wallace administration's interference.  The cabinet members were all sharp operators; not one spoke up to criticize him. Seeing this, President Wallace had to graciously agree to MacArthur's departure, adding with a complicated mix of emotions, "I wish you further victories."  MacArthur ignored the President’s underlying tone, gave a breezy thank-you, and strode out of the Oval Office.  Breathing the relatively fresh air on the White House lawn, MacArthur felt magnificent. The most important benefactor in his life had been the elder President Roosevelt, the uncle of the recently deceased FDR. During MacArthur's time at the academy, he had served as a military aide to the elder Roosevelt. In a country where regional factions competed for power, MacArthur’s ties to the Roosevelt family defined his standing.  Now that FDR was dead and a weakling like Wallace had taken over, there was no one left to suppress him. MacArthur felt he was finally free. From now on, he would no longer be seen as a subordinate to other Great Men; MacArthur himself was a Great Man, standing equal to any other!  Walking toward his car, he thought of Eisenhower, whom FDR had thought could replace him. The previous string of failures had been based on plans drawn up by Eisenhower, the Chief of Operations.  But this campaign had been planned and personally directed by MacArthur. If not for that coward Wallace giving the British so much say in the command, MacArthur would have achieved a total victory.  MacArthur felt that with Eisenhower’s intelligence, the man surely realized the gap in their abilities and would be much more humble from now on.  Just as MacArthur thought, Eisenhower was currently reviewing the battle with his staff. Although they all detested MacArthur, as senior officers, they had to admit he was far more capable than other American generals.  Take the deployment of the 1st Infantry and 1st Cavalry. They had been nearly annihilated because they possessed a sense of honor far exceeding other units; they had truly risked their lives to defend that honor. Because of this, even though the remnants of those divisions could only be called "army skeletons," they had fulfilled their mission, holding the line against the fierce Chinese offensive at the critical moment.  Any other units would have collapsed, and their collapse would have bankrupted the entire military plan. Knowing how to use men—that was everything.  While Eisenhower was discouraged, he was also somewhat relieved. Under MacArthur’s command, the U.S. Army could at least keep fighting.  The review had just finished when a report arrived from the domestic propaganda department. As Chief of Operations, Eisenhower was responsible not only for battle plans but also for overseeing internal propaganda and morale. He took this part of the job very seriously.  Opening the report, Eisenhower’s expression darkened. The latest internal propaganda revolved around the idea that White People were the chosen instruments of God to manifest His holiness and glory, the race destined to lead the world. Therefore, White People must remember God's glory and take it upon themselves to lead other races into civilization, fighting to the end against God's enemies—the "evil Chinese race" that sought to rule the world.  While Eisenhower himself believed in White Superiority, he could not accept this propaganda. China’s international message was, quite simply: "All humans are equal; all humans enjoy the same rights."  The American message had shifted to "fighting to the death for White Supremacy." To Eisenhower, this was a clear admission of being ideologically overwhelmed by China.  ---  **Translator's Note:** The term "Human Wave Tactics" (人海战术) is used here with heavy irony by the narrator, contrasting the American perception of the Chinese military with the reality that the Americans were the ones using overwhelming numbers to compensate for tactical and technological inferiority.
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Eisenhower held a meeting to determine which slogan would best inspire American officers and soldiers to fight. Because his focus was entirely on combat operations, he had prepared several directions of thought himself before the meeting. As soon as the session began, Eisenhower asked, "‘Defeat the Chinese, Liberate the World.’ You must have considered this slogan, right?"  The attendees were all personnel specialized in propaganda and slogans. Upon hearing such a phrase, many lowered their heads. Those who didn't looked at Eisenhower with expressions ranging from shock and contempt to pity.  As for those who lowered their heads, they had dealt with their superiors—the "client fathers"—many times and understood their mindset perfectly, so they didn't want to go looking for trouble. In the eyes of these people who actually did the work, the big bosses always assumed everyone else was a fool; they believed that as long as they said a few high-sounding words, the fools below would be moved to tears, let out a long howl, and rush to the front lines to die.  Seeing the expressions of the propaganda staff, Eisenhower knew they didn't agree with his view. He said in an encouraging tone, "If you have something to say, why not speak up?"  A major named James Gan finally couldn't stand the atmosphere and couldn't help but speak. "To 'liberate the world,' so we go to Canada to lose our lives?"  Although everyone felt Major Gan would likely face some punishment and felt sympathetic, they also felt he had voiced their inner thoughts. If China had invaded the American mainland, it would be easy for the American people to understand they were being invaded and thus must defend their homes and country.  However, up until now, America's war was still being fought at the borders. If the American people wanted to defend their homes, they had to go abroad to Canada to fight. This made many propaganda slogans difficult to use.  Eisenhower did not get angry at Major Gan's remark. He had wanted to see if he could find a more mobilizing way of propaganda. The propaganda of White Supremacy did indeed resonate with white Americans, but such propaganda was not much different from Nazi Germany.  Seeing that these workers were behaving very passively, Eisenhower had to ask a sharper question: "Has morale dropped so low that we must rely on preaching about the apocalypse to maintain it?"  Hearing this question, Major James Gan was no longer willing to speak. The other attendees were full of silent criticism because the current fighting will of the US military was indeed maintained by the theory of White Supremacy. At this stage, before troops set out, they relied on intensive religious propaganda from religious figures, emphasizing that those who believe in God gain eternal life. This was the only way to make the subsequent troops, who had heard plenty of news about brutal battles, believe they could "not die."  As for White Supremacy, it was actually boasting that white heavenly soldiers were invincible, belonging to the same school as Nazi Germany's Aryan supermen.  The problem America faced now was that the troops killed, wounded, or captured numbered nearly five million. The subsequent troops were concerned with how to survive on the battlefield.  It wasn't that the American propaganda department didn't know how to create high-end, elegant slogans. "Destroy evil China, liberate the world enslaved by China"—that slogan was, of course, very good. However, Chinese fighters in the sky were engaged in air combat with the US military every day, and Chinese bombers were dropping bombs. The immediate priority for American soldiers was not to liberate the world, but to stay alive first.  At a time like this, the idea that white people are naturally less likely to die, that white people have a destiny and are protected by God, making them invulnerable to blades and guns, water and fire—this was the kind of propaganda that could make American soldiers bravely step into the battlefield. As for whether this propaganda was White Supremacy, that would have to wait until the American officers and soldiers survived before they could possibly consider it.  But these were all thoughts held by the US military propaganda crowd; they couldn't possibly say them out loud. Major James Gan's words, though rebellious, were at least sayable. If the more pathetic reality were spoken, they would truly be looking for death.  Eisenhower was a man of great ideals and ambitions. He ignored the passivity of the guys in front of him and proposed a series of new slogan directions. The American officers in attendance instinctively displayed the usual workplace behavior: everyone took careful notes, echoed Eisenhower's words, and tried their best to fathom General Eisenhower's mood.  After the meeting ended, these guys looked through discarded drafts to find content that fit Eisenhower's philosophy. After re-summarizing and packaging it, they just waited.  Indeed, as workplace "cogs," they couldn't submit the drafts immediately at a time like this. Instead, they had to appear busy and only submit them when the higher-ups were getting a bit impatient. If submitted immediately, it would make the bosses think the work was effortless, leading to nitpicking and demands for repeated revisions.  Eisenhower, however, didn't think this way because he was already too entangled in the work that followed to escape. Due to MacArthur's previous victory, the American domestic scene was completely excited under a flood of victory propaganda. For so long, although various American propaganda tirelessly recounted how brave and battle-hardened America was and how it was slaughtering in all directions, the reality was that the front line had retreated again and again from Southeast Asia, finally reaching Canada. Even the American mainland had been hit by the Chinese Air Force and long-range fire.  A victory that defeated a heavy Chinese troop formation came just in time; the American people needed such a victory too much. And the American people needed *more* victories!  The "gentlemen" of the US Congress were no good at fighting, but they were first-rate at sensing changes in American public opinion. These gentlemen immediately held meetings, expressed various views, and finally proposed the suggestion: "Achieve a few more such victories within three months and strive to drive the Chinese out of North America by winter."  Eisenhower was fed up with these talkative gentlemen, but that was politics. As the representative of American public opinion, the US Congress indeed held powerful authority. Moreover, this power was authorized by the people, and as a soldier, Eisenhower couldn't shake it in the slightest. Furthermore, while Eisenhower detested the Congressional gentlemen, he still maintained a friendly feeling toward the American public. The American "doughboys" fighting to the death on the front lines were, after all, the American public.  However, Eisenhower was just a bit worried. The Congressional gentlemen had been relatively restrained in the early stages of the war, trying to focus their attention on proposals for military production without affecting the war. Now these gentlemen finally couldn't resist meddling in combat operations—would they become even more excessive in the future?  This news was public, and Marshal Hu Xiushan, Commander of the North American Theater, also saw these reports. Hu Xiushan actually hoped that US Congressmen could influence US military operations, especially by forcing the US military to take the initiative and attack. Defensive wars were much easier to fight than offensive ones.  However, after September 20th, the front-line units of the Chinese National Defense Force (CNDF) resumed their offensive posture, and the number of combat results began to skyrocket. Hu Xiushan felt this change was strange and immediately began an investigation. The reports he received were very heartening. This series of offensive successes was not fabricated for the sake of appearances. Each unit had exerted the power of democratic life meetings, conducting "Zhuge Meetings" and other grassroots-level military research meetings involving both officers and soldiers, coming up with many new combat methods.  The front-line soldiers had strong feelings about how to exert the power of combat equipment and their regrets when executing tactics, even if most new views were just "brainstormed." However, the Chinese military itself had a high level of education, and most officers came from grassroots backgrounds and had received military education, so their discussions on various combat methods followed the methods of logic.  The main points of logic were not complex: the logical form must be valid, and the propositional form must be correct. For soldiers crossing the line between life and death, this was no joke. After the officers subjected these ideas to scientific analysis, they produced many highly targeted new combat techniques.  The experimental ideas of each unit were different, but the opposing US military appeared too rigid and conservative compared to the Chinese military. All of the US military's progress consisted of countermeasures designed against Chinese tactics. When the Chinese military on the other side suddenly changed its tactical methods, the US military was immediately dazed.  Especially in mountain warfare, the Chinese Army used helicopters as the mainstay of troop transport regardless of cost. The transport efficiency of the Chinese military reached more than ten times that of the US military, allowing them to assemble large numbers of troops in an instant to launch attacks from various angles. Within ten days, the stubborn highlands on the Canadian side of the US-Canada border held by the US military were all captured by the Chinese army.  Chinese artillery positions were established on these highlands, beginning heavy shelling of targets within US territory. Rocket artillery units, in particular, could strike targets behind another mountain peak through high-angle curved fire. Based on Air Force observation and guidance, just three volleys of fire destroyed 14 railway bridges near the Canadian border, temporarily interrupting US railway transport along the border.  The cost of this kind of offensive was high and the risk was great. Most of the losses in these attacks were actually caused by helicopter malfunctions, rather than being inflicted during combat.  Even Hu Xiushan felt conflicted about this kind of tactical-level technical innovation. However, Hu Xiushan had served as the Director of the General Logistics Department; he immediately contacted the homeland to submit the requirements for helicopter operations in mountainous areas.  The next day, the response from the CMC was delivered to Hu Xiushan: "Crossing the border is strictly forbidden!"  Hu Xiushan immediately replied, "The border will absolutely not be crossed."  Although the answer was concise, Hu Xiushan still couldn't help but feel a bit wavering in his heart. In matters of war, it was naturally a case of "The bandits can go there, so can we!" From the perspective of war theory pursuing operational efficiency, things like national borders were meant to be broken during war. The Rocky Mountains in the western United States were extremely vast; in such a region, America's home-field advantage would be greatly weakened. Hu Xiushan very much hoped to strike into the western United States and deal a heavy blow to the US military on their own soil.  But He Rui believed that psychological warfare must be fought. Now, if the American military wanted to fight the Chinese, they had to go abroad to fight. This internal self-limitation would significantly affect the US military's will to fight.  Hu Xiushan felt he couldn't persuade He Rui, yet he still held his own views on this matter. In Hu Xiushan's view, now that the war had reached such a stage, continuing to hold onto such a bottom line seemed a bit pedantic.  But as a soldier, Hu Xiushan had to obey orders. So, Hu Xiushan suppressed his internal impulse and continued preparing for the wintering plan that had already begun.  Canada's latitude was further north than Northeast China. Although the coastal areas had the warm Pacific current, making the minimum winter temperature in regions like Vancouver around 0 degrees Celsius, preparations for winter had to be complete.  As the "Double Tenth Day" was approaching, Hu Xiushan did not prepare to send a congratulatory card to He Rui. Although he couldn't explain the reason clearly, Hu Xiushan sensed that He Rui seemed very dissatisfied with the Double Tenth Day. The reason the National Day hadn't been changed was entirely because He Rui himself had once used the Double Tenth Day as the National Day, which formed a custom.  Furthermore, changing the date of the National Day meant a complete political break with the previous dynasty. Without a very persuasive reason, even someone with He Rui's political prestige would have to pay a great price. A person like He Rui would naturally not consume political prestige over personal emotions.  Hu Xiushan felt that as long as He Rui won World War II, he could completely establish a new National Day according to his own wishes. At this time, what Hu Xiushan had to do was complete the most difficult North American campaign in the Second World War.  On October 1st, Hu Xiushan received a report that reconnaissance units had detected some unusual movement from the Anglo-American Allied forces, appearing as if they were about to launch an offensive against the CNDF within Canadian territory.  Hu Xiushan felt this was good news; a defensive war would always be easier than an offensive one. The Chinese National Defense Force's current shortest board was insufficient manpower and extreme logistical pressure. A defensive war just happened to be able to reduce the unfavorable effects of both.  The one commanding this offensive was Eisenhower. The reason he was put on the hot seat was largely that there were people in the US government and Congress who disliked MacArthur and intended to find someone who could replace him. Previously, in Roosevelt's cabinet, there had been Marshall as a candidate, but to everyone's surprise, Marshall turned out to be a rationalist who advocated exiting the war. This ultimately led Roosevelt to abandon Marshall, resulting in Marshall's resignation and his replacement by MacArthur.  With Marshall gone, Eisenhower became the alternative. Whether to support Eisenhower or oppose MacArthur, Eisenhower received this extremely uncomfortable task.  Eisenhower knew this task was very difficult and even expected MacArthur to come out and cause trouble. Unexpectedly, MacArthur not only didn't oppose it but even publicly expressed high praise for Eisenhower to reporters.  When reporters asked MacArthur if Eisenhower had the ability to independently command a large-scale campaign, MacArthur smiled and said, "As the Chief of Staff, I naturally firmly support the campaign commanded by General Eisenhower. I am very pleased to see excellent young soldiers taking on heavy responsibilities! Old soldiers never die; they just fade away. When old soldiers fade, naturally young soldiers are needed to guard the country."  After seeing the report, Eisenhower cursed MacArthur in his heart as an old fox! Such public support would weaken the hostility of MacArthur's opponents, and Eisenhower, having been pushed to the front, was left with no way out.  But the "gentlemen" at the top were gentlemen because they held the power of the state. Under the corruption of power, the gentlemen truly believed their decisions were correct national decisions beneficial to the country and the people. In the eyes of the gentlemen, MacArthur was not a good sort. Having a more reliable person replace MacArthur was a good thing for America.  Eisenhower also felt MacArthur had various problems, but from a military perspective, MacArthur was a very excellent Chief of Staff. During the war, MacArthur's abilities had to be utilized.  After careful thought, Eisenhower decided to request an audience with MacArthur. After the meeting request was sent out, a response was quickly received. MacArthur invited Eisenhower to his residence for dinner.  Soldiers were at home anywhere in the world; MacArthur's residence, like Eisenhower's, was very simple. The food was also prepared and brought over. Eisenhower said straightforwardly, "Chief of Staff, I hope to receive more support this time."  MacArthur replied with a calm expression, "Ike, I truly hope you succeed. You can raise any kind of request you have."  Eisenhower smiled. "If I am defeated, can the Chief of Staff share the responsibility?"  Hearing this, MacArthur couldn't help but laugh out loud. After laughing for a moment, MacArthur put away his smile. "Ike, if Congress holds a hearing, I will tell the Congressmen that I am willing to bear the responsibility for defeat."  Eisenhower had originally thought MacArthur would refuse immediately, and Eisenhower would then use the "I was joking" approach to cover up what was actually not a joke. He hadn't expected MacArthur to be so serious, leaving him momentarily speechless.  MacArthur continued solemnly, "Ike, if America is defeated, we will all become criminals. That's why I firmly support you. By protecting you, my reputation can still be cleared. If even you fall together with me, I don't see any other candidates who can save America. Others' understanding of war is simply a pile of sh*t; under their command, the US military will fail completely!"  Eisenhower inexplicably felt willing to believe MacArthur's view. In these past years, both MacArthur and Eisenhower had served as the Superintendent of West Point and had carried out comprehensive reforms of the academy, making it a military institution that conformed to new modes of warfare.  The other Superintendents outside their terms were either just following the old ways or messing things up. They completely failed to see the profound changes in future warfare.  Only then did Eisenhower voice his concern: "I personally have always advocated air-land integration, but the Chinese military has gone much further than America in air-land integration. I have no confidence in how to defeat the Chinese military."  MacArthur nodded. "I have no confidence either. So my suggestion is that you might as well formulate your battle plan on the premise that you cannot defeat the Chinese military. The purpose of this campaign is to satisfy domestic demand, not to really have you completely defeat the Chinese military. As long as you fulfill the demands of those people in Congress, they will firmly support you."  "...Could you speak more clearly?" Eisenhower was very interested in MacArthur's idea.  "You only need to prove that you can break through some level of the Chinese defense line and hold the captured line to fulfill the domestic demand. I've said it to this extent; is there anything you still don't understand?" After MacArthur finished, he began to eat the food on the table.  Eisenhower also thought as he ate. MacArthur's view indeed fit political needs, but it was perhaps too biased toward politics.  The two ate in silence for a while. MacArthur had already finished a steak in front of him and picked up a water cup to drink more than half of it before continuing: "Ike, I think you have a great chance of capturing a portion of the Chinese defense line because at this stage, the Chinese very much want to lure the enemy in deep. Therefore, they will place bait on the trap and will not engage in very fierce contention with you. Capturing a portion of the Chinese defense line is not difficult; the difficulty is how you will hold the areas that the Chinese have yielded."  Having spoken to this extent, Eisenhower, of course, completely understood. While thinking, Eisenhower's brow had already furrowed. After a period of thought, Eisenhower asked with some helplessness, "Is there really no way to defeat the Chinese?"  "There is!" MacArthur answered decisively. "As long as we drive the Chinese military out of Africa, we will have a chance to defeat the Chinese military in North America."  Eisenhower sighed but did not respond. It wasn't that there was a problem with what MacArthur said, but that America currently had no strength left to compete with China for Africa. The matter of competing for Africa could only be left to European countries to do. Or rather, to Germany and France.  However, thinking that China actually had the ability to fight in Africa and North America simultaneously, Eisenhower felt very oppressed. The gap between the national strengths of China and America was too large; at this stage, America actually saw no possibility of defeating China alone.  At this time, Marshal Cheng Ruofan, Director of the General Logistics Department of the World People's Liberation Army (WPLA), was just looking at the latest statistics. About 64% of the white towns in South Africa had been eliminated. Large numbers of local black people had also completed the "Bianhu Qimin" registration; at least they could be expected to provide a bit of grain and a considerable amount of labor for infrastructure construction within the next six months.  Seeing the huge progress in Africa, Cheng Ruofan couldn't help but feel sympathy for Hu Xiushan in North America. Canada was too cold, and the winter daylight was too short. As a result, the North American theater, which had liberated millions of square kilometers, still couldn't utilize the vast North American land to support the army.  In comparison, Africa was much better. After a few more months, Cheng Ruofan's fondness for the African people had greatly increased. The African people were truly not lazy; the reason they looked indolent was that they didn't know how to engage in production in Africa.
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*The Times* of London and *Le Figaro* of France were the two most prominent media outlets in Europe. These two institutions were the earliest major newspapers to introduce He Rui and his ideology to the European public.  On October 10, 1943—the National Day of the Republic of China—a European press delegation, led by these two newspapers, arrived at the important frontline port city of Dar es Salaam in Tanzania. They had come to interview the General Headquarters of the World People’s Liberation Army (WPLA).  Arriving alongside the European press delegation were representatives from the Vatican. Beyond the Vatican, the WPLA itself comprised citizens from nearly every recognized independent nation on Earth at the time.  Upon arrival, the Vatican representative immediately began inquiring if there were any Catholic organizations in the area. He soon learned that such organizations did indeed exist and, coincidentally, were about to hold a Mass.  The Vatican representative’s eyes lit up. The Holy See was deeply concerned about whether the WPLA would follow through on its claim to "liberate Europe." However, it must be said that if such a thing truly happened, the Vatican would have no choice but to accept it.  For the Vatican, with its tiny population, the most critical issue was whether it retained the authority to appoint Catholic bishops in various countries. If a national government conceded this power to the Vatican, the Holy See would maintain good relations with that state.  However, if a nation refused, the Vatican was powerless. For instance, the United Kingdom had its own Anglican Church; the Soviet Union employed state atheism to combat religion; and China refused to recognize the legality of any religious figures appointed by foreign powers within its borders. The Vatican’s relations with these three nations were abysmal, yet there was nothing it could do.  Since there were religious activities in the WPLA-controlled regions, the Vatican representative excitedly set off to observe the Mass.  As he approached the church, he encountered a long row of signboards. After stopping to read them for a moment, the Vatican representative shook his head and sighed in helplessness. The first large board bore a single sentence: "Religious organizations are commercial organizations; this is the unchanging essence of their nature!"  This statement did not make the Vatican representative angry. He sighed because the sentence accurately and bluntly described the essence of religious institutions.  Without money, who would interact with a religious organization? The Papal Court was powerful precisely because it held vast wealth, allowing it to undertake numerous public projects and assume many functions of a government. This was what allowed the Papacy to maintain its prestige and "decency."  When the nature of religious organizations was described so transparently, the Vatican representative realized his opponent was indeed Chinese. He Rui’s government had been dealing with religious organizations domestically using exactly this logic.  Since its inception, the Vatican had attempted to cultivate good relations with this great Eastern power. He Rui’s government did not refuse to establish diplomatic ties, nor did it reject normal commercial interactions. However, it absolutely refused to recognize the Vatican’s ecclesiastical authority over Chinese believers.  Faced with such demands, the Papacy initially tried to bypass the issue by proposing the establishment of a Vatican representative office in China. In response, China stipulated that a Vatican embassy would be considered an official organization and must not possess any religious attributes.  Furthermore, any other Vatican organizations in China beyond the embassy would be classified as commercial entities and were required to register with China’s tax bureau and commerce department. If the Vatican established organizations outside its embassy, it was legally obligated to fulfill "propaganda responsibilities."  Specifically, any Vatican organization in China (excluding the embassy) had to repeatedly emphasize to the Chinese public that the Vatican was a profit-seeking commercial organization. It had to state that any religious content was merely a tool for making money. Furthermore, it had to inform the Chinese people that, for the sake of profit, the Vatican had historically sold indulgences and invested in state and private ventures involving robbery, murder, slave trading, and drug trafficking, as well as operating brothels and casinos. As long as it was profitable, the Vatican—under the guise of a religious organization—would provide various means for so-called believers to absolve the guilt brought by their crimes.  When the Vatican received these official documents from He Rui’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs, its shock far outweighed its anger. This was because He Rui’s assessment was, in fact, the exact business strategy the Vatican had employed for over a thousand years.  Faced with an opponent as shrewd and formidable as He Rui’s government, the Vatican voluntarily abandoned further attempts at interaction. Instead, in internal meetings and private Masses, they continuously prayed for the rapid and total collapse of the He Rui government.  The truth might not hurt a common man, but the Vatican’s thousand-year foundation was built upon the exploitation of human psychological weaknesses and the manufacturing of suffering. Only when the human spiritual world continued to bleed could the Vatican thrive.  All of He Rui’s demands of the Vatican were based on facts; he was asking the Vatican to acknowledge the truth of its own history. Yet, for the Vatican to admit these truths would undoubtedly be suicidal. If even an ordinary person cherishes their life, how much more so the Vatican?  Continuing to read the religious propaganda, the Vatican representative saw nothing but factual history. The WPLA listed every celebration and blessing the Vatican had historically held for European colonialists who invaded, plundered, and stole. For every instance of colonial resistance, they provided the Vatican’s public condemnations and curses.  Yet, while negating the Vatican, the WPLA still allowed religious Masses. This was deeply confusing to the representative.  Inside the church, there were Black ushers. Seeing the Vatican representative in his finery, a Black religious worker dressed in vestments approached and said in English, "Come to our place to pay money, but you don't have to pay taxes."  English was the most widely spoken language at the moment, and the representative could also speak fluent Latin. He asked in a pious tone, "My brother, if your church doesn't collect money, how does it survive?"  The Black priest immediately replied, "Our church generates income through social services and by teaching courses on religious history and propaganda."  The Vatican representative had prepared himself for the worst, including the possibility that these church personnel were directly on the local government’s payroll. But hearing that Catholic personnel were essentially "social service providers" felt like having his tail stepped on. He blurted out in shock, "How can you be so blasphemous?!"  For many years, the Church had used rhetorical gymnastics to separate the Papal Court’s stance from the actions of its clergy. The standard defense—"the actions of a certain bishop do not represent the entire Papacy"—allowed them to deflect criticism from those lacking logical depth.  But by initiating propaganda about "Religious History," the WPLA was striking at the very root of the Church’s power. To claim the right to interpret religious history was to claim ownership of the "God" the Vatican served.  The He Rui government did not completely suppress religion; they did not burn priests or destroy churches. Instead, they promoted the "He Rui Government Authorized Version of Religious History." These interpretations, rooted in historical materialism, were taught as part of compulsory education.  The Vatican had originally hoped the Chinese people would be a source of support. Instead, after receiving this compulsory education, the image of the Vatican in the minds of the Chinese people was that of a commercial organization specializing in the sale of indulgences and cold-hearted "spiritual services."  The Vatican and the Papacy, as commercial organizations, were extremely wealthy and invested heavily in technical research within their service sectors, making them very effective at deceiving the masses. In contrast, Russian culture was blunt and crude, employing direct and total suppression of religion. This approach had actually produced many loyal and resilient religious followers within the Soviet Union.  The He Rui government’s removal of the "sacredness" of religion was the true strike at its roots. If the characteristics of mysticism and sacredness they had carefully manufactured were stripped away, the Vatican was no different from a street vendor selling orange soda.  Seeing this being implemented in Africa, how could the Vatican representative not be horrified?  The two Black priests, seeing the Vatican representative so agitated, could only offer a bitter smile. "You must have learned about the government's policies from Europe. Our Mass here consists of three segments. The first is a lecture on religious history according to the government’s version. Then comes the normal Mass. The third segment is another lecture. We even have special lecture weeks for medieval religious history, and we organize seminars for believers interested in the subject. We even publish papers in newspapers to earn royalties."  "Are you blaspheming the Divine?" the Vatican representative shouted.  One of the Black priests first recited a prayer, then said solemnly, "My brother, you should have read the Gospels to understand why Jesus was nailed to the cross."  The Vatican representative could guess what the priest was about to say, but he couldn't bring himself to admit he hadn't read them carefully in this context, so he nodded helplessly.  The Black priest continued, "Wasn't Jesus nailed to the cross precisely because he did what we are doing now? He tried to seize the interpretation of Judaism from the priestly class, so the high priests had to kill him."  If this were a discussion with a white European scholar, the Vatican representative would have remained calm. But hearing such "truths" from a Black man in Africa made him curse inwardly: *Do you people even deserve to be compared to Jesus?*  However, those words could not be spoken aloud. Back then, Jesus was crucified because he had no guns and couldn't defeat the Romans or the Jewish priestly class. If the Black people today didn't have guns to fight for themselves, the Vatican representative would have personally sent these two Black priests to the gallows.  But the Black people of today were truly waging war against the white world and winning a series of victories.  Before this representative came to Africa, the Papacy had emphasized to him: even if he were killed, the Holy See would only condemn China and the WPLA—nothing more. Since the Black people had guns, the Vatican had no desire to provoke "accidents" through radical behavior.  The WPLA had already declared its goal to liberate Europe and punish colonial crimes. The Vatican had no defensive capability. Once the Vatican was overrun by Black armies, and they hanged the entire Papal Court for "war crimes" or "colonial crimes," the Vatican would be powerless to resist.  Forcing down his anger and fear, the Vatican representative squeezed out a distorted smile. "My brothers, I understand what you've said. May I join today's Mass?"  Since the representative showed no outward hostility, the two Black priests found his overall demeanor acceptable.  When the Mass ended and the "Amen" was said, a Black priest took the pulpit and spoke with infectious tone: "Brothers, today we will discuss: The Vatican’s financial crisis and the Church’s desperation. When Pope Urban II saw an opportunity, he issued indulgences..."  From a purely historical perspective, the Vatican representative felt there wasn't much factually wrong with what the Black priest said. But the priest told this history like a street storyteller, bringing it to life. The Black congregation below was highly emotional, especially when hearing how Urban II used indulgence money to support mistresses and illegitimate children for various bishops.  Someone in the crowd shouted, "No wonder the Popes and Bishops are so rich, their business is massive!"  Another Black man joked with a lewd smile, "Wasn't there a female Pope who gave birth in public?"  By the time the sermon reached this point, the Vatican’s dignity was crumbling, just as it had in Europe. Originally, the Church had hoped to suppress such talk, believing "Church matters are not for outsiders to judge," but the WPLA's version was now the "official" history.  After finally enduring the Mass, the Vatican representative walked out of the church with the congregation. Hearing the historical stories being discussed by the people around him, he felt a surge of hatred, wishing the WPLA would perish soon so he could send these "believers" who discussed religious history to the stake for purification by fire.  However, just then, a squad of soldiers passed by on the street. They were mostly Black, marching in neat formation with powerful strides. Their assault rifles gleamed with the cold light of polished metal.  Seeing this squad of Black soldiers, the malice in the Vatican representative's heart instantly melted like snow. He lowered his gaze and walked back to the headquarters with a pace that wouldn't attract attention.  Inside the headquarters, reporters were busy conducting interviews. Since people from almost every country except the Vatican participated in the WPLA, and there were representatives from every nation on the executive committee, European reporters sought out their own countrymen.  The reporters from *The Times* and *Le Figaro* interviewed Cheng Ruofan, the Chief of General Logistics. *Le Figaro*, being a French paper, was more friendly toward China. The reporter began, "I personally congratulate you on your promotion to Marshal."  Cheng Ruofan replied, "A soldier's promotion means casualties. I feel no joy in being promoted to Marshal."  Hearing such high-sounding words, the *Times* reporter couldn't help but say, "It's surprising that the Marshal is so compassionate. I've read your statements; you seem to have a very strong passion for war."  Cheng Ruofan smiled. "I am proud to be fighting for the freedom of hundreds of millions of people."  The *Times* reporter didn't attempt to refute this directly, as it was difficult to argue against such a stance. Instead, he asked, "Your Excellency, are you directing this war with a mindset of revenge?"  Cheng Ruofan replied, "Revenge is an animalistic behavior. I support the punishment of criminals; I do not seek revenge."  The *Times* reporter asked, "Cables sent from all over the world claim Black mobs are destroying white towns in South Africa. Isn't that revenge?"  Cheng Ruofan asked back, "Could you be more specific?"  The British newspapers were now characterizing the WPLA as a mob organization. The *Times* reporter knew the Chinese wouldn't define it that way; his goal wasn't to argue but to get a big scoop.  Dropping the entanglement over labels, he asked, "The distress signals from South Africa say the WPLA is destroying white towns. Can you stop these atrocities?"  Cheng Ruofan replied, "Violence by one class against another may seem like an atrocity to the British, but do the vast oppressed people find this view strange? Should the people of South Africa use peaceful means to deal with the British who use violence against them?"  The *Times* reporter felt he could now pivot the interview to the "British sense of order."  Cheng Ruofan laughed. "Do the people in the colonies even have the opportunity to vote? Didn't you know that? Peaceful petition?"  He continued, "The British Colonial Office decided to use violence from the very beginning. According to the documents we captured, this is clearly proven. If you are interested, you can go to the WPLA trial office to see these materials—they are all official documents with the British government's seal and signatures."  The reporter was stunned. "The WPLA captured such documents? They are truly damned!"
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When Cheng Ruofan pointed out that the British government had issued official orders for massacres, the reporter from *Le Figaro* was not surprised. The governments of colonial powers had all issued such orders; the British government had been doing it for centuries, as had the French.  Seeing the reporter from *The Times* temporarily silenced, the *Le Figaro* reporter asked, "I wonder what China considers to be the standard for decolonization?"  Cheng Ruofan replied, "We believe the standard for decolonization is that the local people possess full citizenship rights. Of course, this standard is best discussed with France."  Hearing this, the *Le Figaro* reporter laughed out loud, completely ignoring the *The Times* reporter beside him. Citizenship was a system unique to republics; Britain had subjects and nationals, but no citizens. China currently had no monarchy, and France was the same. When it came to the concept of citizenship, the French were filled with pride.  However, Cheng Ruofan's next words caused the French reporter's expression to change.  "Let's take Algeria as an example. If the local people of Algeria possessed French citizenship and the right to hold seats in the French Parliament, we would consider Algeria not a colony, but an integral part of France itself."  In Africa, there was one country that had remained consistently independent: Ethiopia. Similarly, Algeria was considered the most 'Frenchified' region of Africa. There were over a million white people born in Algeria, nicknamed the "Pieds-Noirs" (Black Feet) in France. These Algerian "Pieds-Noirs" held French citizenship. However, the native Algerians did not.  Furthermore, the *Le Figaro* reporter knew very well that no matter how much France claimed Algeria was a French province, neither the French government nor its people would ever accept the decision to grant French citizenship to the local Algerians.  Cheng Ruofan was well aware of this point, which was why he specifically mentioned Algeria. Seeing the other party remain silent, Cheng Ruofan continued, "The people of Africa will obtain independence and establish their own nations. The nationals of each African country will possess the citizenship rights of their own nations. This is the prerequisite for independence and liberation. Without these, there can be no talk of the liberation of the African people."  The reporter from *The Times* quickly asked, "But according to the news we've seen, China has made the decision to place Africa under long-term trusteeship. I find it difficult to reconcile such a decision with so-called independence and liberation."  The decision for China to act as a trustee for Africa was not fabricated news; the World People's Liberation Army (WPLA) had indeed petitioned the Chinese government to take Africa under trusteeship, and the Chinese government had accepted.  Cheng Ruofan, however, did not see this as an issue at all. He replied solemnly, "In the process of partitioning Africa, Europe drew the control lines of colonial nations entirely based on the needs of European colonialism. These lines completely ignored the needs of the local people; many Africans who originally spoke the same language were forcibly divided into different countries.  "China's trusteeship of Africa is not for the purpose of colonizing Africa, but to redraw reasonable new national borders based on Africa's geographic environment, as well as ethnic, cultural, and historical factors. The history of colonialist colonization and plunder in Africa must never become the foundation for Africa's liberation. Evil colonialism must be eliminated, and its malignant influence must be thoroughly eradicated!"  At this point, Cheng Ruofan's voice turned cold. "These sins must be punished!"  Given China's current strength, especially the troop numbers and logistical capabilities possessed by the WPLA, Cheng Ruofan did not feel in the least that what he was saying was a threat. At this stage, the reason the WPLA had not made a thunderous advance was primarily because its logistics and manpower were not yet sufficient to destroy the European colonial governments.  To resolve these issues, the WPLA had spent enormous human and material resources to enhance the productivity of the African people. Based on the rapid increase in African productivity, they aimed to generate the supplies and manpower necessary to liberate European nations.  In the eyes of the colonialists, this choice undoubtedly seemed like taking the long way around, but in the eyes of the WPLA, only this kind of liberation would allow Africa to truly be free. If African soldiers could not liberate cities like London and Paris, and could not put the crimes of the colonialists on trial, then Africa's liberation would never be truly complete.  The reporter from *The Times*, seeing Cheng Ruofan speak so resolutely, felt his blood boil. He asked loudly, "How does China plan to judge the crimes of the colonialists? Is it to kill all the descendants of the colonialists? Or to dig up the bones of the colonizers from their graves and behead them in public?"  "Hmph. British history is indeed so barbaric," Cheng Ruofan sneered. "You actually dug up Cromwell's corpse for post-mortem flogging and execution. Oh, and you also burned Joan of Arc to death."  Hearing Joan of Arc, the French reporter immediately nodded.  Cheng Ruofan continued, "The African people and the Chinese people are not so barbaric. We only demand that those still living take responsibility! Those still alive whose hands are stained with the blood of the African people must be punished. If the British Colonial Office has not burned the documents recording the numerous crimes of colonialism, once we capture those documents, we will conduct trials of the living colonizers based on them.  "Please rest assured, the British people; the African people will not carry out genocide against ordinary people. In this regard, the African people are much more civilized than the colonialists!"  The reporter from *The Times* was terrified by the future Cheng Ruofan described. He questioned loudly and indignantly, "Are you planning to kill all British people?"  Cheng Ruofan immediately barked with displeasure, "Are you qualified to represent all the British people? I believe you have no such qualification at all!"  With both sides bickering to this extent, the interview could no longer proceed. Moreover, by this point, the basic stance of the WPLA and their goals had been made very clear.  Not only did Cheng Ruofan's interview end in such an unpleasant manner, but the interviews of other European reporters were much the same. Although Europe prided itself on being civilized, it was cowardly at its core and dared not admit its crimes.  The Belgian reporter, in particular, upon hearing that the WPLA intended to punish colonialist evils, cursed the Belgian members of the WPLA in a rage, "You damn traitor, you turncoat!"  The Belgian member of the WPLA being cursed did not get angry. He waited pitiedly for his compatriot to stop his tirade before asking, "In other words, you believe that the 15 million Congolese black people massacred under Belgian colonial rule are existences of no significance?"  "That is no reason for you to attack your own motherland! As a Belgian, you must be patriotic!" the Belgian reporter questioned in a voice that was almost a scream.  "To someone like you who supports genocide, I really have nothing more to say. Even the people massacred by Nazi Germany were not as many as those by Belgium. Such crimes must be settled! Go back and wait for the arrival of the judgment of justice." After saying this, the Belgian member of the WPLA stood up and left, leaving the almost demented Belgian reporter in the reception room.  After all the interviews were concluded, the WPLA members who had participated were no longer interested in discussing the news drafts. The reason everyone had accepted the interviews was the hope that, seeing European colonialism on the verge of total collapse, the European nations might express a realization of their crimes out of a desire for self-preservation.  The members of the WPLA had not devoted themselves to the world revolution because they hated their motherlands; rather, it was precisely because they loved their countries that they hoped their nations could be liberated from backward cultures.  When they saw with their own eyes that their countries, instead of shedding the colonialist phase through judgment, continued to cling to colonialism, the revolutionaries felt a sense of sorrow.  Seeing his comrades' spirits flagging, Cheng Ruofan encouraged them, "Comrades, we oppose genocide. Even those who persist in colonialism—as long as they have not committed crimes or met the WPLA on the battlefield in arms—the people of European nations will be able to survive and live on in a new era where colonialism has been eliminated."  Cheng Ruofan was not lying. He Rui had repeatedly emphasized that the WPLA was not a retaliatory organization. China supported the world revolution so that revolutionaries of all nations could liberate the world—not so that the Chinese army could conquer it! No matter how reactionary or backward someone's thoughts might be, that was not a reason for their execution.  After re-emphasizing these basic principles, Cheng Ruofan turned the discussion to their work. The liberation movement in Africa was going exceptionally smoothly, proving that the African people were perfectly normal human beings, not the naturally stupid, backward, and barbaric race described by the colonialists.  Low productivity could be resolved through methods like "the veterans teaching the newcomers." At this stage, the WPLA was in direct cooperation with over 100,000 African tribes, large and small. In the past few months, a large number of African families had voluntarily requested to become *Bianhu Qimin* (Registered Households). Combined with a semi-forced model, the number of *Bianhu Qimin* who had entered the early stages of agricultural development had reached 10 million households.  From Cheng Ruofan's experience, a scale of *Bianhu Qimin* like this would inevitably lead to numerous problems. Thus, Cheng Ruofan emphasized, "At this stage, the establishment of the state must not be relaxed in the slightest. We have already eliminated the local African elites who were in full collusion with the colonizers. In order to better mobilize the African masses, the urgent task is to establish local African nations."  The Commander of the WPLA, Maurice Thorez, was French. Although he greatly respected Cheng Ruofan, he still raised a different view. "If our strength is primarily focused on this area, it will affect our military struggle."  Cheng Ruofan felt that Thorez was perhaps not bureaucratic enough. However, the members of the WPLA were more idealistic; meticulous work was not their forte. Since Commander Thorez had not grasped the key point, Cheng Ruofan replied, "Perhaps I didn't make myself clear. I don't intend to completely divide the new map of Africa right now. However, the conditions for one or two African nations already exist at this stage."  Hearing that Cheng Ruofan did not mean to weaken the military struggle, the members of the WPLA Committee were all relieved. Currently, the work of building Africa was primarily handled by the Chinese side. Aside from the Chinese comrades, even the black comrades had little interest in such tedious and arduous work. If they were made responsible for these tasks, the comrades from other countries felt it would be asking a bit too much.  The discussion then turned to the war of liberation. Rainfall in Africa was very unevenly distributed, concentrated mainly in the central-western regions. North Africa had the world's largest desert, the Sahara. The proportion of arid regions in East and Southern Africa was also very high.  Currently, the WPLA had essentially liberated Southern and Central Africa. To continue pushing north, they would have to enter the Sahara region. From a military perspective, this was very inefficient. Therefore, the Committee believed it was necessary to launch a "leapfrog" offensive escorted by the navy. This involved using the Marine Corps to continuously seize port cities in West Africa, quickly establishing a shipping line reaching the western coast.  This was how the Europeans had done it back then, except the European colonialists had launched their attacks from north to south. The WPLA would do the opposite.  Cheng Ruofan immediately voiced his opposition. "Comrades, from a military standpoint, doing this will only result in our spearhead units coming into contact and engaging in combat with Allied forces earlier. If we adopt a leapfrog approach for our offensive, our logistical lines will not be sufficient to support a large-scale war with the European Allied forces. I believe we need to continue with a comprehensive liberation of the African colonies. This choice may seem inefficient, but it is actually the most efficient one."  In terms of such strategic considerations, even though Cheng Ruofan was not the Commander of the WPLA, his voice carried immense weight. After all, in terms of military capability, Marshal Cheng Ruofan's track record and seniority were incomparable to anyone else. Cheng Ruofan had truly fought large-scale wars against the Great Powers of the world.  However, these committee members still did not want to follow blindly. They asked about the question of "what is fast and what is slow." Cheng Ruofan was forced to answer this somewhat naive question.  "The Chinese troops in North America are China's elites, and even they have been unable to completely open up the situation on the plains; they can only gain advantages in mountainous areas that are not suitable for large-scale operations. The most important reason is that logistical capacity has limited their performance.  "If we continue pushing into North Africa, the combat environments will be wasteland and desert. The terrain is flat, with not much usable cover. Fighting in such an environment will cause our logistical pressure to become prominent. The Chinese troops fighting in North America cannot utilize North American resources, especially since the indigenous population is too small. But we have a huge advantage in Africa. To not utilize these advantages now, and instead choose to go head-to-head with the European Allied forces, is a very inefficient way of doing things.  "The most efficient method is precisely the model of thorough liberation that appears most inefficient. This is equivalent to giving us a solid foundation, so that when the time comes, it will be the European Allied forces being consumed, not us."  Although he had explained his views, Cheng Ruofan knew that these youths dedicated to the world revolution had not received systematic state-level management training, nor did they have experience managing hundreds of millions of people.  Sure enough, most of the WPLA Committee members did not agree with Cheng Ruofan's view. These young people were not acting out of malice; they truly believed that as long as they had sufficient troops and equipment on the front lines, they could defeat the enemy. Although they knew that logistical supplies were indeed not smooth at this stage, it was always China that solved such troublesome problems. And indeed, these problems were being solved by the Chinese.  Ultimately, the Committee held a vote and decided to implement the leapfrog offensive on the West African coast. They also decided to commit 200,000 troops to Egypt, attacking westward from there to seize Italy's colonies in North Africa. This would provide a jumping-off base for the WPLA to enter Italy for combat.  Cheng Ruofan did not strongly oppose them, because the growth of young people always requires paying a price; many times, they must bash their heads against a wall before they learn. Moreover, at this stage, the WPLA indeed had the capital to learn from experience.  More importantly, the WPLA was, after all, not the Chinese army. In the future, they would be the main force liberating Europe. They had to grow faster now to perform well in the future European campaigns.  Seeing that Cheng Ruofan did not refuse but instead accepted the Committee's resolution, the WPLA members were very excited and immediately went to prepare for the upcoming campaign.  Watching the retreating figures of the committee members, Cheng Ruofan felt a sense of unease. Besides those reasons, there was one reason for his agreement that he could not state aloud: the WPLA engaging the European Allied forces in Africa would greatly affect the war sentiment in the United States.  The reason the current United States could be as stubborn as a "rock in a latrine"—both foul-smelling and hard—was largely because America and Europe still formed a North Atlantic economic circle, which gave the US a sense of security. China had indeed had the Japanese fleet launch an airstrike against the Oak Ridge nuclear research base, but that was just a single tactical action—a tactical action taken at great risk. If the Japanese fleet were to maintain continuous patrols in the North Atlantic, they would surely face extreme risks.  However, once the European Allied forces were forced to fight fiercely with the WPLA in North Africa and the Mediterranean, the United States would surely feel immense pressure. Once Europe was defeated, the US would naturally be isolated and without help. At that time, the United States would have no choice but to exit the war.  The WPLA's offensive would provide immense help to Hu Xiushan, but as a military commander, Cheng Ruofan also felt a responsibility toward the WPLA, so he could not for the moment completely shake off a certain sense of guilt.  Just as Cheng Ruofan had expected, on October 20th, the 7th Army of the WPLA, which had long been making extensive combat preparations in Egypt, began its westward offensive. On the same day, with the cooperation of the Japanese carrier fleet, the 200,000 troops of the WPLA's 4th Group Army moved north by sea, seizing cities at the mouth of the Congo River and continuing their northward advance via maritime transport. Both pieces of news put significant pressure on the US high command.  Mussolini's government in Italy, however, expressed confidence to the Allied powers. "It is merely an armed force composed of a bunch of black thugs led by a few white thugs. In essence, it is still a black army and is completely vulnerable. Since the Roman era, we Italians have been very adept at dealing heavy blows to such a motley crew."  Mussolini, who said this, was indeed full of confidence, but the members of the Allied powers did not see it that way. Even the French army, which had been thoroughly defeated by the German army in the campaign for Western Europe, was mocking the Italians for overestimating themselves. In the final stages of the Western European campaign, hundreds of thousands of Italian troops had attacked the border between Italy and France, which was held by only tens of thousands of French troops. Not only had they failed to gain an inch of ground, but they had also been driven back in successive retreats by the counterattacks launched by the tens of thousands of Frenchmen.  Even when facing a black army, the European nations did not believe Italy could win. Thus, the eyes of all nations fell upon Germany.  Hitler had genuine affection for Mussolini. Upon hearing that Mussolini was preparing to engage the WPLA, Hitler immediately summoned General Rommel.  The view within the German military was very blunt: "If Italy were our enemy, we would only need two divisions to wipe them out. If Italy remained neutral in the war, we would only need five divisions to hold them off. But if Italy is our ally, then we have to spend over twenty divisions worth of strength to help them, and in the end, we might still fail."  With such views, no one in the General Staff wanted to go fight in Africa, let alone wipe Mussolini's backside. Hitler was also very dissatisfied with the General Staff at this time and was preparing for a major reshuffle. At this moment, he needed a candidate who could prove he had an eye for talent. Rommel, a general without a General Staff background and one who had been personally promoted by Hitler, became the best choice.  Rommel did not realize he was being used politically; he simply loved war. Hearing Hitler ask if he was willing to go fight in North Africa, Rommel immediately replied, "I am willing!"
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On November 1st, the sky remained trapped in a uniform, murky gloom. Even though the weather forecast had announced a clear day, the sun was nowhere to be seen at high noon.  Since the appearance of smog in China, its duration had rapidly increased. From the initial half-day to two or three days, this particular bout of smog had already lasted three and a half days, setting a new record.  Li Runshi gazed at the darkness outside the car window, sighing inwardly at the sheer power of industrialization. He had heard of London, the "City of Fog," and had seen reports of similar incessant smog in the steel centers of the American Great Lakes. Although Li Runshi knew that China had to industrialize, he hadn't expected that China's path would not be particularly unique; it seemed that not a single bit of the expected pollution would be spared.  The car headed straight for No. 7 Renmin Road, the official residence of the State President. Li Runshi hadn't been here for fifty-six days. Although He Rui had resumed work, with the arrival of the smoggy days, the low-grade fever that had seemingly been resolved earlier began to flare up again. Although the doctors could generally determine that there was inflammation in He Rui's body, they were unable to pinpoint the exact location of the lesion. The persistent low-grade fever was constantly draining He Rui's physical strength and energy, forcing him to reduce his working hours. Naturally, this portion of the workload had to be taken up by Li Runshi.  Li Runshi's status as the successor had basically been finalized. The reason it was called "basic" was that in China's new system, there was no such political position as an "heir." Even if the leadership had accepted Li Runshi's status, all of his authority resided within his specific posts in the Party, government, and military. If anything were to suddenly happen to Li Runshi, someone else would naturally step in. This represented a massive leap forward in the political system.  As the car drove into the residence, Li Runshi glanced at the cotton ball held by medical tape on the back of his hand and casually pulled it off. He had just finished a comprehensive physical examination and immediately plunged back into work. He was now the General Secretary of the Chinese Civilization Party, a member of the Standing Committee of the Politburo, Vice Chairman of the Military Commission, Vice President of the State, and President of the Party School. His daily routine was extremely hectic.  Under the smoggy sky, the interior of the residence remained brightly lit even during the day. Entering He Rui's study, he saw He Rui reviewing documents. Whether it was the effect of the lighting or not, Li Runshi felt that He Rui, sitting at his desk, seemed to lack a sense of presence.  He Rui had a relatively fair complexion and deep facial contours. Because he rarely went out, his cheeks had taken on a porcelain-white hue, and his lips were a pale pink. Combined with the composure emanating from within, he looked quite handsome.  Even though He Rui's appearance didn't look sickly, Li Runshi felt a strong sense of unease. He would have preferred He Rui to be like he had been for the past thirty years—tanned dark with coarse skin. For that was the look of health.  Seeing Li Runshi enter, He Rui pressed his hands against the armrests of his chair to stand up. As Li Runshi stepped forward to urge him to stay seated, He Rui smiled and, leaning on the table with his left hand, took a few steps forward. With this movement, his blood began to circulate, and some of his physical mobility returned.  "Come, let's take a walk outside," He Rui said, heading toward the door.  A pang of sorrow hit Li Runshi's heart. He Rui, who had once held up the heavens with a single hand and manipulated human society across the entire globe, had now reached a point where he could not naturally support his own weight with his legs. Birth, old age, sickness, and death were truly unyielding!  The flowers in the garden had all withered. Although the leaves hadn't turned yellow yet, subtle color changes were visible at the edges and stems. After walking for a while, He Rui entered the greenhouse, where flowers were in bloom, emitting a delicate fragrance. He Rui sat down on a chair and asked, "What problems have you encountered?"  Along the way, Li Runshi's mind had been filled with the various opinions raised by comrades from the Politburo and the Ministry of Finance, and he was still somewhat disorganized. Hearing He Rui's question, Li Runshi sat in the chair opposite him and took a moment to organize his thoughts before asking: "The Ministry of Finance currently believes that real estate should be made into a 'reservoir' for the economy. Once this is done, it will be equivalent to granting real estate a vast amount of financial attributes. I wonder what the Chairman's view on this is?"  He Rui did not answer immediately. He could well imagine what kind of debate the views of the Politburo and the Ministry of Finance would trigger. Using the development of real estate to solve the problem of the massive amount of currency currently flooding Chinese society was a method He Rui had proposed to Premier Wu Youping. It seemed Wu Youping had kept his mouth shut and had not revealed that it was actually He Rui who had suggested it. If Wu Youping had stated clearly from the start, "This is Chairman He's view," there wouldn't have been so much debate.  He Rui began to communicate with Li Runshi. "My view hasn't changed at all. The foundation that supports a modern industrial society is the lifestyle of an industrial society. In an agrarian society, selling one's house is considered the act of a prodigal son. This is a view resulting from a long-term economic situation. So, Comrade Runshi, do you think it is reasonable for a person to own several houses?"  Li Runshi couldn't help but frown. China's current cities possessed quite advanced infrastructure. There were wide roads, factories, commercial buildings, schools, hospitals, parks, fitness centers, and parking lots in every city. In particular, the comprehensive large-scale shopping malls—integrating cinemas, restaurants, game rooms, shops, department stores, and supermarkets—had made urban life extremely convenient.  In coordination with the ever-expanding scale of the surface cities, every city was heavily engaged in the construction of drainage pipes, natural gas pipelines, and heating pipes for the northern regions.  In large cities, to address the traffic issues caused by the massive number of cars, elevated bridges and underground railways were also being planned. In major cities like Zhengzhou, Beiping, Tianjin, and Shanghai, trials for these extremely costly infrastructure projects had already begun to accumulate experience.  In such a China, a person owning several properties shouldn't be a problem. However, Li Runshi felt that this meant a trend of wealth concentration was forming in China. Thus, Li Runshi replied, "What I am most concerned about is whether China's economy will slide toward a capitalist model."  "The reason capitalism is an evil path is that the goal of capital operation is capital appreciation. Therefore, capital will try every possible means to shift the cost onto other classes. With you here, I am not worried that this will become a future trend for China. The current problem is that with China's development, the Chinese people will inevitably possess more and more wealth. So, Comrade Runshi, do you intend to adopt a policy of channeling or blocking?" After He Rui finished speaking, he looked quietly at Li Runshi.  For top-tier politicians, these questions were actually quite cruel. The more sensitive a politician was, the more they would feel various levels of unease or even panic within the gap between their ideals and reality. The reason He Rui didn't panic was that he had seen this stage before. Every day, pessimistic views would emerge, lamenting the decline of social morals and claiming that each generation was worse than the last—as if China were on the brink of ruin!  However, throughout this process, the younger generation's level of understanding of communism would advance by leaps and bounds, and they would become increasingly adept at using the methodology of class struggle to analyze what was happening in society.  Precisely because he had witnessed this, He Rui looked forward to Li Runshi being able to convey the correct way of thinking to the masses in this era of extremely active thought and rapidly rising levels of cognition, helping the masses sharpen their eyes and continue moving forward.  With such expectations, He Rui looked at Li Runshi, trying to read something from the expression of this highly anticipated politician.  However, Li Runshi's expression didn't change much. After a while, he asked, "Chairman, class contradictions will intensify along with the struggle over the ownership of wealth. When everyone is drawn into this struggle, social problems will also become unprecedentedly acute. Real estate is exactly like this; it is destined to trigger all sorts of issues."  Hearing Li Runshi speak this way, He Rui couldn't help but smile. "Heh... *cough, cough*..."  The coughing lasted for a while. He Rui found that his body could no longer handle emotions of joy, anger, or sorrow; he could only calm his emotions and lower his heart rate. Once the coughing stopped, He Rui sighed, "Comrade Runshi, I'll say it again. You are too kind; you cannot bear to see the people suffer. I am no benevolent sort. In my view, when the people rapidly gain immense benefits thanks to the social system and the dividends of a global war victory, most of them will be unable to realize that all their gains are actually backed by even more support. Ordinary people instinctively believe that whatever they receive is due to their own efforts. If others have something they don't, they assume it's the work of villains.  "I have always believed that at such a time, one must tear away the veil to reveal the true face of the world and do one's best to teach the people the methodology of seeing the essence of the world—rather than making them feel happy or comfortable. As for the feelings of pain involved, I believe they are unavoidable.  "I wonder what your take is on this matter."  Li Runshi did not like watching tragedies, especially this kind of large-scale tragedy that could already be foreseen. He was well-read and had seen many literary works by European authors regarding the development of European capitalist industrialization. Human nature ebbs and flows, struggling in the whirlpools caused by intense social change. Since China's industrialization had led to massive physical and climatic pollution, it was unlikely that psychological impact and alienation could be avoided either. This was undoubtedly a source of tragedy.  Seeing that Li Runshi remained silent, He Rui wanted to speak but couldn't help coughing again. But this time, He Rui suppressed the cough and said seriously: "Comrade Runshi, problems encountered in development can only be solved through further development. I can understand your worries for the future, but it is impossible for humans to imagine something they have never seen. Only by seeing and experiencing it can they generate cognition regarding such a change.  "In my view, the development of real estate will allow a massive amount of liquid currency to enter the real estate market. At the same time, through large-scale mortgage loans, it can create a vast amount of debt. Currency backed by debt becomes highly controllable, and this currency will inevitably enter the production sector to produce a large quantity of commodities. On the basis of enhancing China's production capacity, it will create employment, taxes, and cash flow—thereby providing resources for the war we are currently waging.  "Although the battles in Africa are being fought by the World People's Liberation Army, what determines the victory or defeat of the war might very well be the unprecedented infrastructure construction currently taking place in China. The more skyscrapers China builds, the more supplies there will be for the war. Because the China of today has already mastered a powerful borrowing capacity and provides resources to the war through specialized loans.  "This operation is also likely to produce a result you might not like: through an astronomical amount of mortgages, it will firmly bind a population numbered in the hundreds of millions to construction and the war. If the people want to live a life where their property is recognized and protected by the state, they must fully support the war."  Having described the present and a certain period of the future to this point, He Rui couldn't help but cough. This time the coughing was violent; He Rui's porcelain-white cheeks turned slightly crimson, but against his still-pale forehead, this color—which should have looked vibrant—instead gave off an eerie, unsettling feeling.  Li Runshi did not like the reality He Rui described, and he was even more worried about He Rui's health. He quickly said, "Chairman, let's stop here for today. I will support this plan."  After taking his leave from He Rui, Li Runshi rushed back to his office. He once again picked up the report from the State Council and began to read. This time, Li Runshi was no longer overly influenced by his personal emotions and could finally consider it according to the report's logic.  At this stage, the world war had formed three fronts. The first was naturally the North American front, where Chinese troops were engaging the Anglo-American Allied forces on the front lines. The second was the African front; as the front line pushed all the way north, it would eventually face off against Europe across the Mediterranean.  The third front was relatively hidden; it surrounded the Soviet-controlled areas. China had no intention of attacking the Soviet Union as of yet, and from the current situation, the Soviet Union had no plans for a military confrontation with China either. In a sense, this front was a guarantee to eventually force the Soviet Union to launch an offensive to the west.  The so-called "White World" had already been surrounded by these three fronts. All possibilities within the war had vanished; the final campaign had already begun. The progress from here on could be called the beginning of the end, or perhaps the end of the beginning.  If Li Runshi agreed to the real estate plan, even if He Rui were to pass away, the current trajectory could not be changed. Given the bureaucracy's aversion to surprises, the State Council must have seen the future possibilities when they drafted such a plan and decided to extinguish any possibility other than a final decisive battle.  It wasn't to say that China could end the war simply by doing infrastructure construction. Just as He Rui had said: once the definite future direction was struck, the 700 million Chinese people, in order to prevent their future assets from going up in smoke, would have to be firmly bound to the strategy of the final decisive battle.  The assets China possessed up to now were simply not enough to match the currency issued. Roughly speaking, one yuan's worth of assets corresponded to 1.5 yuan of currency. Only by winning the war and winning the future could the trillions of yuan be linked to the productivity and consumption represented by mines, farms, factories, railways, and ports all over the world. The torrent formed by this currency would provide a steady stream of profits for China, repaying debts for the Chinese people and increasing their purchasing power.  Li Runshi already understood this, but at this very moment, he could almost touch the pulse of this great change. Although there was no sound in the office, Li Runshi seemed to hear this grand pulsation from the void. This pulsation was like a torrent, like a mountain roar or a tsunami. All the roaring of guns and cannons in the world at this moment, as well as the shouts, cries of pain, groans, and prayers issued by the mutually slaughtering armies, were merely component parts of this grand pulsation.  For a moment, Li Runshi felt restless. He simply stood up and walked to the office window, pushed it open, and lit a cigarette.  Outside the window remained the Hades-like darkness. The streetlights had already been lit, but they couldn't dispel the mist that felt like an obscure and uncertain future. The vehicles and pedestrians passing in the distance were all shadowy and indistinct; their details could not be made out.  After finishing his cigarette, Li Runshi closed the window, sat back at his desk, and signed the document. Although he was still conflicted in his heart, Li Runshi decided to keep going. If everything before him was the result of He Rui's efforts over the past thirty years, then dispelling the mist and bringing back the sunlight was Li Runshi's responsibility.  On November 3rd, the smog that had persisted for nearly a week was finally blown away by strong winds from the north. The strong winds caused the temperature to drop rapidly, finally stopping on November 5th. Then, a southeasterly wind blew in. On November 6th, the sky turned dark again. But this darkness was not that uniform smog; it was a layer of clouds with seemingly infinite depth. On November 7th, it rained.  The rain pattered against the glass windows with a rhythmic *shua-shua* sound, and the discussion on the real estate plan was also completed. The central discussion established programmatic regulations. In these regulations, the state opened up the sale of urban commercial housing in three stages. In the first stage, employees of central enterprises, retired military personnel, and government personnel could all obtain eligibility for mortgage loans to buy houses. At the same time, the state established a public fund in addition to pensions and universal medical insurance. Anyone who contributed to the public fund could use their contribution certificate to apply for preferential mortgage loans from banks.  The second and third stages involved expanding the eligibility for purchasing commercial housing, which would be implemented after the war ended. The core of the entire real estate plan was to utilize the urbanization and industrialization promoted by the war to rapidly push China into the era of urbanization.  Seeing the plan pass, although the comrades in the economic departments were all exhausted, they were all relieved. Some department heads couldn't even help but smile—the urban construction department, for instance.  To do a good job in infrastructure construction, one could only rely on smashing money into it—and astronomical sums at that. No country could achieve the collection of such astronomical sums of capital through tax revenue alone; they couldn't even do it by running the printing presses until they sparked. But this real estate plan could achieve it. Because those who would bear this debt were hundreds of millions of Chinese people; the power of an industrial nation was vividly reflected in such policies. Only hundreds of millions of Chinese people could bear dozens of trillions of yuan in debt and repay it all.  The content of the deal between the He Rui government and the people was not money, but a promise of a wealthy future to hundreds of millions of Chinese people.  On November 8th, with the arrival of even stronger northern winds, the rain stopped. The long-lost azure sky reappeared before the people. Even if the sun in the sky didn't provide much warmth, the people looked up at the sky with joy and excitement.  When the sunlight pierced through the glass window and cast bright shadows onto the report Li Runshi was reading intently, he only then noticed that the sunlight had returned. This feeling of both strangeness and anticipation caused Li Runshi to put down the report on the latest battle situation in Africa and stand up to walk to the window.  Bathing in the sunlight at this moment, Li Runshi suddenly remembered a sentence: "Why are humans not afraid of the night? Because everyone knows that tomorrow, the sun will rise as usual."



★


Volume 8 Chapter 41: The True Liberation of Africa (Part 4)

Volume 8 — Chapter 41
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El Alamein: a vital transportation hub situated between Libya and Egypt. After the British forces in Egypt had been annihilated by the World People's Liberation Army (WPLA), they established a defensive line at El Alamein. Behind it lay Tobruk, followed by other major cities like Cyrenaica.  If the WPLA succeeded in liberating these cities, they would enter northern Tunisia—once known as Carthage—where they would stand across the sea from Sicily, the home of the Mafia in southern Italy.  The objective of the WPLA's North African campaign was to push into Tunisia and threaten Sicily. Professional Chinese soldiers within the WPLA General Staff viewed this plan as somewhat fantastical, noting that the understanding of logistics involved was rather rudimentary.  Still, having a strategic goal was better than having none at all. Viewed through the lens of European colonial warfare, the plan wasn't entirely without merit. Ultimately, the General Logistics Department approved the plan and provided the necessary supplies.  With adequate provisions, WPLA units marched directly toward El Alamein, colliding head-on with the combined British and Italian forces.  During the first three days, extensive minefields inflicted significant losses on the WPLA. Reading the reports sent back to headquarters, Cheng Ruofan felt the veins on his forehead bulge with frustration. When the WPLA had fought in South Africa, they had managed to demonstrate the effectiveness of their infantry. At the very least, when facing South African troops who fought at a World War I level, the WPLA had proven their worth in urban combat.  However, when confronted with a modern, layered defensive system, the WPLA’s shortcomings were laid bare. Despite receiving superior logistical support, this army had failed to elevate its combat capability from the standards of the Great War to those of the current conflict.  Cheng Ruofan rubbed his temples for a long time, forcing himself to accept the reality. The use of technical arms was now universal in the Second World War, and the intensity of combat far exceeded that of the first. Had a Chinese army been leading the assault, the engineers would have operated with an astounding sense of responsibility and high technical skill to clear paths through the minefields before the attack even began.  When the infantry followed, even under a deluge of enemy artillery fire, they would have maintained rigid discipline, advancing along the safe routes marked by small flags.  The WPLA units were clearly incapable of this. Their engineers lacked flexibility in the field, often triggering mines themselves and compromising their missions.  Furthermore, some mine-clearing units lacked a sense of duty, performing their tasks haphazardly and filing false reports. When the subsequent infantry waves attacked, they often charged into uncleared minefields, needlessly throwing away soldiers' lives.  Non-Chinese commanders within the WPLA noticed these issues but were powerless to solve them. They resorted to using tanks to probe for mines to reduce casualties, which led to the senseless destruction of equipment.  Equipment, however, was meant for the offensive. By the time the planned tank battalion reached the front, not even a full company remained. To expect a handful of tanks to exert the power of an entire battalion was pure fantasy. Even though the Chinese Type 59 tanks were exceptional, they could not overcome such overwhelming numerical odds to fight ten-to-one.  Cheng Ruofan had expected the initial phase of the campaign to go poorly, but he had to admit his expectations had been far too optimistic.  The Chinese military had never displayed such incompetence, and Cheng Ruofan had no experience in disciplining a force like this. Nevertheless, the basic principles of military management still applied: when a defeat occurred, those responsible must be punished. Courts-martial and the disbanding of units were standard operations. Identifying and purging unqualified officers and men was the only way to ensure better performance in the next engagement.  Cheng Ruofan waited several days but received no such news. A few days later, word arrived that Italian forces had bypassed the defensive lines and struck the WPLA’s southern flank. After a bitter struggle, the WPLA was driven from its positions and fell back in retreat. Had the Air Force not quickly seized air superiority and provided total cover, the WPLA might have collapsed into a rout.  Upon receiving this report, Cheng Ruofan felt as though he were on the verge of a breakdown. He had served for nearly forty years, starting from his days in the Junior Military Academy, and in his entire life, he had never seen "subordinates" like these.  For the first time, the Chinese officers in the General Logistics Department saw Cheng Ruofan kick over an empty stool and roar in a fit of rage, "A batch of them must be shot! They must be executed!"  Being a veteran soldier, however, he quickly regained his composure. Cheng Ruofan asked as calmly as possible, "Why is this intelligence only arriving now?"  The Chief of Communications, nearly fuming himself, barked back, "Reporting to the Chief! It's said the North African campaign commander knew how poorly he was performing and felt he would lose face. He deliberately cut off communications, hoping to launch a desperate, all-out assault to break the El Alamein line and redeem himself."  "That motherf—ing..." Cheng Ruofan finally couldn't help but curse the ancestors of the WPLA's North African commander.  The officers at the meeting were almost all Chinese. They were men who had, at minimum, graduated high school before joining the army, started as privates, and then attended military academies. Having passed through round after round of rigorous testing, these Chinese officers could not fathom witnessing a performance as wretched as that of the old Beiyang armies.  They shared Cheng Ruofan’s fury. Beyond the anger, however, was a growing concern: if the WPLA’s performance in modern warfare was this abysmal, they could no longer harbor any illusions about its effectiveness.  After his outburst, Cheng Ruofan’s emotions finally settled. He righted the chair he had kicked over and sat down to issue orders. "Order the troops to withdraw to Cairo. Begin a comprehensive internal review and discussion. Simultaneously, start drafting units from other regions in Africa to take over the North African campaign."  "Which units should we draft?" asked the Deputy Minister of the General Logistics Department.  Without hesitation, Cheng Ruofan replied, "Follow the model we used during Land Reform. Draft black officers and men who are politically reliable and steady in character. Specifically, look for those who have shown they can understand and follow procedural steps in agricultural planting."  These had been the recruitment standards in the Northeast twenty years ago, though they had since been refined into more systematic procedures. To the others, Cheng Ruofan’s request sounded almost crudely simplistic, unlike his usual self.  Sensing their hesitation, Cheng Ruofan explained, "Our understanding of the African masses isn't yet precise enough to grasp their psychological nuances. So, do exactly as I say. Also, telegraph the General Staff immediately and ask for our early regulatory standards. It’s been so many years; I can’t remember all the details."  As the WPLA General Logistics Department began cleaning up the mess of the North African defeat, the Allied powers began to celebrate the victory. Italy, in particular, was ecstatic. They had been thoroughly routed in Ethiopia by the WPLA units led by Chinese forces. This successful offensive and the defeat of the WPLA felt like a restoration of national honor. Mussolini publicly declared that the Italian army would redouble its efforts to reclaim Egypt from the "black armies." He announced that he would personally ride a white horse into Cairo, like an ancient Roman emperor.  In Beijing, the Central Military Commission (CMC) even debated whether to inform He Rui of the news. Since returning to work, He Rui had not taken any leave. Even when the smog was at its worst, he remained in the capital. The heavy smog had caused widespread respiratory illness among the public, and He Rui’s own health had worsened. The CMC members felt there was no need to upset He Rui with such a trivial, frustrating matter.  Li Runshi was also concerned about He Rui’s health, but he asked, "What organizational regulation allows us to withhold battle reports from the Chairman?"  At these words, the CMC members fell silent. Deliberately withholding reports was, at best, a failure of duty; at worst, it was an intentional infringement on the Chairman's right to know. If word of such an action got out, everyone involved would be dismissed.  Li Runshi didn't look at the officer whose face had gone pale. He continued, "If the comrades are worried about the Chairman's health, find someone specifically to report this matter to him."  The CMC members looked at each other and agreed that Li Runshi was the most suitable choice.  Li Runshi accepted the task. He worried for He Rui's health but did not believe He Rui would be truly angered by such news—though it was certainly an irritating affair. It was particularly a blow to He Rui’s insistence that the WPLA serve as the primary force for the liberation of Europe.  Just as Li Runshi expected, He Rui's expression turned serious upon hearing the news. After a moment of thought, He Rui asked, "What is the follow-up?"  Li Runshi immediately presented Cheng Ruofan’s plan. After reading it, He Rui relaxed slightly. Placing the document on the table, he pushed himself up from his chair and walked over to the map of Africa, standing there to study it.  "Chairman, I believe Marshal Cheng can resolve this," Li Runshi advised.  He Rui shook his head slightly. "We must maintain collective leadership within the WPLA. This concerns the casualty rates once we enter the European theater."  Li Runshi was taken aback, quickly realizing what casualties He Rui was referring to. Not entirely certain, he ventured, "Do you believe that if European units are the ones to enter Europe, it will lower the local population's will to resist?"  He Rui nodded. "I hope those in Europe who are loyal to White Supremacy are consumed in the North African campaign. At the very least, by the time the WPLA enters Europe on a large scale, the opposing forces should be driven primarily by a nationalism focused on defending their homes."  Hearing this, Li Runshi felt a sudden urge to make a small joke. He Rui had several times called Li Runshi too kind, unable to bear the suffering of the people during the intense domestic industrialization process. Teasing He Rui for being "too kind" to the European people might have offered Li Runshi a bit of internal balance.  Just as he was considering it, He Rui asked, "Runshi, do you think I am too concerned for the people of Europe?"  Having his thought voiced by He Rui made Li Runshi feel a bit embarrassed. But being who he was, he nodded. "The Chairman is indeed very concerned about the European people."  "Heh. If you think killing ten million European soldiers has no impact on Europe, then I suppose I am being 'overly concerned.'" He Rui finished speaking, and his body suddenly swayed.  Li Runshi rushed forward to support him. Upon making contact, Li Runshi was shocked to find that He Rui’s arm was much thinner than he had imagined. Before Li Runshi could recover from the shock, He Rui pushed his hand away and slowly walked to the sofa to sit down.  "Comrade Runshi, I have already stirred up the fires of racialism in Europe. Based on my understanding of Europe, the public is desperate. In their desperation, they will only become more frantic. Despite all our considerations, the war will be exceptionally cruel. From my perspective, if we kill ten million people in Europe, that hatred will persist for a very long time."  Li Runshi's attention had been primarily focused on domestic affairs. Hearing He Rui's words, he quickly drew connections between the massive casualties of the Anglo-French forces in North America—who nevertheless maintained their offensive—and the Italian army’s daring strike. If one set aside the differences in equipment and combat power between the Italians and the Anglo-Americans and looked at the deeper similarities, the only thing they shared was a commitment to Euro-American superiority.  Considering this innate fear, Li Runshi realized his own predictions regarding war casualties had been far too optimistic.  He Rui saw the change in Li Runshi's expression and sighed inwardly. However, seeing Li Runshi look so grave, He Rui didn't want him to carry too much psychological pressure. He explained, "At first, I had hoped the West would be as frank as they boast to be. I expected them to see that things were going wrong and decisively admit defeat, choosing a path that involved less sacrifice. But reality has proven that the West cannot voluntarily exit the war until their White Supremacy is thoroughly demolished by reality.  "This development isn't actually surprising. I have always believed the Chinese are the greatest nation in the world. I simply won't bet everything China has just to prove that point. But that is because I was educated by Chinese civilization. After seeing so many ups and downs in China's history, I finally admit that China's greatness lies in its more advanced internal logic and methodology.  "A civilization can only exist for thousands of years if it inherently possesses a concern and love for humanity itself. In the genes of Western civilization, the accumulation of this aspect is too thin. Therefore, they are destined to return to their rightful place in history. But the West is like a reckless youth who thinks he is invincible. In the 'jungle' of global society, such a youth is destined for a bad end. This is why Chinese civilization has endured for thousands of years while other civilizations from various historical periods no longer exist."  Li Runshi understood He Rui's words and felt a thick sense of killing intent beneath his compassionate tone. At that moment, Li Runshi suddenly regretted his earlier thought of making a joke; it had been too flippant. He Rui wasn't being "too kind"—he was simply weary of having to take tens of millions of lives and was trying to minimize the loss to human society.  "Chairman, you are trying to take responsibility even for your enemies," Li Runshi sighed.  Li Runshi’s insight comforted He Rui, who remarked, "I have my own malice as well. Heh. Most people's malice is about inflicting pain on those they hate; my malice is about destroying the world. I know very well that such malice is meaningless. It’s just a compensatory expectation born of my hatred for my own powerlessness."  Li Runshi could actually understand the idea of "destroying the world." A teenager might truly hope to save the world, but a fifty-year-old, upon hearing the world might end, would likely smile and ask, "There's actually such a good thing?"  Thinking of this, Li Runshi felt he understood why He Rui set seemingly pedantic bottom lines. Not invading the US mainland and striving to have European WPLA units liberate Europe wasn't due to cowardice; He Rui truly did not want to create deep-seated hatred that could not be resolved for a century.  To confirm He Rui's thoughts, Li Runshi asked, "Chairman, do you believe the colonial British Empire and Nazi Germany deserve their destruction?"  "Yes, they deserve it. But that is absolutely not a reason for us to carry out massacres. If every single person in the West were willing to die for White Supremacy, I wouldn't care about killing them all. But humans are not that purely spiritual. What drives people to madness is a total lack of identification with the other side—a total lack of any sense of security from them. They feel they must destroy the other just to feel at peace. I set these bottom lines to give the European people a sense of security; I don't want the spiral of hostility to keep rising. *Cough, cough*..." At this point, He Rui began to cough again.  Li Runshi wanted to say something, but He Rui felt a metallic taste in his throat. Suppressing the urge to cough, he ordered, "I need to rest. You should head back."  Once back in his office, Li Runshi read Cheng Ruofan’s report once more. Cheng Ruofan’s decision didn't look high-end or sophisticated, but it was very grounded. This put Li Runshi at ease. If European and African troops must be the ones to liberate Europe, they had to be built into effective fighting forces. Cheng Ruofan wasn't taking the long way around; he was solving the problem at its root.  Recalling He Rui's assessment of the war's brutality, Li Runshi felt that prolonging the war slightly might actually serve to break the West's will to fight.  This wasn't to say that if the war dragged on, the Westerners would reflect and repent. Currently, the North Atlantic economic circle had cut off trade with the rest of the world. Even the wealthiest economic circle could not withstand the drain of such high-intensity, high-magnitude warfare.  The inherent defect of White Supremacy lay in its binary nature. Win or lose, live or die. White Supremacy defined clear standards.  When everything was going well, White Supremacy acted like an aphrodisiac, exhilarating the people. But when things went poorly, they were forced to make a definitive choice between life and death. The human body is pragmatic; if one had to die for the sake of White Supremacy, the human instinct still chooses life.  Li Runshi did not believe for a second that the Westerners were so eager to die.
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On January 1, 1944, it rained in Cairo. The pitter-patter of the light rain dampened the streets of the city, washing away the lingering stench of sewage.  In Egypt, spring rain is as precious as oil. Even as the drizzle soaked their uniforms, the officers and soldiers of the 11th Army of the World People's Liberation Army (WPLA)—preparing for another assault on El Alamein—felt no displeasure. Instead, they savored the rare moisture as they awaited the order to advance.  The 11th Army consisted of the 41st, 42nd, and 43rd Corps. Following the WPLA’s "triangular" organizational structure, a single army group included specialized transport units, bringing its total strength to over 200,000 men.  News that the 11th Army, composed primarily of Asian and Black personnel, was returning to the El Alamein front left a bitter taste in the mouths of other units currently undergoing reorganization and training in Egypt. The WPLA prided itself on integrating personnel from all nations across its units to avoid divisions. However, in the previous Battle of El Alamein, those units had performed abysmally.  The infantry of the 41st, 42nd, and 43rd Corps were selected directly by China from the *Bianhu Qimin* (registered households) of East Africa. Their commanders were almost exclusively Chinese, Japanese, or Korean. The urgent formation of the 11th Army was a clear sign that the Chinese leadership no longer believed other units could improve their combat effectiveness in a short period.  The vast majority of WPLA personnel were men, and men have pride. Seeing themselves so slighted, many members felt a sense of spiteful anticipation, hoping to see the newcomers fail. While the other units rested and trained in the Egyptian interior, their commanders held informal meetings to discuss the situation.  Because the WPLA Committee generally opposed strict military discipline, the aftermath of the previous defeat resulted only in administrative reshuffling rather than the executions or imprisonments common in other national armies.  Observing the 11th Army’s composition, many WPLA committee members—already lacking confidence—felt embarrassed. Unlike the conscript armies of nation-states, which demanded the physical and social death of those responsible for failure, the WPLA was composed of volunteers. By its very nature, it lacked the foundation for such draconian measures.  The committee argued that while the WPLA could execute individuals for personal crimes based on humanitarian principles, humanitarianism could not support the execution of individuals for military failure. Even if they wished to perform such an execution, they would first need to prove treason or deliberate sabotage to justify a charge of intentional homicide.  Executing a commander simply for losing a battle would be seen as oppression, conflicting with the fundamental nature of a volunteer army.  Since they had lost the battle, no one used this to make a point. Instead, the non-Asian committee members debated the 11th Army’s combat potential.  "These Black soldiers have only been trained for about a year. Due to the language barrier, most haven't even completed military academy education," one noted.  "But the Japanese and Korean officers are fluent in Chinese. Could this be a new model for a colonial army?" an Indian volunteer asked with concern. This organizational model bore a striking resemblance to the British Indian Army. The only difference was that while the British Indian Army’s officers were British and its NCOs and lower officers were Indian, the 11th Army’s high command was Chinese, with NCOs and lower officers being Japanese and Korean. Furthermore, the 11th Army contained units composed entirely of Japanese and Korean troops.  In the eyes of the world at that time, Europeans viewed the peoples of China, Japan, and Korea as being far closer in blood than the various European nations were to each other. They likened the relationship to that between the Habsburg Dynasty and the free territories of the Holy Roman Empire. Many Europeans even considered Korea a Chinese overseas province and Japan a Chinese client state.  Regardless of the relationship, the immediate priority was whether the Second Battle of El Alamein could be won. If the 11th Army failed, it would prove that the WPLA was inherently inferior to the armies of the Great Powers. If the 11th Army won, it would prove that a national-style army was simply more capable than a volunteer-based one. This posed a significant challenge to the WPLA’s current organizational model.  Thus, the non-Asian committee members were torn—they both hoped to see the 11th Army humbled and prayed for its victory.  Far away in East Africa, Cheng Ruofan understood the contradictions facing the WPLA. He also knew that, logically, they could not resort to executions. This was why he had deployed the 11th Army to the front to take charge of the second offensive. The 11th Army was built on the national army model, its construction mimicking the core principles of the old Northeast Army era.  Initially, even Chinese comrades felt that the army’s "grassroots" workshop-style approach gave it an indescribably "rustic" feel. If one had to describe it, the army seemed more like a team of elementary school students—or even preschoolers—than a modern military force.  None of them expected that they would eventually have to rely on this 11th Army to carry out the assault on El Alamein.  On December 31, 1943, Cheng Ruofan sent a telegram to Hu Xiushan in North America. After exchanging greetings, he asked if the WPLA’s failure at El Alamein had affected the North American campaign.  Hu Xiushan replied on January 1 with only six words: "No impact. Happy New Year."  The answer left Cheng Ruofan feeling slightly awkward. However, if Hu Xiushan said there was no impact, then there truly was none. After all, heavy snow was already falling across Canada, and the Chinese forces could rely on the mountainous terrain for defense. In such harsh weather, the difficulty of defending the mountains was greatly reduced. Given Hu Xiushan’s meticulousness and the elite nature of the North American theater troops, the defensive war should be manageable.  Satisfied that there were no chain reactions, Cheng Ruofan turned his attention back to the liberation of Africa, merely instructing his secretary to record the latest battle reports for him to read when he had time.  Corporal Obama, a Black soldier in the 11th Army, was a member of the combat engineers. He came from a middle-class urban family in former Mozambique; his father was a minor civil servant, and his maternal grandfather was a local merchant. His older brother and sister had already gone to China to study, and Obama had expected to follow them. Given his grades, he could never have gotten into a British school, nor could he afford the local ones.  Local schools were harder to get into because they were filled with the children of local Black officials and "comprador" families. The qualification bars were so high that a minor civil servant like Obama’s father would have to bankrupt the family just to send one child for higher education.  Then, the Chinese army arrived to liberate Africa. Obama’s siblings returned with them and quickly became important local officials. After a political screening, it was determined that Obama’s father had no deep ties to the British, and his grandfather was a local merchant rather than a comprador. Thus, Obama joined the army.  At this moment, Obama wasn't thinking about complex political issues. He was huddled with his Korean comrades in the engineer regiment, discussing several samples of British and Italian mines in broken Chinese.  Because he wanted to study in China, Obama had begun learning Chinese early. He used to think his Chinese was mediocre, but after being stationed with Korean comrades, his confidence returned. In terms of thick accents and mixed dialects, his Korean brothers-in-arms were about the same.  The current topic of discussion was indeed fascinating. Obama had always believed the British were formidable, so their equipment surely had to be better than the Italians'. However, the mines before him told a different story. The British mines were simple in structure and easy to disarm. In contrast, while the Italian mines were cheaply made, they were incredibly devious in their details. Disarming a British mine took seven steps; an Italian one took ten, one of which required extreme caution.  Across from him, Song Yongfu frowned and said unhappily, "Obama, your hands are fast and steady. You take the job of pulling the retaining pin."  At those words, Obama’s already dark face darkened further. He used to think the sun in his hometown was intense, but the North African sun was even fiercer; he was thoroughly tanned. Besides, pulling the retaining pin was dangerous, and Obama was reluctant.  Seeing his expression, Song Yongfu immediately ordered, "Finish ten of them, and you won't have to touch an Italian mine for a week!"  The work of a combat engineer might not involve charging the front lines, but it was often more dangerous. Clearing mines, erecting field bridges, laying pontoon bridges, and even stringing telephone lines were no safer than active combat. Once the enemy spotted engineers, they would prioritize them as targets.  The prospect of only having to disarm ten Italian mines tempted Obama. At that moment, Squad Leader Liu Zhaoji spoke up: "It's settled then. Our Black comrade will disarm ten, and we’ll handle the rest."  The El Alamein region was only 350 kilometers from Cairo, serving as a vital transportation hub. The 11th Army was fully motorized; their ten-wheeled trucks reached the destination in a single day.  By now, the Anglo-Italian forces had laid massive minefields in the eastern Alamein area near Cairo. Early on the morning of January 2, the 11th Army’s artillery began shelling the flat terrain of the minefields, attempting to clear the mines with fire.  Simultaneously, Obama’s engineer unit, dressed in desert camouflage, began clearing mines further south. The required clearance width was less than 100 meters, intended to allow an armored unit to break through once the battle commenced.  In the sky above, Chinese fighters maintained a continuous bombardment of the distant Italian positions. Snipers and marksmen from the 11th Army stood ready to pick off any Italian soldiers who approached the minefields. Under this protection, the engineers began their advance.  Obama took out a magnetic detector, a device that reacted to large metallic objects underground. Soon, the green light on the detector went out, replaced by a red glow. Obama knelt on the sand and pulled a strap from his uniform, which was covered in paperclips. He took one, straightened one end, and probed the sand with the needle.  This was a technique he had mastered after dozens of mine-clearing operations in South Africa. Although the probe seemed inefficient, it almost never triggered a mine upon contact. Using this method learned from Chinese mine-clearing experts, Obama quickly located a British mine and disarmed it.  Beside him, whether Black, Chinese, Japanese, or Korean, everyone worked with the same meticulous focus. It wasn't that people with similar traits were naturally drawn together, but rather that detailed social surveys had identified their aptitudes, leading to their specific assignments.  Judging by the sounds of explosions and gunfire, the Italians opposite them were being hammered. Yet, these distractions did not affect the careful work of the engineers. Mine after mine was cleared, its fuse removed, and sent to the rear.  Although this was an Italian-held sector, the mines laid at the front were British-made, which gave the engineers some peace of mind. After disarming his twentieth mine, Obama lost count. It wasn't that he couldn't do the math, but the mental strain was so great that he stopped thinking about numbers.  After an unknown number of mines, Obama felt he couldn't go on. Wiping the sweat from his brow, he turned to see the squad leader and the others equally drenched, their camouflage uniforms soaked. But they showed no signs of stopping. Everyone knew they had to clear the designated area completely; a single missed mine could stall the entire armored offensive.  Exhausted, Obama drank the last of his water and lay down in a small hollow within the minefield to rest. No one criticized him; this was common practice among engineers in the field.  If one were to look down from a high-altitude aircraft, these small dots in camouflage would be nearly invisible against the vast desert. Even if seen, they were like a line of tiny ants in the immense wilderness. The idea of these ants opening a kilometer-long path through the desert through sheer effort seemed like trying to extinguish a fire with a cup of water.  Yet, though these "ants" were weary and drenched in sweat from the tension, none abandoned their duty. Lying in the sand pit, Obama thought of the rice fields of his home, of his parents, and his siblings. He had joined the army to drive away the white colonial officials who looked down on his father, and the local Black comprador leaders who despised his family. Once they were defeated, Obama could return home and reunite with his family. According to their agreement, he would also be able to study in China, fulfilling his dream.  As for his major, Obama had already decided. The political officers had discussed it, suggesting that engineers should work on the railways after demobilization. The railway was an industry that would last for centuries; entering it meant a "guaranteed iron rice bowl."  Obama had only seen operational railways in educational films and books. Though he didn't know the internal workings of those steel machines, he had decided to attend the Lanzhou Railway University. A Chinese officer had told him that Lanzhou was sandy, very similar to African terrain. While Lanzhou Railway University might not be the absolute best among China’s railway academies, it was the one best suited for him.  After a moment of idle dreaming, his mood lightened and his strength returned. Obama climbed out of the pit and resumed his mine-clearing.  Another hour passed. When his probe struck something, Obama’s expression changed. From the subtle feedback of the needle, he knew he had hit a godforsaken Italian mine. Carefully digging away the sand, he revealed the devious shape of the Italian device.  This mine was essentially a long wooden box filled with seven pounds (about three kilograms) of explosives, triggered by pressure on the lid. The use of wood was largely due to Italy’s lack of industrial resources; wooden boxes were cheap and easy to manufacture. However, this crude method unexpectedly made them difficult for Chinese magnetic detectors to spot.  The Italian wooden boxes also resulted in irregular internal wiring—good for Italian workers’ production speed, but a nightmare for engineers who had to face various unexpected configurations.  Following the disarming procedure, Obama found the retaining pin. Holding his breath and taking several long, deep breaths, he used his nimble fingers to smoothly draw the pin. This action wasn't based on cognitive knowledge but on pure feel. It required three bursts of pressure and two relaxations in a very short time. Obama’s comrades could never achieve his level of fluidity.  With the pin removed, he carefully opened the box, only to find the installation inside was absurd. Although the wires were all there, the explosive was facing the opposite direction of the regulations. While this wouldn't make the mine a dud, opening it the "correct way" by mistake could have triggered it.  The engineers had seen the power of these explosions firsthand. With three kilograms of explosives, if it went off, Obama was a dead man.  After disarming the Italian mine, Obama was confused. He turned to the squad leader, who had come up to carry away the disarmed device, and asked, "Why are there Italian mines all of a sudden?"  Squad Leader Liu Zhaoji looked grim. Seeing that expression, Obama knew instinctively that his superior was thinking. Sure enough, once Liu’s brow cleared, he answered, "We’re likely to encounter a large number of Italian mines from here on."  Obama didn't understand the logic and wasn't even sure if he should ask. Liu Zhaoji was a Chinese high school graduate; his way of thinking was often quite peculiar, at least to Obama.  But this time, Liu Zhaoji didn't keep him in suspense. He asked, "Obama, who laid the British mines we were clearing earlier?"  "The British," Obama replied immediately. This was an easy question, and he liked proving he wasn't slow.  "And who laid the Italian mines?"  "The Italians."  "So, are the Italians in front of the British, or hiding behind them?"  Hearing this, Obama felt a sudden clarity. He had always believed the British were more capable than the Italians, so the Italians would naturally hide behind the stronger British forces. He answered immediately, "Are you saying, Squad Leader, that there are Italians behind this defense line?"  Liu Zhaoji was stunned. He hadn't expected Obama to follow the logic that far. Suddenly, he felt a pang of shame, for he too had harbored the stereotype that Black people were naturally dull. But the fact before him proved that Obama was simply inexperienced.
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After ten hours of labor, several lanes marked with small red and white flags appeared in the southern sector of the El Alamein line. Red represented mines; white represented safety.  As dawn illuminated the desert, the Chinese Air Force resumed its bombardment of the El Alamein defenses. In the northern sector of the line, a dense barrage of rockets blasted a path through the sand. Much of the dust billowing into the sky was kicked up by the rockets themselves, but a significant portion came from the sympathetic detonation of buried mines.  The Anglo-Italian forces had experienced the fury of Chinese rocket artillery during their previous encounter. That first Battle of El Alamein had exerted immense psychological pressure on the Allied troops—until they realized the attacking force was composed entirely of green recruits.  The primary difference between a "rookie" and a "veteran" in a regular army is that the rookie believes he can rely solely on superior equipment to overwhelm the enemy. He forgets that the enemy is a living entity, capable of adjusting his deployment to meet the tactical reality.  In the previous battle, the Italian units had withdrawn from the WPLA’s artillery kill zones with remarkable speed. While the British retreat was not as swift, they did not hesitate either. Where the British surpassed the Italians was in leaving behind sufficient observation posts.  These observers quickly discovered that the WPLA units merely followed the paths opened by their firepower. Their ability to expand the front after a breakthrough was amateurish. To the astonishment of the British command, even after sacrificing heavily to breach the line, the WPLA failed to leverage its numerical advantage to open additional corridors and deploy its full strength effectively.  Consequently, the British command quickly formulated a plan for a decisive counter-stroke. British jet fighters were scrambled in full force to tie down the Chinese Air Force, while their infantry launched a pincer movement against the WPLA. Simultaneously, the Italians were ordered to bypass the southern end of the line and strike the Chinese flank.  To ensure the Italians complied, the British command went to great expense, providing them with 800 trucks and the necessary fuel. The WPLA breakthrough units fought heroically, but they were too "green"; their understanding of modern warfare was severely limited. After a bloody struggle, the WPLA was forced to retreat.  Because there was only a single corridor, the retreat was agonizingly slow. By the time the units finally pulled back, they were hit by the Italian flanking maneuver. Sustaining heavy losses in men and equipment, they only managed to escape with the help of the Chinese Air Force, eventually retreating all the way back to Cairo.  This time, while the Anglo-Italian forces were still awed by China’s overwhelming firepower, they were no longer terrified. The Italians, in particular, after securing another 540 trucks and fuel from the British, formed a strike force, intending to repeat their successful flanking action.  However, this time, the first to encounter the enemy was not the main British force at the center, but the Italians in the south.  Asian soldiers were far more disciplined than their European counterparts. Once the armored units passed through the minefields, the engineering units—including Corporal Obama—began large-scale mine clearance. Because rocket strikes left behind vast amounts of metallic shrapnel, and because the "damned Italians" had used so many wooden-box mines, all three engineering battalions of the 43rd Corps in the southern sector employed magnetic detectors for their sweeps.  With armored units and air support suppressing the Italians ahead, the engineers no longer needed to stay under cover. They formed long rows and swept forward in a "level push." This change in posture dramatically increased their efficiency.  After eight hours of combat, six new lanes—each 100 meters wide—had been opened through the minefields, providing breakthrough corridors for the three divisions of the 43rd Corps. By 2:00 PM, the infantry of these divisions, riding in ten-wheeled trucks, followed the armor through the minefields and reached the staging area for the assault.  When the Black infantrymen leaped from their trucks, their trembling hands and uncoordinated movements betrayed their extreme tension, even if their complexions didn't show the typical paleness. Many had fought white colonial armies and their levies in Southern Africa, but those engagements were small-scale. They rarely involved even regimental-level maneuvers, let alone division-sized operations. Capturing a white-held town, even if it meant house-to-house fighting, could usually be handled by a battalion.  Looking at a desert front so wide the eye couldn't find the end of it, the Black infantrymen felt a profound sense of shock.  Fortunately, their commanders were Chinese veterans, many of whom had served in the Australian campaign and were well-versed in desert warfare. The Japanese and Korean volunteers also brought combat experience. Under the leadership of Japanese junior officers and Korean NCOs, the orders of the Chinese officers were carried out to the letter.  "On the vehicles! On the vehicles!"  "Follow the vehicles!"  The Japanese and Korean soldiers directed the Black troops to follow behind the tanks and IFVs or to climb onto them. Regardless of the method, the Black soldiers were placed in the safer positions, while the Japanese and Korean soldiers took the more exposed, dangerous perimeter spots, effectively maintaining the formation's integrity.  Before the campaign, the Japanese and Korean volunteers had attended briefings to clarify their post-war compensation.  Even without a specific citation for bravery, simply completing their combat duties would earn them immigration quotas for two to three families. If they performed with distinction on the battlefield, they could earn more.  Should they unfortunately fall in battle, regardless of their performance, their families were guaranteed quotas for three households. The destination regions included Australia, New Zealand, and Africa.  If they chose not to emigrate, the Chinese authorities guaranteed them administrative positions within the Japanese or Korean systems or permanent employment in their respective state-owned enterprises.  Any of these options relieved the Japanese and Korean volunteers of their worries. The Chinese system’s ability to guarantee institutional benefits was exceptional; every individual had a personnel file, ensuring no one would simply disappear without a trace.  With steadfast command and resolute execution by the junior officers, the offensive was—even by the standards of elite Chinese units—at least "competent."  Faced with a competent offensive, the initial Italian reaction was also competent. The Italian units on the El Alamein line were standard for the time, utilizing a "2-2" organizational structure rarely seen in that era.  Under this system, an Italian infantry division numbered over 12,000 men. A brigade consisted of two infantry regiments, each with two battalions, which in turn had two companies. This structure differed from most WWII armies and was somewhat reminiscent of the "Square Divisions" of World War I.  To maintain combat effectiveness, Italian infantry squads were unusually large: one squad leader, one assistant, and the squad divided into two four-man machine gun fire teams and one eight-man infantry maneuver group. Totaling 18 men, an Italian squad was essentially equivalent to a reinforced squad in other contemporary armies.  Due to the sustained fire from their machine gun teams, the Italian reinforced squads fought with some determination at the start. The curtain of fire from their machine gunners and riflemen looked quite formidable.  However, ordinary Italian infantry companies lacked mortars or other heavy support; such assets were concentrated at the battalion level. An Italian infantry battalion included a weapons company, also following the "2-2" structure, with two heavy machine gun platoons and two light mortar platoons, totaling eighteen 45mm mortars.  In contrast, the 11th Army—under direct Chinese command—featured ten-man infantry squads, each equipped with its own machine gun and a 60mm mortar.  Following the Chinese Army's tradition of a powerful land force and its extensive experience with light infantry, these machine guns and 60mm mortars were extremely lightweight, designed to be man-portable on the battlefield.  While the 11th Army was not "heavy" infantry, each platoon had at least one truck. The Black infantrymen carried their mortars and machine guns, and when they encountered resistance from the oversized Italian squads, they immediately halted and deployed into formation.  While the machine gunners engaged in duels with their Italian counterparts, the 60mm mortars hammered the Italian positions. Within the 11th Army, Black soldiers already accounted for 21% of machine gunners and mortar crews. Future plans called for this to rise to 60%. In other units where white volunteers handled technical roles, there were virtually no Black technical specialists.  However, the presence of Black technical troops in the 11th Army did not hinder its efficiency. Although they lacked foundational education and experience in modern warfare, the Black soldiers selected for these roles demonstrated competent combat skills.  Even if their scores in geometry and ballistics exams were "indescribable," it did not mean they failed to understand how to use those principles to achieve their combat objectives. It was simply that, at this stage, they lacked the specialized vocabulary to communicate fluently using modern technical descriptions.  The Italian battalion-level artillery also fought hard, firing fiercely at the WPLA infantry and armor, which did have some effect.  But most Italian squads were left without artillery support. Though the Italian Army initially maintained a firm will to fight, they watched as 60mm shells arrived at a rate of ten rounds per minute, tearing their squads apart. At this point, the 11th Army infantry resumed their advance.  With mortar fire and machine gun suppression, and the Type 81 assault rifles proving far more efficient than Italian bolt-action rifles at ranges under 200 meters, Italian morale collapsed as one would expect. Although Italy was mocked as a "beggar imperialist" power, it was still an industrial nation with half the industrial output of France. Unless it was a total victory, dying in an overseas war represented a massive loss for an Italian soldier's family.  Conversely, for the 11th Army, the death of a Japanese, Korean, or Black African soldier earned their family exceptional benefits, raising their standard of living and providing future opportunities.  Though the Chinese military personnel were also volunteers, their benefits remained unchanged, supplemented by overseas combat stipends. Thus, the Chinese volunteers could satisfy their ideals and passion without worrying that their death would leave their families in hardship. In terms of pensions for Chinese volunteers, the opportunities afforded to their families were even greater than those for Japanese and Korean volunteers.  In China, a family with ten *mu* (approx. 1.6 acres) of land per person was considered well-off. If they moved overseas, they were eligible for a minimum of 200 *mu* per person—1,000 *mu* (approx. 165 acres) was not uncommon.  This was the advantage of an expansionist power. The world was vast; once conquered, it could be shared with the laborers of the world. As for the colonialist masters, there were more than enough lampposts in the world to give each one two or three to hang from, swaying in the wind.  When the Italian forces on the southern El Alamein line broke and fled, the British "masters" had no interest in understanding the struggle of the common Italian soldier. They merely snorted with irritation and contempt, cursing, "Damned Italians!" before activating their backup plan: shrinking their perimeter to rebuild a defense centered on British troops.  The British could afford this composure because the 41st and 42nd Divisions of the 11th Army facing them had not yet launched a full assault. The British could still move their troops efficiently. Moreover, after receiving reports from their observers embedded with the Italians that the 11th Army was essentially a "Black army," the 80,000 British troops holding El Alamein felt confident they could hold the line.  By the late night of January 2, the Italians had fled, and the British lines had been adjusted. The British had already prepared to defend alone, constructing a system that protected their eastern and southern flanks from the sea inwards. The Italians had built their own system outside this perimeter.  Even with the Italian collapse, the British maintained their integrity.  After midnight on January 3, the 11th Army engineers attempting to open lanes into the British defenses were quickly hit by British fire.  Unlike the Italians, the British had prepared numerous forward outposts within their defense system, allowing them to control small-scale skirmishes within the minefields and providing a sophisticated early-warning capability.  A British bullet grazed the top of Corporal Obama’s helmet. The impact felt like a hammer blow to his head, and the chin strap tightened like a noose around his neck. Even after he scrambled back to safety, his neck burned with a sharp pain.  Seeing the rigor of the British defense, the units halted their advance. The soldiers either prepared for the next day's battle or hurried to get some rest. On the morning of January 3, the combat would resume with even greater intensity.  Corporal Obama was jolted awake by heavy artillery fire. He scrambled out of his cold sand hollow and looked around to see a flurry of activity. Squad Leader Liu Zhaoji spotted him and immediately told him to get some food.  A long queue had formed near the field kitchen. Soldiers could choose from three meal sets. Although Obama had heard his family might be Muslim, he still chose his favorite: a *Jianbing Guozi* (savory crepe) set with extra eggs and ham. He added a large portion of pumpkin millet porridge, topped with a generous spoonful of sugar.  Still unsatisfied, he went back for two *Caijiao*—fried vegetable pockets. He loved the taste of the vermicelli, minced pork, and chives inside. After setting his portion down, he went to a large barrel of Chinese pickles and grabbed two large chopsticks-full of shredded mustard greens, then sat on the ground and began to feast.  His comrades were also eating heartily; once they entered the battlefield, there would be no time for such a relaxed meal.  As Obama ate with gusto, he pondered how he would handle his engineering duties during the day. The reason his engineer platoon had been spotted the previous night was that the British minefields were interspersed with German anti-tank mines.  The Italian mines were merely "clever," their wooden casings accidentally hindering the effectiveness of magnetic scanners. But German mines were truly high-tech.  The German pressure-triggered mines were of such high quality that once the fuse was set, the casing was completely sealed and nearly impossible to dismantle. They would trigger under the slightest required pressure. They couldn't be disarmed from the edges or the bottom, and the top was too sensitive; they had to be carefully unearthed and moved elsewhere to be detonated, as they couldn't be disarmed in place.  As he finished his *Caijiao*, Obama pulled open his camouflage jacket to check the strap on his chest. There weren't many paperclips left. He had used too many in the previous sweeps. Obama gulped down the last of his sweet pumpkin porridge, grabbed his *Jianbing*, and hurried to the logistics point, where he asked a Black comrade for a box of paperclips.  He shook the small cardboard box, the rattling sound inside bringing him a sense of peace. Even a German pressure mine wouldn't explode from a paperclip touching its surface.  On January 3, the battle raged on. Despite the WPLA’s rocket barrages, the British command did not panic. Instead, they ordered heavy guns in pre-constructed, concealed positions to return fire fiercely. At the same time, British units followed their comprehensive defense plans, engaging in a head-to-head duel with the 11th Army’s technical branches.  After analyzing reports from British intelligence assets embedded within the WPLA, the British command concluded that the newly arrived 11th Army was a unit favored by the "Chinese faction." If they could defeat it, they could deal a heavy blow to the prestige of the Chinese military within the WPLA, potentially further inflaming internal conflicts.  British intelligence had initially sought to suborn white volunteers within the WPLA, only to be rebuffed repeatedly, losing several agents in the process.  However, by chance, they discovered that many white volunteers from humble backgrounds held a deep admiration for the "freedom and rule of law" typically associated only with the European upper classes, and they maintained this stance firmly.  Originally, British intelligence had intended to exploit personal grievances to incite infighting. To their surprise, a conflict did indeed break out, but its focus was not personal revenge. Instead, it centered on whether the WPLA should be built into a strong, highly disciplined organization, sparking an ideological clash between the "Democrats" and the "Republicans."  In Europe, "Democracy" was not a positive political term. In European politics, democracy was synonymous with "mob rule," chaos, and slaughter.  Classic examples of democracy in European eyes included the Athenian citizens voting to kill Socrates, and in the modern era, the French Revolution, where citizen representatives voted to send Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette to the guillotine, allowing groups of knitting women to decide which aristocrats should hang from the lampposts.  Currently, the Soviet Union firmly claimed to be a democratic state, yet it had built Stalin’s reign of terror, sweeping away the old Tsarist elite and establishing a new state ruled by workers and peasants.  Another example was Nazi Germany, a fanatically anti-communist regime that had used democratic systems to propel the commoner Hitler and a group of Nazis without "von" in their names to the pinnacle of German power.  Thus, when the Pétain government was established, it declared with satisfaction: "I may not have defeated Germany, but I have defeated democracy!"  Anything "democratic" was viewed as inherently evil by European conservatives.  In contrast, while He Rui’s government also spoke of democracy, institutionally, China was a standard Republic. The difference between a republic and a democracy was that while democracy relied on the ballot box, a republic relied on an institutionalized selection process. All power-holders underwent layers of screening and testing, obtaining power only after passing these institutional hurdles.  Every member of He Rui’s government had gained power this way, including He Rui himself. While this power did not stem from bloodline, the exceptional education and resumes of these individuals commanded the respect of even the British elite.  Consequently, the strength of the democratic leanings within the WPLA surprised British intelligence and brought them great joy. The British leadership placed immense value on this opportunity, releasing radical democrats from within Britain whom they had previously been unwilling to let go, allowing them to join the WPLA.  These democrats believed they had escaped Britain through their own strength or the help of their comrades. They had no idea that the greatest force supporting them was the British government.  The British believed that if the "Democratic" faction within the WPLA could overwhelm the "Republican" faction, British victory in Africa would be assured.
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Above the minefields, fighter jets shrieked as they darted back and forth. Flying slightly lower than the jets were the shells exchanged between Chinese and British batteries, each side desperately attempting to suppress the other's artillery positions.  Within the minefields, the battle raged at the level of infantry squads and platoons. Although squad-level tactics were the bread and butter of the Chinese military, the British, as the defenders, held numerous advantages. The Chinese infantry had no knowledge of the British mine layouts and were forced to provide cover for combat engineers as they cleared paths, which significantly slowed the pace of operations.  Sergeant Obama had never experienced such intense combat. Even during the siege of Johannesburg, a major city in South Africa, he had never witnessed a bombardment this fierce.  The artillery on both sides never ceased its pounding. Thick smoke and pulverized sand choked the air, creating a dense, suffocating haze. Combined with the massive amount of smoke grenades launched by the 11th Army to mask the engineers' work, visibility within the minefield was severely limited.  Initially, the newly promoted Sergeant Obama felt his limbs go weak under the shelling. At one point, his grip faltered from a lack of strength, and a mine he had just unearthed began to slip through his fingers. In that split second, Obama’s sharp instincts suddenly returned. He didn't lunge for the mine; instead, he dropped into a quick crouch, flicking his fingers upward as he moved. This upward motion cushioned the mine's descent. Obama released his fingers and used the height difference from his lowered posture to reach out again. As he landed hard on his backside in the sand, he managed to catch the mine just in time.  The mine did not detonate. Sergeant Obama felt as though he couldn't breathe, but he forced himself through the suffocating pain to gently set the mine down on the sand. He then rolled sideways into a nearby crater.  He lay in the depression for a long time before he could finally catch his breath. He had never imagined death could be so close. Breathing the dusty air with painful gasps, Obama even wondered for a moment if he had already died.  Half a minute later, he crawled back toward the mine. Despite his body shivering as if electrified, he resumed the clearing work.  Just a few hours ago, his squad leader, Liu Zhaoji, had been killed. The deputy squad leader and the rest of his comrades were gone as well. They hadn't died from a mine detonation while clearing; they were vaporized by a sudden, concentrated British artillery strike. Obama was only alive because the squad leader had heard the ominous whistle in the air and screamed, "Everyone down!" while simultaneously shoving Obama to the ground.  As the shells rained down in succession, Obama felt the very earth vibrate. Dust and sand showered over him, and he lost consciousness. When he was finally dug out from the sand that had nearly buried him alive, he saw that the spots where his comrades had been were now littered with human fragments coated in thick grit.  Obama knew that if he continued to fight, he would likely die. Yet, he applied to return to the line anyway. He didn't even know why he felt compelled to keep going, but he simply couldn't stop.  Finally, he found a reason for himself. That morning, Squad Leader Liu Zhaoji had told them that once the mine-clearing was finished, they could go to the rear for a rest. The day wasn't over yet. To earn that rest, Obama had to finish the day's work.  In the hours that followed, Obama felt he had regained his former agility, yet he was not quite the same. Previously, his agility had included a sharp awareness of his surroundings; now, his mind was focused solely on the mines. Only this singular focus provided him with a sense of peace.  As a child, Obama had not been strong and often came out on the losing end of scraps with the local kids. His older brothers and sisters were the tough ones on the street, and they would always step in to help him. But every time his siblings won a fight and bragged to their father at home, the father would smile and praise them before turning a stern face toward Obama. "Why did you run away?" he would ask.  After he joined the military, Obama saw a look of gratification on his father's face that he had never received before.  On the battlefield, Obama had been paralyzed by the sound of gunfire many times, even wanting to retreat. But his squad leader and comrades had protected him, carrying him forward with them.  Now, the squad leader and his friends had gone to their rest ahead of him. For the first time in his life, Obama truly did not want to run. Even if he were to leave this place, it would only be after the day's work was done.  After that, Obama had no clear memory of what happened around him. He simply kept his head down, desperately clearing mines while small units around him engaged in skirmishes with the British. Comrades from these units seemed to appear in front of him constantly, but Obama didn't care; he just kept working. Occasionally, he had to stop because the smoke stung his eyes so fiercely he had to wipe away the tears to see the sand in front of him.  At some point, he could no longer find any more mines. The small units that had been moving around him somehow converged, surging past him with a roar of shouts.  Obama heard the sound of the charge bugle. Instinctively, he shouldered his magnetic detector and tried to run forward with the main body, but someone grabbed him from behind and forcibly dragged him back.  Waiting for him at the rear was his company commander, a tall man from Shandong who was said to be a fellow provincial of Chairman He Rui. The commander looked ecstatic. He slapped Obama on the shoulder and shouted, "Kid, you're too damn brave!"  Obama could no longer process the meaning of the sounds around him. Even though he seemed to understand the commander's words, he couldn't comprehend them. After the commander shouted for a bit longer and then stopped, Obama finally spoke: "Commander, if there's nothing else, I have to go back to clearing mines."  The commander’s expression turned strange. His excited shouting ceased, replaced by a look of shock. "Are you... are you ill?"  Obama roughly understood the implication—the commander wanted to remove him from the unit. Due to his exhaustion, Obama wasn't even angry. He tried to explain but didn't know what to say. Finally, he fell back on his earlier reasoning. "The squad leader and the others have already gone to rest. Once I'm done, I'll go rest, too."  The tall commander froze. This grown man suddenly burst into tears. Seeing that he had made the commander cry, Obama felt guilty and wanted him to understand that he was just trying to finish the job. Once the work was done, he would definitely go back to sleep. The guys in the squad had joked many times that Obama slept like a pig, so soundly that he wouldn't know if someone carried him off to be sold.  Obama really wanted to sleep now. As soon as the work was finished, he wanted to lie down and sleep for three days and nights. But the work was as irritating as those damned homework problems—it never seemed to end. If he didn't hurry up now, he might not finish even if he worked all night.  Before Obama could think of how to say it, the commander placed both hands on his shoulders and said solemnly, "Comrade Obama, I am telling you on behalf of Comrade Liu Zhaoji: your work is complete. Now, go to the rear and rest."  "Really?" Obama asked, hardly daring to believe it.  "Really. I wouldn't lie to you."  The commander's voice was gentle yet filled with a firm conviction that Obama found believable. Finally certain that his work was over, Obama’s vision went black, and he lost consciousness.  When Obama woke up, it was already January 5th. Only then could he truly process the fact that Squad Leader Liu Zhaoji and the entire squad had been killed. He sat on his bed in a daze. Whenever the grief pierced his heart like a knife, he would weep. After a few cries, he would find himself unable to produce more tears, and he would return to sitting quietly in a stupor.  On January 6th, the commander brought men to help Obama out of bed. Several individuals wearing complex, patterned rank insignia appeared before him. The leader of the group pinned a medal to Obama’s chest, offered a few words of comfort, and then departed with his entourage.  The commander stayed behind. He sat next to Obama and explained that this was a Chinese Gold Star Medal, an honor awarded only for first-class combat merit. He noted that it was extremely rare for this Chinese medal to be granted to a foreign soldier within the World People's Liberation Army (WPLA).  Although the commander tried to speak with great excitement, he himself was actually quite drained of emotion. Finally, he said to the still-silent Obama, "Comrade Obama, the organization has a task for you. You will represent the organization in returning the personal effects of your fallen comrades to their families. Prepare yourself. You'll head back with the logistics personnel tonight. You will first deliver the effects of the African comrades to their families, and after that, you will go to Asia."  At the thought of having to face the families of his fallen friends, a surge of fear rose within Obama. He shook his head repeatedly, finally choking out a single sentence: "I won't go."  The commander stood up and dropped a final line: "You're the only one left alive in the squad. If you don't go, who will?"  With that, the commander turned and left. As Obama watched the commander's retreating back, he thought he saw the silhouette of someone fleeing under immense pressure. It was a feeling both familiar and strange to him.  In the Second Battle of El Alamein, Sergeant Obama was the only soldier in the WPLA to receive such a high honor. During the fierce fighting, he had braved British artillery fire to persist in clearing mines, opening a corridor over 400 meters long that allowed the infantry to storm the British positions and open the door to victory.  This news triggered a heated reaction among the committee members from other nations. The 11th Army had utilized a direct-assault method to annihilate the Anglo-Italian forces at El Alamein, which had already surprised and unsettled other units.  The fact that the one who achieved this great merit was a Black sergeant was even more shocking. The battle reports stated that while far from the main body and supported only by a few infantry squads, Sergeant Obama had helped hold off several British platoons. At the height of the battle, he had completely disregarded his own life, maintaining a fearless composure as he rapidly cleared mines amidst a hail of bullets.  The European committee members were not unfamiliar with the Black auxiliary troops of Europe. Those auxiliaries were not cowardly on the battlefield, and a few Black officers had shown remarkable courage and loyalty. However, those men were officers, not technical specialists. In European and American militaries, Black men were not recruited as combat engineers. It was believed their technical skills were insufficient, and more importantly, that they could not endure the constant threat of death under artillery fire. At such times, even white officers and soldiers struggled to hold their ground, let alone Black troops.  "How exactly did the Chinese find such a Black man? Have they been keeping all the elite personnel for themselves?" asked the British committee member, Hacker, with some irritation.  The other members remained silent. The Chinese comrades had gone deep into the grassroots of Africa and possessed a vast amount of first-hand data. Excellent Black soldiers would certainly be prioritized for selection by them. Unless the volunteers from other countries also immersed themselves in the grassroots as the Chinese did, China would inevitably pick the best soldiers first.  Finally, the French member said, "We should conduct a personnel exchange with our Chinese comrades."  Personnel exchanges could efficiently improve the quality of unit personnel, and the other members eventually agreed to the proposal. However, when this suggestion was raised at the general committee meeting, it was rejected by the Chinese representatives.  "Conscripts are different from volunteers. Especially when dealing with our African comrades, we cannot do this," the Chinese representative explained.  "In our China, any officer or soldier who performs excellently in fierce combat is, in practice, eligible for discharge. Of course, our military will ask those servicemen if they would consider becoming volunteers, but we will respect the choice of the soldier in question. If they wish to be discharged, we will not compel them."  The British member, Hacker, immediately retorted, "There are so many Chinese people, how could you possibly lack soldiers?"  The Chinese representative shot back instantly, "Africa has a massive population; it doesn't lack conscripts either. I must emphasize that in the culture of New China, military service is but a stage in one's life. For soldiers who have already participated in fierce combat, they must be given the right to choose!"  Initially, both sides intended only to have a discussion, but it quickly escalated into an argument, with emotions running increasingly high.  This was unavoidable, as the cultures of different regions varied greatly. And as Hacker had pointed out, the size of Britain's population meant it could not implement the same policies as China. Furthermore, the common soldier was viewed as a consumable by the British upper class; the better a soldier performed, the more value there was in continuing to consume them. Not only was this the British way, but it was also the same across all of Europe.  The argument grew so heated that the news eventually reached Li Runshi. There was no need to disturb He Rui with an issue of this level. Li Runshi quickly convened a CMC meeting and presented his views: "The scale of the World People's Liberation Army has reached as many as 12 million. Among them, the number of Black officers, soldiers, and personnel has reached 7 million. Non-Chinese Asian soldiers and personnel number 3.7 million, while the number of volunteers from Europe and the Americas is 1.3 million.  "I believe that at this stage, a unified personnel utilization plan must be formulated. If we continue along the current path, the situation may spiral out of control to some extent."  The CMC members had long been concerned. Now that the matter was being discussed seriously, they asked frankly, "Do the European volunteers possess excessively strong racialist sentiments?"  Li Runshi did not wish to dwell on this point, for any discussion would inevitably lead to unfriendly conclusions. He replied immediately, "The environment in which the European volunteers were raised means they will inevitably carry the marks of their upbringing. Our task is to turn their perspectives through the revolutionary life. To achieve this, we can only rely on the system. Given the composition of the WPLA, no discussion could ever yield a satisfactory result."  Hearing that Li Runshi's solution was based on the fundamental concepts of European racialism, the CMC comrades did not object. It had to be said that the fact the WPLA had developed to its current state had already exceeded the CMC's imagination from two years ago. Back then, the WPLA was seen as little more than another name for an Asian alliance. They had not dared to believe that the WPLA could become an army capable of independent operations.  After deciding on the solution for the WPLA's current issues, Li Runshi turned the discussion to recent developments in the North American theater. Although the General Staff of the Chinese National Defense Force (CNDF) had long ago formulated military plans for the liberation of North America, those were routine matters. Now that the war had actually progressed to the point of landing in North America, the perspectives of the comrades had shifted several times.  "At present, production in the Western United States has basically ground to a halt under our continuous air strikes, which has placed immense pressure on the US military's logistics. Consequently, the US military has begun to use a large quantity of weapons brought directly from Germany. I didn't expect that the US, which adheres to imperial units, and Germany, which adheres to the metric system, would face so many issues regarding sizing and units," Li Runshi said, making a small joke to lighten the mood.  However, the CMC members only offered a light grunt, refraining from joining the mockery. This was because the weapons the US had introduced were those that Germany had found very effective in practice during the war—mines, for example.  Because Germany advocated and practiced armored warfare, it had led to the rapid development of mine warfare. Beyond the experiments from the First World War, Germany had developed some of the best anti-tank mines of the conflict before the outbreak of WWII. These included four types of plate-shaped mines, a single one of which could destroy a tank or shatter its tracks. Many of these models were equipped with overall anti-handling devices or secondary fuse wells, which greatly increased the danger and difficulty of bomb disposal.  The Canadian region of North America was now covered in ice and snow, and US logistics were under heavy strain, leading to the massive use of mines. These damned German mines could be used against both tanks and infantry. The units deployed in the North American theater were the elite of the CNDF, and the losses suffered by these elite units triggered a more intense reaction.  Furthermore, China would launch an even larger-scale offensive next year. By then, the Anglo-American forces would certainly use more defensive weaponry, which would significantly increase the CNDF's casualties.  Thinking of this, one comrade indignantly proposed, "Can we transfer some Black units to fight in North America?"  The intent behind this suggestion was too obvious, and the other CMC members rolled their eyes at him.  Li Runshi, however, felt his mind open to the idea. He said, "I think there is merit in this approach."  The CMC members were stunned. Using Black units transferred from Africa to fight the Anglo-American forces... it seemed strange no matter how one looked at it.  Li Runshi continued, "Among the white US military, there is a widespread issue with reading disabilities... No, reading disabilities are very common among Americans in general. I don't believe a Black unit would be any worse than a group of white soldiers who can't even understand written English."
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On February 4, 1944, the 12th Army of the World People's Liberation Army (WPLA) relieved the 11th Army and launched an offensive against Tobruk.  Much like the 11th Army, the 12th Army displayed the serious professionalism expected of qualified soldiers, thoroughly executing a standard frontal assault plan.  Facing the WPLA's superior firepower and numbers, the Anglo-Italian forces put up a stubborn resistance, but it was to no avail. When tanks began breaching the lines—advancing along corridors opened by Black combat engineers who disregarded their own blood and sacrifice—the Anglo-Italian forces were forced to abandon their outer perimeters and retreat into their core defensive positions.  Just as Chinese rocket artillery units arrived at their firing positions, prepared to plow every inch of the core positions with a deluge of fire, the Anglo-Italian forces accepted the 12th Army's demand for surrender.  The Italian troops had no psychological burden to speak of; officers and men surrendered their weapons with ease. As they laid down their arms and passed through the human wall of Black troops watching them, some of the more vivacious Italian soldiers even waved to the onlookers. "Hey, neighbors! We'll be in your care from now on."  The British prisoners, however, kept their heads low as they lined up to depart after handing over their regimental colors and weapons. Black political commissars immediately began distributing leaflets to the soldiers. Upon reading them, some British soldiers felt an immediate surge of relief.  The first line of the leaflet was written in English: "The World People's Liberation Army will provide humanitarian treatment to surrendering forces in accordance with the Geneva Convention."  The third sentence stated clearly: "The World People's Liberation Army will not manage prisoner-of-war camps by separating officers from soldiers. All prisoners will receive the same treatment, and no privileges shall exist."  Lieutenant General Auchinleck, commander of the British Tobruk fortress, walked at the head of the surrendering British column, accompanied by two Black majors. General Auchinleck remained silent, not uttering a word even after boarding a jeep. Some of the British officers behind him worried whether the general was being taken away to be shot; others secretly hoped he would be executed in the desert.  General Auchinleck cared little for what his subordinates thought. He sat in silence as the jeep carried him twenty kilometers into the desert. When the vehicle stopped, the general saw rows upon rows of rocket launchers being assembled, preparing to shift their firing positions.  Having seen these rocket launchers with his own eyes, Auchinleck felt significantly better. He had decided to surrender because he had witnessed the terrifying accuracy and power of Chinese rocket artillery. When the WPLA's 12th Army demanded his surrender, they had made it perfectly clear: if General Auchinleck refused, the Anglo-Italian forces within the core positions of Tobruk would be left to their own devices. Whether they could survive a saturation bombardment would depend entirely on luck.  Although Auchinleck had chosen to surrender, he had made one request: he wanted to see the rocket artillery units for himself.  Staring at the sheer number of launchers, General Auchinleck said nothing and simply walked back toward the jeep. The two Black majors were puzzled by the British general's intent, but they did not dare to ask. The pressure exerted by a British Lieutenant General was still far too great in their hearts.  Though General Auchinleck's expression remained calm, his heart felt light. He was certain he had made the wise choice; had he harbored the slightest bit of wishful thinking, he would have only dragged tens of thousands down to the grave with him.  February 14, Valentine's Day. The WPLA's 13th Army, which had relieved the 12th, engaged in a massive encounter with British armored forces in the Libyan desert.  Seeing their regular infantry operations failing one after another, the British organized their armored units for a flanking maneuver against the 13th Army. The 13th Army was a fully mechanized force, with all three of its corps being armored divisions. After aerial reconnaissance detected signs of the British flank attack, the 13th Army moved to engage them head-on.  The British deployed over a thousand tanks, and the 13th Army fielded a similar number. The British will to attack was extremely firm. Within the 13th Army, one-third of the officers and men were of Asian origin. Seeing a battle of this scale, none were willing to back down.  In the first two days, the British units equipped with domestic British tanks were beaten back severely. It was not until the British armored units equipped with Sherman tanks arrived that the 13th Army, equipped with Chinese-style Type 59 tanks, suffered some setbacks.  The American Sherman tank, which began mass production in 1942, was an excellent machine. Its design process had absorbed a vast amount of experience from the European war, showcasing America's formidable industrial strength to the fullest.  The Sherman weighed 30 tons and was armed with a 76mm gun. Its armor and firepower were quite balanced. Moreover, the United States was remarkably open at this time; because its own military industrial base was insufficient, the Sherman utilized a British-made 76mm gun. It must be said that British technology was quite remarkable in many individual fields, and the 76mm gun possessed enough power to penetrate the front armor of a Type 59 tank to a certain extent.  As the battle entered its third day, the 13th Army prepared a pincer movement, intending to deliver a heavy blow to the British forces before them.  On February 16, Li Runshi visited He Rui, bringing the government's latest statistical report. The data showed that China's economy had grown by 31% over the past year—a growth rate comparable only to the period immediately following the nation's total liberation.  He Rui's two wives took the rare step of stopping Li Runshi, inviting him into a room on the first floor. Li Runshi could sense their helplessness, even a touch of despair. This made him feel deeply saddened. Listening to the two wives trying to glean specific details about He Rui's health from him, Li Runshi found himself in a difficult position.  Ultimately, Li Runshi chose to be frank and shared some basic information with them. From their expressions, it was clear they were already aware of the situation.  Not wanting to cause trouble, Li Runshi stood up and said, "As family members, this is all I can say. At present, even the Party is at a loss regarding the Chairman's health; we can only follow the advice of the doctors and the Chairman's own wishes."  The two wives could not help themselves, and a look of sorrow appeared on their faces. However, neither was the type to complain to outsiders, so they forced a polite reply: "We have delayed Chairman Li's work. We ask for your understanding regarding our feelings as family."  Li Runshi let out a long sigh and answered, "The Chairman's physical condition is primarily due to that previous illness. Please do not blame yourselves. Such things are not within the power of humans to change."  "...Chairman Li should go up first. The Chairman has been waiting for you for a while now," Mitsuko said politely.  But as soon as Li Runshi stepped out, he heard the faint sound of low sobbing coming from behind the door before it fully closed.  Going up to the second floor, Li Runshi felt as if the place had completely changed. Previously, the Chairman's residence was a constant hive of activity. He Rui worked with a reckless abandon, often requiring six secretaries working in three shifts just to keep pace with his output. Now, the corridor was deathly silent. The secretaries no longer rushed about as they once did, moving instead with extreme caution and care.  Entering the study, Li Runshi found that He Rui's aura seemed to have vanished as well. Previously, as soon as one entered, one could feel that the man behind the desk was the center of everything, constantly pulsing the rhythm of China and the world. Now, He Rui leaned quietly in his chair, reading a book. The scene was so tranquil that for a moment, Li Runshi could not even sense He Rui's presence.  Walking up to He Rui, Li Runshi saw that He Rui's complexion had become even paler. If not for the continued depth in his gaze, He Rui would have looked as thin and frail as a figure painted on paper.  Yet when they began to discuss work, He Rui's thinking remained as sharp as ever. Even when Li Runshi tried to lighten the mood with a few sentimental remarks, He Rui simply waved them away. "Comrade Runshi, the past is the past. We must spend our time where it is most useful. If you feel such sentiment, why not write a report comparing the basic characteristics of economic development during the liberation period with those of 1943? With your prose, it would surely find many young readers in the future world of the internet."  Li Runshi simply nodded, unwilling to say more. Everything He Rui said now sounded like he was settling his final affairs, and the impact of He Rui's predictions for the future was immense.  If there truly existed a future where a Li Runshi could conduct a lecture or a briefing that hundreds of millions of viewers could see simultaneously...  Just imagining such a change left Li Runshi profoundly shocked. And He Rui's description of the future did not stop there; he spoke to Li Runshi of a future where all social action would be completely swept into the torrent of the economy.  He spoke of these things because he hoped such a future would arrive as soon as possible, and because he hoped Li Runshi would become a lighthouse in that chaotic yet orderly era—a helmsman capable of piloting the ship of China through the boundless future.  Such expectations made Li Runshi deeply sad. In his view, what He Rui had built was the foundation of this era. When that magnificent future arrived, Li Runshi hoped He Rui would be standing in the captain's bridge, not hanging on a wall.  He Rui clearly gave no thought to such things. Li Runshi's comparison stirred some emotion in him. In his youth, He Rui too had felt sentimental about the history of great men. As his age and experience grew, he came to understand the correctness and necessity of the People's View of History more deeply.  If a hero does not see himself as one of the people, he will inevitably go astray. The core of preventing such a drift lies not only in the governance of the Party but also in providing the people with a materialist methodology for understanding the world.  He Rui continued: "The rapid growth during the liberation period and the growth in '43 were both the result of institutional revolution releasing productivity. When you write this investigative report, Comrade Runshi, you must emphasize the fact that the landlords deliberately abandoned large tracts of land just to maintain their rents. I may not favor education based on hatred, but I harbor a deep loathing for the production relations of the landlord class. You can expose these matters without any psychological burden.  "In '43, we carried out revolutions in all liberated areas. Our institutions allowed the laboring people to obtain the means of production. Their expectations and efforts to earn more through their labor created a massive market for our industry.  "If we do not thoroughly smash the old production relations, the liberation of the people is impossible. This is the heart of the matter. The people must realize that the only ones who can liberate them are the people themselves, and we are but members of the people... *cough, cough*..."  Li Runshi nodded solemnly. "Please rest assured, Chairman. Only the People's View of History and people's democracy can break the Cycle of Dynasties."  He Rui nodded and then asked, "I saw the latest report on the North African campaign. Rommel has arrived in North Africa. That fellow is very clever in battle."  "How can the Chairman be so sure?" Li Runshi felt that discussing military matters might make He Rui feel a bit better. After all, military capability was the weakest of He Rui's many skills—and the most relaxed.  He Rui smiled. He hadn't expected that Rommel, having fought on the Eastern Front for so long, would ultimately be transferred to North Africa after all. Furthermore, in history, Rommel had fought while lacking logistical support. At this moment, the Allies in North Africa were still working together, so Rommel would surely perform even better.  With a hint of concern, He Rui explained: "Our armored units fell into the trap of the German 88mm guns and suffered heavy losses. That is Rommel's style. He did the same thing in the Soviet Union. Moreover, that fellow is very good at reading his opponent's mind. The emotions of the WPLA commanders are still too unstable. They always want to defeat the enemy in one stroke. In comparison, the seemingly simple tactics of the 11th and 12th Armies are actually the more technically sophisticated ones."  Li Runshi understood He Rui's point. As long as a unit could fearlessly and firmly execute a prepared tactic, the battle could generally be won. However, making a unit disregard life and death required a very high level of political skill.  Conversely, the battle where the 13th Army hit a wall showed they were acting more like the small, elite units of Europe or America. Armored assault and air-ground integration were not wrong in themselves, but once a commander's mindset shifted from 'I am doing my duty' to 'Watch me display my divine prowess,' no amount of superior equipment could guarantee victory.  But Li Runshi felt there was no need to trouble He Rui with such minor details. He stood up and said, "Chairman, I shall take my leave now. Please get some rest."  "Comrade Runshi, the coming war will be a campaign where every nation must exhaust its very foundations. The casualties will be enormous. The pressure on the Central Committee and on you will be immense!"  Hearing He Rui's concern for him, Li Runshi was deeply moved. He smiled and said, "Chairman, the people will surely prevail!"  He Rui nodded. "Go then."  As Li Runshi left the room, he made sure to turn and look back. He Rui showed no intention of standing up. Li Runshi sighed in his heart. He Rui no longer stood up; this was a very dangerous situation indeed.  If there was one way to let He Rui relax instead of pushing himself so hard, there was only one: to win this war.
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Less than a year after the founding of the Republic of Australia and the Republic of New Zealand, the third wave of deportations for "traitors" had already begun. Previously, Australia and New Zealand had held their first round of independence referendums, in which 80% of the local colonists voted against independence. This 80% was immediately subject to deportation, loaded onto specially constructed ships—vessels that resembled livestock transports—and sent to labor camps in Africa to work on road construction and other infrastructure projects.  However, the colonial mindset was not so easily eradicated. Among the remaining 20% of the population in the two republics, excluding the Māori, there remained a strong colonial sentiment.  Australia and New Zealand had already passed the *Anti-Colonialism Act*. Under its provisions, eventually, approximately 9 million colonists out of a former population of nearly 10 million were deported. By now, the remaining white population numbered fewer than 200,000.  Yet, this massive population loss did not adversely affect the industrial or agricultural production of Australia and New Zealand. In less than a year, over 15 million overseas Chinese and immigrants from various regions had entered Australia, quickly bringing local production back to full operation and even sparking rapid economic growth.  As February arrived, the autumn harvest in Australia and New Zealand was completed. Bulk commodities from the Southern Hemisphere—grain, fodder, and minerals—began to be transported on a massive scale to Asia and Africa. Australia had become a hive of activity to facilitate the transport of hundreds of millions of tons of logistics annually.  Hundreds of major engineering projects were launched. To raise funds, the two nations took out massive loans from China, providing the Chinese Ministry of Finance with ample opportunities for high-quality bond issuance.  The Chinese Ministry of Finance also produced promotional films to introduce the people of China to Australia and New Zealand.  He Rui had been watching television more frequently of late. With a discerning eye, he watched one such promotional film. As the program began, a soft, deep male voice introduced: "Australia possesses a diverse geography, with vast plains and rainforests in the north, snowfields in the southeast, and deserts in the center. The fertile lands suitable for farming are primarily concentrated in the southeastern and southwestern coastal regions. The nation is highly urbanized, with major cities concentrated along the eastern coast. The capital is Canberra, and the largest city is Sydney; other major cities include Melbourne, Brisbane, Perth, and Adelaide..."  He Rui waited patiently as he watched. Soon, the "meat" of the program arrived.  As dark beetles appeared on the screen, the narrator’s baritone became more engaging.  "...The scientific name for the dung beetle is the scarab. Adult dung beetles are black, slightly glossy, and about 3.5 centimeters long. They prefer to inhabit animal waste. The dung beetle is the strongest insect on Earth; they can push objects 250 times their own body weight—the equivalent of a human pushing five heavy trucks. Thus, their ability to transport manure is formidable; it can be said their ancestors survived on this very skill. If you have ever lived in the countryside or a pastoral area, you will have noticed a phenomenon: manure dropped by livestock on the first day will completely disappear by the second. This is the contribution of the dung beetle."  These scenes were quite interesting, especially the introduction to the vast pastures of Australia with their herds of cattle and sheep. He Rui felt that, given the Chinese people's love for land, they would certainly appreciate these expansive territories.  However, propaganda required a specific methodology. If one simply told the Chinese people, "Pick up a gun and go to Australia to kill the white men and take their land," it might work, but it did not align with China's current cultural traditions. Cutting in from a grounded perspective like the dung beetle made the message far more intriguing.  The promotional film was skillfully crafted. Why did Australia need to import large quantities of Chinese dung beetles? Was it because Australia had no dung beetles of its own?  Not at all. Australia had hundreds of native dung beetle species. However, the traditional "flavor" for Australian dung beetles was the waste of kangaroo and koala. In the 18th century, British colonists brought cattle and dairy cows to Australia, but the native dung beetles disliked cow manure because it was too wet. Compared to the dry waste of marsupials, cow manure was viscous and difficult to clean; the water-logged dung balls were heavy and difficult to roll.  The pastures were piling up with unwanted cow manure, and Chinese dung beetles were brought in to solve the problem perfectly.  In the documentary, the narrator's voice remained filled with an almost childlike infectiousness. Over images of Chinese dung beetles quickly resolving the manure problem, the narrator continued: "If you have ever lived in the countryside or a pastoral area, you will have noticed a phenomenon: manure dropped by livestock on the first day will completely disappear by the second. This is the contribution of the dung beetle."  Had someone not arrived, He Rui might have finished the documentary. But the visitor was Wu Youping, so He Rui had his secretary turn the television volume to the lowest setting before inviting him in.  Wu Youping had come to bring He Rui a report on the economic situation in Africa. The changes in Africa over the past year had been even more dramatic than those in Australia, especially in the field of infrastructure. The local Africans' assistance in the utilization of investment had been very, very significant.  "The population of liberated Africa has exceeded 100 million. The life patterns of these local Africans have been highly bound to the local colonial economy. They are either indigenous people completely detached from modern life or proletarians at the bottom of the production chain. Regardless of which they are, is there a possibility that a period of 'madness' might occur following a major economic fluctuation at this stage?" Wu Youping spoke directly, giving He Rui no time to read the documents.  Hearing Wu Youping’s final sentence, He Rui wanted to ask whether this view was proposed by Li Runshi or some other research team.  A "major economic fluctuation" did not merely refer to the economy turning sour or the people being left destitute. An economy developing at a super-dynamic, high-speed pace also constituted a major fluctuation. It was just that the probability of such a fluctuation was far lower than that of economic recession and destitution, so people rarely considered it in those terms.  Furthermore, for human beings, whatever best situation they had witnessed would be regarded as the "natural" or "normal" state. Thus, few people would consider economic recovery after a great collapse to be a "major fluctuation"; instead, they would see it as merely "taking back what was lost."  But once one reached the state of an old man like He Rui, one no longer thought that way. The world was in flux; there was no such thing as an eternal standard. Regardless of how an individual perceived it, the world was fluctuating.  Seeing that He Rui did not answer, Wu Youping probed, "Does the Chairman think there is a problem with this line of reasoning?"  He Rui shook his head. "The reasoning is fine. I was just thinking of our own country. At this stage, the changes at home and the changes in Africa are in the same phase."  Wu Youping shook his head. "We in China have, at the very least, several thousand years of history involving cycles of order and chaos. Consequently, various corresponding systems have emerged within Chinese culture. Chairman, you and I are both 'Old Conservatives' (Old-Guards). But this conservative attitude and the instinctive reaction toward maintaining order is not something the African people can achieve. They have not seen these things, nor do they know this history."  He Rui sensed that what Wu Youping was about to say was not simple content. He asked, "Do you already have an idea of what kind of historical culture to export to Africa?"  Wu Youping nodded slowly. "We must erase the colonial historical view in Africa. This presents a troublesome issue: once the colonial view is removed, what kind of historical view do we import? This requires Africa to have a foundation capable of carrying such a view. We are not optimistic about this."  Hearing this, He Rui felt even less optimistic. He had considered this problem before, though his initial purpose had nothing to do with Africa's troubles, but rather a discussion from his original timeline regarding the so-called "Chinese population decline."  In that timeline, He Rui had lived reasonably well, and his circle of friends were birds of a feather. Because of his work, he had to study and research these issues. Naturally, everyone enjoyed bragging and "brainstorming" on these topics.  Thus, at one gathering, while gnawing on garlic-scented spare ribs, a colleague from the petroleum sector had said: "Solving the problem of China's population decline isn't difficult. You just need to re-attract the Chinese people from the areas historically radiated by the Chinese population and open various channels for them to naturalize in China. As the Chinese population continues to decrease, a gap of over 100 million might appear in the next decade. Absorbing this population wouldn't pose a problem for China. People from Southeast Asia, Vietnam, and other places can be absorbed. Combined with China's economic radiation, a path to 'digest' these regions would emerge..."  Now, hearing Wu Youping mention the idea of exporting culture and history to Africa—especially after hearing his words—He Rui felt that something was very wrong.  Sure enough, Wu Youping said, "I believe that in addition to having African armies participate in the war to sweep away colonialism—and allowing them to achieve significant results and gain sufficient honor—we must also help Africa create an 'external input.' We should create some content using a somewhat racialized approach. For example, the population left behind in Africa when Zheng He sailed to the Western Oceans."  Hearing Wu Youping actually say this, He Rui could not help but sigh.  Previously, in his "group," those brothers had indeed mentioned this issue. Although China in the original timeline eventually surpassed the United States and restored its position as the world's number one power, when it came to the matter of "genetically identified Chinese people in Africa," the conservatives in the group all stated that such a thing could not be done! It was entirely inconsistent with China's cultural traditions and had no corresponding cultural foundation in China.  Furthermore, if such a thing were actually done, it would lead to opportunistic Africans trying to come to China to "claim relatives."  He Rui then said, "If many West African blacks come to China to claim relatives, how do you plan to handle it?"  Wu Youping was aware of He Rui's conservative tendencies. Hearing this question, he replied, "I believe there are ways to solve these problems."  Hearing this, He Rui could not help but snort in derision. "After all is said and done, you're still dumping the work on the comrades at the grassroots level. How should I put this... the grassroots is not for that. We can keep them busy so they have no time to look for trouble; we can execute a batch every once in a while; but we cannot burden the grassroots with things they cannot handle."  As the head of the State Council, Wu Youping was responsible for managing the grassroots. Hearing He Rui speak this way, he felt somewhat offended and said unhappily, "The grassroots at this stage has the capacity to complete such work."  "I don't think so," He Rui immediately expressed his opposition. "At this stage, we still cannot have the staff take simple responsibility, because they cannot afford it. Let me tell you, currently, just a household registration adjustment involves dozens of stamps. This kind of thing cannot be solved until the future networked era. Otherwise, all sorts of things will definitely go wrong."  These words were not He Rui intentionally making things difficult for Wu Youping; he had truly experienced it. When He Rui was young, he had followed his parents to handle a household registration transfer. At that time, the grassroots police stations had not yet implemented networked offices, so a single matter required over a dozen trips.  At that time, He Rui had seen many jokes online and felt those jokes were correct. However, after graduating from university, He Rui handled a household registration transfer himself. He had prepared himself to make a dozen trips, but he did not expect that the police station had already popularized integrated office equipment. He didn't even need to travel between the two stations. The staff at the destination station had He Rui submit photos, ID photocopies, and the property deed, then had him perform an electronic signature on the transfer application and take a photo at the integrated machine.  All this took less than fifteen minutes. After paying the processing fee for the household register, a brand-new register with the relevant information printed by the machine was complete.  The time spent in the office was actually much shorter than the time spent traveling to it, which had greatly surprised He Rui.  When he mentioned this to his parents upon returning home, they had simply said, "Now that there is a network, the grassroots personnel can truly take responsibility."  These words had been a sudden realization for He Rui. What had changed was not the system or the personnel; government employees were also human beings. As humans, there were all kinds: good ones, bad ones, but most were just normal, ordinary people. In an era where China's economic development reached a point where income was sufficient for everyone to get by, there weren't many truly bad people. Thus, most government personnel were just there to work and earn money.  Being a civil servant was just a job; if someone made a mistake at work, they were punished, and that was no big deal. But civil servants could not accept bearing all sorts of "responsibilities," because in the government, many matters that wouldn't weigh four ounces on a scale can weigh a thousand pounds once they are "on the scale."  To be responsible was not wrong, but because people could not afford the responsibility, situations where people "floated through their duties" (bureaucratic inertia) occurred.  He Rui and his parents had made a dozen trips for a household transfer not because the civil servants were intentionally difficult, but because the civil servants could only ensure their own work was error-free, so at that time, there couldn't be a single mistake.  Similarly, He Rui had handled it in one trip not because the civil servants no longer cared about responsibility, but because the upgrading of hardware and the emergence of large databases meant that civil servants no longer had to verify work time and again. The civil servants only needed to complete the equipment operation and provide procedural guidance; many things that originally had to be done manually were now handled by computers.  However, what Wu Youping was describing clearly exceeded what the civil servant system could bear. He Rui even wondered: could it be that the victory was so great that even a fellow like Wu Youping was starting to "drift" (become overconfident)?  With this suspicion, He Rui asked again, "Youping, why do you think Africans truly want to rely on themselves?"  Wu Youping answered decisively: "Anyone who has the ability to rely on themselves will actively choose to cooperate with us. I know that most Africans certainly want to rely on us. But, it is necessary for us to let them rely on us."  He Rui immediately shook his head. "I don't think that's realistic. We cannot open that door."  "Chairman, we have killed so many of the old African upper class; at this stage, we must quickly instill new things. In the field of ideas, if the East Wind doesn't prevail over the West Wind, then the West Wind will prevail over the East Wind. If we are picky and choosy at this stage, Africa will soon be occupied by new ideas. Even if the current ideas are wrong, we should do it first and talk later."  He Rui did not want to agree with this view, yet he felt that Wu Youping was truly not just imagining things or acting blindly. Just as he was considering how to express his thoughts, he heard Wu Youping continue: "Chairman, the fact that we can do whatever we want to do right now—isn't that the full range of possibilities brought by our status as the world hegemon? I know that such possibilities will inevitably lead to ultimate failure, but at a time like this, we instead need to be more transformative!"  Hearing this, He Rui's initial suspicion vanished completely. Wu Youping was not "drifting"; he had truly accepted the reality that China was about to grasp world hegemony. And he had truly accepted the mindset of holding world hegemony.  World hegemony was just like this: since the hegemony is mine, I can do whatever I want.  Some would say this is wrong; the sages summarized experiences through various failures, believing that one should be extremely cautious and careful when in such a high position.  However, reality was quite dull; everyone just wanted to live a life where "I can do whatever I want." None of those empty platitudes; let’s enjoy ourselves first.  Seeing his old comrade Wu Youping enter the world-hegemon mindset so quickly, He Rui smiled. "Youping, when did you realize that China is no longer that country that gets bullied, but a powerful nation?"  Wu Youping was taken aback. "Chairman, you could tell?"  "Does it even need telling? Back when we met in '15, you wouldn't have spoken like that. Haha," He Rui said nostalgically.  "I nearly died that time, and I felt very uncomfortable during the recovery process," Wu Youping recalled with some emotion. "Then one day, my secretary brought me many letters of condolence—all from foreign countries. Most were from countries established in the colonies we liberated. I looked at the names of those countries and couldn't recall them for a moment. I couldn't remember the names of those national leaders either. At the time, I felt very disappointed—had I become so ill that I had lost even my basic work capacity? Then, I suddenly realized something: those national leaders were only sending condolence letters out of courtesy; they didn't care who I was. Whoever was the Premier of China, they would offer their condolences. From that moment, I finally realized that China had truly become powerful. And not just ordinarily powerful. Thus, things like 'Ten Thousand Nations coming to Court' and the 'Air of the Celestial Empire'—as long as China is strong enough, they follow naturally."  "Heh. Speaking that way... it is indeed so," He Rui laughed. Wu Youping's reaction did not disappoint He Rui; on the contrary, it made him very happy.  In 1943, they could beat the global Great Powers; it was only fifty years since China was beaten by those same powers. And since 1924, through the efforts of He Rui and his comrades, China was already a globally recognized Great Power.  It seemed that realizing "the Great Power is actually myself" in 1924 had a somewhat different effect than realizing it in 2024. At the very least, compared to 2024, the year 1924 had a hundred fewer years of an oppressed mindset. Restoring the mindset of being world number one was much easier.  After He Rui finished laughing, he asked seriously, "Youping, the question I want to ask has changed. That is: does the comrade who proposed that view realize that he must be responsible for proposing such a line of reasoning?"  Upon hearing the word "responsible," Wu Youping's expression instinctively turned solemn. After a moment's thought, he asked, "Chairman, do you think this proposal is not serious enough?"  "I think the proposal is actually very serious, and research was truly conducted. But China has its own stability; the Chinese people do not accept China becoming an immigrant nation. This is China's cultural foundation. I do not believe the current situation is sufficient to support such a fundamental change. And that view—its core is global integration—is too far ahead of its time." He Rui gave his explanation calmly.
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Seeing He Rui in a good mood, Wu Youping intended to chat for a while longer. However, there was a knock at the door, and a doctor specifically assigned to He Rui walked in. Although the doctor was only in his thirties, his words were extremely polite but firm. "Premier, the Chairman needs to rest."  Hearing such uncompromising words, Wu Youping knew he likely couldn't persuade the doctor to yield. At that moment, He Rui stood up, supporting himself against the edge of the desk. Wu Youping instinctively took a few steps forward, only to hear He Rui say: "Africans are people too. The development of human society naturally follows its own laws; the level of productive forces determines the relations of production. During stages where production relations undergo violent changes, social culture will serve those changes. Therefore, I do not believe we should interfere excessively in Africa's development process."  As he spoke, He Rui walked slowly toward the study door. Wu Youping followed him, still feeling that this was a rare opportunity, and replied: "If we don't implant Chinese elements into Africa now, will it allow Africa to continue being influenced by Europe in its future development?"  "Africa began to be influenced by Rome two thousand years ago. Among modern Africans, how many know anything about Rome? Even in Egypt, how many people know the relationship between Egypt and Rome back then?" He Rui asked.  Wu Youping could understand He Rui's methodology and said: "I also believe that as Africa develops economically and education becomes widespread, the people will need a completely new historical education. Establishing Chinese influence at such a time would be more beneficial for our future work."  He Rui shook his head. "When people think of New China, they immediately think of 1924, when China was once again completely unified. Is it because we were once subjects of the Qing Dynasty that the people think we are the same as the Qing?"  "Africa is the same. As long as the African people recognize the existence of a New Africa and truly lead better lives in this new African era, African thought will have its own roots. As for Africa's future development, we don't need to believe it can surpass the basic laws of human understanding of the world. After driving out colonialism and establishing local nation-states, it doesn't mean the old Africa won't fall into internal strife or even war. The question only lies in what Africa can learn from each instance of upheaval. 'If he is not frustrated, I do not open him up; if he is not angry, I do not help him express himself.' At that time, there will be true reflection among some Africans, and that will be the moment for us to provide solutions to their problems."  "The Chairman's thinking... haha... is too conservative," Wu Youping teased.  He Rui stopped at the top of the stairs. "Haha, I have always been a conservative. I've said it many times, but the comrades refuse to accept this fact. Regardless of how the comrades see it, my thinking remains unchanged. Ultimately, what attracts the African people will surely be the lifestyle we provide."  Knowing He Rui would not change his mind, Wu Youping replied: "Chairman, I shall take my leave then."  Walking down to the landing of the stairs, Wu Youping looked up at He Rui. He Rui was still standing at the top of the staircase. Wu Youping waved goodbye and then walked out of the Chairman's residence at No. 7 Renmin Road.  Back in his car, Wu Youping immediately told the driver to hurry back to the State Council. Since He Rui had made a decision, Wu Youping could only choose to comply with He Rui's views. After all, Wu Youping's own perspective did not represent that of the majority.  This level of disagreement was essentially a non-issue for modern China. The change in real estate policy had increased sales by millions of units in a short period. The massive number of houses being built by various real estate companies had turned the somewhat surplus raw material capacity back into a shortage.  Currently, sand for the Yellow River basin was collected from the river itself, while that for the Yangtze basin was obtained from natural sand sedimentation sites like Dongting Lake, where the water was shallow. The basic minerals needed for cement production, such as limestone, were not scarce in China.  The main difficulty had originally been iron ore, but the gap created by this massive demand was unexpectedly filled to a large extent by the iron ore producing regions of Western Australia. To transport over 100 million tons of iron ore from Australia annually, even infrastructure and industrial layouts needed adjustment.  Thinking about economic development made Wu Youping feel significant pressure. To maintain such a massive internal demand, one had to acquire vast resources. However, the enormous capacity fostered to meet current demand would eventually become surplus. How would they face such immense pressure then?  It was just after the Spring Festival, and massive demand statistics were flooding into the various ministries of the State Council like a tide. After returning to his office, Wu Youping continued reading documents, quickly immersing himself in the reading and data analysis. The strongest part of China at this stage was that with the concept of industrial chains, many production organizations could be rationally coordinated.  Wu Youping soon became intoxicated by this enjoyment. Even though he realized that modern China was rapidly moving toward becoming the world hegemon, personally feeling this development through data made him quite obsessed. In fact, Wu Youping was already semi-retired; he had enough time to enjoy the thrill of seeing his dreams gradually become reality.  Li Runshi did not have such leisure. He had heard about Wu Youping's idea of injecting Chinese cultural genes into Africa and thought it indeed addressed some problems but was far too wishful.  Realizing that such a suggestion would likely not be accepted by He Rui, Li Runshi didn't take it to heart. What Li Runshi was considering was exactly the African campaign. If the war continued into 1945, Li Runshi felt that Europe and America would definitely be finished. But now it was only the beginning of 1944, and a series of true decisive battles was about to begin. How to upgrade the World People's Liberation Army (WPLA) was what Li Runshi and the Central Military Commission (CMC) needed to consider.  On the North African battlefield at this time, British logistics were under unprecedented pressure. China and Britain were engaged in large-scale aerial combat over North Africa. Both sides had lost a significant number of fighters. The Churchill cabinet had just received an urgent plea from the commander of the North African theater, Montgomery, for more fighters.  The British domestic aviation industry was already working around the clock. However, Britain had to maintain the war in Canada on one hand and the war in North Africa on the other. Current British aircraft manufacturing companies had used all their strength to increase production but were still unable to achieve their goals.  Churchill put down the documents, thinking about where to find food to alleviate the scarcity of supplies in Britain. Domestic food production in Britain was insufficient to guarantee the needs of the British people. Britain now either had to buy food from the United States or from France. Now that its colonies were essentially lost, Britain was completely unable to obtain sufficient support from them.  Simply agonizing over it wouldn't solve anything, so Churchill summoned the Minister of Agriculture and asked if he had found a solution. The Minister of Agriculture had a distressed expression but actually answered Churchill's question. "Prime Minister, at this stage, we need to increase the price for purchasing grain from Ireland to ensure that we obtain more grain through the 'invisible hand.'"  Churchill knew why the Minister of Agriculture looked so distressed. From 1845 to 1850, Britain had caused a Great Famine in Ireland. At that time, due to the cultivation of potatoes, the population of Ireland had exploded, reaching 6 million.  After a continuous five-year Great Famine, 1 million people in Ireland starved to death, and another million emigrated overseas—a loss of one-third of the population.  Back then, Britain had held high the banner of free trade. Now, to practice free trade by buying grain from Ireland through higher purchase prices, Churchill felt that even more thorough preparations were needed.  After concluding his conversation with the Minister of Agriculture, Churchill summoned the Secretary of State for the Colonies. Although Ireland had established a local parliament and was effectively almost independent, for the survival of the British people, Churchill didn't mind certain things.  Perhaps sensing Churchill's mindset, the Colonial Secretary proposed two aspects: "Prime Minister, either we must increase the security protection for the grain transport teams, requiring them to take machine guns to Ireland to purchase grain. Or we directly station troops in Ireland and increase the population influx into Northern Ireland, allowing these new immigrants to ensure the demand for grain purchases."  The Colonial Secretary had once been tasked with managing colonies dozens of times the size of the British Isles. Although British colonies were now rapidly shrinking, with those under direct control limited to the British mainland and Canada—a total area of about 7 million square kilometers. From the numbers, this was indeed a world power. But from the geographical distribution, Canada's true grain-producing regions were concentrated in a narrow strip within 100 kilometers of the US-Canada border. Thirty percent of this area was already embroiled in war.  In contrast, Ireland, with its more than 60,000 square kilometers, was instead a region that could provide Britain with more grain.  "You believe that machine guns can solve the Ireland problem?" Churchill asked.  The Colonial Secretary nodded. "Prime Minister, I believe that moving a large number of immigrants into Northern Ireland is the most appropriate course of action."  After some discussion, the British cabinet ultimately decided to implement the plan of increasing population movement in the Northern Ireland region. This was on February 27th.  On March 1st, local Irish newspapers began to announce at great length: "One hundred years after 1845, Britain is again preparing to manufacture a new Irish food crisis."  "Northern Ireland is the territory of Ireland. We must never allow those traitors who converted to the Church of England to collude with the British again."  On March 2nd, several major landlords in different parts of Ireland were subjected to intimidating attacks. Lucky landlords and grain merchants were protected by bodyguards and suffered no physical harm. However, there were also unlucky ones who were beaten or even stabbed.  The experience of one major Irish landlord with a British peerage was the most bizarre. This landlord owned a thoroughbred mare. After receiving a threatening letter warning him not to provide grain to Britain, the landlord immediately chose to strengthen his residential security.  But on the morning of March 6th, the landlord woke up in his bed and found the head of his beloved mare drooping at the foot of the bed. The landlord was quite confused—how had his horse come to sleep in his bedroom?  Walking over in his nightgown, the landlord immediately began to scream. His large bed was of an older design with a wooden headboard and footboard. The horse's head was on the other side of the footboard; because his line of sight was blocked, he couldn't see that the horse's head had been severed at the base of the neck. The horse's head and a large piece of its neck were impaled on a long steel spike with a base.  Hearing the landlord's scream, a maid quickly pushed open the door. She saw the blood-soaked floor, the severed horse's head, and her terrified, screaming master. With a shriek, the maid fled from the doorway and rushed toward the butler's room on the first floor. When the maid reached the butler's door, the door opened. The maid cried out, "Go save the master!" then fainted in front of the butler due to extreme agitation.  That same day, the Irish landlord left his mansion in Ireland, fled to his residence in Northern Ireland, and requested full security protection from the British police.  The British police immediately assumed that the perpetrator of such terrorist acts was surely the Irish Sinn Féin. Sinn Féin was founded by Arthur Griffith in 1905, advocating for the establishment of an Irish Republic covering the entire island of Ireland.  This habitual thinking was quite accurate; this terrorist operation was indeed launched and executed by Sinn Féin. Upon learning that the landlord had fled to Northern Ireland, everyone at the internal Sinn Féin meeting was very happy.  In 1916, Sinn Féin participated in the anti-British Easter Rising, which was brutally suppressed by the British, with fifteen leaders executed. However, in the February 1917 elections, Sinn Féin was victorious in the Roscommon election. Eamon de Valera, a participant in the Easter Rising, became President, and Griffith was Vice-President. In December 1918, in the British parliamentary elections, Sinn Féin achieved an unprecedented victory, winning 73 out of 103 seats. In January 1919, the Sinn Féin members elected to the British Parliament refused to go to Britain and formed the National Assembly of Ireland (Dáil Éireann) in Dublin. They then declared the establishment of the Irish Republic, set up governments at all levels, and formed the armed "Irish Republican Army." Britain refused to recognize the Irish Republic, thus sparking an anti-British guerrilla war (1919–1921). During this period, two regimes appeared in Ireland: one was the British colonial regime, and the other was the revolutionary regime led by Sinn Féin. The former became increasingly paralyzed, while the latter's prestige grew daily.  In December 1921, Britain and Ireland signed a treaty allowing the 26 counties of southern Ireland to form a "Free State" with autonomy, while the six northern counties remained under Britain as Northern Ireland. In 1922, the Irish Republican Army was suppressed due to its opposition to the Anglo-Irish Treaty that split Ireland into North and South.  After Ireland's independence in 1937, Northern Ireland remained under British rule. The Irish Republican Army declared it would continue the struggle for North-South unification and engaged in violent activities.  By this time, Sinn Féin had split. Most people were willing to shed their blood before achieving substantial independence, but once a certain degree of independence was gained, they were no longer willing to continue using their lives as the price for winning more. With the split of Sinn Féin, the faction advocating for the independence of all of Ireland quickly became a minority.  At this meeting, everyone was praising the role played by the young comrades led by Valle. Valle and others modestly accepted the praise of their comrades. This behavior was actually not very Irish, but Valle and several hundred other young Sinn Féin members had gone to China to study at the age of 14 or 15 and had been there for more than eight years. Even through mere immersion, they had accepted Chinese culture in many aspects.  Valle believed that struggle required skill. Sinn Féin had sent hundreds of Irish youth to study in China with the aim of having them learn techniques of struggle to return and fight for Irish independence.  If Valle and the others led the old-timers to believe that they had returned to seize power, it would be of no benefit to the Irish independence movement. At this time, modesty was undoubtedly the best way to lower the sense of mistrust.  After the old-timers finished their praise, someone asked Valle why he had insisted on letting the major Irish landlord go. Only then did Valle speak. "If we had killed him, it wouldn't have reduced the amount of grain he sends to Britain. Moreover, Britain would certainly have sent troops to conduct large-scale arrests because of the killing."  "More importantly, if we killed him now, other landlords would think it's impossible to negotiate with us and would thus turn completely toward Britain."  "Do you think if we don't kill people, these individuals won't turn toward Britain anyway?" an old-timer asked.  Valle shook his head. "Those people are turning toward Britain at this stage to protect their profit margins, not because they are collaborating with Britain to survive. Once we kill someone, the nature of the conflict changes."  Listening to this, the Sinn Féin veterans could understand a little bit, but they couldn't understand it emotionally. Since the Sinn Féin split, many loyal Sinn Féiners who were determined to liberate all of Ireland had been arrested. It was hard to say that there wasn't reporting by these local Irish landlords involved.  Valle had majored in law when he studied at Hangzhou University of Political Science and Law. The law department of that school did indeed teach law; as for how much of the content was actually law, it was a bit hard to say. However, if political struggle, military struggle, and revolutionary struggle were also considered part of the legal professional foundation, the basic knowledge of Valle and many of his Irish classmates was quite solid.  By fully utilizing the basic professional legal skills he learned in China—using methods such as bribery, winning people over, and threats to make a significant portion of the estate staff choose to support or remain silent—and then formulating a complete plan and using means such as the deployment of prepared drugs to put some key personnel who hadn't been bought off into a deep sleep, he completed a task that should have required a great deal of commotion without "waking" anyone.  The great success of this operation confirmed a belief for Valle. Although their own people weren't very loyal, the opponents were actually much the same. As long as one could understand where the opponent's interests lay and act with a baseline of principles, one could use many means to reach a compromise with a portion of the opponent's camp.  According to the Chinese saying, it was: "In his conduct of himself, he maintains a sense of shame; sent to the four quarters, he does not disgrace the lord's commission. Such a man may be called a scholar."  Valle did not show off the education he had received. He continued: "We have currently received two guarantees: China will support the unification of the entire island of Ireland into one country, and China will provide us with weapons and equipment through maritime transport. I believe that with these two guarantees, we can strengthen the equipment of the Irish Republican Army, allowing it to engage in guerrilla warfare with the British army. Furthermore, by striking the British army, we can form a deterrent against the wavering elements among the local Irish."  Hearing Valle speak of taking on the British army immediately, even the hearts of the staunch members within Sinn Féin wavered slightly. The island of Ireland was not large; if fighting broke out now, the chances of everyone surviving were not high.  However, as staunch members, these elders did not voice any discouraging words.  Valle continued: "We will soon go to the countryside. On one hand, we will spread the news that Britain will increase its plunder of Irish agricultural products; on the other hand, we will begin preparations for military struggle. We haven't been back to Ireland for a long time, so we must ask the Executive Committee to provide us with help such as guides."  Hearing that these young people were willing to take on such arduous work right away, the slight displeasure in the hearts of the Executive Committee members vanished. They immediately replied, "We will make the arrangements."
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On March 7, 1944, grain sales in Dublin, the capital of the Irish Free State, were completely exhausted, and all grain merchants began to raise their prices. Three days later, on March 10th, the price of grain in Ireland had risen to more than three times its previous level.  With the rise in grain prices, the prices of other commodities followed suit, beginning to skyrocket; the prices of daily necessities rose by at least 70%.  At this time, the ruling political party in Ireland was the Liberal Party. The reason for the Liberal Party's rise was simple: after gaining Free State status, most people in Ireland no longer considered the liberation of the entire island. The original national liberation movement began to disintegrate from within, and the Liberal Party quickly rose from a small faction to become the largest political party in Ireland.  Faced with soaring grain and commodity prices, Liberal Party members of parliament cursed Sinn Féin members during parliamentary sessions. The Sinn Féin MPs were not willing to take the abuse lying down and immediately fired back: "Which one of you doesn't have ties to the landlords and profiteers who are selling grain to Britain? If we in Sinn Féin had the ability to make grain and commodity prices soar to this level, you wouldn't dare curse us; you would surely be kneeling like dogs at our feet, licking them."  "If you're really so tough, then find a way to stop the British from buying grain from us! On one hand, you sell massive amounts of grain to the British for blood money, and on the other, you curse us patriots. Your consciences..."  Before the words were finished, the Liberal MPs opposite jumped up like cats whose tails had been stepped on, rushing over to swing their fists at the Sinn Féin MPs.  In terms of internal strife, humans are the same the world over. The anger of the Liberal MPs was not because they had been slandered by Sinn Féin, but because Sinn Féin had pointed out the Liberal Party's true colors. The Liberal Party, which relied primarily on Irish landlords and elites for campaign funds, didn't mind making money by selling grain to Britain.  Although the Sinn Féin MPs were significantly outnumbered, their origins were more grassroots. In terms of physical fitness and fighting ability, they were not inferior to the Irish upper class. More importantly, Sinn Féiners loved a fight. If it weren't for this innate "fight if you disagree" spirit, they wouldn't have been able to form the Irish Republican Army to wage a sustained struggle against Britain.  The result of this massive brawl was that while the Sinn Féin members were all battered and bruised, they relied on their ruthless grit to drive the Liberal Party out of the parliament.  The MPs from both sides left the parliament with their injuries and immediately launched a propaganda offensive through their respective newspapers. The Liberal Party, which controlled a large number of newspapers, pinned the entire responsibility for the brawl on Sinn Féin.  However, the Liberal Party soon discovered that the Irish public was not at all affected by the newspapers they controlled. Instead, at the reminder of the Sinn Féin MPs, people began to hoard goods.  Since the Liberal Party was the ruling party, this massive surge in grain prices had a huge impact on the lives of the Irish people, causing public support for the Liberal Party to plummet.  The Liberal Party's major donors then made a demand of the MPs: "You must lower the price of grain!"  Not all Liberal MPs were from major landlord backgrounds; many were local intellectuals and cultural celebrities. The demands of the major Irish landlords were unacceptable to this portion of Liberal MPs. While they were unwilling to engage in armed struggle with Britain, these intellectuals also did not want to strike at the ordinary merchants who were caught up in this price surge.  Ordinary merchants were indeed making money from the skyrocketing grain and commodity prices, but the money they made could not be compared to that of the Irish landlord class. These ordinary merchants were making money from local Irish people, whereas the Irish landlords had created this massive price surge by exporting Irish grain to Britain.  Misfortunes never come singly. As a sharp confrontation emerged within the Irish Liberal Party, Britain increased its efforts to purchase grain from Ireland. The grain merchants who came to buy grain began to enter the Irish countryside, an action that directly triggered the vigilance and anger of the ordinary Irish public.  Sinn Féin had long warned the Irish people that Britain was coming to plunder Ireland's grain. Seeing the British merchants finally arrive, their anger was tinged with a certain glee.  If anything could unite the Irish, it was British atrocities against the ordinary Irish people. Moreover, Britain's massive purchase of Irish grain this time was not essentially different from the Great Famine Britain had manufactured in Ireland 100 years ago—both were plundering the food of the ordinary Irish people to feed the British.  However, Sinn Féin had underestimated Britain. Before the British grain merchants entered the Irish countryside, the British side had already made preparations. With the help of the major Irish landlords and elites, a list of Sinn Féin members, their residences, and their places of activity had long been sent to the British.  When the British merchants entered the Irish countryside and Sinn Féin began its propaganda centered on the Great Famine, British agents and troops set out from Northern Ireland, swept into Ireland, and raided the Sinn Féin headquarters, arresting everyone inside.  Fortunately, Sinn Féin had considerable experience in struggle and had received word to evacuate just as the arrests began. Ultimately, they only lost half of their headquarters staff.  But Britain had been fighting the Irish for centuries, and its experience was equally rich. British agents and troops began entering various towns in Ireland, continuing to arrest Sinn Féiners with the secret support of those MPs who had been beaten by them.  Once a Sinn Féiner was caught, they were sent to prisons in England for detention. There, they were subjected to torture and interrogation, with demands that they confess to being under the dual leadership of China and the Comintern, conspiring to overthrow the British government and assassinate the British Royal Family.  The arrested Sinn Féiners knew that as long as they admitted to these charges, they would be sentenced to severe crimes—at least life imprisonment, if not execution. While these Sinn Féiners were not particularly afraid of becoming martyrs, Sinn Féin was indeed not the Communist Party, and they still had their own resistance to communism.  Thus, the brutal torture continued, and many Sinn Féiners were soon near death under the ordeal. The intelligence departments responsible for the torture quickly reported to their superiors in the Colonial Office and the Home Office.  The Colonial Secretary and the Home Secretary listened to the report. The Colonial Secretary asked the Home Secretary, "What do you think of these people's intentions to commit suicide?"  "Aren't those Irishmen Catholics? If they commit suicide, they won't be able to go to heaven," the Home Secretary replied.  The head of the intelligence department who had come to report knew he hadn't said anything about the Irish Sinn Féiners wanting to commit suicide. But with the two powerful figures speaking this way, he understood perfectly: the British Colonial Office and Home Office had no intention of caring about whether the Sinn Féiners lived or died. This time, they were out to eradicate the Sinn Féin MPs.  Once the two high officials finished their conversation regarding the Sinn Féiners' "suicides," they looked back at the head of the intelligence department. The head of the British intelligence department immediately said, "Your Excellencies, the Sinn Féiners will choose to commit suicide after confessing to their crimes of murdering the British Royal Family and overthrowing the British government. We will do our best to ensure the confessions are obtained."  The Home Secretary nodded with satisfaction, saying in a compassionate tone, "Some sinners simply cannot achieve redemption."  With instructions from above, not only did the intensity of the torture remain unchanged, but the confessions for the Sinn Féiners were prepared by the British intelligence department. Those Sinn Féiners who died "signed" the confessions. After all, forging signatures was one of the basic skills of the intelligence department.  As Britain applied heavy pressure, the confrontation and divergence within the Irish Liberal Party were not reconciled but rather intensified. Many of those Liberals who did not come from elite backgrounds were former Sinn Féiners who had left the party.  If it were only a matter of making the Irish people suffer a little to maintain the Liberal Party's status, they might feel uncomfortable but would not stop it.  However, Britain's current approach looked for all the world like draining the pond to catch the fish—wanting to take all of Ireland's grain. What was even more shocking to these nationalist-leaning Liberals was that the MPs of elite origin, based on the current situation of skyrocketing grain prices in Ireland, proposed a bill to freeze grain prices and increase agricultural taxes.  Doing it this way meant that the grain of the Irish people would be subject to massive extortion. These Liberals were beginning to lose track of what these elites were actually trying to do. They surely didn't think they would be able to continue governing after this, did they?  The proposal did not receive sufficient support in parliament. As the results of the vote came out, those Liberal MPs who had voted against it breathed a sigh of relief.  But the MP who had proposed the bill said coldly, "Do you think that by opposing this proposal you can stop Britain from buying grain? Are you prepared to let British troops enter Ireland once again for slaughter? To all you MPs who voted against it, the slaughter caused by your irresponsible voting will all be on your heads."  For a moment, the opposing Liberal MPs were stunned. They couldn't understand where these elites got the courage to ignore the possibility of losing the upcoming parliamentary elections.  That night, these Liberal opposition members held a meeting, still unable to figure out what the elites were thinking. They talked until nine o'clock, but the opposition MPs still couldn't come up with a reasonable line of thought. Just as everyone was yawning and considering ending the meeting to talk again tomorrow, a doorman came in to report: "A returned overseas student is asking for an audience."  There were many overseas students in Ireland, and the fact that the doorman emphasized the "overseas student" status puzzled the MPs. Someone followed up: "An overseas student from which country?"  "From China."  The doorman's answer stunned all the opposition MPs. A returned student from China—this identity was indeed worth mentioning specifically. Ireland had not joined the Allies at this stage, and the Irish people had a very good impression of China. This wasn't because there were any extraordinary interactions between China and Ireland, but simply because the Irish appreciated any country that could beat the British.  Ultimately, the opposition MPs invited this Irish student who had studied in China to enter.  The one who came was indeed Valle. As a follower of He Rui, Valle loved hearing stories about him. For example, when He Rui first arrived in the Northeast in 1915, he went alone to the Japanese Kwantung Territory Headquarters and persuaded the high-ranking officials there, ultimately resolving the conflict between China and Japan.  Faced with these Liberal MPs, even if they were the opposition faction within the party, they could be seen as enemies to some extent.  Standing before the crowd of Liberal MPs, Valle silently repeated to himself: "In his conduct of himself, he maintains a sense of shame; sent to the four quarters, he does not disgrace the lord's commission. Such a man may be called a scholar." Only then did he greet the Liberal MPs.  The Liberal MPs looked at Valle with suspicious eyes. This student looked to be in his early twenties, quite young. Moreover, Valle had shaved his beard. Although there was no local Irish proverb about "a hairless lip means an unsteady hand," this clean-shaven look indeed didn't inspire much reliability in the local Irish.  Valle was prepared. He began: "Gentlemen, do you think those in the elite faction haven't considered at all the possibility of Sinn Féin winning more seats in the next parliamentary election?"  The MPs did not answer. They had indeed discussed this possibility tonight, and ultimately everyone felt it wasn't that likely, because the intelligence of those elites couldn't possibly fail to consider this. The MPs just couldn't figure out what those elites were thinking.  Valle continued: "Those elites surely know that Sinn Féin's seats will increase, but they have definitely been threatened by Britain that troops will be stationed to suppress the Irish. Britain is currently under immense pressure on the battlefield, to the point where even if Britain understands that the Irish people have a deep memory of the Great Famine, it still must come to Ireland to plunder grain. Because Britain can now only continue to extort Ireland; the other colonies have already been liberated by China."  Valle knew this wasn't strictly accurate, but it was enough to fool these local Irish provincial MPs. Moreover, it was only lacking in precision; it wasn't far from the specific facts.  Seeing the expressions of the MPs finally change, Valle continued: "Precisely because the British are at the end of their rope, they have gone mad. And have you considered that even if Sinn Féin wins more seats, will the British allow Sinn Féin MPs to perform their duties smoothly?"  "Therefore, the elites' view is simple: they believe that even if they lose some seats, they can still maintain their position as the number one political party in Ireland."  "As for the lost seats, those elites have likely already considered it. All of you sitting here are the ones they intend to sacrifice."  With these words, the opposition within the Liberal Party finally couldn't sit still. Some among them had already sensed the elites' attitude but still felt that they were, after all, Liberal MPs and had influence locally. The Liberal Party surely wouldn't push them to the opposing side. Valle's words shattered their illusions, presenting a part of the cruel reality to these MPs.  Valle struck while the iron was hot: "If you don't believe me, you can wait and see. Will the support you used to get during elections be there in the upcoming ones? And will those elites make demands of you—that if you want to be re-elected, you must support certain proposals from the elites?"  The Liberal MPs said nothing. Although Valle's words gave them a huge shock, they felt there was no need to discuss such matters with an outsider.  Someone asked: "So, what is your purpose in coming here? To be a lobbyist for Sinn Féin?"  Valle smiled and said: "I am not here for Sinn Féin. I only want to ask you: do you really want Ireland to always remain as it is now? If you also look forward to the Irish people leading better lives, why not choose to cooperate with China when China liberates Europe?"  Hearing mention of China, these Liberal MPs fell silent again. They liked a China that beat Britain, but China was, after all, a socialist country. This made the Liberal MPs feel a very large sense of unease.  Valle then continued: "The biggest problem in Ireland at present is that land reform has not been carried out. If all land in Ireland were bought out by the state and the Irish people henceforth gained the freedom of land use rights, do you think the current elites could continue to restrain you? The current power base of those elites does not come from Britain, but from the fact that they control 80% of the land in Ireland. Ireland is currently still an agricultural country; whoever owns the majority of the land holds the dominance over Ireland."  "Britain dares to treat Ireland so crudely because the British know that the Irish people might dare to oppose Britain, but they don't dare not pay land rent to the landlords. As long as these Irish elites continue to receive huge land rents, they will not fall. Because social elites like yourselves are also forced to rely on the money given by these elites for your campaigns. Only without these elites can you gain true freedom."  "Communist, get out!" an MP cursed.  Valle smiled and turned to leave. He knew the current view of communism in Ireland: the Irish elites naturally hated the Communist Party to the bone. And the Irish were Catholics; the Roman Curia also basically regarded communism as an enemy. Those bishops would very skillfully preach hatred of communism to their congregations during various religious occasions.  Once outside, the waiting comrades quickly covered Valle's departure. Once in a relatively safe place, a comrade asked in a low voice: "How was it?"  Valle replied confidently: "I've made those MPs believe that the elites are going to conduct an internal rectification by abandoning some of the disobedient MPs."  "Will they really believe it?" the comrade asked skeptically.  Valle replied readily: "It doesn't matter; as long as it happens, it doesn't matter whether they believe it or not. The most important thing now is to quickly spread the idea of land revolution throughout Ireland. As long as we still want to unify Ireland, we must make the ordinary people understand that so-called Catholicism or Protestantism are just tricks played by colonizers and elites. If the people can't even fill their stomachs, what's the use of religion?"  These comrades had all gone to China to study when they were very young. During their years in China, they had seen with their own eyes that the Chinese people, without religious influence, lived quite happily.  Although Ireland was a European region, under British colonial rule and the oppression of local Irish feudal landlords, the Irish people lived quite poorly. Their standard of living simply could not compare to that of ordinary Chinese people after the 1930s.  Throughout the 1930s, the Chinese economy developed rapidly, and cities grew at an astonishing pace. In just a year or two, Chinese cities underwent huge changes.  During their social investigation courses and practices, the Irish youth saw that although the changes in the Chinese countryside were not as fast as in the cities, huge changes had also occurred there.  When they returned to Ireland after seven or eight years of study, they had long since become accustomed to the rhythm of high-speed national and social change. Seeing their hometown, Ireland, which had been somewhat blurred in their memories, undergo no change whatsoever in the past seven or eight years—perfectly overlapping with those blurred memories—the shock was unbearable for the Irish youth.  Even those youth who had originally been unsteady about launching a social revolution in Ireland became "radical."  Valle said confidently: "Whether in Ireland or Northern Ireland, the enemy of the ordinary people is the same: Britain and the local elites! Only by overthrowing them can Ireland be saved!"
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As the British collaborated with local Irish elites, Sinn Féin became the primary target for both parties. With many of the older generation of Sinn Féin backbones arrested, the younger generation who had returned from studying in China, like Valle, naturally became the party's new core.  Valle and the other young people had predicted that they would soon become the next targets for the British and the Irish elites. Faced with this future, they all moved into the countryside to begin building grassroots organizations.  In this time of skyrocketing prices, what ordinary Irish people needed most was an organization that could protect their interests. Someone was needed to help them effectively hide their grain, bypass the surveillance of landlords and their lackeys within the same village, and obtain necessary items through bartering.  When a single village could not meet its needs, an organization spanning a wider area was required to facilitate trade between different settlements.  Sinn Féin's previous work in these areas had been weak, but Valle and his colleagues had received training and practice in these very tasks. They quickly took root in the countryside.  The current population of Ireland was only about 4 million, half of its peak of 8 million. However, 4 million people provided enough cover for eight hundred enthusiastic young people to hide among them.  The expected crackdown against Valle and the others did not arrive, though they didn't know why. The three British divisions originally slated for deployment to Ireland had been diverted to other purposes just before boarding their ships.  Temperatures in the North American theater had begun to rise. Even though it was still a world of ice and snow, the Chinese army, having received large amounts of grain from the Southern Hemisphere, launched its first round of offensives for 1944.  The Anglo-American forces were caught off guard and suffered heavy blows; their defensive lines in the plains, established during the winter of 1943, were broken in one fell swoop. The British government urgently mobilized four corps of troops to Canada to plug the gaps in the line.  In North Africa, more than 300,000 troops from the 11th, 12th, and 13th Armies of the World People's Liberation Army (WPLA) were engaged in sustained combat with 450,000 Allied troops from Britain, Germany, and Italy.  As the two reorganized WPLA armies led by white volunteers began their offensive into Morocco in southern Spain, the 120,000 poorly equipped Spanish government troops suffered a heavy defeat. Britain and Germany each dispatched two corps to fight in Morocco.  Following these diversions, British domestic troop strength was severely insufficient, forcing them to scrap the plan to send troops into Ireland.  Although Valle and the other young revolutionaries were unaware of these changes, they hadn't held back from the start out of fear of a crackdown. They simply put all their effort into organizing the masses in the countryside and maintaining their livelihoods.  Time quickly moved into April, and spring plowing in Ireland had begun. Sinn Féin held a secret meeting on the West Coast. Before Valle set off, several male heads of tenant households in the village came together to find him. There were no pleasantries; the man leading them said, "Brother Valle, can you get us some iron plows?"  Valle nodded and looked at the other men. Seeing him nod, the men were actually a bit hesitant to believe him fully. However, the difference between having iron plows and not having them during spring plowing was too great. Although Valle was just a young man twenty years their junior, the men still told him about their current poverty.  "...Brother Valle, you've been in the village so long, you must know how hard life is now."  Despite being in a hurry to get to the meeting, Valle listened patiently as the local peasants aired their grievances. Once they had said almost everything they could, Valle said, "Don't worry, everyone. If it's just for plowing with farm tools, these tools definitely won't cost you a penny."  The reason the men had rambled so much was precisely because they didn't want to pay any more for their planting.  After the initial surge, commodity prices in Ireland hadn't continued to skyrocket excessively because the market had reached a stage where goods were priced but unavailable. Ireland was not large; since prices no longer had meaning, speculation became meaningless.  Acquiring metal farm tools was now very expensive, far beyond what an ordinary farming household could easily accept. Current prices were such that even in a bountiful harvest year, well-to-do families could not afford them, let alone ordinary people.  Hearing this young man Valle say they could get tools without paying, the men didn't quite dare believe it. They truly didn't think he had the ability to achieve such a thing, and more importantly, they weren't sure what his motive was for doing so.  Valle was not a clergyman who could collect taxes from a parish, nor was he a public official. Of course, if Valle were a public official, these uncles wouldn't have dared to approach him. Actively seeking out a public official meant walking right into a trap to be extorted. No one had any interest in that.  Since they couldn't imagine what Valle could do, the men were unwilling to speak. They waited quietly for him to continue. Since he was willing to provide a service, it meant he would surely make a request.  As expected, Valle said: "Brothers, the tools I can get are not in the village; they need to be transported from outside. When the time comes, I'll need your help to transport and escort them."  Hearing that Valle's request was so simple, the men immediately agreed.  Valle also stood up. "Brothers, if there's nothing else, I have to head out."  The men hurriedly escorted Valle to the entrance of the village. As they watched his figure recede along the wet road, they were all moved, though they didn't know what to say.  Finally, one man sighed, "Who knows when Brother Valle will be back."  The others looked at each other, and some began to wonder if Valle was just boasting. He likely couldn't do what he said, so he had run off, planning to return after the spring plowing was over. By then, everyone would no longer need the tools, and Valle could conveniently renege on his promise to get them for free.  They thought this, but no one said it aloud. At least for now, Valle was the only hope for the village.  Valle was heading to Galway, a port city in western Ireland. It had a good harbor and a population of 40,000. Entering Galway, Valle truly couldn't see it as a city. He had lived in Hangzhou for a long time and had visited Suzhou, Shanghai, Wuhan, Jiangning, Beiping, Tianjin, and the Chinese capital.  Compared to those cities, Valle really couldn't see Galway as a city. The level of this city was just that of a Chinese county seat—and a poor one at that.  You had to pay to enter the city, a European tradition of over a thousand years. Fortunately, this meeting was held outside the city. The youth working in the Irish countryside held their meeting in a mansion on the outskirts.  The owner of this mansion was the father of one of the youth. The old man was a staunch patriot; although his ancestors were indeed aristocrats, he had become a committed republican after being oppressed by British nobility.  However, when the old man met Valle this time, he didn't give him a friendly look. He immediately questioned: "I heard from my foolish son that you're going to implement land buyouts?"  Under the old man's sharp gaze, Valle squared his chest and replied confidently: "Yes. To ensure no one in Ireland starves to death again, land buyouts must be executed."  "Doing this just means you don't want me, an old man, to have a good life!" The old man's tone was full of anger.  "Uncle, Ireland has a small population and very poor conditions for industrialization. To make life better for the Irish, there are only two ways: one is trade, and the other is developing certain industries uniquely suited to Ireland. But no matter what is done, Ireland cannot industrialize in the short term. Do you know why large-scale collapses of the poor didn't occur during the industrialization processes of the United States and China?"  Hearing this, the old man sat down heavily in his chair and asked in a contemptuous tone, "Why don't you tell me, boy?"  Valle saw that the old man looked disgruntled but was asking these deep questions, obviously pretending to have no interest in the revolution while actually caring a great deal.  In a revolution, one needs to make many friends and few enemies. In any country, those truly capable and courageous enough to oppose a revolution are a minority. Most people, when hearing of a revolution, first consider what they will lose.  And given that this old man could send his son to study in China, it wasn't as if he didn't want a revolution. That was certainly not the case.  The reason he was so unhappy now was likely that he wanted to hear the views of the leader of this new group in Galway, which was currently under the guise of the Irish Sinn Féin but had actually chosen a socialist path.  If the old man was willing to listen to revolutionary theory, Valle was more than willing to tell it. "Uncle, the United States is vast and sparsely populated. If urbanization failed, one could go to the countryside to farm. China is a country with thousands of years of agricultural history. With the completion of land reform, all those who choose to join industrial production can return to the countryside even if they don't want to live in the city anymore. At least they won't starve."  "But in our Ireland, 80% of the land is concentrated in the hands of less than 20% of the people. This results in 80% of the population being unable to withstand any upheaval. If we want Ireland to become a country where everyone can lead a good life, we must ensure that everyone has at least a basic fallback. Therefore, we firmly believe that the process of state land buyouts must be completed, nationalizing the land and having the state guarantee that everyone can obtain land use rights."  "In the end, it's still us old-timers who suffer!" the old man expressed his displeasure with the land nationalization policy.  "Uncle, in our vision, the entire population of Ireland will eventually live in cities. In a place where a city has a population of millions, living there can hardly be considered suffering," Valle laughed.  The old man's eyes instantly became sharp. "Didn't you say you were going to distribute land to everyone? Why are they moving to cities now?"  Valle was now even more convinced the old man had a genuine interest in revolutionary policy, so he immediately explained: "Agriculture, after all, doesn't generate much wealth; only urbanization can sustain massive wealth. In the future, as Ireland's industry develops, cities will clearly be more suitable for living. In this process, the vast countryside will consist only of various farms and ranches. Only a few people will be needed to complete the farming and production, while the majority of the population will perform more efficient production work in the cities."  The old man's brow furrowed. After thinking for a while, he spoke in a somewhat low voice: "I heard from my foolish son that Ireland is still to establish an alliance-like relationship with China. Aren't you afraid of China controlling Ireland?"  "The Chinese leaders are very clever. They know very well that where there is oppression, there is resistance, so they won't spend huge sums on colonizing Ireland. However, as an extra-regional power, China needs a foothold in Europe. France is an important partner for China, but France alone is not enough. To weaken Britain's ability to blockade the European continent, Ireland must also be an important partner for China."  "Uncle, don't you think Britain is like a big lock on the European maritime routes, capable of blockading Europe's sea lanes at any time?"  The old man thought for a moment and nodded silently.  Valle continued: "Then Ireland is a knife at Britain's throat, pressed against its jugular to balance Britain's trade threat to Europe. Ireland must take responsibility for the security of Europe's trade routes to prevent Europe from being threatened by Britain. This will also highlight Ireland's value."  "Only when Ireland can provide security guarantees for European routes will China and Europe invest in Ireland. These investments will surely be in the cities, and only Irish cities can accommodate a large population. The future urban population will earn money from trade, security, and industries that maintain a good urban life. The vast countryside will earn money through efficient agricultural production, ensuring that everyone in all of Ireland has a job and can earn money through that work."  "If we only rely on distributing land to live, the Irish may not necessarily lead a good life. By then, destitute Irish will still only be able to emigrate overseas or look for very meager wages in those pitifully small cities. The Irish people will still live in great pain."  Hearing this, the old man's expression finally softened slightly. He sighed, "Valle, you're all good children. But you're still too young; perhaps you'll be deceived by those powerful nations. Ireland has been colonized by Britain for centuries, and no great power has ever truly made an effort for Ireland's independence. This time, don't let yourselves be cheated."  Valle nodded. "Uncle, once we've achieved the independence of the entire island of Ireland, we will surely invite you to become a Member of Parliament or a head of government. You are well-traveled and experienced; you will surely see the dangers we cannot see."  The old man sighed. "You've all been to China; your experience is greater than mine. I'm worried you're too radical and will end up sacrificing yourselves. Valle, too much Irish blood has been spilled already. You must protect yourselves."  Valle replied solemnly, "Uncle, 1 million people have already starved to death in Ireland, and 2 million have emigrated overseas to struggle for survival. We must never let such things happen again. For Ireland, we will do our best."  Having first won over the old man, the subsequent national meeting was held within the mansion. No investigation, no right to speak—641 members attended this national meeting. According to the current administrative division of Ireland's 26 counties, it was held in 26 group sessions.  The first order of business was to conduct elections. The group committee members for the 26 counties were first elected. The committees included a secretary, as well as party, government, and military members. Subsequently, each group submitted reports based on social investigations by its members, including people's livelihoods, customs, production relations, and special local figures.  This was not something the young Irish overseas students had come up with themselves, but experience accumulated over nearly thirty years by the He Rui government, learned from lectures at the Hangzhou University of Political Science and Law.  After the members of each group submitted these reports, the groups began internal discussions on each report. The group chairmen determined the subsequent discussion topics, and after discussion, a vote was taken on the contents of each document.  For example, in a county in southwest Ireland, one report concerned an analysis of the class attributes and personal positions of three people. The member who wrote the report believed these three prominent local figures were moderate nationalists. However, in the discussion, most people believed that among the three, one was an Irish comprador, one was a political broker closely linked to religion, and the third was actually a diehard republican.  The youth had all just returned from China and were not familiar with local Irish conditions. Therefore, everyone utilized the analytical methodologies they had learned to conduct their analyses.  Finally, after the group vote determined the basic attributes of the three, the group established a special investigation committee and executed investigation methods targeting them.  Such meticulous work required each young person to perform a massive amount of work every day. The old man providing the venue sometimes listened in and sometimes handled the logistics related to the youth's meeting.  After the group meetings, a plenary session discussed and analyzed the submitted reports. Finally, the group leaders of the 26 counties submitted their own reports to all attendees based on the current situation. In addition to analyzing the current state of Ireland, the reports had to propose their own views.  When all reports were delivered, the attendees voted to elect the members of the Central Committee of the Irish Youth Sinn Féin, the General Secretary, and the Party Chairman.  This process was highly similar to the Chinese Civilization Party. Valle, with his sufficiently profound views, was elected Chairman of the Youth Sinn Féin. Subsequently, the Sinn Féin Central Committee selected a Standing Committee to be responsible for the daily work of the Youth Sinn Féin.  The Central Committee was not just about official positions; their task was to summarize the reports from the 26 counties, come up with national solutions for common problems, and leave individual cases to specialized committees (various ministries) for processing.  After the meeting, each participating youth returned with their own assigned tasks. Valle then requested another audience with the old man who provided the venue. "Uncle, we hope you can help us contact ships capable of maritime transport."  "What are you going to do?" The old man's expression was calm this time, but he was very cautious.  Valle did not hide it. "We want to provide farm tools to the poor. You know the current prices, so we've already contacted channels in France. We'll get a batch of tools from France and distribute them to the poor."  The old man stared at Valle for a long time before saying, "Even if you can get the tools into Ireland, do you have a way to transport them to the local areas?"  "Please rest assured. If someone is willing to help us transport the goods, we can provide farm tools as payment. Or we can pay with food and other supplies. As long as the supplies are brought into Ireland, we will mobilize the masses to help transport the tools to the countryside for the poor to use."  The old man fell silent again. He recalled what he had seen and heard of these proposals. The actions of the Youth Sinn Féin led by Valle these past days had greatly surprised him. Their methods even made the old man feel a bit of awe—the organizational power and analytical ability, and the conclusions ultimately reached, far exceeded the vision of the current Irish upper class.  After thinking for a while longer, the old man asked: "I have one question. Why are you so opposed to lavish funerals?"  Valle was somewhat surprised but replied immediately: "In rural Ireland, weddings are expensive and can only be attended by invitation. Conversely, anyone in the community can attend a wake and funeral."  "During Irish wakes, people enjoy refreshments (mostly alcohol) and entertainment (mostly singing) until late into the night. Their funeral services are mostly Requiem Masses."  "Many families fall into debt and eventually go bankrupt because they must hold such funerals."  "Uncle, don't the Irish know the danger of these funerals? But what can they do? If they don't hold these funerals and spend heavily to invite religious figures to hold a Mass, the family will be seen as outcasts in the village, as unfilial and dysfunctional. They don't do it for the funeral, but to continue living in their current environment."  "So we oppose lavish funerals because only by liberating the people from such traditions can everyone live better."  The old man hesitated for a moment and continued asking: "But in some of what I heard, you believe those who hold these funerals are being exploited, or that there's man-made malice involved. Can you explain?"  "Being exploited refers to those who have already incurred heavy debts to hold funerals, so they naturally don't want others to have it better. They don't realize that their hardship actually has nothing to do with the funeral itself; these are the exploited people."  "As for those with malice, Uncle has surely seen the guys who provide loans for funerals, supply the alcohol, and invite the religious figures for the deceased. These people have actually monopolized the content of these funerals; they do it deliberately. They're a bunch of vampires sucking the blood of the Irish people, and they never tire of it."  "These people are doing it deliberately, so they belong to the malicious group. We must not only eliminate the blood-sucking system but also the vampires themselves—and we must eliminate both!"  The old man stared at Valle for a long time before replying, "I know a few people in the maritime business. I can only be responsible for introductions; you'll have to talk to them yourselves."  The meeting happened quickly, and the talk was very difficult, but Valle and his comrades felt these smugglers were more respectable than the vampires. Because the smugglers only wanted to make money through "illegal" acts, whereas those who relied on the system were making money by sucking blood.  Ultimately, the smugglers demanded 30% of the goods as payment. Although this was a significant amount, the funds provided by China were sufficient, and the 30% cost had to be accepted at such a time.  Three days after the agreement was reached, the smugglers completed the delivery at sea and, as agreed, handed over 70% of the supplies to Valle and his colleagues.  Valle and the others relied on the poor organized by the Youth Sinn Féin to build a transport line. Once the poor received the farm tools promised by the party organization, they spared no effort in transporting the supplies under the cover of darkness. With the current Irish Free State covering an area of over 70,000 square kilometers and with the help of the poor in each village, the tools were quickly transported to various locations.  When Valle returned to the village he was responsible for and handed the tools over to the village organization formed by the Youth Sinn Féin, the men who had first asked for his help were astounded. Upon learning that the tools were for free use, but the village had to organize internally and ensure those who got them first didn't monopolize them, the men were somewhat surprised. They had originally thought Valle would provide tools to their families alone, but they hadn't expected him to be serving the entire village.  The agreement was made, and three days later, Valle led several young men from the village's Armed Work Team to block a family. Valle asked coldly, "It's time for your family to bring out the tools."  This family were also local thugs. Hearing Valle say this, the leader spat in front of him, rolled up his sleeves, and shouted, "We got them by our own ability, why should we bring them—"  Before he could finish, Valle, who had received combat training at the Hangzhou University of Political Science and Law, punched him in the face.  Knocking the thug to the ground, Valle tossed aside his coat and said coldly, "I prefer to convince people with virtue, but since you refuse to follow morality, I also know a bit about fighting."  The thug was not willing to submit. He got up and lunged at Valle. A few minutes later, Valle had knocked the thug's family to the ground for the fourth time. The family could no longer get up, groaning in pain on the floor.  Seeing that he had convinced the thugs with his fists, Valle and the Armed Work Team members went straight into the house, searched out the tools, and left. That same day, the families who should have had the chance to use the tools received them.  Following this "criticism by weapons," everyone in the village accepted the fact that Valle and the other youth had mastered the "weapons of criticism," and order quickly improved.  Although Valle looked relaxed, the pressure on him was still immense. He was surprised that the British government hadn't dispatched troops to suppress Ireland. Although he didn't know what had happened, he still made a judgment: either Britain was preparing something big, or it had weakened to the point where even dispatching troops was very difficult.  A few days later, a suppression force mainly composed of Northern Irish locals finally entered the Irish Free State. Valle was then certain that Britain was indeed very weak.  Valle left the village overnight and headed to the current location of the Youth Sinn Féin Central Standing Committee to begin formal operations. His first order was: "Prepare for military struggle!"  Britain was indeed in a dire state because the troops just sent to the Kingdom of Morocco in southern Spain had been ambushed by WPLA forces. The losses were very heavy.  The Spanish troops in Morocco were annihilated. Many members of the units participating in the encirclement of the Spanish government troops were from the International Brigades and the Republican faction who had been defeated in the Spanish Civil War. Therefore, this campaign was very bloody; the members of the International Brigades and Republicans hated Franco's government forces to the bone. Not only did they fight very hard on the battlefield, but they also executed a large number of Spanish Francoist government troops after the battle.  France, while shouting about sending troops, held fast to the Algerian border and did not actually launch an attack on the WPLA within Morocco.  At the request of the Spanish Franco government and the German Nazi regime, Britain had to once again dispatch two corps to enter Morocco to fight alongside two Nazi German corps.  As for Ireland itself, Britain was no longer able to attend to it, so it let local forces mainly composed of Northern Irishmen enter Ireland.  By this time, the faction in France advocating for friendship with China had used the established smuggling channels to send a large batch of weapons and ammunition to the Youth Sinn Féin.  As long as it could hurt Britain, the French would support it. Even the French conservatives, who advocated giving China a "lesson," didn't particularly care about the Irish killing British.  If French conservatives were faced with two choices—prioritizing a strike against Britain or a strike against China—most would likely choose to strike Britain first.  On March 15th, a small detachment of the Northern Irish force was ambushed on its way to the countryside and was completely wiped out. The attack was launched by members of the Youth Sinn Féin and a portion of the Irish Republican Army.  The war of the Irish people against British colonial rule had begun once more.
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On March 16, 1944, in the vast Libyan desert, Germany's latest Panther tanks lunged toward the 13th Army of the World People's Liberation Army (WPLA). This Panther tank was different from the Panther tank of another timeline. This version was a German 42-ton variant of the M26 Pershing tank.  The American Sherman tank was inherently well-designed with a very reasonable layout. As a member of the Allies, Germany provided a great deal of military equipment technology to other Allied nations and naturally received much in return. The new Panther tank was a German version of the Pershing tank developed jointly with the United States.  The American M26 Pershing weighed 41.9 tons, while the German version was 42 tons. The Americans equipped it with a British-made 90mm tank gun, whose power was similar to that of the Chinese Type 59 tank. The Germans, on the other hand, equipped it with their famous 88mm "anti-everything" gun, which was even more formidable.  With this, Britain, the United States, and Germany had essentially standardized their respective tanks. At least the US and Germany had determined their heavy tanks to be 42 tons and their medium tanks to be 30 tons. They began rapidly phasing out various other tanks, focusing all the resources and research and development capabilities of their armies on these two models.  The German army named the 30-ton tank the Tiger and the 42-ton tank the Panther. While they looked very different on the outside, their internal differences were limited. Both the US and German armies used gasoline engines again, and many internal components had become essentially interchangeable.  The German army was quite satisfied with the Panther tank; its firepower, armor, and speed met their expectations. Moreover, the production technology was within Germany's capabilities, allowing for mass production.  On the North African battlefield, the Panther tank could penetrate the frontal armor of the Chinese Type 59 tank, something the previous Tiger tanks had found difficult to do.  However, the Panther was only comparable to the Chinese Type 59. The German army possessed elite armored crews they were proud of. After re-equipping with the Panther, the stigma of previously being unable to defeat Black armored crews was finally washed away. In several subsequent large-scale armored battles, the German army gained a certain advantage and successfully defeated Black armored units several times.  In this engagement, the fighting remained extremely fierce. Panther and Type 59 tanks were being destroyed continuously. Yet the armored crews on both sides were not deterred; driving their steel beasts, they fought each other with a ferocity that left them exhilarated, even manic.  With blows traded back and forth, both sides continuously committed new forces, causing the already intense battlefield to truly catch fire. The American M26 used a gasoline engine, while the German Panther, like its Chinese and Soviet counterparts, used a diesel engine. Consequently, the destroyed tanks burned with billowing black smoke. The intensity of the fires was such that the engineers assigned to recover tanks dared not approach. The tank crews who died were burned black in the inferno, making it impossible to tell whether they were Black or white.  The German armored units were indeed elite. Seizing an opportunity, they cut into a gap in the WPLA 13th Army's armored formation, creating a three-sided encirclement.  Seeing the situation turn unfavorable, the 13th Army's armored units began to retreat. The maximum speed of the Type 59 tank was 50 kilometers per hour, while the German Panther was 48 kilometers per hour. Although this appeared to be only a 4% difference, the effective engagement distance for tanks was only a few hundred meters. For every half hour of travel, the distance between the two sides would widen by one kilometer, effectively breaking contact.  The German army was now swept up in the heat of the moment. The massive pursuit involving hundreds of tanks on both sides undoubtedly stimulated the nerves of the German tank commanders. They pursued relentlessly, regardless of everything.  However, less than an hour into the pursuit, a Panther tank suddenly exploded into flames. Soon, Panthers were being hit one after another. Yet the German armored commanders, their blood up, paid it no mind until over a dozen Panthers had been destroyed. Only then did the German frontline commanders realize they had been ambushed.  The German army was, after all, the German army. Even when caught up in the heat of the moment, it was because they believed the pursuit would expand their gains. Seeing themselves starting to suffer, the German tank groups immediately turned around to retreat.  But the WPLA was using 155mm howitzers. These guns had good precision and a high rate of fire. In a few moments, they destroyed another dozen German Panthers. During the German retreat, they destroyed another twenty or so.  Ultimately, when the German army retreated back to their starting point, they found they hadn't gained any advantage in this engagement. Because of the ambush by the Chinese artillery, the Germans had actually suffered a slight loss.  When news reached General of Armored Troops Rommel, commander of the Afrika Korps, his expression remained firm, but his tone became stern. "Do not underestimate the enemy because they are Black. This is clearly our own tactic, and they have quickly learned it!"  Reprimands aside, the German Afrika Korps commanders were only ashamed, not angry. Even as a high-ranking general, Rommel shared the hardships of his officers and men and frequently appeared on the most intense front lines. While this style was unpopular within the German General Staff, the officers and men deeply loved Rommel, who often braved enemy fire alongside them.  As Rommel said, using the 88mm gun for anti-tank work was a specialty of the German army, dating back to the Spanish Civil War. Having gone through the Polish campaign, the Western European campaign, and the Soviet-German war, this anti-tank method was very mature. When the 88mm gun was mounted on the Panther tank, there was celebration within the German army.  Now that the German tactics had been learned by the Black armored crews, it posed a significant threat to the German army. And it wasn't just ambushes they had learned; they had also picked up many technical and tactical skills from German armored units and were using them against the Germans.  Rommel sighed from the heart. "Gentlemen, we are facing a real army, not African tribes. I require everyone to face them with an attitude of respect. If anyone continues to underestimate the Black army, they will only find themselves unable to return home alive."  These words were not a mere reprimand; Rommel himself truly felt uneasy. From the interrogation of captured prisoners, the intelligence Rommel received showed that initially, 60% of the 13th Army were soldiers from China, Japan, and Korea, with Black soldiers making up only 40%.  As the war progressed, the proportion of Black officers and men in armored units continued to rise. Initially, they became loaders in tank crews. Later, Black drivers and even gunners appeared.  The reason there were no Black tank commanders for the time being was entirely because a tank commander needs to master many categories of technology, which Black personnel were currently unable to handle.  Such personnel changes had increased the proportion of Black soldiers in the 13th Army from 40% to the current 60%. To Rommel, it was not an exaggeration to call a unit with a Black majority a Black army.  According to prisoner statements, those experienced Asian soldiers had joined other units. Among the known designations were the 11th Army and the 12th Army. The units under these two armies had already begun converting from motorized infantry divisions to armored units.  The statements also mentioned three yet-to-be-encountered armies: the 27th, 28th, and 29th. Based on scattered information from prisoners, the intelligence analysis department of the German Afrika Korps Headquarters believed these three armies were likely being upgraded from infantry units to motorized units.  If all six of these armies appeared on the front line, it would be a force of a million men. While this army still had some gaps when facing the Germans, Rommel knew the British army well. He believed that when facing these Black armies with equal strength, the British would likely not gain an advantage.  Furthermore, the British had only 300,000 men in Libya. When their numbers were inferior to the Black army, the British were very likely to be broken, just as they had been in the Battle of El Alamein and the Battle of Tobruk.  As for the German army, the General Staff did not want to maintain a million-man German force in Africa. Rommel had fought in the Soviet Union and could understand the General Staff's thinking.  Although the Soviet Union had signed an armistice with Germany, the German army did not believe the Soviets would truly withdraw from the war. The Soviets were simply seizing time to recover their strength and rebuild their elite units. In two years, the Soviet Union would inevitably become a major threat to Germany again. The combat effectiveness of the Red Army should be able to pose a significant threat to the German army.  However, Africa was so large that not even a million German troops, let alone 500,000, would be enough to contest Africa with China. Not to mention that the number of Black units led by Asians in the WPLA was already very large. With 4 million Asian soldiers as a core, an elite Black force of 10 million could be established.  Rommel was not a subscriber to racism; he looked down on citizens of non-industrialized nations but treated them as human beings. Therefore, Rommel didn't think 5 million German troops would fare well against 10 million elite Black soldiers.  On March 18th, the German Luftwaffe, which was constantly in fierce combat, sent Rommel a piece of news. Based on some signs seen during their intense battles, the Black army opposite them appeared to have retreated. New units had replaced the 11th, 12th, and 13th Armies.  Learning of this possibility, Rommel prepared to test the strength of the potentially new Black units by launching an active offensive. However, before Rommel's plan could unfold, the Black army opposite them took the initiative and began an offensive. The German army, unwilling to humor their opponents, immediately implemented a counter-offensive.  After the fighting on March 19th ended, the German army had essentially determined that the new units opposite them were the 28th and 29th Armies. Rommel hadn't expected these two armies to be motorized, but rather fully armored.  In the combat on the 19th, the 28th and 29th Armies performed quite impressively. Aside from some slight clumsiness in battle, their basic training was excellent and not inferior to the 13th Army that had been rotated out.  On March 20th, the German army engaged in the fight received a distress telegram from the British, requesting support from German armored units. Rommel's Afrika Korps consisted of 11 armored divisions and lacked corps-level units. This was because Rommel believed that in the North African desert, corps-level units were too unwieldy; direct command of the 11 armored divisions from headquarters would be more effective.  Hearing the British plea for help, the atmosphere within Rommel's headquarters was somewhat suppressed. Rommel had previously shared his analysis with the staff of the Afrika Korps, and everyone agreed that the British might not actually be able to defeat elite Black units, but they hadn't expected this pessimistic prediction to become reality so quickly.  If anything was more pessimistic than the German predictions, it was likely the British African Corps, which was currently under heavy assault by the 27th Army.  There were currently three "African Corps" in Libya: those of Germany, Britain, and Italy. Even members of the Allies who had not committed troops to Africa believed the Italian African Corps was surely the weakest, even weaker than the WPLA.  As everyone judged, the Italian African Corps had been beaten down from its original 670,000 to only 150,000. Even Mussolini was unwilling to send more reinforcements to the Italian African Corps.  The British African Corps had been reduced from its original 410,000 to 130,000. Proportionally, it was not much more glorious than the Italian one. And at this time, the British African Corps on the southern front was facing the 27th Army of equal strength. The British indeed fought very bravely but were being pushed back by the raw power of the 27th Army opposite them, unable to stabilize their line.  Seeing that if they continued to fight this way, the British line would likely be punctured by the 27th Army, the British African Corps had to request German support.  Based on an analysis of the battle situation, the German Afrika Korps Headquarters concluded that they could not provide support at this time. With 11 armored divisions facing two armored groups opposite them, the German forces were only barely maintaining their position. Once reinforcement units were dispatched, the Germans would have no reserve forces to deal with unexpected situations.  Since the Germans couldn't go out, the burden of reinforcement was naturally pushed onto the Italian army behind the British and German forces.  To be more persuasive, Rommel specifically sent a telegram to Hitler, informing the Führer of the current combat situation. What Rommel didn't say was that he hoped the Führer would pressure Mussolini to order the Italian African Corps to reinforce the British.  Rommel didn't know that his reputation within the German General Staff was currently not good. Many German generals with strong racist ideologies believed that Rommel hadn't achieved any resounding, overwhelming victories against the Black army, and instead, it had become a war of attrition. This was cited as proof that Rommel had failed Hitler's high regard.  Fortunately, the current Acting Chief of the General Staff was Field Marshal Manstein, and the Army Chief of Staff was Colonel General Paulus. Both knew Rommel, and both were staff-type talents with rich frontline experience. After reviewing a large number of battle reports, both were deeply impressed by the rapidly improving combat effectiveness of the WPLA. Both expressed their support for Rommel through silence, which prevented any farce regarding Rommel's dismissal.  While Hitler had a deep-seated contempt for Black people, he greatly admired Rommel. Upon receiving Rommel's telegram, Hitler's sharp attention focused on the fact that it was the British African Corps that had requested aid first.  The British were currently transporting 200,000 troops from their homeland to North Africa, striving to strengthen the British African Corps. Before the British reinforcements arrived, the British on the front line couldn't hold out—this, in turn, showed that Rommel's concerns were very well-founded.  Hitler first sent a telegram to Mussolini, then had the General Staff report on the current war situation.  During the Soviet-German war, Hitler had monitored the conflict from the "Wolf's Lair" in East Prussia. Now that the two countries were at peace, Hitler was back at the Chancellery in Berlin.  Although the Soviet-German war hadn't achieved a sweep like the Western European campaign, the German army had indeed gained a huge war advantage and had retreated back to Germany before suffering catastrophic losses. Therefore, the morale of the German public remained unaffected. Every time Hitler appeared on the balcony of the Chancellery at recent rallies, he received enthusiastic cheers from the mass of Germans below.  This time, Hitler very much wanted to go out to the balcony, but he restrained himself. Life in Germany was still fairly comfortable; although raw materials from the US and South America were no longer supplied to Germany, Britain and France were similarly cut off from resources in the Americas and Africa. Compared to Britain and France, Germany possessed the largest sphere of influence in Europe and had raw material supplies far exceeding those of Britain and France.  However, Hitler felt an uneasy pressure from the entire situation. This pressure made him even less inclined to appear before the German masses.  Soon, Field Marshal Manstein, Acting Chief of the General Staff; Colonel General Paulus, Army Chief of Staff; Colonel General Model, Chief of the Army Operations Department; and Colonel General Guderian, Inspector General of Armored Troops who had been reinstated by Hitler, arrived at the Chancellery.  Looking at this group of generals and marshals, Hitler said with some emotion, "Seeing all of you reminds me of when we were planning the Western European campaign."  This remark triggered memories for the four. Only four years had passed since the Western European campaign, but it felt like a century ago. Manstein, Guderian, and Paulus all recalled the struggle between the younger generation and the "old fossils" of the General Staff at that time.  Back then, the General Staff believed it was impossible for the German army to completely defeat the Western European Allies led by Britain and France in the first offensive. Manstein, however, firmly believed that if they couldn't defeat them in one fell swoop, there was no point in launching the campaign. So he had asked Guderian if armored units could pass through the Ardennes Forest.  Manstein and Guderian had personally driven through the Ardennes once, ultimately determining that it was sufficient for a large number of German armored units to pass through smoothly.  Although during the Battle of Moscow, Guderian had abandoned other friendly forces and fled first, nearly allowing the Soviet Red Army's counter-offensive to break through the gap he had left.  But the camaraderie from the Western European campaign remained. While Manstein felt Guderian's character lacked the stubborn tenacity of someone like Model, Guderian had indeed shown outstanding expertise as an armored specialist during the process of introducing and absorbing the American M4 Sherman and M26 Pershing tanks. Thus, Manstein always treated Guderian with courtesy.  Model didn't have much interaction with Guderian and didn't particularly care.  Paulus had risen rapidly while serving as Chief of Staff to Field Marshal Reichenau. At that time, Paulus was Chief of Staff of the 6th Army under Army Group B, a pure infantry force fighting the Anglo-French forces head-on. He had some opinions about Guderian. However, Hitler's current attitude was clearly aimed at smoothing over relations, so Paulus naturally wouldn't deliberately spoil the mood.  After a bit of sentimental reminiscing, the relationships among the group appeared more harmonious. Only then did Hitler ask for their analysis and judgment of current Britain.  As Chief of the General Staff, Manstein said straightforwardly: "Britain is currently fighting on two fronts. Although they have received manpower supplements from colonial personnel withdrawn to Britain, the British population can at most reach 60 million. Due to massive manpower losses, the number of women in the British population already exceeds half. Even if Britain continues to persist, it is impossible for them to field more than 10 million troops."  "My Führer, I believe that China is now prepared to exhaust these 10 million British soldiers through a war of attrition, thereby ensuring that Britain will not be able to recover for the next thirty years."  Manstein's voice was not loud, and his tone was not dramatic. But his calm delivery of the analysis caused a psychological shock to the listeners even greater than that caused by Hitler's hysterical voice.  If China really wiped out 10 million British men, Britain's current 60 million people would be left with only 500 million. Among them, 30 million would be women, and the remaining 20 million men would be the old, weak, and disabled. Britain would certainly not be able to recover in the next thirty years.  Although the group was under great pressure from such an analysis, no one felt sympathy for Britain. They just continued to look at Manstein, waiting for him to continue analyzing Britain's future.  Manstein continued: "At this stage, Britain is likely to take preserving Canada as its primary goal. Canada has abundant resources and is the foundation for Britain to maintain its domestic industrial production at this stage. If Britain continues to suffer blows in Africa, they may completely abandon Africa. Once Britain withdraws from Africa, France, Italy, and Spain will be the first to bear the brunt. Britain could entirely concentrate its forces in Canada at this stage to fight a life-and-death struggle with China. I believe Britain is likely discussing whether or not to do so."  After hearing Manstein's analysis, Hitler's expression was somewhat somber. Italy was an ally of Germany, and Mussolini was Hitler's good brother. Hitler had sworn that as long as Mussolini needed him, regardless of the circumstances, he would help. As for Franco in Spain, he was also a close partner of Nazi Germany. If Britain shrugged its shoulders and ran, Hitler could not possibly fail to support these two allies.  After thinking for a while, Hitler looked at Paulus. "Chief of Staff, what is your view on the combat effectiveness of the current Black army?"  Although Paulus was extremely loyal to Hitler, as a soldier, especially a staff-type soldier, he did not have the habit of fabricating lies just to please Hitler. He replied decisively: "According to intelligence, Black soldiers with combat experience, when provided with superior equipment, can indeed demonstrate effective combat capability. Moreover, the commanders of the Black army are Asians. Asians believe that Black people are also a people oppressed by whites and are natural allies of Asians."  Hitler stared coldly at Paulus. He really didn't like hearing these words—not one bit.
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Colonel General Paulus saw that Hitler's expression was extremely displeased and knew that his evaluation of the Black army's combat effectiveness had indeed touched upon Hitler's racialist sensibilities. He turned his head to look at Model beside him, intending to let Model take over the conversation.  Hitler, for his part, did not want to berate Paulus for telling the plain truth and took the opportunity to turn to Model. "Model, what are the Army's conceptions for the campaign?"  As a defensive expert, Model had already conducted numerous simulations. When Hitler asked, Model replied immediately: "At this stage, our army does not possess the capability to launch an offensive by crossing the Sahara region."  Hearing this, Hitler felt an impulse for his facial muscles to twitch. It was already annoying enough that a fellow like Paulus dared to speak the truth. Model not only dared to tell the truth but also had an overbearing personality, so his truth-telling felt somewhat insulting.  But what Model said was the real, absolute truth: the German army truly lacked the capability to cross the Sahara and launch an attack. Yet this also seemed to imply that China possessed such a capability.  Model, however, didn't care. During the defensive battles of 1943, when faced with Hitler's questioning, Model had dared to ask Hitler to his face: "My Führer, is the frontline commander you or me?"  In the current situation, Model felt he was being very restrained. He continued: "Since our army does not possess the capability to launch an offensive by crossing the Sahara, whether in North Africa or Europe, the fighting will be a defensive war."  "Conducting a defensive war in North Africa places immense pressure on our logistics, and the consumption of maneuver warfare far exceeds that of defending from behind fortified lines."  "However, if we cede North Africa, we must consider whether our partners in the Allies are reliable. Therefore, my view is not to abandon North Africa for the time being. While the Afrika Korps ties down China, we should construct a defense ring centered on Germany within Europe. Outside this defense ring, we should build another ring utilizing the terrain, and we must have our allies join it."  After hearing such a detailed analysis, Hitler was temporarily unable to keep up with Model's train of thought. But Hitler didn't want to keep up with it anyway. He asked in a stern tone: "Model, do you believe our army has no way to win in North Africa?"  Model nodded immediately. "Yes, my Führer. Our army can win many battles in North Africa, but the terrain and environment there cannot support a continuous defensive line. No matter how many victories we win, we will only face enemies who continue to swarm in, and we will engage in a fierce war of attrition with them."  "My Führer, as long as the enemy is willing to keep fighting, can continuously mobilize manpower, arm their troops with the most sophisticated equipment, and conduct sufficient training, we cannot win in North Africa."  Hitler's face almost turned black with rage. Reichsmarschall Göring and Propaganda Minister Goebbels, who were listening to the generals' war predictions beside him, looked even worse. Propaganda Minister Goebbels, in particular, completely hadn't expected Model, who hadn't retreated a single step during the Soviet winter operations, to say such things.  Just as Goebbels was about to berate Model, Hitler suddenly raised his arm to stop him. Though Hitler was indeed incredibly angry, he turned to Guderian, who hadn't yet had a chance to speak. "Guderian, what is the current state of our army's equipment?"  Guderian, not being responsible for battlefield command, didn't feel as much pressure. He replied immediately: "My Führer, within 14 months, we can complete the equipment plan for the troops. The 500,000 active German troops will be fully equipped."  "14 months?" Hitler caught the key point. He followed up: "And what about now?"  "Currently, we can only achieve full equipment for 2.6 million troops," Guderian replied without any evasion. Although he knew Hitler wouldn't be happy about this, Guderian still felt he had a clear conscience. This was because the German army had finally settled on its main combat equipment: jet fighters for the Luftwaffe, and 30-ton Tiger and 42-ton Panther tanks for the Army. From this point on, the kaleidoscope of semi-finished equipment in the German army finally entered history. Focusing on producing main combat equipment saved a vast amount of resources and improved production efficiency.  Hitler stared at Guderian for a few seconds, then said to Manstein, "You may go!"  Manstein hadn't expected that Hitler wouldn't lose his temper but instead ended the meeting when it should have ended. He immediately saluted, and after the other three had also finished saluting, Manstein lowered his arm and turned to leave.  Once outside the Chancellery, Manstein breathed a soft sigh of relief. He felt very gratified by the answers of the other three; at least all three had told the plain truth and hadn't said anything inconsistent with the current situation for any reason.  As for what the war would become, Manstein couldn't figure it out now either. He had once imagined various scenarios, even including the great military strategist He Rui personally being stationed in Egypt to command the Chinese army in an attack on Europe. But Manstein truly hadn't expected that the enemy Germany would face would be millions of Black soldiers.  Just then, Paulus spoke: "Gentlemen, when the late Field Marshal Reichenau was conducting strategic analysis with China's Li Runshi, Li Runshi guaranteed to Field Marshal Reichenau that China could establish a non-Sino-Japanese army with a scale of 12 million. If necessary, the scale of this army could reach 24 million."  "Field Marshal Reichenau believed there was a theoretical possibility for this direction of development, and he also believed China truly intended to execute such a plan. I want to hear your thoughts: before Europe sheds its last drop of blood, can we defeat an army of 24 million?"  Manstein remained silent, as did Guderian, though there was immense unease in his expression. Model, however, spoke in a sarcastic tone: "Does the possibility you mention include the Black army, driven by an impulse for revenge, beginning a genocidal massacre of every European they see after landing in Europe?"  "Hmph!" Manstein snorted and walked away.  Guderian was startled by what Model had said, but he suddenly realized that such a hypothesis was not without possibility. Europe had committed countless sins across the world, especially in Africa, where the number of Black Africans who had died at the hands of Europeans likely exceeded 100 million. When Black people set foot in Europe as an army, they would have every reason to seek revenge.  Paulus's face had already turned somewhat pale by now, but he forced himself to nod. "That can also be taken into consideration."  Model had conducted multiple massacres in the Soviet Union and knew very well what a massacre was. Seeing that Paulus actually dared to face such a bleak situation, Model finally became angry. He stepped forward and grabbed Paulus by the collar, shouting, "Paulus, do you really think—"  However, Model couldn't continue. He shoved Paulus hard in the chest, making him stagger backward. Model then turned his head and walked away quickly.  For centuries, white people had faced no rivals in the world. But Model was forced to face a war that might not be winnable against a Black army on the battlefield. Moreover, if the war were lost, the fate of the Germans would be in the hands of the victorious Black army. Model felt he couldn't catch his breath.  Guderian also felt as if the strength had been drained from his body. To avoid being trapped in such emotions, he turned and left.  By this time, Manstein was already in his car. His driver said something, but Manstein didn't hear it at all. He just waved his hand for the driver to drive on, his thoughts having completely returned to the memory of his conversation when Field Marshal Reichenau was still alive.  "Manstein, if Germany were faced with 10 million enemy troops invading its territory and the German army was already exhausted, what would you choose?" After Reichenau spoke, he took a sip of strong coffee.  Though surprised, Manstein replied calmly: "I would continue to fight to the end."  "Why wouldn't you choose to stop the war?" Reichenau followed up.  Manstein replied, "If the government chose to seek peace, I would obey the order."  Listening to this very cautious answer, Reichenau couldn't help but smile bitterly. "Haha, Manstein, can you accept living in an era where white people no longer have any glory?"  Manstein hadn't answered, because he didn't believe China could completely defeat Europe.  Looking back now, Manstein had to admit that Reichenau's strategic judgment indeed had more depth. China not only had the capability to defeat Europe but could do so even more thoroughly. China had the capability to arm and train a Black army and let that army defeat and conquer Europe.  Just thinking of the scene where squads of Black soldiers sang songs of victory as they marched through the streets of Germany as conquerors made Manstein want to die.  But Model's judgment of the war was correct: Italy was simply not fit for major tasks. If Germany continuously committed troops to Africa, they would be constantly consumed until they were completely drained. And Germany wouldn't even have the chance to shed its last drop of blood, because it had to guard against a Soviet surprise attack. Once domestic troop strength in Germany fell below 2 million, 6 million Soviet Red Army troops would launch an offensive against Germany!  In other words, no matter how hard the German troops on the front line fought, it would be useless. It was inevitable that a Black army would land in Europe and launch a war of conquest!  Unless the Allies could now reach an armistice with China.  Manstein considered the possibility of an armistice, only to feel it was extremely slim. Germany, which had essentially no colonies, might still be able to accept an armistice, even if China followed the European standard where the front line was the armistice line.  However, Britain could never accept it. If they accepted such an armistice demand, Britain would only be left with Western Canada, or might not even be able to save Canada. If peace only left Britain with the British Isles, then Britain had absolutely no reason to stop the war; instead, they had every reason to drag the rest of the Allies down with them. If we're going to die, we all die together!  Manstein's judgment of Britain was very correct. The Churchill cabinet had indeed made a judgment regarding future developments: "Britain will never surrender, nor will it accept the Allies making peace with China."  However, the members of the Churchill cabinet didn't think they were dragging the Allies down with them; they were truly making a judgment based on a defensive mindset.  The Chinese army was fighting very hard in North America but had never broken through the US-Canada border. This approach was undoubtedly giving the United States a graceful exit, allowing them space to withdraw from the war.  Once the United States withdrew from the war, Britain certainly wouldn't be able to hold Canada. Britain had already lost too much; once Canada was lost, all that would remain were the British Isles. Therefore, Britain had to ensure that Germany and the United States continued the war to maintain their hold on Canada.  Based on this attitude, the Churchill cabinet decided to immediately dispatch 200,000 troops to North Africa to sustain the British African Corps in continued combat. They also requested that the German Afrika Korps must help the British.  As a "shit-stirrer" of several centuries, Britain knew very well that it could not withdraw its troops from Africa at this time. Once the British African Corps withdrew, Germany would certainly not persist in fighting in North Africa. The German army must not leave North Africa, because once they did, France would surely surrender.  According to intelligence obtained by Britain, the high-level French leadership was currently engaged in fierce debate, but they had actually reached a consensus: once China occupied the whole of Africa, France would never refuse to negotiate with China.  The pro-China faction in France had even prepared the contents of the negotiations, including the issue of Algeria's ownership if France withdrew from the war, and how China would help France guarantee the security of its territory should France be attacked by Britain and Germany.  Therefore, the Churchill cabinet utilized all its capabilities to transport troops to North Africa. At the same time, the Churchill cabinet maintained a seemingly calm attitude, once again issuing a declaration that "the white world must unite," and calling on the Soviet Union to join the Allies.  Upon receiving the public appeal from the Churchill cabinet, Stalin did not respond at all. This was because the internal upheaval in the Soviet Union was currently greater than imagined. In Stalin's conception, once the western regions were regained, the Soviet Union would quickly reuse the manpower and resources there. However, the reconstruction work in the west required more resources than imagined and necessitated the import of more industrial goods from China.  China, as before, had not set up obstacles for Sino-Soviet trade. But although China hadn't pursued the more than 30 billion Chinese yuan that the Soviet Union had taken from China for free during the war (at this time, the exchange rate between the US dollar and the Chinese yuan was about 1:4), it demanded that subsequent trade return to the pre-war model.  This was not an unreasonable demand, but it was one the Soviet Union could not meet at present. Before the war, Soviet industry had developed rapidly, with a large part of its capacity increased specifically for Sino-Soviet trade. Currently, the Soviet Union had suffered heavy losses, with a large amount of industrial capacity converted to military use, and it was impossible to return to civilian tracks in a short time. This resulted in the Soviet Union being unable to provide goods for trade with China.  Moreover, Stalin knew very well that he had signed the Soviet-German armistice agreement without prior notification to or consultation with China, which had led to great dissatisfaction and distrust from the Chinese side.  China naturally knew that the Soviet Union's current situation was simple, but before the Soviet Union made further commitments and guarantees, China's lack of help was also a perfectly normal attitude.  But the view within the Soviet Union was completely different. Some people believed there were problems with Stalin's leadership that led to the German invasion. Others believed his leadership had major problems by being tied too closely to Chinese aid. Besides these, there was no lack of those who believed Stalin had failed to maintain the Sino-Soviet relationship well, which was a major strategic error.  In short, the German withdrawal from Soviet territory had not only failed to make Stalin's prestige soar but had actually damaged it.  As for the various difficulties encountered in the western reconstruction, they further intensified the struggle between regional factions within the party. Therefore, it was impossible for Stalin to accept the appeal of the Churchill cabinet, or even to refute it.  Stalin was currently just hoping that Britain would hurry up and be finished, so he could release the pent-up anger in his chest.  In Canada at this time, the Chinese army's offensive was extremely sharp. This winter, the aerial combat between China and the Anglo-American air forces hadn't stopped for a moment. Both sides lost at least a hundred aircraft, and sometimes as many as four or five hundred fighters, every day. And these were all jet fighters.  Hu Xiushan, commander of the North American theater, believed that although the cost of such attrition was high, it was very effective. Since the large-scale use of integrated circuits in Chinese air force fighters, the room for improvement for the Chinese air force had become immensely vast. The technological breakthroughs of the Anglo-American forces had reached their end; their scientists and technical personnel had indeed done their best, but they could only make minor repairs and patches to their air forces.  He Rui had proposed that "the number of integrated circuits on a chip doubles every 18-24 months, and chip performance doubles." By now, Chinese military chips had been upgraded twice, and their computing power had increased to four times the original.  The war had catalyzed true demand, and the military technology competition between China and the US had led both sides onto the correct path at this stage, with the direction of research and development essentially determined. On this clear track, Chinese technical personnel pushed for technological progress with difficulty but significant results.  Since February '44, the application of aerial combat tactics between China and the Anglo-American forces had reached its limit, and the loss ratio between the two sides had reached 1:2. For the Anglo-American forces to shoot down one Chinese fighter, they had to pay the price of two of their own.  Such an exchange ratio led to a greatly increased survival rate for experienced Chinese pilots, while the number of experienced Anglo-American pilots plummeted. According to intelligence, the instructors in American flight schools were at best pilots who had shot down five jet fighters. The instructors in Chinese flight academies were pilots who had shot down at least ten jet fighters. Besides quality, the number of instructors in Chinese flight academies was more than three times that of the US and Britain. Even while rotating out experienced pilots at such a high intensity, the number of experienced Chinese pilots on the front line still greatly exceeded that of the Anglo-American forces.  Hu Xiushan launched this offensive not only to take advantage of the Anglo-American complacency but also to force out and consume the last capabilities of the Anglo-American air forces.  With the war reaching this point, the concept of ground-air integration had been completely proven. Any side in the North American war that lost air cover would face destruction.  Hu Xiushan didn't know that the pressure on the Anglo-American forces was even greater than he imagined. Because when China collected intelligence, much of it came from Anglo-American propaganda, unconsciously magnifying their strength.  In reality, the plan to produce 1 million pilots in the US had actually been implemented with every effort. But there simply weren't that many qualified personnel within the United States who could serve as pilots.  The initial 50,000-plus fighter pilots were essentially all consumed; this group of pilots had indeed been elite, most having flying experience from their own farms. But this group had already been exhausted during the propeller era.  Jet fighter pilots had higher physical requirements, and the US government had scoured the country to find another 100,000 people. Of these 100,000, more than 60,000 had already been lost, leaving a bit over 30,000.  The remaining 100,000-plus pilots had indeed completed training, but this group had various problems and had not achieved the capability to face the Chinese air force head-on. In recent battles, these secondary pilots, acting as wingmen, had become the source of the Chinese air force's kill counts.  Once even these 100,000-plus secondary pilots were exhausted, what the US could field would be 200,000 inferior pilots—worse than secondary. These inferior pilots had decent physical fitness, but many had reading disabilities; despite being pilots from an English-speaking country, they couldn't even understand English well. The combat quality of such pilots could be imagined.  The US Air Force also submitted an evaluation of these inferior pilots to Congress: "...In summary, they can handle solo flight missions, but as soon as they join coordinated operations, their combat effectiveness plummets... and in modern aerial combat, coordinated operation is already an essential quality..."  So since Hu Xiushan launched the new offensive, US air force losses immediately reached a new record of 600 fighters shot down per day. If the war weren't being fought right next to the United States, the US military wouldn't even be able to dispatch new planes and pilots to supplement the losses.  President Wallace had originally thought he would face various challenges; the Republican Party would surely strive to seize the presidency, and the Democrats would surely try to drive Wallace from office. Seeing that the election was less than eight months away, although the Republicans were cursing Wallace incessantly, it was clearly random cursing—for example, when Wallace went to the front line with comfort items, the Republicans cursed him for bringing too many, claiming it was unfair to those officers and men who didn't receive them.  The Republicans seemed to curse everything, but they specifically avoided cursing the Wallace government's war command. Even the Republican presidential candidate, Dewey, tried his best not to mention anything related to the war, as if the war weren't the most important thing currently facing the United States.  The powerful old politicians within the Democratic Party also hadn't come out to declare their candidacy, with only a few ordinary congressmen jumping in.  Even someone like Wallace, who had absolutely no campaign experience, could see the pattern: these Democratic candidates actually received no funding support. Without money, they couldn't place ads in national newspapers, nor could they present their political views on national radio stations or the Federal Broadcasting Company.  Those who had jumped in could only express their views in local newspapers and small local radio stations directly related to them.  National newspapers and radio stations with influence, while giving these candidates some reporting out of politeness, just glossed over it. They clearly weren't prepared to give these people a chance.  As Roosevelt's Vice President, Wallace clearly saw that the American high-level leadership was not prepared to keep fighting. Or rather, the American elite was waiting for a powerful anti-war wave to emerge within the country. Once such a wave came, the elite would prepare to cater to it; even if they didn't end the war, they would at least withdraw from Canada. Whoever was in power then would be the scapegoat. Once the person in power was sacrificed, those American power players would come to collect the benefits.  Thinking it over, Wallace saw that he was bound to become the scapegoat. Wallace's personality was also not one to be easily manipulated. Since these politicians wanted him to die, he wasn't prepared to let them have it easy.  On March 21st, after listening to an American Broadcasting Company bulletin about the British African Corps being driven back, Wallace continued listening to a radio broadcast by a Democratic presidential candidate. It was clear this candidate was quite excited to have such an opportunity, to the point where he directly and recklessly attacked Wallace during the broadcast as "acting like a woman."  Faced with such an attack, Wallace not only didn't take it to heart but was actually amused. Saying such things wouldn't increase that congressman's support rate.  After the boring broadcast ended, Wallace had intended to sleep for a while. Seeing the bed, he thought of women, and then of that playboy Roosevelt. Subsequently, a thought suddenly popped into his head.  On March 22nd, Wallace arrived at Mrs. Roosevelt's door. At this time, Mrs. Roosevelt did not appear to have been crushed by her husband's death, nor was she depressed because her husband had died in his mistress's arms. Looking closely, Mrs. Roosevelt seemed to have more inner vitality. When meeting Wallace, she was polite but not at all warm.  Thirty minutes later, Mrs. Roosevelt personally escorted Wallace to the door. Her eyes were a bit red, and when they parted, she gripped Wallace's hand warmly. Mrs. Roosevelt said, "Once I've made a decision, I'll let you know."
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On March 24, 1944, after more than a day of internal struggle, Mrs. Roosevelt finally overcame her hesitation and called President Wallace. "Please come to my residence for a discussion."  President Wallace immediately set aside his meetings and took a car to Mrs. Roosevelt's estate. The desolation of the streets along the way filled him with intense unease.  The United States was already vast and sparsely populated, and most of the time the streets were not crowded. But the current emptiness was different; it felt as if a vast number of houses were empty. The industrial zones of the cities were still producing, but even the smoke billowing from the chimneys seemed thinner.  This was no illusion. Before the war, the Roosevelt government had truly prepared a manpower pool of 22 million through social surveys and other means. With the war continuing to this point, the United States had already lost over 9 million troops.  Because the number of casualties was so large, statistics could no longer be accurate to the nearest ten thousand; it was only roughly estimated that about 3 million officers and men had been killed. More were wounded or captured. However, the entire 22-million-man pool had already been conscripted. Women already made up more than half of the civilian labor force supporting the United States.  While the men were at the front, the women were either in factories or on farms. The elderly, with the children, naturally stayed home and didn't venture out. Even with a population of over 110 million, the US labor force had inevitably entered a state of exhaustion.  Wallace no longer cared about so-called prestige. He had become President of the United States only because he had been Roosevelt's Vice President and Roosevelt had died in office. Therefore, Wallace didn't mind being the president who negotiated peace with China, even if it meant his death.  The desolate scenes he saw along the way only strengthened his resolve. Arriving at the Roosevelt family estate in New York State, he saw several of Roosevelt's sons already waiting at the door. When President Wallace stepped out of the car, Roosevelt's eldest son immediately stepped forward to greet him, while the youngest son hurried back into the house to report to Mrs. Roosevelt.  Soon, Mrs. Roosevelt personally came out to invite Wallace into the house. The Roosevelt family was part of the American "blue-blooded" elite, where the blood in their veins was surely of the purest blue. Although Roosevelt had only inherited a million dollars in 1910, through two generations of Roosevelt presidents, the family estate exuded an air of noble refinement amidst its simplicity. Moreover, no one dared to attempt a tally of the Roosevelt family's wealth.  Wallace had not come to discuss such trivialities. After taking a seat, he first asked, "I wonder what decision Mrs. Roosevelt has made?"  "I am willing to serve as your Vice President and run for election with you," Mrs. Roosevelt replied straightforwardly.  Wallace had roughly guessed her decision but continued to advise: "Do you want to consider it further?"  Mrs. Roosevelt shook her head firmly. During her previous deliberations, she had several times wanted to refuse because of the terror of American politics. But whenever she thought of her husband Roosevelt dying in his mistress's arms, she felt the status of American women was too low—so low as to be inferior even to a mistress. If she, as a woman, could become Vice President of the United States, it would be an unprecedented inspiration for American women.  President Wallace, however, did not want Mrs. Roosevelt to make a decision based on impulse. He said: "Mrs. Roosevelt, I have already decided that once I am elected, I will seek peace negotiations with China. At the very least, there must be an armistice. I think you can understand what kind of malicious criticism this will bring. I personally am prepared to accept such a fate because every day, thousands of American soldiers die at the front. I cannot accept this continuing. Therefore, I hope you will think about it seriously once more."  Hearing this, Mrs. Roosevelt not only didn't hesitate but was actually somewhat moved. Joining the political arena was one of the channels for the children of the American elite; these scions were tempered by war and formed deep friendships on the battlefield, which would be very beneficial for their futures.  However, tempering was not the same as being crushed. The current casualties of the US military were unprecedented. Every day, the children of the American elite were dying at the front. Three direct descendants of the Kennedy family had already died in battle, to the point where the Kennedy family now met the US military regulation that disallowed all male siblings of a family from serving at the front.  The Sino-American war was a meat grinder of flesh and blood. China refused to stop, and American tradition also made the US refuse to stop. The commanders on the front line faithfully executed the wills of both China and the US, and every minute, countless lives, thrown into the grinder like beans, were crushed and flowed out as chaff.  Many families in the United States lived off the military, with generations serving. In China, such families were called "military households." Mrs. Roosevelt knew of several extreme cases. In some Southern military households, because of early marriages, a male might become a father before age 20, a grandfather before 40, and a great-grandfather before 60.  There were cases of a great-grandfather who reached the rank of colonel, a grandfather who was a major, and a father who was a junior officer. Over a dozen males from these three generations were fighting on the battlefield and had died one after another. Finally, there remained only a 16-year-old uncle who had just enlisted, and four infants or toddlers at home.  The US Joint Chiefs of Staff had even held a meeting for this purpose, allowing that sole 16-year-old boy to be discharged and sent home. This was the reality of the war: if it continued, the United States would shed its last drop of blood.  Looking at President Wallace's martyr-like expression, Mrs. Roosevelt replied firmly: "Please rest assured, I have made all necessary preparations."  Hearing her speak this way, the faces of Roosevelt's sons changed. But with one look from Mrs. Roosevelt, the young men didn't dare say a word.  President Wallace couldn't help but say: "Thank you, Mrs. Roosevelt. In the future, your name will surely be left in American history! Not just as Mrs. Roosevelt, but your own name."  Mrs. Roosevelt gave a bitter smile, but after a moment, she nodded. "Then please announce this as soon as possible."  On March 25, 1944, Wallace announced his candidacy for the upcoming presidential election and revealed that Mrs. Roosevelt would be his vice-presidential pick. This news immediately shocked the entire United States. American women had gained the right to vote in 1920. Before gaining the legal right to vote, the first female member of Congress, Jeannette Rankin, appeared in 1917. However, this was the first time a woman had been nominated for Vice President, which made many conservatives feel a sense of being insulted.  After the entire United States was shaken, by April 4th, major American newspapers conducted polls. The polling data for President Wallace from most newspapers was very low, less than 45%. Only the New York Times produced a different poll, where his support rate was as high as 71%.  Such an exaggerated figure was naturally questioned by peers. On April 6th, the New York Times published their polling method. While other newspapers habitually interviewed men, 40% of the respondents in the New York Times poll were women.  "In current American society, women already possess the right to vote. Furthermore, in present-day America, women are the backbone of social labor. To ignore the attitude of these women is to ignore the reality of America," the editor of the New York Times wrote at the end of the article.  After reading the New York Times article, other newspapers immediately conducted new polls. This time, the polls were quite consistent, with Wallace and Mrs. Roosevelt generally polling between 60% and 70%. The Southern states were already the stronghold of the Democratic Party, yet the polls showed that the further north a state was—the traditional territory of the Republican Party—the more people supported the Wallace presidential ticket. This was because the proportion of women entering factories was higher in the northern states, and Mrs. Roosevelt had been engaged in social activities for years, giving her significant influence among northern women.  China naturally received this news. Although Li Runshi very much wanted to see if the US would have a female Vice President, he felt that the US likely wouldn't have the chance. This was because China's grain and logistics in the Southern Hemisphere had truly been completed, and at this stage, the North American theater already possessed the conditions to launch a large-scale offensive.  Furthermore, although He Rui's health had not recovered, it hadn't deteriorated either. As long as He Rui remained, the morale of the Chinese people and the National Defense Army remained as solid as a rock.  Although nearly a million Chinese officers and men had been killed and over 3 million wounded, the 18 million soldiers prepared before the war—at least junior high school graduates—had all been conscripted. But China's advantage was established. Among the people of other oppressed nations and ethnicities outside of China, 20 million had joined the army to liberate the world.  From theoretical data, even if the Western countries decided to fight until their entire populations were dead, China and the liberated peoples of the world could conscript another 18 million Chinese soldiers and 20 million foreign soldiers. With an army exceeding 76 million, they would completely smash the Western nations!  As the saying goes, "with great wealth, it's easy to be a good merchant; with long sleeves, it's easy to dance well." With such a factual basis, Li Runshi felt that doing anything became easy. Moreover, from the current stage, the 38 million already conscripted troops were sufficient to resolve the Western nations.  Li Runshi sent an order to the North American theater: "Currently, the primary target for strikes is Britain, the core colonialist nation. Britain is already the weakest among the European nations continuously fighting China. Crushing Britain will cause the Allies to lose an important connecting center. This will help the Western nations see the situation clearly, change their positions, and minimize the losses of the war."  After reading the CMC order, Hu Xiushan immediately and completely understood their view. Originally, during the stalemate period, Hu Xiushan had some opinions about not launching operations within US territory. Now that the war situation had finally become favorable for China, this approach of maintaining a baseline for the US undoubtedly gave the US a reason to withdraw from the war.  However, to make the US withdraw, they had to continue to fiercely annihilate US forces in Canada. As long as the US forces in Canada were completely wiped out and a devastating blow was dealt to the US Great Lakes industrial zone, the US would very likely withdraw from Canada. At that point, Britain, left to face the Chinese army alone, was destined to completely collapse.  The plan Hu Xiushan had previously formulated used exactly this line of thought. At this moment, Hu Xiushan was in no hurry; instead, he focused all his energy on the specific campaign.  In North Africa at this time, General Rommel felt the pressure of a colossal wave. In March, three enemy armies—the 11th, 12th, and 13th—withdrew, replaced by three new armies—the 27th, 28th, and 29th—to maintain the offensive. In early April, the WPLA committed three more fresh armies—the 34th, 35th, and 36th. Even though Britain had strengthened the British African Corps to 280,000 men and the German army had rotated its troops for rest—with all 11 original armored divisions, which had suffered extreme losses, withdrawn to Italy for refitting—Rommel had five newly sent armored corps, a total of 15 divisions. Yet the Anglo-German Allied forces, totaling 800,000 men, could still only barely hold on.  The offensive of the Black army seemed endless, reminding Rommel of scenes from the Soviet-German war, where combat never ceased for even a single day. Moreover, the Black army was well-trained, far better equipped than the Soviet Red Army, and their combat will was no less than that of the Soviets. To avoid being driven out of North Africa, the Anglo-German forces had to continue fighting.  On the battlefield, for every Black man who died, a white man had to be sacrificed. This made Rommel increasingly desperate; the Black population also numbered in the hundreds of millions. If the fighting continued like this, the German population would sooner or later be exhausted. Once the European men were all dead on the battlefield, were women to be relied upon to protect the country?  Amidst such torment, time moved to June. The Black army opposite Rommel had been rotated twice due to the attrition of fierce warfare. Now maintaining the offensive were the 51st through 60th Armies of the WPLA—a total of ten full armies.  The units of the Anglo-German forces had also been rotated twice. From April to June, the Allied forces suffered 700,000 casualties and replaced 1.6 million troops. Rommel, as a senior general not from the General Staff, had an average relationship with the General Staff as a whole. Only the Luftwaffe maintained good relations with him. Based on conversations between Luftwaffe Field Marshal Kesselring and many Luftwaffe officers and Rommel, the acting Chief of the General Staff, Manstein, had firmly held back a group of stupid generals who still looked down on the Black army, preventing them from launching a move to strip Rommel of his command.  The more seasoned and prudent marshals in the German General Staff, such as Field Marshal Rundstedt, believed there was no need to continue maintaining the North African front. This was because Germany could not afford a war of attrition. Once the consumption continued and the number of elite, experienced German troops fell below 2 million, Germany's own security could not be maintained.  As commander of the Afrika Korps, Rommel agreed with Field Marshal Rundstedt's view. At the current rate of consumption, by October of this year at the latest, German casualties in North Africa would exceed 3 million. And this was under conditions where the German Afrika Korps was already very familiar with the tactical methods of the Black army opposite them.  If the General Staff truly sent a new commander who believed that launching a decisive offensive could annihilate the Black army, commanding 600,000 German Afrika Korps troops in a surprise attack against over a million Black soldiers, Rommel believed the North African situation would likely collapse immediately. The Afrika Korps likely wouldn't even have a scrap left.  Field Marshal Kesselring also relayed Reichsmarschall Göring's view. Göring no longer believed Germany could win the North African campaign and was considering whether to withdraw from North Africa to establish a European defensive line. Göring had even thought of a name for the line: "Fortress Europe."  Given that Göring was a close comrade of Hitler, his views could largely be seen as some of Hitler's own thoughts.  Rommel, however, didn't particularly want to withdraw from North Africa. Withdrawing would mean Europe would lose its last shield, and the European homeland would be completely exposed to the enemy.  Fighting in the vast North African desert, it was still a clash of army against army. Once the Black army entered Europe, there would be no such clear demarcation line, and by then, Europe would surely face total destruction.  While Rommel was agonizing over the war, he unexpectedly received a request from the General Staff regarding the United States. The Americans wanted all information in the hands of the Afrika Korps regarding the 11th, 12th, and 13th Armies of the WPLA.  Rommel was puzzled and asked Major General Helein, who had come to deliver the General Staff's order. Major General Helein said helplessly: "It seems China has transferred these three armies to fight in North America. The appearance of these Black soldiers on the battlefield has caused mass surrenders among the Black soldiers in the US military. And the Americans have also begun implementing measures against Black people within their own military."  At this point, Major General Helein lowered his voice and said: "I heard that a view has emerged within the United States that with white casualties so high, the proportion of the Black population in the US will increase significantly. This is very unfavorable for America."  Hearing this, Rommel felt a wave of disgust. But he also knew this was inevitable. Just as he was now fighting bravely against the Black army—how much of his purpose was out of expectation of defeating the opponent, and how much was out of fear of Black rule over Europe? Such a proportion was hard to say.  Ultimately, Rommel had the materials prepared for Major General Helein. The amount of material was significant; a simple military transport plane likely couldn't carry it all, and it involved a great deal of copying work, which was quite troublesome.  Back in the United States, how to deal with Black people had indeed become an important domestic issue. Discrimination and oppression against Black people in America were systemic. Systemic racism was rooted in the history and reality of American racist society, with a rich theoretical and empirical basis involving the surface and deep structures of racial oppression. It included a series of complex anti-Black actions, political and economic privileges obtained by whites, persistent inequality between races, and a racist framing created by whites aimed at maintaining and rationalizing their privileges.  It encompassed the attitudes, ideologies, emotions, images, and behaviors of white racists, manifested in all American institutions. Systemic racism theory pointed out that American society was a racist organism, with racist oppression permeating its complex, interconnected, and interdependent social networks, organizations, and institutions. White economic dominance, racial hierarchy, the white racial frame, and the struggle and resistance of people of color together constituted the system of oppression, where each element was interconnected, interdependent, and worked together.  Since it was systemic, it covered all aspects. But the core was white dominance. In the American population ratio, Black people currently made up only about 10%, unable to influence the 90% white majority. But the war had changed the American population ratio. How to continue maintaining white dominance was currently the thing many white people were most anxious about.  At this time, a thought emerged within the United States: what if Black males were all made to die on the battlefield...
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"Reporting to the Commander, we have broken through the American lines. The US forces are in retreat, and our troops are encircling the British." The signalman tried to suppress his excitement as he reported the latest news to Hu Xiushan.  Even the normally cool-headed Hu Xiushan looked up in astonishment. The frontline units deployed for this offensive were the 11th, 12th, and 13th Armies of the World People's Liberation Army (WPLA). From a combat effectiveness standpoint, Hu Xiushan had felt they were capable of contending with the Americans, but he hadn't expected these three armies to actually shatter the American defenses.  After thinking for a moment, Hu Xiushan stood up. His orderly noticed that his eyes had widened slightly. Hu Xiushan ordered: "Head for the front lines now."  The battlefield was located in the Canadian plains. The vast expanse was a mess, littered everywhere with destroyed equipment from both sides. Along the designated corridors, large numbers of troops were racing eastward in vehicles. Conversely, there were few pursuing units on the road where the Americans had retreated.  The Americans were, after all, the Americans; their combat effectiveness was not poor. They were capable of turning back for a counter-strike or planting mines on the road. A road that looked ripe for pursuit was not necessarily advisable.  The jeep carrying Hu Xiushan stopped on a road that had already been cleared of mines. Canada did not lack forests, and both sides of this road were lined with trees. Tied to almost every tree on both sides of the road was a killed Black man—judging by the uniforms, they were American soldiers.  The executioners had not hidden their views; written in English either on the trees or on the bodies themselves was the word "TRAITOR."  Just then, a truckload of Black infantrymen passed by. Seeing the scene of such a brutal massacre, the Black soldiers in the truck immediately became agitated.  Hu Xiushan had heard that these African Black soldiers could communicate in simple Chinese, but when they were emotional, they would still curse in their native tongues. Presumably, the unintelligible words were the local dialects of the Black soldiers' homelands.  "Bury them," Hu Xiushan ordered. As a soldier, he did not like this kind of propaganda. It wasn't that he didn't want his troops to have a fighting impulse, but excessive excitement could affect the cold-headedness required for combat.  The jeep continued forward, and more of the war's horrors unfolded before Hu Xiushan. The place where Black American officers and men had been executed was not the only one; large-scale execution sites appeared in several locations.  From the layout of these sites and the general condition of the Black corpses, these massacres had all occurred before the battle. That is to say, before being defeated by the three Black WPLA armies, the US military had already conducted large-scale killings of Black people within its own ranks, only to be completely defeated in the subsequent combat.  Hu Xiushan tried to find the connections here but found that they weren't necessarily absolute. There were many reasons for the American collapse. For instance, under high-intensity attrition, the quality of US Air Force pilots had declined rapidly. Originally, the cost of Chinese Air Force bombing of the American interior was very high; now, they were able to bomb targets over 600 kilometers behind the ground front lines.  Furthermore, the elite units of the US Army were also exhausted—for example, the 1st Marine Division and the 1st Cavalry Division had each been rebuilt twice, committed twice to the most intense combat, and completely drained. In the latest fighting, the combat effectiveness shown by the 1st Marine Division was as weak as a toddler compared to when they first fought the Chinese army.  But these factors had existed before, and previously the Americans had still been able to continue fighting. Even with high casualties, they hadn't shown such a poor performance. It was only after the units with a Black proportion of around 70% became the main force of the offensive that all of the US military's internal contradictions exploded. Hu Xiushan was forced to conclude that perhaps political factors truly could play a massive role, much like the "Four Sides Song" that signaled the end for Xiang Yu.  But since the situation had reached this point, Hu Xiushan had no intention of letting the opportunity pass. With the Americans in retreat, the position of the British became prominent. Li Runshi, who had ordered the Black army to North America, had decreed that the primary target for strikes should be the British. Hu Xiushan naturally executed this order resolutely.  Soon, Churchill received news that two British armies were surrounded. In the report, the British cursed the Americans as "shit-eating bastards." In the front-line distribution, the British were to the north and the Americans to the south. When the Americans fled, they ran directly south, able to hide within US territory once they crossed the border. The British couldn't flee south and were surrounded by the surging Chinese army.  Churchill was furious but had no choice but to request that the US government dispatch American troops to save the British. The American reply was lukewarm: "The US military is constructing a defensive line at the border to prepare for the subsequent Chinese invasion. Once the defensive line is complete, we will counter-attack."  Hearing this response, the flesh on Churchill's face trembled. If China were going to invade US territory, they would have done so long ago—why wait until now? Even if the US government was making up lies, they could at least show some sincerity!  However, the worst news didn't come in the following days. The 500,000 surrounded British troops contracted their lines urgently, and their temporary defensive positions actually held against the Chinese attacks. Churchill began to feel a glimmer of hope; if the British troops in northern Canada could reinforce them in time, the surrounded forces might be able to break out and escape.  At this time, Hu Xiushan was outside the encirclement, carefully observing the combat effectiveness of the Black troops. The American collapse under these Black units' offensive had forced Hu Xiushan to re-evaluate the Black army. Therefore, he had assigned them the task of attacking the surrounded British.  From a combat perspective, the Black units fought very well and were very methodical, even showing a certain flair in many attacks. However, the British, though tired and nervous, were clearly not affected by fighting a Black army and fought equally by the book. The combat between the two forces was a very conventional attack-defense battle.  Seeing that the Black units didn't possess any extraordinary combat capability—even failing to utilize their skin color advantage in night combat to any effect—Hu Xiushan finally confirmed one thing: political factors indeed have a massive influence on military affairs.  The reason the Americans were so heavily affected wasn't that their combat effectiveness was inferior to the British, but that the proportion of Black people in the US was over 10%. Thus, the US was truly terrified of the Black people they oppressed rising up to resist systemic racial discrimination and oppression. This internal friction had caused a deviation in the US military's focus, leading to a great defeat.  Britain and Germany, on the other hand, had very few Black people within their borders. While they were unwilling to be defeated by a Black army, they only wanted to resolve the problem through combat and didn't worry about Black soldiers in their ranks causing trouble. There were essentially no Black people in the German army, and the number of Black people in the British army was extremely small—nothing to worry about.  Having resolved this doubt, Hu Xiushan felt great admiration for Li Runshi. With such a level of understanding of politics, Li Runshi would surely have an outstanding performance in the future war.  Hu Xiushan quickly set aside his thoughts and began rotating frontline units, restoring the main assault force from Black units to Chinese troops, while simultaneously preparing to strike any reinforcements sent to the surrounded pocket.  As it turned out, even after the rotation was complete, the British reinforcements in the west showed no movement. Hu Xiushan waited no longer and immediately ordered a general offensive. On June 9th, the surrounded British headquarters surrendered, and 500,000 British troops were completely wiped out. The Chinese army subsequently continued to advance, finally arriving on June 16th at Winnipeg, Canada—the missile launch site they had originally planned to capture in 1943.  At 10:00 PM on June 18th, the sky over the US Great Lakes region finally darkened. As a high-latitude region in the Northern Hemisphere, the sky turned dark very late as the summer solstice approached.  At this time, residents in Chicago and Detroit who were still awake saw a series of "shooting stars" streak across the sky. Unlike the fleeting meteors people were used to, the light at the tails of these shooting stars grew brighter and brighter, and they were getting closer and closer. Finally, they crashed into the ground, letting people feel the tremors coming through the earth.  At this time, the accuracy of navigation systems was not entirely reliable. Even though the Chinese missiles used laser gyroscopes, the hit rate of the 48 DF-2C missiles launched at the "Motor City" was a bit hard to describe.  According to statistics after the war, out of the 48 missiles, 15 hit the city area, while the rest landed in the suburbs. Another 9 flew directly into Lake Illinois beside Detroit.  However, the one and only missile to hit a valuable target actually landed in an empty lot in Chicago's urban area. But this lot was the site of the city's power distribution center. Dense clusters of transformers were destroyed in one stroke, leading to a massive blackout in Detroit's automotive production zone.  Hundreds of auto enterprises and nearby component factories all lost power and were plunged into darkness. Several unlucky workers, unable to stand steady, fell into machinery and were crushed to death by rotating equipment carrying its final inertia. There were over a hundred night-shift workers injured by falls or other causes.  The Ford syndicate suffered the greatest impact. In the past six months, the Ford syndicate had indeed tried to move its enterprises to other safer areas of the United States, but had never succeeded.  The United States did not lack land; the reason the relocation plan never started was primarily because the US government refused to pay to compensate for the losses caused by relocation. Secondly, the shipping on the Great Lakes made this the region with the lowest industrial costs in the US, and the Ford syndicate could never find a region that could effectively replace it.  They had procrastinated until they were hit by the missile attack.  On June 19th, after the opening of the New York Stock Exchange, Ford's stock plummeted, triggering a chain reaction that caused stocks across the entire United States to crash.  Hu Xiushan was unaware of this. He had already received a CMC order to continue advancing westward and launch attacks against the US Great Lakes industrial zone.  This order was clearly overly hasty, but it brought Hu Xiushan an unexpected boon. That was the US Air Force taking the initiative to launch a large-scale offensive, with fighters protecting a large number of bombers in an attempt to heavily bomb the westward-moving Chinese army.  Hu Xiushan had always hoped to fight a war of attrition with the US, particularly to exhaust the US Air Force. But the US Air Force was no fool; their operations were very cautious, and they didn't engage in such proactive sorties. Instead, they limited their combat objectives to providing air cover for the US Army and restricting the Chinese Air Force from strategic strikes—defense-oriented goals.  This time, the US military, driven to desperation, had taken the initiative, and since the roles of attacker and defender had changed, the results were bound to be different.  Just as Hu Xiushan expected, on June 19th alone, the US military lost over 1,700 aircraft of various types. The impact of this proactive sortie was not just the loss of equipment and personnel; it also created a flaw in the US Air Force's defensive system. The Chinese Air Force finally seized the opportunity to drop bombs on Detroit and Chicago—and more importantly, radio beacons.  Various signals were continuously transmitted from the radio systems. Search equipment, based on the location and angle of these signals, and through massive calculations, obtained many precise coordinates.  At 10:00 PM on June 20th, missiles visited Detroit again, and Chicago also welcomed missiles for the first time since its founding. With more precise coordinates, the hit rate for this round of missiles was greatly improved. Each of the two cities was hit by 64 DF-2C missiles, and more than half of them landed within the city limits.  The damage caused this time was far greater. Although the actual damage was far less than that of a single hit on a power distribution center, dozens of violent explosions occurring throughout the city had an unprecedented impact on the local populace.  At around 2:00 AM on June 21st, about four hours after the missile attack ended, the roads leading out of Detroit and Chicago were jammed with cars. The cars were stuffed with people and all sorts of belongings as American citizens fled in fear of death.  The massive traffic flow blocked the roads completely. Local police were no longer sufficient to handle it, and the military had to be called in to maintain order. However, facing a flow of cars and people that had no end in sight, the military was also helpless and could only blockade the roads. They were prepared to use force at the slightest sign of trouble.  Fortunately, it was only one day before the summer solstice; the sky grew light by 4:00 AM. The US military ultimately did not resort to mass killing, and the people of Chicago avoided a calamity.  On June 21st, all railways, roads, and docks were crowded with American citizens trying to flee. Facing the menacing checkpoints set up by the US military to the south, many citizens had an idea—they decided not to flee south but north, trying to enter Canada, then fleeing east through Canada, then turning south again to re-enter US territory. Or they abandoned their belongings and walked along small paths, bypassing the military checkpoints to flee south.  Whether south or north, on that day, more than half of the workers in Detroit and Chicago's factories did not show up for work, leading to the shutdown of thousands of factories in the two cities.  On that same day, the US stock market continued to plunge. The curve reminded many of the terrifying situation of Black Friday in 1929.  Unlike the 1929 crash, even with such a total sell-off, there were still people who thought the market would bottom out and rebound. This time, no one thought the market would rebound; they watched as the stock indices performed a free fall in a true diving posture.  Various US stock exchanges even announced their closure without receiving orders from the federal government. Sure enough, less than ten minutes after the closure, a large number of FBI agents rushed into the various stock exchanges. The agents, wearing black suits, shouted: "Close the market now! All stock trading is to stop!"  Even after quickly learning from the shaken stock traders that the market had already closed, the FBI agents still blocked the doors and took control of the exchanges.  This shock was like a flooding river, instantly washing away a dam already riddled with holes. The chaos triggered by the shock began to spread across the entire United States.  In all major American cities, including Chicago and Detroit, banks were lined with depositors trying to withdraw money. Those who had already gotten their money ran to stores to sweep the shelves. Food and daily necessities were quickly sold out.  Those American citizens who could get their money first and buy goods were considered lucky. The subsequent mass of people blocked the stores. Since many males had gone to the battlefield, women made up the majority of those in the shopping frenzy.  When thousands upon thousands of women were squeezed into banks, stores, and streets, the scene was truly hard to describe. If it had been men so crowded, they would have started fighting long ago. Physical conflicts did break out among the women, but mostly in the form of hair-pulling and face-scratching. In these areas, high-decibel screams were the greatest attack. The police and soldiers who came to maintain order found their heads spinning and aching.  This chaos lasted for three days. The US government ordered 24-hour military control throughout the country. Various states subsequently issued their own military control orders, and the National Guard took to the streets to maintain order.  US industrial production came to a halt, and logistics were heavily impacted. The American war machine also couldn't withstand such a shock and took the opportunity to stop its attacks on the Chinese army in Canada.  On June 30th, Chinese vanguard units broke into the city in Canada and set up rocket launchers to begin shelling the American city of Sault Ste. Marie on the opposite bank. Meanwhile, the vanguards already headed toward their next target, Toronto, the Canadian capital.  Although the British army continued to fight, they had fallen into a completely passive situation. At the same time, the London Stock Exchange also announced its closure amidst a plunge.  When the financial system could no longer maintain the flow of funds, the era of "cash is king" began. The first thing people with cash did was engage in a shopping frenzy. This subsequently led to skyrocketing prices and market chaos.  To maintain order, the British government had to announce comprehensive controls, leading to a standstill in all production.  At this point, even the most resolute Britons realized that they might starve to death before a victory in the war was achieved. From then on, anti-war sentiment in Britain began to soar.  For an industrialized modern nation-state, as long as there is food and social order can be guaranteed, even if citizens are forcibly dragged into the army by conscription officers, they can still fight on. But their combat effectiveness can no longer be complimented.  However, when normal life in the cities of an industrialized nation can no longer be maintained, the citizens can find no reason to continue fighting. Industrial society differs from agricultural society in that the cities—the core power of the nation—rely on the constant flow of goods for resources. Once this flow has a major problem, it's like a human body with blocked blood vessels; it simply cannot persist.  Li Runshi received the report at 11:00 AM. After reading it, he truly couldn't sit still. He called Premier Wu Youping: "Premier, let's go for a walk in the streets."  On the other end, Wu Youping laughed: "Don't walk; let's drive around the city."  When Li Runshi reached the office building, a car stopped in front of him. The door opened, and Wu Youping, sticking his head out, smiled at Li Runshi.  Soon, the car they were in was driving through bustling streets. Watching the prosperous and stable city functioning with vitality, Wu Youping wanted to say something but suddenly choked up. Subsequently, the 50-year-old man covered his face and actually began to sob.  Li Runshi sighed but didn't try to comfort him. He knew this mixture of joy and sorrow was something Wu Youping had to process himself; others' words could not reach his heart.  Lighting a cigarette, Li Runshi felt a sense of emotion. This was war, and this was economics.
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Wu Youping found it difficult to describe his current mindset. The joy of proving China's strength, the joy of realizing that the so-called Anglo-American world powers were nothing more than this, and the sorrow that China had actually been bullied by such nations—various emotions were tangled together, leaving him unable to contain himself.  However, after weeping for a moment, Wu Youping regained his composure. Wiping away his tears, he asked Li Runshi, "Should we personally go and inform the Chairman?"  Li Runshi felt conflicted. Before the war broke out, He Rui had already pointed toward such a future. But the comrades' reasons for supporting He Rui had actually been unrelated to his predictions; they had committed to war because it was truly the best means to resolve China's problems.  Now that the situation had finally reached the state He Rui had described, informing him felt somewhat redundant. Moreover, the most important thing currently was to keep He Rui as healthy as possible—at least until the end of the war. If He Rui were to die suddenly now, there was no guarantee that the seemingly suppressed situation wouldn't explode with other variables.  Thinking of this, Li Runshi asked, "Premier, do you think the Soviet Union might suddenly do something?"  Wu Youping had indeed had the economic departments use computers to conduct serious evaluations and calculations. Since Li Runshi asked, he replied: "At this stage, the Soviet Union might not be able to break through the Eastern European lines. Given the current situation, Britain is very likely to withdraw the British African Corps to Britain, and the German Afrika Korps might do the same. If we liberate regions outside of Europe, major problems will emerge in the European economy, especially for Britain."  Li Runshi hadn't conducted such detailed evaluations, so he consulted Wu Youping: "Premier, I seem to remember that the British mainland also has iron and coal mines. Aren't these enough to sustain Britain?"  "Britain's resources cannot sustain the current lifestyle of the British people. France is unlikely to help Britain, because even France can no longer obtain resources from its colonies. Currently, there are only two and a half Western countries that still have resources: the United States and the Soviet Union can rely on domestic resources for production and consumption. Germany can use the resources of the Fascist bloc to maintain a certain level of production and consumption—that counts as half. Britain and France are merely returning to their rightful historical positions. When the dream ends, it will just be dust to dust, ashes to ashes."  Hearing Wu Youping's assessment, Li Runshi felt that Wu was becoming increasingly confident. This was a good thing, yet it left Li Runshi somewhat melancholy. He had truly believed that the future would involve twenty years of long-term, fierce struggle with the Great Powers, but he hadn't expected these nations to be so fragile.  Ultimately, Li Runshi made a decision: "Let's go see the Chairman."  When they met He Rui, Li Runshi felt that he shouldn't have come, yet also felt that he had to. He Rui's physical weakening continued, but his spiritual strength had not withered with his body. On the contrary, because He Rui no longer had the strength for excessive discussion, his words had become more straightforward.  "Europe and America can no longer maintain their old ways of life. As for the demands for an armistice, I suggest the comrades focus on providing a future path for the Western nations—their productivity must be integrated into the new world economic order," He Rui said, and then, feeling a bit weak, he forced himself to stand up.  This action made his heart race, but it also made his thinking a bit more flexible. He Rui continued: "For Europe, we must fight our way in. As for the United States, I am still not entirely sure. The consequences of invading the US are hard to predict. However, one thing is certain: as long as the Great Lakes region is destroyed, the US cannot make a comeback. As for how to do it, Youping, you must help Chairman Li reach a conclusion within the Politburo."  Wu Youping sighed, "Will a full-scale massacre of minorities break out within the United States?"  He Rui nodded. "The US federal government likely won't issue an order for slaughter, but it's hard to say for the various states. And the armed civilian organizations in the US will certainly take action; this is America's path-dependency. I've read the reports: killings of Black officers and men have already occurred within the US military. We should publicize this now and issue a warning: if the US federal and state governments cannot stop the massacre, our Chinese military will enter the United States to protect human rights... *cough cough*..."  Wu Youping watched as He Rui, who had been walking slowly with his hands behind his back, coughed until he doubled over. He hurried forward to help He Rui sit down. Once He Rui caught his breath, Wu Youping gave Li Runshi a look. However, to his surprise, Li Runshi had no intention of leaving and instead continued to ask: "Will the United States directly turn Fascist?"  He Rui admired Li Runshi for touching upon such a profound question. At this stage, what most other comrades were capable of considering was likely only how to defeat the United States. If asked about the fundamental nature of the US as a nation, those comrades would likely just reply "I don't know."  Li Runshi's ability to conduct more profound research was supported by his strong constitution and mental capacity, in addition to his talent. Regarding this physical quality, He Rui indeed envied Li Runshi.  Wu Youping wanted to stop He Rui from continuing. He knew the question of whether the US would turn Fascist was too deep; explaining it would be exhausting. Yet to his surprise, He Rui didn't even stop to think but began explaining directly.  "Racism is deep-seated in the United States. Moreover, the US has indeed achieved great success through methods of genocide, persecution, and racial discrimination. It's impossible for the US not to continue its path-dependency on this."  Hearing this, Wu Youping couldn't help but nod in agreement. The reason China didn't engage in path-dependency now was that it had finally broken free from an agricultural economy and become an industrial nation. In this entirely new game, Chinese culture's understanding of civilizational development could be inherited, but there was no path-dependency in its direction of development.  Industrializing was not the same as using industrialized means to implement an agricultural path. An agricultural nation naturally has an agricultural way of life, while an industrial nation has an industrial one. If the two are confused, major trouble will follow.  The reason Wu Youping admired He Rui more as he progressed and matured was that he found He Rui was always very clear on these key issues and would find ways to prevent the comrades from going down the wrong path.  At this point, He Rui continued explaining US racism—specifically, the method of white economic dominance—to Li Runshi.  White economic dominance included both direct economic exploitation and exclusion and marginalization, aimed at increasing white economic advantage.  Whites had accumulated massive wealth through slave labor, job segregation, discriminatory wages, and the exclusion of other people of color to preserve white socio-economic opportunities. At the same time, white-controlled government agencies, through a series of "affirmative action" plans for whites, ensured the transmission of property among whites.  For example, the Homestead Act, implemented by the federal and state governments from the 1860s to the 1930s, helped many white families acquire significant family assets. Through the long-term exploitation and oppression of people of color, whites obtained various forms of "unjust enrichment," while people of color were left in a state of poverty due to that same exploitation and oppression. This "unjust impoverishment" led to people of color and their descendants having lower levels of education and weak survival skills, forcing them into low-end service jobs with meager incomes, making it difficult to escape poverty and thus falling into a vicious cycle.  "Therefore, I personally do not strongly support invading the United States. If we followed our usual practice, after invading we would have to build a 'New America,' which would only place a massive burden on China. Given my personality, I would choose to let the US solve its own problems. Since there would be no complete reckoning, American revanchism would cause them to reject the new world order and maintain a state of hateful isolation. Ultimately, the US would slowly rot in its isolated island state. Such a large-scale human social observation experiment would be very interesting." After saying this, He Rui couldn't help but let out a cold laugh.  Seeing that He Rui could still maintain his composure, Li Runshi was also full of admiration. Moreover, what He Rui said confirmed his own judgment: the cost of completely liberating the United States was too great, and the process too uncontrollable. This matched Li Runshi's own assessment.  Originally, Li Runshi had intended to ask how to reach a compromise with the United States, but given He Rui's current physical state, he truly couldn't invest significant energy into specific work. Li Runshi stood up and said, "Chairman, I have no more questions."  Wu Youping also stood up but asked: "Does the United States still need a large social underclass to exploit?"  He Rui felt that Wu Youping was becoming a bit soft-hearted and smiled: "A nation like the US particularly needs a large social underclass as fuel for capital accumulation. However, in the coming decades, the global climate will be relatively stable, which will allow US domestic agriculture to be maintained. But a nation like the US will never reach the civilizational height of China. Even in China, there is a saying: 'Without killing the poor man, one cannot become rich.' Exploitation and plunder are the quickest means of accumulating wealth."  Wu Youping had originally felt that a peace of a higher civilizational height could be reached with the US. Hearing He Rui speak this way, he also felt he should perhaps abandon such considerations. He said, "Chairman, next time I come to see you, I won't talk about work."  He Rui used his strength to stand up. "There's nothing wrong with talking about work. If I'm not allowed to work, I can't stand it myself. Also, I originally wanted to submit my will to the Party Central Committee now, but I think doing so might scare the comrades. So I have already handed my written will to the Chairman's Office. If I die suddenly, you can go directly to the Office for the document."  Wu Youping and Li Runshi didn't know how to respond. He Rui's attitude toward life and death was perfectly fine; both Wu and Li hoped they could face death with such equanimity.  But this attitude of complete indifference toward death was truly frightening, leaving Wu and Li afraid to offer any comment. They simply took their leave.  By now, Li Runshi effectively held the power, and he was no novice without experience in struggle. Once He Rui passed away, Li Runshi would take over He Rui's position according to the system. But to obtain He Rui's power, Li Runshi would have to be elected in the Party's regular elections.  Regular elections within the party involved factions. Currently, the various factions within the Chinese Civilization Party were not the "clique-forming" groups of the feudal era, but rather groups formed based on departmental and policy interests.  For example, as Premier, Wu Youping naturally became the representative of the interests of the civil servant system. To ensure the smooth operation of the civil service, Wu naturally had to look after the reasonable—and some not-too-excessive—demands from within.  He Rui was able to execute policies according to his own vision as a leader because he personally could propose outstanding policies and norms in all three areas of party, government, and military, ensuring the interests of all of China. Even if only for the sake of China and for their own and their departments' interests, no one could oppose He Rui.  A leader without He Rui's strategic capacity would have to rely on relationships with various factions to gain sufficient support. This required various games with each faction.  Everyone liked He Rui's model of leader-politics because it appeared highly efficient and productive. However, history records most often the "having no alternative." That state of mutual compromise in politics is the norm. Although Li Runshi didn't want to wallow in such political games, he found that he had to do so, at least until he secured power.  Thus, Li Runshi said to Wu Youping: "Premier, there will be elections early next year. Do you have any plans for the future direction of our work?"  Hearing this, Wu Youping let out a soft laugh but did not answer. This wasn't because he wanted to use his influence to demand quid pro quo from Li Runshi, as Li's ability in the economic field had not been proven. He Rui had the ability to bypass Premier Wu and manage the economy directly; Li Runshi likely couldn't do that at this stage.  If Li Runshi couldn't do what He Rui could, then the responsibility for economic work would inevitably have to be handed to the State Council. There was no need for Wu Youping to make any demands.  The reason Wu didn't answer was that he truly hoped He Rui would live a hundred years. He Rui's physical condition was no longer sufficient for him to continue being responsible for the work, so he would likely resign from his party and government posts.  As long as He Rui didn't die and was alive during the next election, Li Runshi's chance of being elected was 100%. A leader is a leader because their decisions are executed. Even if people disagree, they have to do it, and do it seriously.  Seeing that Wu Youping didn't answer, Li Runshi continued: "Over the past thirty years, the Chairman's policies have always pursued the highest efficiency in economic development, accumulating a massive void in terms of equality. In the coming thirty years, I believe that in the new lifestyle we provide to the people, equality must be strengthened. Especially the push for education—I fear it will cost us dearly."  Hearing that Li Runshi wasn't talking about votes, Wu Youping finally replied: "Recently, many ignorant fellows have been shouting for some internal strife. They likely don't understand themselves that what they are trying to seize is actually the power to lead policy, the power of distribution."  "I support Chairman Li's view. The cost of education is so high; making the people realize that individual strength can only be exerted by relying on the development of the nation and society is not something that happens overnight."  Seeing that Wu Youping was not engaging in "path-dependency" but agreed that policy needed to be balanced between efficiency and fairness, Li Runshi felt much more at ease.  Subsequently, Li Runshi truly hoped He Rui would live a hundred years. This thought was based on more than just respect and love for He Rui; it was because He Rui's prestige allowed him to make large-scale adjustments to policy without triggering excessively violent upheavals.  If He Rui were to die now and Li Runshi declared, "We must take fairness into account," many people opposed to such a policy would object: "The Chairman's body is barely cold, and you already want to overturn his policies?"  Yes. That is human nature!  Those people would never say they wanted to sustain a certain policy to protect their own interests. Instead, they would criticize Li Runshi from a moral height. If He Rui hadn't clearly publicized that the old morals attached to the agricultural era were not entirely suitable for the new industrial age, some might have used feudal-era phrases like "not changing the father's way for three years" to oppose Li Runshi.  Thinking of this, Li Runshi simply discussed these matters with Wu Youping. Wu actually admired Li Runshi and believed he was indeed the best choice for the next leader. Therefore, after hearing Li Runshi's views, he didn't feel any sense of transgression; rather, he felt Li's thoughts proved his maturity.  Wu Youping completely agreed with Li Runshi's views on policy adjustment and expressed his own thoughts.  The people now indeed knew they were in a new era and were indeed affected by the current state of industrialized China. But the people were not yet capable of understanding the essence of politics. Thus, their love for He Rui might actually be used by others to oppose Li Runshi.  So-called "enlightening the people" takes a long time. It's not that the people don't understand or can't comprehend policies, but because they cannot imagine things they haven't seen. Now China needs time to complete its first long economic cycle under an industrial state. This industrial economic cycle takes about 60 to 65 years.  Wu Youping even stated his view directly: "The starting point of this long cycle was not 1924, when we liberated the whole country. It must be counted from after we win this war and establish a new global economic order. That is to say, although we have already completed China's industrialization—something not commonly seen—under the Chairman's use of all sorts of judgments and means amidst favorable timing, geography, and popular support, it still cannot be considered the start of the industrial economic cycle."  "The current war has not placed China within a stable, industrialized way of life. It can only start being counted when China is in a state of peaceful industrialization. Chairman Li, you will be responsible for this opening stage."  Seeing that Wu Youping was supporting him, Li Runshi was also very gratified. "The massive wealth created by industrialization will cause the people's demand for the rule of law to rise rapidly. In my personal conception, strengthening the rule of law is also the starting point for promoting fairness."  "Haha, after the people have mastered unprecedented wealth, various disputes will surely arise around that wealth. But 'even an upright official finds it hard to settle family disputes.' Chairman Li, have you truly prepared yourself for this?" Wu Youping laughed.  Though his tone was light, Wu Youping knew that starting from the rule of law as Li Runshi intended would not be an easy task. While the driving force behind social progress is indeed the productive forces, at every key node, it is instead the most emotional tragedies that can exert a huge influence, thereby allowing society to begin progressing. The ability to seize and grasp opportunities at these key nodes is not something just anyone can do.
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The tank units of the World People's Liberation Army (WPLA) rumbled toward the coastline, initially expecting one last struggle on the shores of North Africa. However, what they encountered were two corps of the Italian National Defense Force—the last European troops holding out in Africa—already formed up in neat ranks.  All officers and men stood in formation according to their units. Heavy weapons and ammunition were stacked tidily on both sides of the roads the WPLA armored columns were to pass through. The Italian officers guarding these stockpiles had already completed the inventory, with dense rows of precise figures covering their statistical tables.  Flying alongside the Italian national and battle flags were white flags of surrender. The white flag in front of the headquarters, in particular, was made of imported Chinese silk; as it danced in the hot North African wind, it possessed a certain ethereal grace.  Though surprised by the proficiency and professionalism of the Italian army in the art of surrender, the WPLA followed protocol, announcing the prisoner-of-policy to the Italians and quickly completing the surrender formalities and subsequent prisoner relocation.  The Italian troops had every right to hold their heads high as they marched into the POW camps, for they were the last European units left on the continent. The British and German expeditionary forces had completely withdrawn from North Africa by early July. The forces of the Spanish Franco government had met a more tragic end; they were utterly annihilated by WPLA units containing a large number of members from the Spanish International Brigades.  The Spanish Civil War had been so brutal that both sides frequently executed captured enemy troops. Franco’s army faced a bloody reckoning this time. By the time other WPLA units arrived to stop the vendetta, a large number of Francoist officers had already been executed by firing squad. Due to this incident, the two army groups involved in the mass executions were rotated out and barred from entering Spain in the future.  By July 23, no European or American troops remained within the borders of Asia, Africa, or Latin America. By this time, the United States had withdrawn to its own mainland, and Chinese forces in Canada were advancing irresistibly, pushing desperately toward the east.  On July 31, the day before the August 1 Army Day, Hu Xiushan, Commander of the North American Theater, sent a telegram to He Rui: "Chairman, I am now standing on the Atlantic coastline to send you my greetings. Please take care of your health; do not worry about the situation at the front."  A light rain was falling by the Atlantic shore. Hu Xiushan held an umbrella, listening to the pitter-patter of tiny droplets hitting the surface. Hu Xiushan never imagined that seeing the Atlantic would leave him without sentiment; nor did he find the scenery before him particularly breathtaking. Compared to defeating the enemy, Hu Xiushan was more concerned about He Rui’s health.  According to the information available only to someone of Hu Xiushan’s rank, He Rui’s health was already in a very precarious state. The only stroke of luck was that he had not yet collapsed. Hu Xiushan only hoped that when the war ended, he could personally stand behind He Rui to review the troops returning in victory, just as they had done after every previous triumph.  Along the coastline, the North American Theater troops were currently cheering "Long live Chairman He," their voices rising in wave after wave.  China had an ample supply of soldiers, and recruitment was extremely strict. At the time of enlistment, regular soldiers were required to have a junior high school education, technical troops and non-commissioned officer candidates required a high school diploma, and officer candidates were university graduates. Therefore, the vast majority of Chinese servicemen were born after 1924.  Twenty years had passed from 1924 to 1944. These soldiers had heard their elders and older siblings tell stories of how foreigners once threw their weight around in China and how foreign armies had once run rampant. But they had never seen it themselves.  From birth until now, these young people had received compulsory education. Neighborhood and village committees had pressured their elders daily to ensure the children went to school.  In their homes, these young people had watched as their elders shifted from arguing and complaining about not having enough to eat to arguing about not having good enough clothes. After they turned ten, the purchase of a radio, applying for an installment loan for a bicycle, buying a motor vehicle, or adding household goods became the new subjects of contention.  The children learned of the hardships of life and the coldness of the world. Now, their families were struggling over the purchase of a house. They knew that if they wanted a better life, they had to uphold socialism and have a good job.  When the Civilization Party and Chairman He Rui—who had appeared in all forms of propaganda throughout these twenty years—called on everyone to join the army and fight, the young people flocked to enlist, eventually considering themselves lucky to have earned the qualification to serve.  They had experienced life and death and witnessed countless foreign sights. These young soldiers, who had traversed tens of thousands of miles, understood that the war had finally reached a new turning point. As long as they stormed the hornets' nest of the colonialists, the war would end, and everyone could return home.  At some point, it became common belief among the people that Chairman He Rui had promised the Chinese people a bright future. The young soldiers all believed that when they and their comrades returned to their hometowns together, all the hardships of life would be resolved, and the happy life Chairman He Rui had once described would be realized.  Thus, the soldiers shouted the slogan "Long live Chairman He" from the bottom of their hearts to celebrate their arrival at the Atlantic. They truly wanted to dedicate these victories to Chairman He Rui to express their gratitude.  The joy of the Chinese soldiers was, however, the agony of China's enemies. In London, on the other side of the Atlantic, Big Ben tolled with a mournful sound. By this time, the British Empire, which once held territory at every degree of longitude, had lost all its lands outside the British Isles, becoming the three islands once more.  The British didn't even have time to mourn the collapse of their empire; they understood all too well that the British Isles were not safe. The relentlessly pressing Chinese would never stop; they would inevitably set foot on British soil, setting the entire islands ablaze with war.  At 10 Downing Street, Prime Minister Churchill actually felt quite relaxed. Now that both boots had dropped, he no longer had to worry about other possibilities and could focus solely on preparing for the war that would soon erupt on British soil.  As for the outcome of the war, Churchill was largely indifferent. The current British government didn't even need to consider how many people would die; since Britain had already lost millions of troops on the battlefield, what would a few million more matter?  Churchill was not handling state affairs; instead, he was writing his own will. Having set aside all pressure, he was even able to deliberate over his choice of words, just as he had done during his days as a journalist.  With the end so clearly defined, Churchill felt there was nothing left to worry about. Whether he was killed in battle, hanged after being captured by the Chinese, or killed at the hands of domestic radicals, he simply no longer cared.  August 1st was the Army Day of the Chinese Defense Force. Military police on the streets of London found many emaciated civilians in tattered clothes emerging from every side street. The thin crowds were all lethargic; those walking at the front held pieces of cardboard or wooden boards with the words "We want food, we don't want to starve to death."  The British military police were armed, with rounds already in the chambers of their rifles. Even without orders from their superiors, many military police prepared to rack their bolts upon seeing these protesters appearing from all directions.  As an island nation with the North Atlantic Drift passing through, Britain’s winters aren't considered cold. However, due to its high latitude, temperatures remain low; even during the hottest days of summer, they rarely exceed 27 degrees Celsius. In such a climate, the British harvest season generally begins after the autumnal equinox—between September 20th and 22nd.  August was precisely the time when the "old grain was gone and the new was not yet in."  With China liberating Asia, Africa, and Latin America, the Western nations could no longer ship grain from those regions. Although the United States was a major grain exporter, the US government had already banned food exports due to skyrocketing domestic prices. Currently, the British government relied on stockpiles to provide basic rations to the military police, but ordinary British citizens had no such luxury. they could only subsist on the minimum amount of grain provided by the government to sustain life, so British people were starving to death every day.  The British military police knew very well that these people on the streets weren't there to cause trouble; the slogans they carried addressed the most urgent problem they needed to solve. If the situation did not improve, these people would truly starve.  It was because they understood this that the military police became even more nervous. The destructive power of a starving crowd is terrifying; they don't take to the streets for catharsis, but to survive. As long as the agonizing hunger felt by every starving person isn't alleviated, there is no reasoning with them. Anyone who tries to stop them—even military police—cannot intimidate them.  On August 1, 1944, the British civilians on the streets broke into violent clashes with the military police, resulting in countless casualties.  In subsequent investigations, various descriptions emerged. Some said the starving people looted shops, triggering city-wide riots; some said the hungry provoked the police and were met with retaliation; still others said the police attacked first, causing the chaos.  Historians and journalists of later generations recorded various accounts of this Great London Riot, all of which had eyewitnesses. However, depending on the standpoint, the emphasis of these reports differed greatly. The only consistent record was that almost all shops in London were destroyed that day. The military police had received orders from above to fire on anyone suspected of rioting or looting, ultimately resulting in thousands of deaths and tens of thousands of injuries.  On August 2nd, London was placed under total martial law. No one was allowed on the streets, leading to the cessation of food distribution. By August 3rd, even the most pro-government research reports had to record this fact: "On August 3rd, a large number of starving London residents knelt in churches or at street corners, pleading for the government to distribute food. Because of the previous riots, the government could not fully trust these crowds who ignored orders and left their homes. Ultimately, the British police began to disperse the crowds, leading to dozens of deaths on the spot and thousands of injuries... If the British public could have been more proactive in communicating with the government, this tragedy could have been avoided..."  The ruthlessness of the British government even shocked King George VI, who finally issued an order allowing British citizens to leave London and head for the countryside.  This order was not regarded as a benevolent act; at least in the eyes of the British government and the plutocrats, George VI was just a well-fed king issuing blind orders for the sake of his own reputation.  To these people, while fleeing to the countryside might temporarily allow the poor to find a bit of food and avoid immediate starvation, everything had a price. The mass exodus of the poor from the city directly caused urban industry to come to a halt, leading to a plunge in the output of all British industrial goods.  Furthermore, in the eyes of the British government and the plutocrats, there were some things that were inconvenient to say out loud, yet they knew them in their hearts: the current supply of grain was indeed very low, which was actually not a bad thing. Only by having some people starve to death could those skilled workers who originally had higher incomes be satisfied with rations that merely kept them from starving.  If all those poor wretches ran to the countryside for food, those skilled workers would no longer be satisfied with a meager daily supply of grain and would choose to leave the city to seek a way to survive.  Of course, these reasons could not be stated publicly. The newspapers began to fiercely attack the British public: "...These short-sighted people do not realize that only by restoring urban order can the distribution of supplies continue, allowing everyone to escape the threat of starvation. These urban populations heading to the countryside do not realize that there is actually no food in the villages either; their move will only disrupt rural order, making it impossible for the government to collect more grain from the countryside, which will in turn cause even more people to starve..."  The British upper class was most adept at shifting blame, and this time was no exception. Britain's catastrophe was the joint result of external enemies and internal, ignorant "unruly people." The British government was innocent and completely without responsibility.  With the situation as it was, Britain was utterly incapable of responding to the Spanish Franco government’s pleas for troops, leaving the Franco regime to face the WPLA’s sea-borne invasion alone.  On August 1st, the WPLA sent only a small scouting force to land in Spain. This force was only a battalion in size; if the Francoist government had sent a single brigade, they certainly could have repelled this landing force.  However, the weaponry and equipment of the Francoist army were truly abysmal, even worse than that of the Italians. Italy at least could manufacture its own planes and artillery; the Spanish government forces had only a few propeller planes and cannons provided as aid by Germany, most of which had been lost in previous battles.  Even the few surviving propeller fighter pilots refused to fly to their deaths, so the Spanish troops on the beaches collapsed under a fierce bombardment.  By the time this battalion reached the shore, they faced only empty positions. The landing force simply moved forward, occupying the trenches abandoned by the enemy.  By August 4th, a full corps had landed in Spain. At this time, German troops were in a standoff at the border with French forces huddled behind the Maginot Line.  Since the Anglo-German compromise and the German withdrawal from Northern France, the French army had focused all its attention on defense. The previous collapse of the Maginot Line had occurred because the Germans passed through the Ardennes Forest to enter the rear of the Anglo-French forces.  The French army had conducted numerous post-mortems and believed that if they held the Maginot Line, they still had the capability to continue fighting the Germans. Thus, the French had reinforced the Maginot Line, laying over ten million anti-tank mines in all dangerous areas.  The German military believed that opening a front against France now would indeed defeat them, but the price of victory would be the loss of over a thousand tanks and hundreds of thousands of casualties. That price was simply too high! Therefore, the German government was currently attempting to resolve the problem through diplomatic means.  However, the French were currently adamant about not allowing German troops to pass through French territory or airspace to reinforce Spain. The French Foreign Minister emphasized to Nazi German Foreign Minister Ribbentrop: "If the German military provides aid to Spain by sea, France will certainly not stop it and would even help the German navy with escorting."  Ribbentrop wanted to curse him out but was helpless. Currently, the range of German jet fighters was insufficient to assist Spain; if they simply sent some jet fighters to Spain, it would have no impact on the battle. The massive Chinese air force would quickly wipe out those German units.  In a fit of exasperation, Ribbentrop asked a question: "Does France believe China will return Algeria to you?"  These words were like a branding iron, causing the French Foreign Minister to snap back in anger: "Does Nazi Germany believe your Nazism will escape China's reckoning?"  At this point, the foreign ministers of the two countries were nearly at blows. For both German Nazism and French Algeria were massive problems both nations currently faced regarding China.  France had always considered Algeria an overseas department and did not view it as a colony. However, China's standards for colonialism were very clear: as long as France recognized that Algerians possessed French citizenship, Algeria would not be treated as a colony.  China's standard was very reasonable; especially in the presence of a powerful military, the justice of China's standard was practically a divine truth.  However, perhaps because the French believed they had a very good relationship with China, a French special envoy had once asked China in a fit of pique whether Algeria was to France what Western China was to China.  The Chinese envoy, seeing the French envoy’s exasperation, couldn't help but be amused. After laughing for a bit, the Chinese envoy solemnly informed the French envoy: "The people of Western China enjoy political rights no different from any other part of China. I can tell you a fact: for hundreds of years, as long as the people of Western China could pass the imperial examinations, they would become officials of China.  Due to China's social system, there was no such thing as a parliament at that time. Being an official meant that the political power of the people in Western China was no different from other regions.  Our Chinese judging criteria are formulated according to France's political characteristics, which is why we proposed citizenship. If France can prove that Algerians can sign up for French civil service examinations at any time and that a certain percentage pass every year, China can also consider Algeria to be French territory and not a colony."  These requirements were certainly standards the French government would not accept. Furthermore, China really wasn't making things difficult for France on purpose; these were standards set after central discussion. If France truly passed laws at this stage to grant Algerians French citizenship, China was prepared to recognize Algeria as part of France.  But just as the Chinese government expected, the French government ultimately didn't even make an attempt, allowing the WPLA to liberate Algeria.
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German Foreign Minister Ribbentrop had not even left Paris when the French Foreign Minister arrived at a café along the Seine. Upon entering this establishment, one could see a photograph of Chinese Chairman He Rui hanging on the wall. During He Rui’s visit to France in 1928, he had eaten in this very café, which primarily catered to the city's working class.  The shop owner, limping slightly, came forward to greet him. After the German occupation of Paris, the Gestapo had attempted to force the owner to surrender that signed photograph of He Rui. The owner was a practical man who cared about his business; the first thing he did after obtaining the photo was to summon all his courage and find the Chinese delegation before they left Paris, requesting He Rui's signature.  For a politician, such gestures were standard practice, and the shop owner quickly secured the signed photo. Since then, it had become the shop’s greatest treasure and was regarded as one of many symbols of Sino-French friendship.  Naturally, the German Gestapo was displeased by the existence of such a signed photograph. However, the shop owner held out, refusing to reveal where he had hidden it. In his view, the revenue the photo brought in was worth far more than his own life. Moreover, despite being a businessman, he was a patriot. He would rather endure torture than let the Germans have their way.  The French Foreign Minister had heard the shop owner's story and politely said, "Could you reserve two quiet seats for us, please?"  The shop owner led the Minister to a private room on the second floor. His loyalty to France and his resistance against German oppression had earned him a stellar reputation; even with the French economy in dire straits, his shop remained successful. He had even managed to buy the second floor while real estate prices were low.  Shortly thereafter, a Chinese special envoy appeared in the room. Since they were not meeting in an official capacity, the conversation was much more relaxed.  The Chinese envoy asked, "Mr. Minister, has the French Parliament decided to discuss the issue of citizenship for Algerians?"  Regarding Algeria, China's stance had remained consistent: as long as France granted Algerian citizenship, China did not mind letting Algeria make its own choices. In fact, many Algerians were not particularly opposed to joining France as citizens. Within the Chinese Ministry of Foreign Affairs, many held a "spectator" attitude, curious to see how France would handle it.  The French Foreign Minister smiled bitterly and did not answer the question directly. Instead, he asked, "We have heard that Chairman He Rui’s health is not very good. If possible, many old friends would like to travel to China to convey our regards."  These words were somewhat barbed. France had fully awakened its national consciousness during the Hundred Years' War and achieved centralization by the era of Richelieu. The French understood perfectly well how the health of a nation's top leader could impact the country.  The Chinese envoy, formerly the Deputy Director of the European Affairs Department at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, remained silent upon hearing this, simply taking a sip of his tea. It was old tea, but since it was Pu-erh, the flavor was acceptable.  After this initial exchange of barbs, they quickly moved on to matters of mutual concern. The French Foreign Minister said, "France currently needs to strive to ensure its security. My old friend, you may soon see France undergo another national mobilization."  Although France had joined the Allies, it had not mobilized. Aside from not wanting to provoke Germany, France was currently "lying flat." Since the world was turning into a sea of blood, France was content to ensure its own safety within such an environment.  The Chinese envoy smiled. "Many in the Chinese Volunteer Army are willing to return and join their comrades in France's anti-fascist war. I have met some of those pilots; they fondly remember their old French brothers-in-arms."  "But the radicals within France are very dissatisfied with China."  "I completely understand. But time heals all wounds, does it not? And I have heard that in the end, memories only preserve the most beautiful things."  The French Foreign Minister agreed with this poetic response. He nodded and turned to more practical matters. "The financial cooperation between China and France is undoubtedly beautiful. I believe it is necessary to restore those wonderful times of the past."  "The new era will have an even more beautiful future," the Chinese envoy agreed, while also hinting that the old model of pegging to the Yuan was no longer possible. The Yuan had already replaced the US Dollar and the British Pound in Asia, Africa, and Latin America, becoming the most powerful currency on the planet.  After saying this, the Chinese envoy tossed out a "carrot." "By the way, your son has a distinguished reputation at the Bank of France. I wonder if he would be interested in a position at the newly forming World Bank?"  The French Foreign Minister was indeed tempted. China was currently establishing the World Bank and the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT). The World Bank was intended to provide financial services for the China-led world order. If his son could become an official there, his future would be brilliant, and the Minister's own influence in France would be greatly enhanced.  After reflecting for a moment, the Minister sighed, "I must ask my son about his intentions."  The Chinese envoy smiled and asked another question, "I heard that Britain wants to import grain from France?"  Upon hearing this, the French Foreign Minister’s mood instantly brightened. French diplomatic missions in Britain had sent back reports of the dire situation there. France was a major agricultural power in Europe, and Britain's land could not compare. Reports of starvation were already emerging in Britain. While the Minister felt some sympathy, it did not stop him from feeling a sense of satisfaction. Those damned British newspapers had invented far too many jokes at France's expense.  For instance: "No one can capture Paris before Paris surrenders."  Or: "What does the French flag look like? It’s white, though sometimes they paint parts of it red and blue."  Or: "What is the standard drill for a French soldier? Holding a rifle high with both hands."  Britain had not stopped its mockery when France was down. Now that Britain was suffering, France felt no obligation to empathize with their pain.  However, the French Minister joked, "Does China intend to send its submarine fleet to the North Atlantic to stop French convoys?"  The Chinese envoy shook his head. "I don't believe China has any such intention. Furthermore, I am unaware of what capacity Britain still has to pay for such goods. Britain’s gold was shipped to American vaults long ago. As for the paper called the Pound, I don't believe it holds any value."  The French Foreign Minister nodded. He then asked a crucial question: "The French government believe that only another meeting with Chairman He Rui can ensure the French people's confidence in China."  This was the second mention of a high-level state visit to China. Even in this private meeting, the Chinese envoy could no longer demur. Fortunately, the Chinese government had already authorized the envoy with certain diplomatic powers, and such a commitment fell within them. Given the current situation, if France were to leave the Allies, it would inevitably face great pressure. If the French leader could not meet He Rui directly, it would indeed fuel French anxiety about restoring a quasi-alliance with China.  "I wonder if our old friends in the French government would find a long-distance flight uncomfortable?" the Chinese envoy finally replied.  At this stage, France had no desire to continue fighting. The French Foreign Minister quickly brought the news back to the government. The current French government originated from the Vichy regime, which believed its greatest achievement was the defeat of the democratic system. Although the Vichy government had not abolished the parliament, it had made significant adjustments to the system of the Third Republic. Parliamentary power was strictly limited, and government authority was ensured. All reforms aimed to establish a "normal" presidential state. The Vichy government had actually utilized the shock of defeat to achieve this.  The French Third Republic had originally been designed as a transitional system for a royal restoration, which led to a "stable throne but rotating cabinets" model. However, since the King failed to be restored, the ruling parliament refused to relinquish power, turning France into a country where cabinets fell every few days.  The presidential system established by the Vichy government was a standard one. Voters separately elected the executive and legislative branches, with the President serving as the head of state and head of government.  Upon implementing the presidential system, the Vichy government defined the president's powers in the constitution. Compared to a parliamentary system, the presidential system featured the President as the chief executive, with the executive branch subordinate to the President rather than the parliament. Under this system, the President was independent of the parliament and elected periodically by citizens, either directly or indirectly; the President was responsible only to the voters, not to the parliament.  France was indeed a "veteran of revolutions"; even as the Vichy government proclaimed, "I have destroyed democracy," they had essentially created a normal presidential system where the president no longer had to answer to the parliament. As for the chaos and dismissals within the parliament, they would not directly affect the President’s decisions under this system.  The current president was still Marshal Pétain, who was not a dictator in the traditional sense. He simply wanted France to become a "normal" country where the government could focus on its proper duties. For example, regarding the issue of whether France should withdraw from the Allies, Marshal Pétain first discussed it with his cabinet members and obtained their consent.  Once the basic principles were approved, the Minister of Defense briefed the cabinet on the fundamental military preparations. Only after the cabinet members expressed support for this major move did the French government prepare to submit the matter to the parliament for a vote.  After all, the parliament represented French public opinion. The French President held the power over major matters such as declaring war or truces, but the decision to exercise that power required the approval of the parliament as a representative body. This political structure was a consensus between different spheres of power on major issues, no longer the chaotic situation of the parliamentary system where public opinion could whimsically dictate national affairs.  The French Finance Minister, Murat, was somewhat distracted as the meeting neared its end. As soon as it concluded, he immediately left the conference room. Half an hour later, Minister Murat appeared at the home of his mistress. She was an Italian beauty with a classical look—an Italian Countess, in fact.  For a long time, there had been close interactions between Italian and French nobility. During Mussolini’s rule, life had become even harder for Italian nobles, leading many to flee to France.  As for the various relationships between nobles, they had a long history. When Minister Murat’s mistress saw him, she embraced him directly, laughing and complying with his desires.  After the Minister was satisfied and they lay in bed together, Murat said, "Tell your friends to quickly withdraw their money from Swiss banks and bring it to France. An investment opportunity has arrived."  The Countess was somewhat surprised. She propped herself up, her beautifully shaped upper body completely exposed. "What is the French government planning to do? Are they going to build a canal?"  This sounded like a joke, but it wasn't. The presidential system had an advantage: its cabinet members were mostly technical experts rather than mere politicians. In the current Pétain government, although officials were still corrupt and used their power for personal gain, the ministers were at least graduates in relevant fields with considerable professional experience.  For instance, Minister of Finance Murat was a graduate of the École Normale Supérieure (ENS); before that, he had graduated from the Economics Department of the University of Paris. After ENS, he worked at the Bank of France and had several years of experience in the Ministry of Finance.  In the past, however, Murat could never have become Finance Minister because he lacked experience as a member of parliament.  As for that canal plan, it was a grand project proposed jointly by the Ministry of Land and Resources and the Ministry of Transport. The plan was to carry out a large-scale expansion of France’s current canals to ensure that the post-war economy could achieve rapid growth through cheaper inland water transport.  Murat looked at his mistress’s beautiful breasts and felt a surge of impulse again. He reached out toward her chest but was brushed away. Murat could only put his arm around her waist and replied, "It's more profitable than that."  Seeing that Murat refused to tell the truth, the Countess pounced on him and began to tease him. However, just as Murat’s desire returned, she got up and began to dress. Minister Murat could not withstand such teasing and felt his previous explanation was indeed unconvincing. He pulled the Countess back to the bed and said, "The Franc is very likely to be pegged to the Chinese Yuan again. What price do you think the German Mark, the Italian Lira, or even the Swiss Franc will be after the war? If you exchange all your money for Francs now, you can exchange it back for several times that amount later."  Hearing this, the Countess lay back on the bed, looking at Minister Murat with elegance and beauty. However, this elegant expression was merely her natural look; in reality, she was observing Murat, trying to gauge the truth from his expression. Her friends indeed had a lot of money, but during wartime, that money was their lifeline. Unless she could be absolutely certain the information was correct, she wouldn't be able to convince them.  Fortunately, while men might be capable, their minds are often quite simple. For the Countess, seeing through a man was all too easy. In Minister Murat’s face, she saw honesty—and the ambition to use this opportunity to make a fortune.  The Countess’s eyes crinkled into a beautiful smile. She laughed, "Darling, seeing how serious you are, I almost thought France was going to withdraw from the war."  At this teasing remark, Murat’s expression changed. Seeing this change, the Countess was essentially certain that France was up to something big. She pulled Murat into her arms, gently biting his earlobe while her body writhed. Under this passionate stimulation, the Minister quickly forgot about the remark he had just made.  After their second round of passion, Minister Murat left, his body exhausted. He still needed to find several other friends so they could all invest in this matter together.  The Countess, meanwhile, took a shower. Amidst the rushing water, she had already decided how to maximize the profit from this intelligence. Finding friends was important, but like many minor Italian nobles, she was quite poor—otherwise, with her beauty, why would she be content being the mistress of a French minister?  The Countess did not doubt the information Murat had revealed and wanted to make a fortune for herself. To make money, she needed capital. There weren't many countries that could provide such capital, and before coming to Paris, the Countess happened to have connections with German intelligence. She imagined the German intelligence department would pay a handsome price for this information.  As Minister Murat said, after Germany’s defeat, the exchange rate of the Mark to the Franc would plummet. Getting a sum of money now was a matter of timing.  Thus, the news that France was preparing to leave the Allies reached the German side. A few days later, German intelligence even obtained film. The Countess had Murat bring over cabinet documents for her to see, supposedly to confirm the reliability of the information. She then exhausted him in bed and, with the help of sleeping pills in the wine, he fell into a deep sleep. The Countess then photographed the documents.  Germany was now basically certain that France intended to "jump ship," though they were unsure of when exactly it would happen. Upon receiving the intelligence, the German intelligence department immediately brought the news to Hitler.  When Hitler saw that the French government was preparing for a parliamentary vote in September, he was furious. He immediately ordered the German military to submit plans for an invasion of France. If France really switched to China’s side, Hitler did not mind conquering France all over again.  However, the German government was also heavily infiltrated by British intelligence, and the news quickly reached the British Cabinet. When the British Chancellor of the Exchequer learned of the news, he immediately ran to one of his many mistresses—a Polish one.  This Polish mistress was of noble descent and claimed to be the illegitimate daughter of a Polish noblewoman and Napoleon, from when Napoleon created the Duchy of Warsaw and invaded Russia.  Claims of being someone’s illegitimate child were very popular in European high society. The British Chancellor didn't care; his reason for seeking out this Polish mistress was that her mother was French and had considerable connections in France. The Chancellor wanted to use these connections to exchange a large sum of his Pounds into Francs.  In Europe, the flow of money was quite smooth. The British Chancellor believed the Pound was destined for a massive devaluation, so he wanted to exchange it for other currencies before that happened. The Chancellor himself was willing to fight to defend Britain, but he also believed his money should earn more—at least, there was no need for it to be buried with Britain.  The Polish woman then traveled to France. The European upper class had their own circles. She quickly found her cousin. Upon hearing that her cousin had become the mistress of the French Finance Minister, the Polish woman felt a sudden urge to compete with her.  The two female relatives met soon after. They reached a consensus on how to handle the future. While treating her cousin to a drink, the Countess asked about the current situation in Britain. The Polish woman smiled bitterly, "The British government has mobilized millions of poor people to build fortifications on the coast, supposedly to deal with a Chinese landing."  At this point, the Polish woman lowered her voice. "I heard from the British side that it is very likely a Black army that will attack Britain. They say if the Black army lands, they will kill all the men and rape the women. Do you believe it?"  The Italian Countess was speechless for a moment. Finally, she comforted her, "Don't worry, Black people aren't that powerful."  The Polish woman looked a bit off as she asked, "Are they really not that powerful?"
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When a state grants power to its diplomats, it must bear the consequences of that delegation. Li Runshi did not wish for the leaders of the French government to disturb He Rui’s rest, yet he felt compelled to relay the results to him. Each time he saw He Rui, Li Runshi felt an increasing sense of heartache.  Seeing the look of pity on Li Runshi’s face, He Rui couldn't help but smile. "Comrade Runshi, I heard a joke once."  "Oh? What joke has made such an impression on the Chairman? Let’s hear it," Li Runshi said, forcing a smile.  He Rui spoke lightheartedly. "One day, a mother was looking at a photo album, staring at one particular picture for a long time, sighing deeply. Her daughter, hearing the commotion, leaned over to look. In the photo, a long-haired young man was playing the violin in a courtyard at night."  Hearing this, Li Runshi smiled. "That is quite a poetic scene."  "Indeed," He Rui nodded. "The daughter asked her mother who the man was. The mother said nostalgically, 'That’s your father.' The daughter was shocked and quickly asked, 'Then Mama, who is that bald, fat guy in our house?'"  After finishing, He Rui couldn't help but laugh.  Li Runshi laughed along for a few moments, but then a sudden wave of grief washed over him, and he couldn't help but reach up to wipe away his tears. *Since ancient times, beautiful women and famous generals have not been permitted to see their hair turn white.* Seeing He Rui, who had pushed the entire world to its current stage, now unable even to support his own weight, Li Runshi truly felt the cruelty of human mortality.  He Rui, however, seemed unconcerned. As the war neared its end, he worried more that his comrades might fail to see the essence of things. The essence of many matters was far more cruel than imagined; even a top-tier politician like Li Runshi could make imprecise judgments due to a lack of detailed knowledge.  Wait for Li Runshi's emotions to settle, He Rui continued, "In the world today, if we rank countries by how 'docile' their people are, Britain undoubtedly ranks first. The United States would be in the top three. The most defining characteristic of the populace in these nations is that they are docile subjects, possessing unparalleled obedience."  "Surely not the United States?" Li Runshi immediately sharpened his focus to listen to He Rui's explanation.  He Rui shook his head. "In the past four hundred years, Britain's taxes have been the heaviest in the world, yet the British people endured them. In other parts of the world, even in Japan, the Shogunate issued one 'Frugality Ordinance' after another. Whenever an *Ikki*—a peasant uprising—occurred, the local lords and the people would be killed together.  "Britain was different. For four hundred years, the core theme was the government and the lords working together to demand the death of the poor. Once a poor person became a vagrant, they were to be hanged. Under such harsh policies and exorbitant taxes, only the docile could survive in Britain.  "The United States was slightly better due to its abundant resources. However, the American people are capable of enduring all sorts of taxes, bowing submissively before the Internal Revenue Service. Comrade Runshi, you must have heard the saying: in America, only death and taxes are unavoidable.  "The people of these two nations are docile subjects. Therefore, in a war against them, this factor must be taken into account."  Li Runshi sensed a thick aura of lethality in He Rui's words. If the British and Americans were such docile subjects, it meant the war to finally and completely destroy these two nations would have to be even bloodier to thoroughly extinguish their will to resist.  "Chairman, I feel it shouldn't come to that now, should it?" Li Runshi asked.  He Rui had seen the Britain of 2030, where the docile subjects were still as obedient as a flock of sheep. He replied, "We've barely begun. The British poor are currently digging fortifications on the coast under the orders of their lords. These docile British subjects will surely fight to the end on the coastline, until their lords tell them to lay down their weapons."  "I... find that hard to believe," Li Runshi answered seriously.  "Then let the facts prove it. Whether the docile British subjects continue to fight or fight to the death," He Rui replied somewhat apathetically. At this stage, his physical condition no longer allowed him to continue detailed work. Since Li Runshi was unwilling to believe in the obedience of the British subjects, then let the facts demonstrate it. In any case, the current Britain no longer had the capacity to cause any major trouble.  Although Li Runshi had countered He Rui's words, he quickly felt a lack of confidence and asked, "Has the Chairman abandoned the use of historical materialism and class analysis to analyze problems?"  He Rui laughed. "Haha, when the teacher Marx arrived in Britain and saw that under such harsh oppression the British people remained so submissive, he believed that a communist revolution would first erupt in advanced capitalist countries. In my view, the teacher was clearly misled by the social conditions in Britain. A country that can even collect a 'Window Tax' must be founded upon a base of docile subjects."  Li Runshi knew the story of the Window Tax. "'Since the Window Tax began, sunlight and air are no longer free,'" he quoted. The British writer Dickens complained in 1850: 'These are blessings bestowed upon us by nature, yet we must pay so much tax for every window each year. The poor who cannot afford it are deprived of two essential things for life.'  The Window Tax was once popular in several countries, including Britain, France, and Spain. This loathsome tax was also known as the 'Sunlight and Air Tax.' Britain levied the Window Tax for 155 years before it finally exited the stage of history under strong criticism from doctors, writers, and social activists. France began collecting it in 1798 and did not abolish it until 1926.  The Window Tax originated in Britain. In those years, counterfeit coins were rampant. After Newton became the Master of the Royal Mint, he cracked down on counterfeiting while simultaneously creating a new system and introducing new technologies to raise the threshold for forgery. The Royal Mint vigorously collected old coins, melting them down to cast high-quality new coins for the market. To encourage the public to turn in old coins and phase them out as quickly as possible, they even allowed old coins to be exchanged for new ones by face value rather than weight. The benefit was stabilizing the financial order in the shortest time, promoting market prosperity, and boosting the value of the Pound, but it caused massive losses to the government.  To compensate for the losses brought by the currency reform, under the promotion of King William, the British Parliament in 1696 introduced the 'Act for Remedying the Ill State of the Coin,' preparing to tax windows.  Taxing based on the number of windows in a house was unheard of in Asia, but it was actually implemented in Europe. When Napoleon was at war with Britain and heard of this tax, he immediately introduced it to France. However, the French people were not docile subjects, and in the end, it was France that was defeated.  The reason Britain abolished the Window Tax in 1851 was that they created a new tax—the 'Property Tax'—to replace it. The United States learned of the Property Tax and implemented it firmly. Although the rise of the United States was due to its full-scale industrial development, the Property Tax did indeed provide the state with a massive source of revenue.  Whether a nation can bear a heavy tax burden determines its upper limit, and Britain has indeed led the world in this regard for four hundred years.  Li Runshi had intended to argue with He Rui, but ultimately decided to be more cautious. He asked, "Does the Chairman believe that we will inevitably encounter fierce resistance on the coast when we land in Britain?"  He Rui shook his head. "Fierce resistance will only end after the British government completely surrenders. As long as the British government does not surrender, the British poor will fight to the end. Of course, the British army will only surrender when the officers are dead or when the officers take the lead in surrendering."  "What about America?" Li Runshi asked. Li Runshi, along with the Central Committee and the Military Commission, felt that ending the war was proving more difficult than imagined. Yet He Rui's description was unexpectedly consistent with reality. They had originally thought the highly individualistic American people would have no intention of surrendering by now. Populist figures were desperately inciting the American public to continue the fight, and the US military was indeed baring its teeth and engaging in combat along the borders with the newly formed North American indigenous nations. There was no sign of an intention to withdraw from the war despite losing nearly ten million troops.  Originally, Li Runshi thought this was the result of deep-seated racist sentiments in America. But He Rui's "docile subject" theory gave Li Runshi another very persuasive line of thought.  "This is path dependency. If being a docile subject brings benefits, then being docile becomes a moral tradition. Comrade Runshi, breaking a moral tradition is an extremely difficult task. I remember we released a group of American POWs. Afterward, some of those American POWs, who had previously appeared to strongly identify with socialist ideals, directly murdered the POWs who truly believed in socialism, as well as the Black American soldiers among them."  He Rui paused here. On one hand, he was indeed very tired; on the other, he wanted to let Li Runshi digest such negative news. For this news was true. China and the US had conducted a prisoner exchange. At the time, China's goal was simple: to boost morale and also to prevent the Americans from using Chinese prisoners to practice amputation surgeries.  Most of the American personnel in the Chinese POW camps claimed to identify with socialism and oppose America's racial discrimination policies. It must be said that most of the American POWs at that stage truly believed it. However, once these prisoners had the chance to return to America, their first reaction was not to prepare to go back and eliminate injustice within the US, but to first eliminate the converted POWs who had witnessed their statements, ensuring that after returning to America, their "shameful deeds" would not be revealed.  This was the true color of America. As long as Americans lived in America, they would be brainwashed by this combination of feudalism and fascism. This was a matter determined by their way of life, not because these people were born evil.  Only those POWs who truly decided to give up returning to America truly escaped this fate. From a cold political perspective, however, keeping these POWs in China was far less effective than letting them return to America to start a revolution.  According to intelligence provided by American socialists within the US military, those American POWs who murdered their comrades had actually made the right choice—after all, Americans understood Americans best.  The US government conducted careful screening and investigation of the exchanged POWs. Those American prisoners deemed unreliable were immediately incorporated into units performing the most dangerous tasks. These units soon received new combat orders and were consumed on the battlefield.  He Rui looked at Li Runshi, and Li Runshi looked back at He Rui. After a short while, Li Runshi lowered his gaze, avoiding He Rui’s eyes. He Rui knew that Li Runshi was too kind. In a straightforward military struggle, Li Runshi could be described as ruthless, never stopping until his goal was reached. But for an action that clearly intended to waste lives, Li Runshi would carry a very heavy burden.  In this regard, the reason He Rui was calmer and more cruel than Li Runshi was simply because He Rui had truly witnessed the traditions of Western racists and knew that these people likely could not be saved.  But He Rui did not pressure Li Runshi. He believed that as long as a leader was not pedantic, kindness was actually more beneficial for the future of China. Of course, the premise was that China's leaders did not carry an imperial burden. Including the United States, there existed an imperial burden: wanting to act like a predator while maintaining a facade of virtue!  One of the advantages of the Chinese government was its absolute pragmatism. Pragmatists would respect bottom lines and rules, but they would not destroy reality by putting on airs to appear grand.  "Comrade Runshi, you should head back for now. I am a bit tired and want to rest for a while," He Rui said, giving Li Runshi an out.  After Li Runshi left the Chairman's residence, his mood remained quite heavy throughout the journey. However, upon returning to the Military Commission, he decided to first see how the situation developed. Perhaps He Rui’s view was flawed; maybe the British people still had a bit of a fighting spirit left and were not as docile as He Rui described.  As the days passed, one of the latest pieces of news was that units commanded by former members of the Spanish International Brigades, who had previously been barred from returning to Spain, had finally marched onto Spanish soil. These men had extensive experience in fighting Franco's forces, especially in the screening of prisoners.  After Franco's troops were captured, despite various political works being carried out—even telling them about the changes in the world and the destined end of colonialism—the personnel within Franco's army appeared to agree on the surface while actually resisting resolutely.  By this time, Nazi Germany had also discovered the Soviet massacre in the Katyn Forest. Facts proved that it was still the Soviets who understood Europe. Following this massacre, the Polish intellectual class suffered catastrophic losses, which meant that in the areas allocated to the Soviet Union, Polish resistance was mediocre. They were easily manipulated by the Soviets.  Li Runshi did not intervene in this matter. At this stage, liberating Europe required this group of European revolutionaries, and China could not manage too much. Furthermore, the units currently fighting those difficult, high-tech battles were Chinese troops. In many arduous combined-arms campaigns, Black units had paid a heavy price. The work of the European units was more about launching revolutions on European soil and building a new society. Whether the European units possessed exceptional combat capability was not, in fact, the most important matter.  In September, Franco did not die on the battlefield as he had proclaimed. Seeing that the war had no possibility of victory, Franco boarded a plane directly for Britain and fled Spain. He subsequently established a government-in-exile in Britain.  Li Runshi looked down on Franco somewhat; this man, who had suppressed Spain with bloody means and obtained resources through a quite clever stance, was unexpectedly cowardly.  However, news from France at this moment captured all of Li Runshi's attention: the French Parliament had passed a resolution to withdraw from the Allied powers. Neither Germany nor Britain had launched an offensive against France. As for the United States, currently unable even to look after itself, an offensive against France was even more impossible.  The only one to issue an order to attack France was Mussolini in Italy. It was unclear whether Mussolini was simply foolish or if he wanted to boost morale, but he once again ordered 200,000 Italian troops to seize the border between France and Italy. As it turned out, the 200,000 troops still couldn't handle 60,000 French soldiers. After a brief and intense conflict, the French launched a counteroffensive, and the 200,000 Italian troops collapsed entirely, with 60,000 captured by the French.  Although the French revolutionaries did not recognize the Vichy government, France, as a member that had actively withdrawn from the Allies, could not be subjected to a military invasion to overthrow its current government. Moreover, the presidential system established by Vichy France was actually a political advancement. The stable political situation maintained by the presidential system ensured that France could finally designate long-term plans, and these plans had the consent of the entire French government rather than being bargaining chips for secret political deals among politicians.  At this time, Northern Italy was pinned down and forced to deploy large numbers of troops to defend against the French. The World People's Liberation Army (WPLA) took the opportunity to launch a cross-sea operation. After traveling over 300 kilometers, the fleet liberated Sicily in southern Italy.  In the prisons of Sicily, large numbers of the Italian Mafia were being held. In history, these Mafia members had been released by the US military and transformed into local officials, causing the Italian Mafia to become an incurable cancer ever since. So much so that by the 21st century, many right-wing parties in Italy deeply admired Mussolini. Their reason was simple: Mussolini had almost eliminated the Mafia, and he had at least made the Italian trains run mostly on time.  This time, the WPLA not only executed all these Mafia members by firing squad but also began land reform on Sicily and conducted a more thorough purge of the local Mafia. The targets of the purge included not only the Mafia but also the officials and capitalists who had utilized them to construct monopolies.  The Sicilians participated in many public trials and execution rallies during this period. In these meetings, these locals, who had adhered to the law of *omertà*, heard true revolutionary principles for the first time.  These revolutionary principles differed from those of the traditional Italian Communist Party, as the latter had never become a ruling party, nor had they possessed a powerful armed force. Thus, their revolutionary principles often tended toward emotional venting.   The WPLA's revolutionary principles were much more pragmatic. The reasons for resolving these Mafia members and capitalists were listed one by one. First, they began by dealing with the officials and police who engaged in extortion. These individuals, who held public power and exploited the people, were the primary culprits in corrupting the atmosphere of Italy.  Seeing the officials killed, the Italian people attending the rallies felt the resistance in their hearts begin to loosen.  Next were the capitalists who monopolized local resources, keeping the people under their thumb. Seeing the lords killed, the Italian people began to feel some joy.  When the Mafia, acting as the running dogs and executioners, were legally executed, the Italian people began to feel that perhaps these outsiders could bring true justice.
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On October 19, 1944, Mussolini walked into the Fascist headquarters. Unlike before, the members of the Grand Council of Fascism—notoriously unpunctual—had all arrived earlier than Mussolini. Consequently, the Grand Council session actually convened on time.  Seeing that the crisis had finally made these fellows nervous, Mussolini stepped onto the podium with a measure of satisfaction and delivered a speech on "carrying the war through to the end."  "...As descendants of Caesar, Italy must never surrender to the yellow race!" Mussolini concluded the first segment of his speech in a sonorous and powerful voice.  As soon as he finished, Dino Grandi, a veteran of the Fascist Party, shouted, "Two thousand years ago, Italy was trading with the Great Qin! Back then, Caesar had no intention of going to war with China!"  Mussolini was stunned by these words. The Fascist council members broke into applause for Grandi’s view, and many even hissed at Mussolini.  Witnessing this, Mussolini knew things had gone awry, yet he insisted on finishing his speech about fighting to the end.  Immediately after the speech concluded, Grandi stood up and shouted, "The war has reached this point precisely because Mussolini's dictatorship has led to Italy's defeat! we must hold him accountable for this responsibility!"  Most of the Fascist council members expressed their stance with applause. Seeing this, Mussolini finally realized that his opponents had come prepared. Finding himself trapped in a snare set by his rivals, Mussolini immediately shouted, "I demand a recess! A recess immediately!"  Grandi sneered, "Heh, whether to recess shall be decided by a show of hands from the council members!"  The attending members immediately began to vote: twenty against a recess, eight in favor. Once the tally was finished, Grandi stared at Mussolini and barked, "According to the rules, the session continues! I now propose the motion to dismiss Mussolini from his position as Prime Minister!"  Mussolini knew the situation was beyond salvage and slumped into his seat. The voting proceeded regardless of his attitude, and in the end, Grandi's proposal passed with nineteen votes in favor, eight against, and one abstention.  Seeing these men actually dismiss him, Mussolini forced himself to stand and sneered at them, "As surrenderers, you people will be nailed to the pillar of historical shame!"  With that, Mussolini turned and left the Grand Council. Returning to his residence, he immediately contacted the King of Italy, requesting an audience the next day. In Mussolini's eyes, these spineless council members were merely cowards who had been frightened. To dismiss Mussolini required the King's consent. As long as the King did not agree, Mussolini remained the Prime Minister of Italy.  Soon, the King's side responded, agreeing to Mussolini's audience the following day. Mussolini tested the waters, asking, "Does His Majesty know about the farce in the council today?"  It was an aide-de-camp who answered from the King's side, his voice sounding very solemn over the telephone: "His Majesty has always placed great trust in the Prime Minister."  Having received such confirmation, Mussolini breathed a sigh of relief. He immediately sent a telegram to Hitler in Berlin, stating that Italy was willing to agree to the plan for the "Fortress Europe" (European Barrier).  Originally, when Germany proposed the Fortress Europe plan, Mussolini hadn't opposed it in principle, but he had objected to Germany's price. The Italian economy was in poor shape and could not bear the vast funds, manpower, and resources required by the plan.  Now, Mussolini still didn't want to pay, but if the Fortress Europe plan were executed, Germany would have to send troops. Once German forces reached Rome, Mussolini would no longer have to worry about those cowardly oppositionists.  The next morning, Mussolini headed to the Royal Palace early. The King of Italy was Victor Emmanuel III. Upon seeing Mussolini, Victor Emmanuel III spoke first: "Mussolini, according to the motion submitted by the Council, you have been dismissed!"  Mussolini was shocked, but Victor Emmanuel III gave him no chance. He looked at the Captain of the Guard, who immediately waved his arm. A group of Carabinieri rushed out from the surroundings of the audience hall, surrounding Mussolini.  Faced with this situation, Mussolini thought of the Praetorian Guards in various palace coups throughout ancient Italian history. He had planted many informants in the King's guard, thinking he could avoid personal safety issues when meeting the King. He hadn't expected that the role of the Praetorian Guard this time would be played not by the Royal Guard, but by the Carabinieri.  The Carabinieri did not mistreat Mussolini. The leading captain even gave Mussolini a salute: "Duce, since His Majesty the King has made his decision, please leave with us."  Mussolini had intended to say some harsh words, but in front of so many people, he decided to maintain his dignity. Without bidding the King farewell, he turned and left. This leader of the Italian Fascist Party, who had seized power in 1922 and become Prime Minister, was finally driven from power after twenty-two years of rule.  King Victor Emmanuel III appeared very calm while dismissing Mussolini. But after Mussolini was led out, an uneasy expression finally surfaced on his face.  The reason for dismissing Mussolini was that Victor Emmanuel III was certain that Europe could not win the war. Furthermore, France had already chosen to leave the Allies, and Spain was not only entirely occupied by the World People's Liberation Army (WPLA) but had also begun a comprehensive revolution under the guidance of WPLA personnel.  If Mussolini wasn't removed now, Italy would have no way to conduct peace talks with China. But the question was how Italy, after removing Mussolini, could successfully complete negotiations with China—and how to handle those Fascist military units during the process.  While King Victor Emmanuel III was agonizing over these issues and convening Italy's current elite for discussion, a large number of Sicilian-born Italian prisoners of war had already gathered at the port of Tunis in North Africa.  The WPLA personnel who had entered Sicily for liberation work included a large number of Italian citizens. Therefore, after taking Sicily, they quickly took over the government and conducted a thorough cleaning of the island based on the local government's household registration archives.  Currently, the validated and revised Sicilian household registration data in the WPLA's hands covered 99% of the local population. These Sicilian prisoners, brought to Tunis—not far from Sicily—had all undergone political screening to ensure they were officers and soldiers from ordinary Sicilian working-class backgrounds.  "Pratini."  "Present."  "State your place of origin."  "My home is..."  Tens of thousands of prisoners were lined up in over a hundred columns. There were many in the WPLA who understood Italian; China's foreign language academies had educated and trained hundreds of thousands of personnel over the years who knew the languages of most industrial nations in the world, and they supplemented the shortage of manpower.  After inquiry and verification, the first batch of 3,000 qualified Sicilian local prisoners boarded the ships. These prisoners were initially somewhat worried; they didn't believe the words of these "Chinese military lords." Not only were they, as prisoners, being allowed to go home, but their families had supposedly been allocated land.  But the 300-kilometer voyage was not long. As the sun slanted westward, the silhouette of the port of Palermo appeared before these ordinary Sicilians. Under the fiery red sunset, Palermo looked peaceful and graceful. But these Sicilians did not think so.  When they had left, the one lording it over Palermo was a Governor even more fierce than the Mafia. Although this Governor also pocketed some money, he was exceptionally brutal toward the Italian Mafia. Many families had been suppressed by the Governor's iron fist and bloody methods, so although the Sicilian people lived a hard life, it was at least relatively quiet.  The ship docked. Far off in the port, the lights were bright, and squads of Black soldiers were setting up cordons, which were crowded with people. This made many Sicilian prisoners feel that perhaps something major had happened.  But as they were escorted by the African units toward those people, the Sicilian prisoner at the very front suddenly cried out, "Mama! Why are you there?!"  This shout startled the surrounding Sicilian soldiers. However, during these past few days, those disobedient Italian prisoners had been dealt with quite harshly by the African camp administrators. Even though they were shocked in their hearts, the Italian prisoners maintained at least basic order.  Then, the people from both sides finally drew close. It turned out that the crowds far off on the pier were the relatives of these prisoners. Thus, dozens of tables were set up in the middle of the isolation lines between the two sides.  The prisoners' side shouted for parents, brothers, and sisters. The people on the opposite side called out the names of relatives they had originally thought dead in the war.  When the clerical staff completed the verification and signatures, the relatives were taken to a temporary camp for residence. The Sicilian local autonomous government established by the WPLA provided simple food and accommodation. After these relatives reunited, they ate this simple food, crying, laughing, and talking about everything since their separation. The camp did not quiet down until late at night.  The next day, these families crowded onto packed trucks and headed toward their hometowns. To solidify its influence, the trucks insisted on delivering all the Sicilian people right to their doorsteps. From a cold political calculation, since the military's trucks could deliver these prisoners to their doorsteps, they could also bring soldiers to these people's doors to handle these families by various means.  Other residents in the villages looked on in amazement as these reunited families climbed down from the trucks, their eyes filled with envy. It was unclear whether they envied these families for their reunion or for being able to ride in such motor vehicles as trucks.  Many small children, ignoring their elders' restraint, ran up to the side of the trucks, patting the wheels that were as tall as they were, or trying to climb up. Some bold little mischief-makers even wanted to climb into the trucks.  The drivers opened their doors and got down, taking out small bags of candy prepared in the driver's cabs to distribute to the children. With China's construction over the years and the liberation of Southeast Asia, China's supply of cane sugar was fully met. These candies were high-quality hard candies that would be considered top-tier in Europe. After eating a piece, the children all broke into smiles.  Of course, there were also some unruly boys who tried to snatch others' candy, only to be ruthlessly disciplined by the drivers.  On the first day, 3,000 prisoners were released, and the speed of release thereafter became much faster. In four days, over 60,000 Sicilian prisoners were released and returned home.  Just as they had heard, not only had they survived the war where life and death were uncertain, but upon returning home, they found that their families had received land confiscated from the lords and the Mafia. What shocked them further was that a brand-new order had been established in Sicily, where all forces and individuals who disrupted production suffered punishments, including the death penalty.  Public resources such as water sources and roads, which had once been monopolized, were all nationalized. Although the people still had to pay a fee when using them, the amount was on a completely different scale from before; this money was truly used only to maintain the public resources and pay the salaries of the national management personnel.  These public expenditures were all formulated under the supervision of the People's Representative Assembly. Even if the current Sicilian people did not dare to question anything, they at least possessed the right to be informed.  In addition to this, every day a large number of Italians with northern accents arrived in the villages. They worked while learning alongside the political cadres of the WPLA.  Some more social Sicilians spoke with these northerners and learned that they were members of the Italian Communist Party or other left-wing parties. They had come to Sicily to learn revolutionary experience, as well as experience in mobilizing the masses and conducting administrative operations. Once all of Italy was liberated, these Communist and left-wing personnel would return to the Italian Peninsula to carry out a comprehensive revolution across the whole of Italy.  The Sicilians didn't entirely believe this talk, but they had seen how the Italian members of the WPLA, leading Black, White, and Chinese soldiers, had swiftly occupied Sicily and used unprecedentedly bloody methods to round up the officials, nobles, landlords, capitalists, and Mafia who had once plagued the Sicilian people, hanging them from utility poles, trees, and in front of their mansions.  The Sicilians might not have understood revolution very well—since the last Sicilian uprising was back in 1872—but they understood violence very well, especially this kind of all-sweeping violence. When violence, like a violent storm, swept away that group of once high-and-mighty, vicious people, the people who had once been suppressed so hard they could barely breathe could finally straighten their chests, and while breathing deeply, they could also let out their own cheers and curses!  The changes in Italy quickly reached Britain. Not just Italy—the WPLA had also landed in Greece. In Greece, those guiding the WPLA were the Greek people among them. Once the WPLA entered Greece, local Communists and leftists responded in succession.  According to intelligence obtained by Britain, the WPLA immediately gathered these "Greek traitors" and began training them. The training included not only military training but also political training. Greece and Sicily were both similar agricultural societies; by the standards of Britain and China, they were far from reaching the level of industrial societies.  This training was very suitable for these non-industrialized countries, involving nothing more than thorough land revolution and relentless strikes against all forces and personnel that hindered the normal operation of society. "Tyrants" of water, roads, and ships, along with the feudal forces they relied on, were all targets of the strikes.  Although they felt the all-sweeping power of the revolutionary storm, the British government was powerless at this time. Decades ago, the British government could still arrange its own people to be the King of Greece; now, Britain couldn't even leave the British Isles.  To guard against the revolutionary armies attacking Britain from the sea, the British government conscripted a large number of civilians to begin building defensive fortifications along the coast. Fortunately, Britain had been able to formulate clear policies for four hundred years, and under these clear and distinct policies, the British government could afford not to act like human beings for four hundred years, giving no way out for the "poor ghosts." They either worked to death in factories or went to overseas colonies to plunder and kill.  The British "docile subjects" created by four hundred years of unswerving policy were quite obedient, especially after the previous round of starvation that had seen people die of hunger. The British subjects became even more submissive. If the government provided food, they would obediently go to build fortifications.  By October 28, a defensive line hundreds of kilometers long had been completed along the coast of Britain facing Belgium and France. After the civilians who built the line left, hundreds of thousands of troops entered the fortifications to begin preparing for anti-landing operations.  On October 29, the Chinese landing forces did not appear, but bomber formations escorted by jet fighters arrived. What fell from the sky this time were not ordinary bombs, but thermobaric bombs.  These thermobaric bombs had been fully verified and upgraded during the island-hopping battles in the Pacific. The fortifications guarded by hundreds of thousands of British troops could indeed cause trouble for sea-landing forces, but they were utterly useless against thermobaric bombs. As thousands of thermobaric bombs covered these fortifications, over 300,000 British soldiers died in a single day.  British Prime Minister Churchill received the news the next day: the British troops guarding the coastline were retreating toward the cities under the leadership of their officers. London was the target for most of the retreating troops.  Churchill was initially shocked that the British army could be so undisciplined, but upon hearing the news that 300,000 British troops had died in one day, and confirming that these bombs were the "gas bombs" that had once been so famous in the Pacific War, Churchill’s face turned ashen, and he asked his secretary to leave first.  Sitting in his chair for a long while, Churchill pulled open a secret compartment in his drawer. Inside was a pistol, with a box of ammunition placed next to it. Churchill picked up the pistol, feeling the weight in his hand, and fine beads of sweat broke out on his forehead. Even in the early winter of late October, Churchill couldn't help but tremble all over from the terrifying feeling of suicide.  But Churchill considered himself a man of dignity. Two days ago, he had met with the Spanish ruler, Franco. Franco had once given Churchill the impression of being as arrogant and poised as a rooster. But the Franco before him was already as dejected as a defeated cock, his whole being withered.  Furthermore, Franco had not proposed any plan to counterattack Spain and regain power; he merely requested to go to Germany. Hearing this made Churchill feel a sense of sorrow. Currently, Chinese submarines had begun patrolling beneath the surface of the North Atlantic; while engaging Allied submarines, they also cut off the North Atlantic shipping lanes. With Britain about to be attacked, the only countries Franco could go to were Germany and the United States. And Franco chose Germany, which had once helped him.  Churchill, however, hadn't decided where he would go once China occupied Britain. Theoretically, the United States was the best choice. But Churchill, as the British Prime Minister, was unwilling to end his life in a foreign land as a fugitive.  Moreover, could the United States truly survive the global storm stirred up by China? Churchill wasn't that confident. According to intelligence from the US, over the past few months, China and the US had engaged in brutal air battles along the borders, and the US Air Force had finally been exhausted. The Chinese Air Force then carried out saturation bombing of the Great Lakes region and the New York area. Although the US Northwest industrial zone, of which they were so proud, had not yet been wiped from the face of the earth, it had been bombed beyond recognition.  The industrial zones on the US West Coast were also basically completely destroyed by now, and the Great Lakes region could no longer maintain production. American industrial production, which had once looked down upon the world, had suffered a tragic blow. While the current United States was not quite an agricultural country, China's industrial capacity was undoubtedly overwhelmingly superior to that of the Allies.  Churchill believed that if he fled to the US only to be captured by the Chinese army as they fought their way into the country, it would be a colossal joke. It would be better to end his own life decisively before the Chinese army broke into 10 Downing Street.  But thinking that suicide might be very painful, Churchill put away the pistol and summoned his personal physician, inquiring about what kind of poison could be fatal in a short time.  The personal physician showed a look of sympathy after hearing Churchill's inquiry, but he did not stop him. Instead, he calmly described potassium cyanide and several other drugs and chemicals that could take effect quickly.  After listening, Churchill felt he had mastered the method of suicide and asked the doctor to procure those drugs.  However, just as the doctor left, the telephone rang. Churchill didn't really want to answer, as the telephone only brought bad news. But his self-respect made him pick up the phone regardless. The person on the other end said, "Sir, this is the Aide-de-Camp. His Majesty wishes to see you."  *Am I to be dismissed?* Thinking of such a possibility, Churchill’s heart suddenly filled with joy.
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Inside the magnificent halls of Buckingham Palace, Winston Churchill met with the reigning King of the United Kingdom, George VI. To Churchill’s surprise, the King did not even inquire about the three hundred thousand British soldiers killed on the beaches. This rendered Churchill’s prepared remarks entirely redundant.  Since the King didn't ask, Churchill inferred there must be something more important at hand. Britain was a nation that could endure significant loss of life, provided those deaths were deemed "valuable." By now, Britain had seen over seven million of its people killed or captured in combat, with millions more missing or dead from non-combat causes. Three hundred thousand was a drop in the bucket compared to that.  From Churchill's perspective, the death of those three hundred thousand proved one thing: Britain's conventional defenses were utterly incapable of protecting against China’s specialized bombardment. Even though Chinese troops had not yet landed on British soil, the prospect of street-to-street fighting—exchanging lives for time—had lost its value.  As expected, King George VI's eyes were rimmed with red. He spoke with a mix of grief and indignation: "I have contacted the American President to demand that the United States fulfill its promised military aid. President Wallace stated that he is currently unable to convince Congress. Therefore, I have decided to send the Queen and the Princes to the United States to lobby Congress personally. Only with American aid can we save Britain from its current predicament."  Churchill's heart sank. He knew His Majesty was making arrangements for the end. China had consistently used the "liquidation of colonial crimes" as its justification for the war. As the world's once-greatest colonial power, Britain’s "crimes" were numerous indeed. The fact that the King wasn't even considering surrender negotiations with China showed that he, too, had reached a state of despair.  Moreover, Churchill noticed that the King had no intention of dismissing him as Prime Minister. This meant Churchill had no way to escape his responsibilities. There were three ways for a British Prime Minister to leave office: losing an election, resigning, or being dismissed by the Monarch. With the King preparing to flee to America and the Labour Party not yet calling for a general election, two of those paths were blocked. Only the path of voluntary resignation remained for Churchill.  Finally, Churchill asked, "Your Majesty, whom have you chosen as your traveling party?"  "Some from the House of Lords wish to accompany us," George VI replied. After a pause, he asked, "Does the Prime Minister wish to go as well?"  Churchill certainly wanted to, but a sense of indescribable desolation made him shake his head. "Your Majesty, I shall defend Britain unto death."  In this solemn atmosphere, the King's previously stern expression suddenly wavered. The monarch hesitated before asking, "Is there truly no channel left to negotiate with China?"  Hearing this, a surge of fury rushed through Churchill's chest. He tried his best to speak calmly to the wavering King: "Your Majesty, among our enemies are millions of Black soldiers. During Britain's history of the slave trade, tens of millions of slaves were thrown into the sea to drown. How do you intend to negotiate with them?  Regarding our invasion of China, how do you intend to negotiate with the future victors?  The great era of Britain was built upon a pedestal made from the bones of hundreds of millions. If you were to pull even the smallest bone from that foundation, the entire pedestal would collapse. Your Majesty, do you truly wish to completely negate Britain’s greatness?"  George VI looked as if he had been struck. He was pained at first, then soon became resigned. After a long silence, he sighed, "I never personally ordered the killing of people in the colonies..."  Churchill had spoken those words largely to bolster his own spirit. Hearing George VI attempt to distance himself from the reality of their situation made his anger flare up again. So, the bad deeds were to be borne by British civil servants and political parties, while the Royal Family kept the good name?  In the past, Churchill would have maintained their mutual decorum. Now, he felt no reason to coddle the King. He replied immediately: "Your Majesty, as far as I am aware, during your reign alone, the British government has killed between six hundred thousand and 1.3 million people in the colonies. Had China not launched this war, that number would likely have reached two million. As the master of Britain, you may claim you did not know, but those deaths are very real."  George VI's face twisted as if he had been lashed—anger and resentment mingled on his features. But he did not give Churchill the satisfaction of a response. He stood up abruptly and said unpleasantly, "Today's meeting is over."  With that, he turned and left, leaving the Prime Minister—who had failed to lose his job—standing alone in the hall.  On November 1st, China began dropping massive quantities of leaflets over British industrial cities such as Manchester and Birmingham. As the leaflets fluttered to the ground, the British public rushed to pick them up. They found that the leaflets were not calls for surrender, but rather demands for residents to evacuate immediately to avoid unnecessary loss of life.  The bombardment was scheduled for November 5th. The British government didn't even bother to issue global telegrams condemning China's "humanitarian atrocities" of large-scale urban bombing. To the British government's surprise, Nazi Germany proactively inquired if Britain needed assistance.  Finding a "sucker" in their hour of desperation, the British government replied readily: "If the German government can provide anti-aircraft assistance for these cities, the British government would be most welcome."  In Germany, "Anglophilia" was a tradition, largely because the British monarch was of German descent. Furthermore, Germany had always believed Britain possessed the world's most advanced shipbuilding technology and held the British Navy in high esteem.  Seeing an opportunity to do Britain a favor, Nazi Germany immediately redeployed two anti-aircraft battalions from its coastal defense system to Britain.  The British government mobilized its maximum transport capacity to send the two German battalions to Manchester. The Germans used vehicle-mounted 88mm cannons. Known as the "anti-everything gun," this superb weapon was originally built for anti-aircraft use. On the Eastern Front, the German army had fully exploited its potential by mounting it on vehicles to give it high mobility—a significant innovation.  The two anti-aircraft battalions entered Manchester on the night of November 3rd, finding the city empty. The German troops had already fought the World People's Liberation Army in North Africa and knew that China would eventually enter Germany. Thus, these two battalions were filled with the courage to fight.  On November 4th, within the deserted city of Manchester, the two German battalions had ample space to set up their positions. In their spare time, following European military tradition, the German soldiers entered the empty British apartments to scavenge.  To their disappointment, the fleeing British families had taken all their valuables. There was nothing of worth to be found. In the end, the German soldiers took random trinkets as souvenirs, adhering to the thief's code of never leaving empty-handed.  The German soldiers also discovered there was no food in British homes. Even when they occasionally found a scrap, it was of poor quality and tasted terrible. Colonel Schmidt, the commander of the two battalions, recalled the end of the First World War when Germany launched the "Kaiser's Offensive." The German army had pushed back hundreds of thousands of British troops and found that the British front lines still had meat and alcohol. The food the Germans had then was remarkably similar to what they were finding now in the homes of British civilians: nutritionally poor, foul-tasting, and extremely scarce.  At 8:00 AM on the morning of November 5th, Chinese jet fighters flew over Manchester. The German guns opened fire, but it was clearly ineffective. Soon, leaflets began fluttering down again. The German soldiers picked them up and read: "At 10:00 AM British local time on November 5th, Manchester will be bombed. Residents who have not yet left the city are urged to do so immediately to avoid unnecessary casualties."  The German anti-aircraft crews felt the Chinese leaflets were overly arrogant, and many began cursing. However, Manchester was deathly silent, and the British military—who were only supposed to be there for liaison—were nowhere to be found. This made the two German battalions feel uneasy.  By 9:00 AM, the Germans tried to contact the British command by telephone, but no one answered. This made the German Colonel very suspicious. He had been an eighteen-year-old youth at the end of the First World War and had survived entirely on his instinct for danger.  Now, that intense sense of unease returned. The Colonel immediately ordered his subordinates to pack up their anti-aircraft guns and move toward the outskirts. Disassembling the guns took time; by the time the unit was ready to move, it was already 9:45 AM.  As they drove toward the city limits, they saw neither British civilians nor British soldiers. The entire city felt like a massive cluster of tombs. The Colonel felt as though danger had materialized into something tangible, filling his heart and the air around him.  Just then, the low drone of bombers echoed from the sky. The Colonel decided to take cover first, ordering the convoy to pull over alongside the buildings. He picked up his binoculars and saw neat formations of Chinese Air Force bombers flying over in what seemed like an endless stream, at an altitude of approximately five kilometers.  "How arrogant!" the Colonel cursed. The maximum range of an 88mm gun was eight to ten kilometers. By dropping bombs from five kilometers, the Chinese bomber formations were completely ignoring their anti-aircraft fire.  Then, the bombs fell like rain. The Colonel saw a mushroom cloud erupt in the street ahead. Then, the air warped, and a flood of fire surged down the empty streets. The windows on both sides of the street shattered, glass flying through the air before being completely consumed by the flames.  Naturally, the Colonel closed his eyes before the indescribable heat. He and the two German anti-aircraft battalions were swallowed by temperatures of several thousand degrees in just a few seconds. The Colonel and the German soldiers wanted to scream, but the moment they opened their mouths, the intense heat instantly scorched their throats, stripping them of the ability to cry out.  Worse still, they remained alive in this agony for a dozen seconds, experiencing the taste of a living hell. Only when their uniforms and flesh began to burn together in the high heat did they finally find release in death.  After the shockwaves and flames from thousands of thermobaric bombs passed, the entire city of Manchester was ablaze. Cameras mounted on the Chinese bombers recorded everything, providing valuable research data.  Meanwhile, in the General Staff Headquarters in Beijing, several staff officers at the general rank were engaged in a discussion titled "The Utility of Nuclear Weapons and the Humanitarian Necessity of Promoting the Nuclear Winter Theory."  Major General Hong Wei, Deputy Director of the Operations Department of the General Staff, said, "Gentlemen, shockwaves and high heat are the primary damage effects. The radiation zones caused by nuclear weapons are extremely detrimental to the logistics and supply lines required for our troops to continue fighting. Therefore, I agree with the Chairman's view: nuclear weapons possess their greatest deterrent power while they are still on the launchpads!"  These generals had all participated in the assessment of nuclear weapon tests, so no one opposed Hong Wei's view. Major General Li Hongjun sighed, "Military technology has developed to its current level, even nuclear weapons have emerged, yet the most effective means are not much different from the way the Romans salted the earth at Carthage two thousand years ago. I don't know if one should call it a tragedy."  Such an expression was quite lyrical. However, compared to the hollow logic of later sentimental writings, Major General Li Hongjun's lament was truly compassionate—the kind of reflection only soldiers who had traversed battlefields could have, and a luxury only soldiers in a position of absolute superiority could afford.  Lieutenant General Hong Wei nodded. "But I believe there is a necessity to use nuclear weapons. Only by demonstrating this strategic strike capability can we ensure that for a considerable period in the future, there is sufficient awe regarding global war. The conceptual frameworks constructed by human society are the strongest breakwaters; without such imagination, peace cannot be supported. History proves that once these ideological structures of human society are deconstructed and dismissed as nonsense, war will inevitably break out."  In the hallway, Li Runshi happened to be passing by and stopped when he heard the officers' discussion. Another officer inside said, "But the radical changes in human society will inevitably lead to the breakout of war. As the saying goes, 'Even if a country is large, it will perish if it loves war; but even if there is peace, it will be in danger if it forgets war.' Yet in the industrial age, the manifestations of social crisis are vastly different. I believe even the worst life in an industrial age is far better than that in an agricultural society.  So, will this fundamental improvement in living standards lead to the cost of war being so high that starting a war becomes worthless? Will it lead to a situation where there is conflict between nations, but war never breaks out?"  Li Runshi appreciated this line of thinking. However, other comrades in the room laughed and said, "Don't speak so circuitously. Be more direct."  The officer explained, "To put it simply, if everyone has shoes to wear, will that greatly reduce the probability of war? Industrial wealth is built upon an industrial lifestyle, and war only destroys that lifestyle. Even if you defeat the opponent, the wealth you can plunder is simply not enough to compensate for the cost of the war. This makes a war intended to completely defeat an opponent utterly worthless."  When the discussion reached this level of depth, the people in the room could not reach a conclusion. After all, no one had the ability to calculate the forces and interests of a world where everyone had entered the industrial age. The scale of the question had become an obstacle to the discussion.  Hearing this, Li Runshi continued walking. Even Li Runshi could not be certain how the world order established by China would change the world. He was only certain that the future China must establish a new world that opposed war. The analysis provided by these soldiers from their own perspective suggested that the path of opposing war was likely the correct direction.  Of course, Li Runshi always advocated for struggle. Conflict between nations was the manifestation of struggle, and he did not believe for a moment that the future world could eliminate conflict. He simply hoped the world would never again break out into war.  To end the war, the Chinese Air Force was carrying out devastating bombings of British industrial cities. Simultaneously, over the island of Ireland, it was a rare clear day. In the azure sky, one white parachute after another opened, slowly descending.  The World People's Liberation Army had made a risky decision: to conduct an airborne landing in Ireland. While British cities were being dealt devastating blows, they would turn Ireland into China's bridgehead.  The soldiers who landed immediately unhooked their parachute lines. Irish Republican Army members waiting nearby approached with agreed-upon flags. When they met, they heard pure Irish accents from the mouths of the WPLA paratroopers: "Comrades, we are back. The doomsday of the British devils has arrived!"
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Only a few months prior, Valle and his comrades were merely green recruits fresh from their studies in China. Now, that youthful naivety had vanished, replaced by a profound steadiness. When Valle spoke, the experience of crossing through fire had transformed external pressure into an internal focus.  "The British are currently employing the 'Iron Chain and Cage' tactic against Ireland," Valle explained. "They use railways and roads as the bars of the cage, and towns as the iron locks. They’ve constructed a vast number of blockhouses across the country to interdict the Revolutionary Army’s communications..."  In another timeline, this sounded remarkably like the Japanese tactics used in North China during the War of Resistance. In reality, these methods had been pioneered by the British during the Boer War in South Africa.  After describing the current situation, Valle fell silent, waiting for the paratrooper commander to speak. The commander was a company-level officer—specifically, a company political instructor within the Chinese National Defense Force. He sensed that the young man in his early twenties before him already possessed the essential quality of an officer: the ability to form opinions based on enemy intelligence rather than personal expectations.  "Comrade Valle, where do you believe the best direction for our next operation is?" the instructor asked.  Valle immediately produced a map. It was clearly captured from the British, bearing their military cartographic symbols. He pointed to two key points. "These are several large fortifications built using forced Irish labor. If we break this 'link' in the chain, the base areas here, here, and here can be unified into a single territory."  The instructor nodded but remained silent. He took another look at the young commander, noting the large scar on the right side of his forehead. Valle had been lucky; had the bullet strayed a fraction of an inch to the left, it wouldn't have just grazed him—it would have fractured his skull.  The other young revolutionaries around Valle were less mature, but they clearly looked to him as their leader. This meant Valle had already secured the leadership of the Irish youth revolutionary movement.  Shifting his focus to the map, the instructor studied it for a moment, finding Valle’s assessment reasonable. However, he tapped a spot closer to the coast. "Can we break through here?"  Valle nodded. "We could. But the Northern Irish units dispatched by the British have blockaded the ports. Rather than entangling ourselves with them, it is better to first liberate central Ireland and sever the roads. This will allow the people in various villages and towns to interact, reducing war casualties. The British blockade is currently causing heavy losses among our comrades."  Hearing this, the instructor felt Valle acted more like a political commissar. In the Chinese National Defense Force, commissars were expected to understand combat while prioritizing political factors like morale and public sentiment.  Agreement was reached quickly. Before dusk, the mixed force reached their objective. Seeing the blockhouses in the sunset, the paratroopers felt a sense of relief. By Chinese standards, a blockhouse was a reinforced military structure capable of withstanding heavy artillery. The British versions in Ireland were 5-to-7-meter-tall brick-and-stone constructions—by Chinese standards, they were quite perfunctory.  However, the Irish Republican Army possessed only light weapons, mostly obsolete rifles. The British blockhouses were perfectly capable of withstanding those.  Among the current units of the World People's Liberation Army (WPLA), paratroopers were classified as standard light infantry. Consequently, they mimicked the Chinese organizational structure, carrying as many weapons and as much ammunition as possible by hand. The paratroopers quickly assembled their standard 60mm mortars, setting the bipods into a flat-fire configuration.  In most cases, mortars are high-angle fire weapons. When used against vertical barriers, much of the kinetic energy from the propellant gas is wasted, making them ineffective at breaching. To counter this, China had developed a flat-fire mount to increase the mortars' destructive power against fortifications.  These designs proved their worth in Ireland. After just three rounds, several holes were blasted into the lowest level of the British blockhouse. The Northern Irish troops inside let out a chorus of cries and immediately switched on their searchlights, sweeping the ground with brilliant beams in an attempt to locate the attackers.  While the rate of fire dropped during flat-fire, the well-trained paratroopers could still manage five rounds per minute. Before the British could lock onto them, the paratroopers fired another six rounds, all hitting their mark.  The base of the blockhouse was now a ruin, unable to support the weight above. With a grinding roar, the upper structure tilted and snapped at the joint. It crashed to the ground with a thunderous boom.  Having lost their high-ground advantage, the British position was charged by the IRA led by Valle, following the plan they had discussed on the road.  In China, middle school students began drill training, and high schoolers underwent formal military training. At the university level, military training was closely integrated with physical education. For the foreign students in the Law Department of the Hangzhou University of Political Science and Law, where Valle and his peers studied, military training was a core requirement.  Valle and his comrades possessed the knowledge to command an infantry operation. Furthermore, their opponents were Northern Irish auxiliaries, not regular British troops. Due to the pressures of the war in the British mainland, the best officers and men had been withdrawn; the Northern Irish units assigned to suppression duties in Ireland were second-rate troops.  The paratrooper instructor organized his men to provide fire support while remaining ready to take over the assault. However, once Valle and his core group were armed with the familiar Chinese Type 81 assault rifles, they were able to exert their full combat potential, completely suppressing the Northern Irish automatic fire positions.  Yet, the other IRA soldiers fighting alongside Valle were of a different caliber; it was obvious they were not accustomed to formal, regular warfare. The instructor, a graduate of the Baoding Military Academy’s infantry program who had later transferred to the airborne, noted that if the Northern Irish troops had been even slightly more competent, Valle’s group would have suffered heavily.  Nevertheless, Valle was a graduate of a Chinese school, while his opponents were a unit that struggled even with machine-gun placement. In this clash of "rookies," the ones trained by China were clearly superior.  Seeing Valle’s group finally breach the defensive line and begin a decisive sweep, the instructor had a different thought. Perhaps the Northern Irish troops were even weaker than he’d imagined; having grown accustomed to a blockhouse-centric combat model over the last few months, they were completely exposed once the blockhouses were gone.  Of course, this was just a hypothesis. Once Valle’s group finished the cleanup, the instructor immediately led the combined force toward the next blockhouse.  The unit, guided by Valle, needed to pass through a village. By Chinese training standards, it was best to avoid villages during wartime. Valle, however, insisted on passing through.  As they entered, several figures emerged from the village entrance. Though it was dark, they rushed forward to greet Valle. "Brother Valle, you said you were coming, and you really did!"  Valle shook hands and hugged them warmly, speaking in an encouraging voice: "The blockhouse at Smith Village has been taken. Now we're going to take the one at Wood Village."  The instructor found the names interesting. Smith Village likely meant "Blacksmith's Village," and Wood Village spoke for itself. Based on the names, it seemed logical for the British to establish blockhouses there.  The villagers were excited. "Take us with you to Wood Village! The British dogs there killed several of our people. Brother Valle, you have to take us to get revenge!"  The villagers didn't just talk; they quickly brought out two old horses and hitched them to a cart. The paratroopers placed the cart in the middle of their formation, loading it with heavy gear like mortars and rocket launchers to conserve their strength.  The term "light" in light infantry referred to their ability to carry only light fire support. Heavy infantry required significant transport for their equipment. Before the advent of motor vehicles, heavy infantry relied on mules and horses to maintain their march and preserve the soldiers' stamina.  After two hours of marching, the Wood Village blockhouse came into view. Its searchlight was frantically sweeping the area, indicating they had likely received word of the previous attack.  The paratroopers performed exceptionally well against a fortification that could be handled by 60mm mortars. Their camouflage uniforms were specifically designed for Ireland's rainy and humid climate. Beyond being water-resistant, the pattern was highly synchronized with the environment, featuring enhanced black sections.  In a rainy, humid region like Ireland, grass grows lushly. The low temperatures mean that dead grass doesn't decompose quickly; instead, it gradually turns into peat while soaked in water. Many Irish rivers appear black, not because of high industrial pollution—the British would never allow Ireland to industrialize—but because the black peat soil particles are washed into the water.  Valle didn't quite understand the science, but he watched as the paratroopers crawled forward on their bellies, dragging their 60mm mortars. When the distance was fifty meters, Valle could still see them. Once it exceeded a hundred meters and the paratroopers stopped moving, Valle could hardly distinguish their silhouettes. Even when the searchlight swept over them, Valle found it difficult to tell the camouflage from the ground.  Twenty minutes passed before shells suddenly hammered the British blockhouse. It was destroyed in short order. Valle told the villagers to wait while he led the charge.  To Valle's surprise, the paratroopers didn't just watch this time. Immediately after destroying the blockhouse, they joined the assault. The paratroopers included Chinese, whites, and blacks, but Valle couldn't distinguish any difference in their combat effectiveness based on race.  The battle lasted only ten minutes. A position that Valle estimated would take at least half an hour to clear was resolved almost instantly.  Before Valle could even secure the area, the vengeful villagers rushed forward with wooden clubs. When the British had forced them to build the blockhouse, they had been beaten and kicked daily. Once completed, the British forbade them from passing nearby, killing and wounding several locals in the process. This was a centuries-old British tradition: the British military would not tolerate being offended.  The Irish were a fierce people with a tradition of "white blade in, red blade out." Since the British military hadn't allowed the villagers to live, the villagers saw no reason to let the British soldiers live now that they were defeated.  Valle hurried to intervene. He understood the Irish temperament, but he also understood Chinese military discipline. For the Chinese, the mistreatment or execution of prisoners was a serious crime.  Ultimately, the villagers didn't kill them. Besides their respect for regular military authority, they believed Valle’s promise. Valle repeatedly guaranteed that there would be public trials for the prisoners, and any British soldier involved in the killing of Irish villagers would certainly be executed to give the people justice.  Under the cover of night, Valle led the exhausted unit several kilometers to another village. Even in the dead of night, once the locals confirmed it was Valle, they welcomed them warmly.  When they learned that Valle’s group had already taken two blockhouses and brought British prisoners, the villagers became ecstatic, howling about "nailing the British to the trees!"  The instructor watched as Valle spent a long time earnestly persuading the villagers to abandon the idea. Once the villagers left to hitch up more livestock, the instructor asked, "What kind of tradition is 'nailing to the trees'?"  Valle whispered in Chinese: "It involves tying someone to a tree, slicing their belly open, pulling out their intestines to wrap around the tree, and then nailing the intestines to the wood. Apparently, it was a Viking tradition. When an old chief was ready to step down, he would do this to himself to prove he was brave enough, thereby securing his son's right to succeed him. In Ireland, it became a form of retributive punishment used against enemies with whom there is a blood feud."  The instructor, who had fought in Southeast Asia, the Indian subcontinent, and Africa, was well-traveled. Hearing of such a cruel method was an eye-opening experience.  By then, the livestock were ready: an old horse and a mule joined the two horses from the previous village to handle logistics. To conserve energy, Valle offered the carts to the paratroopers. The instructor felt his men could still march and insisted that Valle’s exhausted subordinates take the carts instead.  Valle didn't refuse. His unit consisted of IRA regulars and Irish citizens who had joined the revolution after being moved by its principles. Though they had received training, they couldn't compare to regular troops. After two battles within twelve hours, their physical and mental strength was at its limit. Allowing them to ride would help maintain the combined unit’s overall combat effectiveness.  At dawn, the third blockhouse was taken. Valle ordered the men to rest while he went to contact two more villages. He hadn't returned by daybreak.  The instructor used his radio to contact the base in Spain, requesting an aerial supply drop. While paratroopers were elite, they were still light infantry. No matter how strong their bodies were, they were human, and they could only carry so much ammunition and equipment.  In the telegram, the instructor highlighted that he now possessed four carts and requested two tons of equipment and ammunition.  A reply came quickly: the drop would arrive in fifty minutes.  This meant the supply plane was likely already in the air. Indeed, after spending forty-eight minutes setting up drop markers and three radio beacons spaced three kilometers apart, several J-9 advanced trainers arrived.  The J-9s flew low, at only about 500 meters. Three torpedo-shaped canisters were suspended under the wings and fuselage. They were released at 500 meters, their parachutes opening in the air. Even so, the outer shells were dented upon impact. Fortunately, the equipment inside was meticulously packed and undamaged.  Among the two tons of supplies were 600 mortar rounds. This was enough for the paratrooper company to handle significant combat. If their opponents remained these blockhouse garrisons, the instructor felt the coming battles would be relatively easy.  The resting paratroopers were jolted awake by gunfire. They scrambled up, only to see a large crowd gathered nearby, shots ringing out. By the time the instructor arrived, the last British prisoner had been executed. The surrounding Irish villagers were cheering, seemingly unbothered by witnessing the execution of over a hundred men.  The instructor found Valle and asked what had happened. Valle sighed helplessly. "The masses demanded a life for a life. There was nothing we could do." Lowering his voice, he added, "The comrades within the unit felt the same way."  Seeing the crowd in a state of cathartic relief, the instructor gained a deeper understanding of the legends surrounding Irish gangs. He also sensed the cultural gulf between China and European civilization.  Checking his watch, it was 10:00 AM. He looked at the sky; in a country like Ireland where it was clear only a fifth of the time, the sky was a dull gray, with occasional misty rain. The instructor pulled out a medicine bottle and asked Valle, "One pill per battle. Do you want one?"  "Pervitin?" Valle asked.  "Not exactly," the instructor shook his head, speaking solemnly. "I'm telling you, only one pill per battle, and at most twice a month. Any more and you'll definitely get addicted. If you don't take it, sleep on the cart. We have to keep attacking blockhouses all day today to prepare a safe zone for the next drop."  Valle rubbed his face. He felt like he could fall asleep instantly. Staying awake for twenty-four hours straight while marching and fighting was exhausting. Valle knew how severely China cracked down on drug trafficking, so the provision of battlefield stimulants—something usually forbidden—meant the upcoming combat would likely be even more intense.  The instructor didn't want to take them either. In Chinese education, using addictive stimulants was not only a crime but a moral failure. But this was the dilemma of light infantry’s limited sustained combat capability. Since the paratroopers were tasked with operating behind enemy lines, certain compromises had to be made.  Soon, their spirits bolstered by the drugs, the unit guarded their carts and continued their march through the Irish mud. There were many more locations to hit today.  As they left, the instructor looked back. The Irish villagers were digging pits to bury the bodies. Those not digging were tying crosses together with vines and sticks, preparing to mark the graves.  Looking at this display of respect for the dead, one would never imagine these were the same people who had just supported the execution of over a hundred men. But this was reality—just as the instructor had seen many things in the wider world that were diametrically opposed to life in China.  The instructor noted this in his heart, intending to include it in his memoirs after the war. Having traveled so far across the globe, he increasingly hoped to record these experiences, if only so his descendants would know what their ancestors had lived through.
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"...For hundreds of years, Britain has spread civilization to the entire world. Now, to defend that very civilization, Britain will never surrender. All forces will disperse into every village and town to fight to the end against the barbarians invading our land.  "My fellow countrymen, we shall fight the savage invaders in every village, every woods, every canal, and every building. Whether the opponent is Chinese, Black, or a shameful white traitor, we shall inevitably annihilate them and win the final victory."  At this point, Churchill paused. As a politician, he understood the power of cadence and emphasis. Most importantly, since those spineless cowards wanted him to take responsibility, as long as he remained in the Prime Minister's seat, he would wield the Prime Minister's power. Thinking of the reactions of those shameful, weak-willed men, Churchill felt a surge of grim satisfaction.  Taking a sip of water, Churchill continued: "My fellow countrymen, the British Cabinet and His Majesty the King will fight alongside you. There are only two possible outcomes to this war: either every Briton dies, or every invader is wiped out. There is no other possibility!"  Having finished his radio broadcast, Churchill looked at his pale-faced close friends and staff members and said easily, "Gentlemen, we must prepare for the upcoming battle. Go and make your preparations."  With that, Churchill puffed out his portly belly and leisurely left the broadcasting room, preparing to return to the Prime Minister's residence.  Recently, due to food shortages, many people had fled to the countryside to forage, leaving London exceptionally quiet. It was so quiet that the London fog, which once seemed eternal, had dissipated, revealing a cold sky.  Now, London was becoming crowded again. Some people from the bombed-out cities had fled back to the capital. Although they were all emaciated and jaundiced from hunger, Britain had harvested in October, so they weren't at the point of starving to death just yet.  The people on the streets had dull, glazed looks, appearing as if they could find no direction for the future. Churchill had already pointed the way: as long as everyone took up arms and waged war against the invaders, their blood would surely stain the soil of the British Isles red.  Back at 10 Downing Street, Churchill found one of his few remaining cigars in a hidden compartment in his office. As a veteran smoker, Churchill had purchased a large quantity of cigars before the outbreak of the war, ensuring a basic supply throughout these painful days and nights.  He used a cigar cutter to snip the end, then lifted it to his nose. He could feel that the few remaining cigars were starting to lose their flavor. If he didn't smoke them soon, they would become unpalatable. Just as he lit the cigar, he heard a great commotion outside 10 Downing Street—the sound of a significant number of troops on the move.  Churchill had only taken a few puffs when the noise grew louder. Before long, the office door was pushed open, and a Colonel led over a dozen soldiers, armed and ready, into the Prime Minister's office. The soldiers did not salute Churchill; instead, they leveled their rifles at him.  *Has it finally come?* Churchill felt a sense of relief. His hand did not tremble as he took another puff of his cigar and looked at the Colonel. He recognized the man; his name was Heidworth, an officer from a minor noble family.  "Colonel Heidworth, are you here to achieve historical fame by assassinating the Prime Minister?" Churchill asked.  This composure, coming from a man who was completely unarmed, momentarily allowed Churchill to dominate Colonel Heidworth in presence. However, Heidworth quickly regained his footing and said coldly, "Prime Minister, was your broadcast just now intended to force the entire British people to be buried with your policies?"  Faced with this accusation, Churchill found it laughable. He chuckled. "Hehe. Colonel Heidworth, who sent you? Have those cowards still not found the courage to dismiss me in Parliament, opting instead to seize power through assassination? If they resort to assassination, how will the next Prime Minister treat you when he takes office?"  Hearing Churchill's mockery, Colonel Heidworth realized Churchill had misunderstood his intent. He replied, "Prime Minister, you are mistaken. Those elitist dogs of Britain are currently facing a situation similar to yours. The revolutionaries believe that you elites can only bring more suffering and sacrifice to the British people. Only by getting rid of you can Britain be saved."  Churchill was surprised to hear that these men had not been incited to carry out a sudden assassination but were planning a purge of the British upper class. Alongside his surprise, he felt a certain sense of perverse pleasure. He had indeed heard rumors that some in the British Army wanted to resort to "extreme measures," but he hadn't expected them to actually dare to launch such an operation.  For some reason, Churchill's old journalistic instincts kicked in, and he asked, "Colonel, I do not care about my personal life or death. I am simply curious: how did you coordinate with these soldiers?"  Seeing Colonel Heidworth's look of bewilderment, Churchill added, "Colonel, if you believe that a few hundred men can launch a successful coup, I think that idea is perhaps too naive. Forgive my bluntness, but if you merely kill some of Britain's leaders without being able to unite the entire British Army, you will likely fail. Even if your raid succeeds and the Chinese army rapidly invades Britain to force a surrender, you will only go down in the history books as a traitor who invited the wolf into the house. I know you truly believe you are saving Britain, but future history books will not record it that way."  Colonel Heidworth's face turned somewhat pale because his line of thinking was exactly what Churchill had described. The unit he led had been stationed behind the coastal defense lines Britain had constructed, allowing them to escape the massive Chinese thermobaric bombings.  Afterward, a large number of British Army troops who were unwilling to die defending the coast retreated toward the London urban area. The chaos within the British headquarters allowed these units to begin communicating with one another. Through this contact, Colonel Heidworth discovered that far more soldiers than he had imagined wanted to kill the damned British Cabinet.  The war had reached a point where Britain had utterly failed, yet the British Cabinet insisted on continuing the fight. What had particularly triggered Colonel Heidworth occurred a few days ago: his unit had been assigned to port defense. Two large ships were docked at the harbor, both painted with Red Cross symbols to indicate they were non-military vessels.  The people boarding the ships were all wealthy and powerful, dressed in mink, silk, and other expensive materials. With the help of servants, they were loading large piles of luggage onto the ships. Some noblewomen were even leading expensive lapdogs; though the dogs were on leashes, they still walked with an arrogant gait.  The soldiers had been cursing the entire time. At a time like this, even dogs could board a ship and leave Britain, while the soldiers were expected to stay behind and die. They might as well rise up in rebellion!  "Prime Minister, we are here today to take you all to your deaths!" the Colonel shouted, his voice tinged with a mix of frustration and fury.
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Churchill did not feel terror because of the death threats uttered by Colonel Heidworth before him. Given Churchill's experience, if someone were going to kill, they would have acted long ago rather than wasting breath. The Colonel appeared to have much to say, likely because this action was a spontaneous outburst rather than a planned operation.  Earlier, Churchill hadn't had time to think deeply, but now, following this line of reasoning for a moment, he asked with a serious expression, "Colonel, you didn't encounter any resistance along the way, did you?"  Colonel Heidworth, after all, had been forged on the battlefield. Hearing this, he quickly arrived at a judgment similar to Churchill's. Before he could even ask, he saw Churchill already standing up. "Follow me. Those who want to conspire will be here very soon!"  As Churchill expected, as he led Colonel Heidworth and the dozen or so soldiers following him out through the back door of 10 Downing Street, a great commotion broke out at the front door.  Churchill took no chances. He led these men, who had originally intended to execute him, straight to the Admiralty. Although some members of the Admiralty might be among those who wanted to eliminate him, Churchill believed that most of the Admiralty's upper echelons were merely at a loss, not so foolish as to believe that by getting rid of Churchill, the next Prime Minister could sign a peace agreement with China.  By the time the group reached the entrance of the Admiralty, Churchill was somewhat out of breath, but Colonel Heidworth, who was beside him, had stopped in his tracks. Churchill turned and said, "Colonel, I believe your goal is to stop the war and seek peace. If you can find a channel to contact China now, you can do so. If you don't have one, I suggest you either protect my safety now or go back. The reason I am still Prime Minister is that those at the top do not want to surrender, nor do they want to bear the responsibility for defeat. Even if a new Prime Minister is replaced, what they do will be no different from me."  At this point, Churchill said confidently, "Because those people are even less firm and even more inexperienced."  Hearing this, Colonel Heidworth's murderous intent rose sharply. It was clear that Churchill intended to continue his policies, and the very reason Heidworth and the other soldiers had rushed to the Prime Minister's official residence at 10 Downing Street was to prevent Churchill from continuing.  Seeing Colonel Heidworth raise his pistol, even though Churchill was in no mood to laugh, he was almost amused by the Colonel's simplicity. Facing this Colonel who was as simple as a fool, Churchill asked, "Colonel, were some of your comrades supposed to attack the Admiralty?"  Although Colonel Heidworth was somewhat simple in politics, he was not stupid; he immediately understood Churchill's meaning. The group of military personnel who had been in contact were deathly angry after hearing Churchill's broadcast, and combined with their previous discussions, they were to launch separate attacks on key personnel and important departments.  Since Heidworth could rush into the Prime Minister's residence, if other places were also unprepared, the Admiralty should have been breached by now, or at least be in a state of combat. Yet Heidworth had smoothly entered 10 Downing Street, while the Admiralty had not been subjected to a surprise attack—even a fool could sense something was wrong.  Colonel Heidworth could accept dying to change the current critical situation. However, being killed after being deceived was not the life ending he desired.  Seeing several soldiers emerging from the Admiralty with weapons and heading toward them, Colonel Heidworth steeled his heart and put away his pistol. "Prime Minister, we part ways here." With that, he led his soldiers back. Although killing high officials was important, finding the traitors was Heidworth's strongest thought at this moment.  Just as Churchill had expected, the Admiralty had not yet decided to kill him. The several officers and soldiers who hurried over had all seen Churchill before; they immediately saluted and escorted him into the Admiralty's offices.  As soon as they entered, the officer in charge asked, "Your Excellency, was that group just now your escort?"  Given Churchill's temperament, he certainly would not let off those who had threatened him. But he suppressed the urge to have Heidworth arrested; what needed to be found now was the actual leader of the rebellion, not the incited underlings.  The First Lord of the Admiralty was bloodshot. Seeing Churchill enter, he saluted and immediately said, "Prime Minister, the Americans have basically agreed to implement the plan for the Atlantic Sea Defense Line. Germany fully supports this plan..."  Churchill, having served as First Lord of the Admiralty himself, quickly recalled this plan through the First Lord's narration. In the plan, the British, American, and German fleets would unite to patrol the North Atlantic and prevent the Chinese fleet from entering.  Long ago, Britain and Germany had cooperated on submarines. In addition to building hundreds of submarines, Germany had also completed four Bismarck-class battleships. The Americans still had more than 40 aircraft carriers. At least on paper, the Atlantic Defense Line plan had sufficient equipment.  On paper was one thing, reality was another. Now China had occupied the entire Africa, Spain had been completely resolved and joined the Chinese camp. Italy had lost Sicily, and Mussolini was imprisoned. It was estimated that before long, that group of spineless Italians would surrender and join the Chinese camp.  Although France had not joined China, it had withdrawn from the Allies. Although the French were very proud and refused to follow China, France's own role could be ignored.  Canada in northern America had been completely occupied by China. Canada no longer existed, having been divided by China into five indigenous nations. And using these nations as bases, they were carrying out a saturation bombing of American industrial areas like the Great Lakes.  China had taken Greece and stationed troops on the Bulgarian border, already beginning to engage with the Nazi group. Churchill believed that the current American "basic agreement" to execute the Atlantic Line was most likely American prevarication. Because the result of executing the Atlantic Line would only lead to the American fleet being exhausted, and it could not change the war situation at all.  Since he understood the Americans were bluffing, Churchill pretended to agree with the weary, bloodshot First Lord, listening to him talk about vague plans that seemed to give Britain hope but were actually impossible to realize.  At this moment, Churchill had to cooperate with the First Lord. Because if Churchill rejected this plan, the British Navy would have to consider dealing with the Sino-Japanese naval offensive with its own strength alone. Let alone the Chinese Navy, even the Japanese Navy, which possessed 12 aircraft carriers, was not something the British Navy could handle. If the British Navy were forcibly ordered to leave port for battle, it would likely be like the end of World War I, when Germany's demand for the navy to execute a suicidal offensive led to the German naval mutiny, triggering a mutiny in the British Navy.  Just an hour ago, hadn't Colonel Heidworth led troops into the Prime Minister's residence? Churchill didn't care if the Colonel's purpose was for revolution. Because in Churchill's view, Heidworth's starting point was just that he didn't want to die in vain under orders. If an attack order were given to the Navy, the British Navy would also feel they were being ordered to commit suicide.  The First Lord finally finished explaining the latest progress, then opened his mouth wanting to say more, but ultimately closed it and fell into silence. Seeing the First Lord in such a state, Churchill felt a bit more relaxed. This reaction proved that the First Lord also knew that this so-called "prospect" was just an imagination and did not mean he believed it could succeed.  This was good. If the First Lord really took the "Atlantic Defense Line" seriously, it would prove that Churchill had been blind in choosing him.  The reason Churchill listened here, besides wanting to give the people in the Admiralty an illusion that the situation was still running, was that he was waiting to see who would come to fetch him first. Whoever came first, that person must be the one who wanted to get rid of Churchill, or at least a member of that group.  After waiting for a while, no one came to see Churchill. Instead, gunfire was heard in the distance. London's public security had deteriorated severely lately, with gunfire every day. Although this gunfire was very dense, it did not surprise the First Lord.  Churchill waited a while longer until the gunfire finally weakened. At this point, the First Lord's telephone rang. The caller was Churchill's secretary. On the phone, the secretary, with extreme panic, confirmed that Churchill was safe and unharmed, and then asked Churchill to stay at the Admiralty and not return, or to go directly to see His Majesty the King.  After hanging up the phone, Churchill's hatred for the mastermind of this matter grew even stronger. Although he still couldn't be sure who did it, the mastermind's shrewdness was considerable, not in a hurry to come out.  The last time a British Prime Minister was assassinated was in 1812. For over a hundred years, the submissive British people had been quite honest during Britain's era of glory, completely forgetting how to assassinate a great figure. The mastermind behind this clearly belonged to those whose skills were unpracticed, incapable of organizing an effective assassination.  However, precisely because of this, Churchill was even more annoyed. He did not want to die as a failure and an assassination victim. In the end, Churchill accepted the secretary's suggestion and went to pay his respects to the King of Britain.  His Majesty looked even thinner. He asked Churchill whether the King should lead the guards to fight the Chinese troops invading London.  Churchill felt the King's reaction was a bit affected, so he frankly told King George VI, "Your Majesty, if you participate in the battle, you will likely engage with black troops."  Hearing that he might be killed by black troops rather than by the currently most powerful and fierce Chinese troops in the world, George VI immediately stopped talking about participating in the battle.  Only then did Churchill probe, "Your Majesty, this servant feels a great responsibility for the war and hopes to be dismissed."  George VI's expression clearly became hesitant. Churchill had long felt that the King wanted to dismiss him, and this confirmed it. However, George VI remained silent for a while before saying, "Prime Minister, what you have implemented is the will of the British people. Even if there is responsibility, the responsibility does not lie with you."  After these official words, George VI asked, "Prime Minister, have you considered your own solution?"  Churchill knew George VI wanted to negotiate peace. Now the capitulationists in Britain no longer expected to get back lost colonies at the negotiating table; at this stage, they only wanted to withdraw from the war like France.  Churchill replied, "Your Majesty, China demands that we settle the crimes of colonialism. From what I have heard, this includes apologizing to the people of countries and regions where Britain launched colonial wars, punishing living colonial officials who committed crimes, tearing down statues of colonialists, and returning cultural relics looted through colonial wars to those countries. In short, China wants to define Britain's behavior."  Henry VI (Note: Raw says Henry VI, likely George VI) closed his eyes in pain. He felt that if China were to define Britain's behavior, he would rather die.  Churchill knew George VI would certainly think so, and the thoughts of the British upper class were the same as the King's, which was why those cowards refused to withdraw from the war. Once these guys accepted China's conditions, their bodies would be hanged, and their reputations would be nailed to the pillar of shame in history. Rather than dying like that, these people would rather drive the poor British wretches to die together on the battlefield.  However, some of the softies at the top now didn't want to die anymore and wanted to get rid of Churchill and then take power. This idea was absurdly ridiculous because none of the softies in the British upper class dared to say they were willing to accept China's demands, and the new Prime Minister wouldn't dare either.  Seeing that the King did not have the idea of getting rid of him, Churchill rose to take his leave.  The King of Britain did not want to get rid of Churchill, but the King of Italy very much wanted to get rid of the Italian Fascist Party. After dismissing Mussolini and imprisoning him in a mountain palace, the King of Italy and the Italian peace faction had numerous meetings with the World People's Liberation Army (WPLA).  Ultimately, the Italian side received a response: "Only by looking at Italy's performance can we decide whether to recognize the current Italian political system and government."  This made the Italian upper class feel immense pressure. Not recognizing the Italian political system meant denying the political system of the Kingdom of Italy. If the WPLA fought its way into Rome, it would certainly overthrow the King and establish a republic.  Not recognizing the Italian government meant that the current Italian government would inevitably be regarded as an illegal government and become war criminals along with Mussolini.  But what the Italian government hoped for was to withdraw from the Allies and the Fascist alliance like France, maintaining neutrality until the end of the war. If Italy were forced to join the Chinese side, heaven knows what demands China would make on Italy.  Although the Italian upper class had joined forces to get rid of Mussolini, they themselves were still fascists. Many members of the Italian Fascist Party began to consider joining forces with Mussolini. Just then, news that Mussolini had been rescued by German special forces reached Rome, shocking the Italian upper class.  The process of Mussolini's rescue was very simple. Many members of the Italian Fascist Party did not admit defeat; they provided the Germans with the location where Mussolini was imprisoned. Germany dispatched a small plane to land on a small patch of level ground on a steep mountain peak. When the death-defying German special forces rushed into the villa, the guards watching over Mussolini were shocked and subsequently surrendered.  The German special forces brought Mussolini onto the plane, took off again against the biting mountain wind, and flew back into German territory relying on superb flying techniques.  This news had just shocked the Italian upper class when Hitler ordered German troops into northern Italy.  From the perspective of Sicily, the Italian peninsula were all northerners. However, regional views are relative; even on the Italian peninsula, there were northerners. Turin, Milan, Genoa, and Venice were all in northern Italy. In the eyes of Romans, northerners referred to the north composed of these several important cities.  The Italian troops in these areas could be said to have surrendered at the sight of the rolling German troops. Soon, Mussolini returned to northern Italy, which his old German friend Hitler had fought for him, and once again became the leader of Italy.  But Mussolini's return actually allowed the Italian upper class in Rome to reach a consensus, which was that they must join the Chinese side.  Germany's occupation of northern Italy was largely to help Mussolini. If Germany had abandoned Mussolini, the member countries of the Nazi alliance would certainly worry that the Nazi Party would also abandon them.  Similarly, the mountainous terrain of northern Italy also helped the Nazi group complete a defense line centered on the mountains. If Mussolini were allowed to gain a foothold, the entire Italy would become a battlefield.  Although it was now considered a very decent hair color to be blonde in Italy, long gone were the confident days of the Italian Republic and Empire when seeing non-black hair was considered a barbarian. But Italy was still an ancient civilized country and knew very well what an Italian civil war would bring.  At this time, if one wanted to protect Italy, one had to let the WPLA go to the front line to fight to avoid fratricide among Italians.  Thus, on November 15, 1944, Italy announced its joining of the global anti-colonial and anti-fascist camp, becoming the first country in all of Europe to actively change camps. Although Spain was the first country in Europe to join the anti-colonial and anti-fascist camp, Spain's new government was only formed and joined after the entire territory had been liberated.  The Italians demonstrated the heritage of an ancient civilized country, changing the facade with the old government.  At the same time, the Italian Parliament passed a series of fascist laws, such as the abolition of the Anti-Communist Law, re-recognized the legal rights of the Italian Communist Party and the left wing, and invited the Italian Communist Party to join the cabinet. They also promised to hold new national elections after resolving northern Italy controlled by Mussolini's fascist faction.  Although members of He Rui's government did not know what happened in another space-time, they all knew of Italy's switching sides in World War I. Everyone couldn't help but sigh that this group of Italian guys were indeed very clever; when it came to choosing sides, Italy really never missed.  Compared to Italy's betrayal, the more important good news for He Rui's government was that He Rui's health seemed to be improving rapidly. At least the medical team believed that He Rui's internal bleeding symptoms had shown significant improvement. Although the location of the bleeding could not be determined in the end, from other signs, even if the internal bleeding had not completely healed, it had at least been greatly alleviated.  The cessation of internal bleeding meant that He Rui no longer frequently had low-grade fevers, and his physical strength increased rapidly. At least He Rui could walk in the yard every day.  If they weren't worried that He Rui's going on vacation to other places might trigger unpredictable changes, everyone would certainly vote to let He Rui leave the four provinces of mountains and rivers where smog was once again frequent.  But no one thought there was anything wrong with this. He Rui was someone who could not sit idle. After his health improved, He Rui began to resume a bit of work. Everyone had a great many things they wanted to consult He Rui about.  Li Runshi's status gave him the best opportunity, so he brought the latest report on Britain to see He Rui. After He Rui finished reading the document, Li Runshi asked point-blank, "Chairman, we are working hard to mobilize the British masses, but with little success. Should we really take the destruction of Britain as our only means at this stage?"  "Haha, Runshi, the Qing Dynasty was so rotten, yet it persisted from 1852 (Note: Raw says 1952, likely 1852 or similar) to 1911, holding on for another sixty years. If the Qing were like Britain, would the Qing have been overthrown?" He Rui did not give a direct answer but raised a question.  "Then what should be done?" Li Runshi was indeed a bit anxious and simply asked for the answer directly.  He Rui only then replied, "We continue to point out our solutions to the British people. As long as the British people recognize our demands, they will make a choice. Bombers carrying bombs and leaflets are the same flight, aren't they?"



★


Chapter 936: The Collapse of Britain (16)

Volume 8 — Chapter 63

❧ ❧ ❧


As Vice-Chairman of the Military Commission and its de facto leader, Li Runshi possessed full decision-making authority. Consequently, he could sense the murderous intent within He Rui's words.  "Chairman, a political solution could save many lives," Li Runshi proposed tentatively.  He Rui always felt that his comrades in this era suffered from historical limitations, and Li Runshi was clearly no exception. However, Li’s limitation lay in his relative lack of understanding of Euro-American culture, leading him to habitually assume that Westerners were much like Chinese in many respects.  Indeed, Westerners—particularly the Anglo-Saxons—were similar to the Chinese most of the time, but they differed vastly at critical junctures. He Rui decided to offer his advice, but he would leave the final choice to Li.  "Comrade Runshi, you may make your decision according to your own judgment," He Rui said.  Li Runshi took organizational systems very seriously. Hearing He Rui's words, he felt no thrill of absolute power, nor did he think He Rui was shirking responsibility. He asked, "Chairman, I understand that the British public believes Britain shouldn't be in its current state. But if the fighting continues like this, British casualties will be immense. Furthermore, with such an attitude, casualties across all Euro-American nations will be higher than imagined. I do not wish for Europe to be reduced to a complete ruin by the time the war ends."  "Comrade Runshi, what does Europe call Attila?" He Rui asked.  Li Runshi replied immediately, "The Scourge of God."  "That is European culture. Famine, plague, war, and death—those are the Apocalypse. These are presided over by the Four Horsemen. The will of God is manifest in them. Thus, to the Europeans, Attila, a Hun who dealt heavy blows to Rome and the Goths, was seen as one who carried out God's will. Do you expect such a culture to reflect on right and wrong in the absence of a God? They will only reflect after they have been defeated in war."  At this point, He Rui felt he might have underestimated Li Runshi, so he asked, "Are you worried that the West will form a tighter alliance after the war?"  Li Runshi shook his head. "If Europe and America are completely defeated, the post-war struggle will center on collective European defense and leadership. The United States has been greatly weakened in this war, and the restoration of indigenous nations in North America means it is no longer a secure two-ocean power. Therefore, the US cannot suppress Europe through sheer strength alone.  "Moreover, the French government representative is about to visit. Based on previous exchanges, France's main expectation is that China does not intervene directly in Europe; France itself doesn't mind establishing extra-regional relations with China. France hopes to strengthen its influence in Europe through cooperation with us. Of course, Italy is interested in such a role as well."  He Rui had pushed the war forward based on exactly this strategic vision. Seeing that Li Runshi fully understood this, he continued: "Thus, France is very keen to see Britain and Germany suffer heavy blows. It’s not just France; every European nation has varying expectations for the war's brutality based on which side they are tethered to. The only country that truly opposes war is China. This is the result of the high development of Chinese civilization.  "Even if Britain and Belgium lose half their populations to maintain the 'glory' of their colonial history, they wouldn't care about the war itself—they would merely see it as their own response. Ultimately, the West is not anti-war; they are only anti-defeat."  Li Runshi was slightly surprised to hear He Rui mention Belgium. He Rui hadn't yet seen the reports on this small nation, yet his judgment aligned perfectly with actual events.  Li Runshi probed, "Chairman, do you know what happened in Belgium?"  "Why would I need to? For such a small country, Belgium mobilized nearly fifty divisions during the Battle of Western Europe. Even against the German Army Group B, which lacked armored units, Belgium fought with great discipline. This nation committed monstrous sins in the Congo during its colonial era, causing the deaths of twenty million Black people. We intend to settle the accounts of colonial crimes; how could Belgium possibly accept that? Since you mentioned Belgium, tell me, what has been their reaction?"  Li Runshi sighed. "The World People's Liberation Army sent representatives to communicate with the Belgian government. Belgium claimed that while certain tragedies occurred during the execution of colonial policies, tragedies are not crimes. Therefore, they insist the Belgian state has no 'colonial crimes' to answer for.  "One of the WPLA representatives was from the Congo. He told the Belgians bluntly that his family had been murdered by Belgian colonizers and that there were criminals among the Belgian populace."  At this point, Li Runshi glanced at He Rui and saw a trace of anger in his expression, but more so a sense of sorrow. Li continued, "The Belgian negotiators stated that Belgium would not accept any communication outside of peace talks. If the Black people wish to pursue criminal charges, they argue that the colonial enterprises of the time have already been dissolved, so the government cannot trace those past actions. They are willing to conduct an investigation into the matter on humanitarian grounds.  "The Congolese comrades stated that the WPLA will not accept such a dismissive attitude and will personally enter Belgium to arrest the colonizers.  "Chairman, I believe justice must be served. But I do not believe we have the capacity to control the combat triggered by such deep-seated hatred."  Hearing this, He Rui confirmed once more that Li Runshi did not quite understand Europeans. He explained: "Comrade Runshi, the Belgian government has finally faced reality when confronted by Black people who possess actual power. For them to speak this way is already to treat Black people as human beings; that is a form of progress.  "As for who committed the crimes, the European cultural view is that one cannot condemn the victors. Thus, Belgium is fighting for its own 'innocence.' In times like these, what is needed is the 'criticism of weapons.' As the saying goes, 'When in Rome, do as the Romans do.' We must admit that we do not possess the ability to change the world through words alone.  "Rest assured, while the Belgians are stubborn, they won't truly choose to die to the last man rather than surrender. Once the losses of war reach a point where the Belgians realize this is a European-style trial of their sins, they will indeed surrender and admit guilt."  Li Runshi was not some moralist who would wail over every death, so he sometimes struggled to understand why He Rui thought he was "too kind-hearted." Seeing that He Rui was prepared for millions of deaths in Europe, Li chose a more abstract angle: "Chairman, must we truly abandon a political solution?"  He Rui's tolerance for tens of millions of deaths was not unshakable, but at present, he saw no other way. More importantly, He Rui believed they were running out of time.  Since his health had slightly improved, He Rui had reviewed more reports. Data showed that if the war did not end within a year, the Chinese economy would enter a downward curve.  The Chinese people's trust in He Rui was not unconditional. The four million casualties had already dealt a significant blow to his prestige. It was only because the Chinese people were accustomed to He Rui's authority that they were instead expressing their dissatisfaction toward the frontline commanders. He Rui knew very well that, given the relative weakness of their opponents, the military commanders had performed exceptionally well. The high casualties were because China had adopted a war of attrition, trading the lives of its own soldiers for more of the enemy's.  Once Chinese casualties exceeded eight million, the endurance of the Chinese people would break. At that point, under the pressure of intense public opinion, the war would likely descend into outright slaughter. To secure final victory, the army would view all Europeans and Americans as enemies and move to eliminate them entirely.  If the war reached that stage, its progressive political nature would vanish. He Rui would not allow the war to become such a thing, yet he could not voice this to others.  Suppressing the frustration of being misunderstood, He Rui patiently explained: "Current Europeans still believe this war is an imperialist struggle for global spheres of influence; that is why they harbor illusions. We only need to make the Belgians realize that this is a just, global war, and they will truly start to think. Those who refuse to accept the nature of this war will simply die.  "That is fine. Once those people are gone, the survivors can be liberated."  Li Runshi conceded that this was one possible path, and he too felt the war could not be dragged on. Ultimately, he signaled his acceptance of He Rui's view, though he did not explicitly promise to follow it to the letter.  On his way back to the office, Li Runshi reflected on He Rui's perspective. He still found it difficult to accept this "war for war's sake" logic.  In Li’s view, even if the offensive were halted now, much could still be accomplished. It wasn't strictly necessary to force the European public to accept decisions that bordered on political humiliation.  Of course, that would have its own problems. The colonizers would temporarily escape punishment. However, such apparent indulgence would not last long. Excluded from the new world order established by China, the standard of living in the West would plummet, and social contradictions would become unprecedentedly fierce. At that point, internal revolutions would likely erupt within Europe and America.  Despite these thoughts, Li Runshi admitted that He Rui's approach was not irrational. If the oppressed and enslaved peoples of the world did not set foot on European soil, how could the justice of this war be proven?  Thinking of this, Li Runshi suddenly realized that the reason he couldn't keep up with He Rui's thinking was perhaps because He Rui's vision was so radical that even he struggled to match its pace.  In their dedication to resolving the issues of global revolution, Li Runshi and He Rui were no different. But He Rui's approach was to cut the Gordian knot rather than seek a political compromise.  As for which was superior, Li did not dare say he was right. Europe and America might very well conclude that their failure was merely a matter of insufficient military strength, leading them to turn toward fascism during economic crises and export their contradictions through new wars.  If the situation turned out that way, He Rui’s strategy of resolving the issue once and for all through war would prove correct.  Should he trust himself, or trust He Rui? Li Runshi pondered calmly. Finally, the image of an aging He Rui appeared before him. In just over a year, He Rui's hair had turned almost entirely white. Yet, paired with that pale, thin face, the white hair looked rather distinguished...  Ultimately, Li Runshi decided to support He Rui's view.  At this moment, Europe had no idea that its fate had been decided. King Leopold III of Belgium, after hearing reports from the Prime Minister and the Minister of War, decisively approved the plan for the Belgian army to resist to the end.  Belgium's population was roughly 8.3 million. Although Belgium had never counted them, the number of Black people killed by their colonial policies was over 20 million—meaning, on average, every Belgian bore the weight of three Black lives.  The Congo was a Belgian colony, and its people were now arriving in Europe. Now that the Belgian upper class was forced to treat Black people as human, they saw no possibility of being forgiven.  If Belgium itself were reduced to a colony and subjected to such harsh and murderous treatment by colonizers, they knew that given the chance for revenge, Belgians would never show mercy!  With the King's approval, Belgium, which had already undergone national mobilization, pushed it to the maximum. The army's size increased from 800,000 to 1.8 million. Not only were all men of age conscripted, but young women were also drafted in large numbers. Guerilla units were formed in every town, preparing for a death struggle against the invading Black armies.  King Leopold III of Belgium even delivered a stirring, passionate speech on the radio: "Fellow citizens, we face a barbarian Black army filled with a spirit of revenge. Our government has made it clear to their representatives that we are willing to investigate certain tragic events of the past on humanitarian grounds. The Black representatives savagely rejected our proposal and insist on invading our country.  "Fellow citizens! We have no reason to submit to barbarism. For they will point at our corpses and say with contempt: 'Look, there lie slaves!'  "For the freedom and dignity of Belgium, we must fight to the end!"  The Belgians understood exactly what the King was saying—especially over the past six months, since Black people had finally been treated as human beings by Belgians. Now that they saw Black people were indeed human—humans capable of using modern weapons and waging modern war just like themselves—the Belgians naturally recalled what they had done to their fellow human beings and felt a profound sense of terror.  Under the pressure of this fear, the Belgians believed that dying in battle was far better than facing retribution. Thus, after joining the army and taking up arms, the Belgian soldiers felt a sense of security. At least their lives and deaths could be defended with the weapons in their hands.  Beyond their own preparations, the Belgian government also asked the Netherlands if they would join the alliance, but they were met with a polite refusal.  There was a joke that a typical EU official has the following traits: German humor, French humility, Dutch generosity, Belgian imagination, Italian organizational skills, and Irish intelligence.  The Dutch were seen as stingy in Europe, but compared to the Belgians, their imagination was perfectly fine. With their business acumen, the Dutch government had already secretly communicated with China.  They had learned that "punishing colonial crimes" meant admitting that colonial policies were wrong, apologizing for colonial actions, punishing those among the surviving colonizers who had committed murder, and removing colonial symbols—especially statues.  The Dutch government found these demands entirely acceptable. The reason they were so quick to agree was that their colonies were in Southeast Asia. When China liberated Southeast Asia, those among the Dutch colonial personnel who were guilty had already been hanged alongside their guilty Chinese counterparts. Therefore, the Dutch government in Europe could essentially pass through unscathed.  In addition, the Chinese side confirmed to the Netherlands that assets acquired through war in the colonies would be confiscated, but legitimate business assets would be protected. In Europe, such a demand was considered quite reasonable.  Aside from the confiscated assets, the Dutch government learned they wouldn't have to pay extra reparations. Thus, the Dutch cabinet reached a silent consensus on these terms with extreme speed.  The only reason the Dutch government hadn't announced this yet was that they lacked the strength to oppose the Nazi German army, and could only play a double game with the Third Reich led by Hitler.  Even so, the Dutch government felt there was no need to get mixed up with those fools in Belgium. Most European nations were flexible enough; as long as the conditions were right, they would surrender when necessary. But the Belgian blockheads were truly incapable of changing their minds. If they said they were going to fight, they would truly fight to the end.  Once a consensus was reached in the cabinet meeting, the Dutch Foreign Minister immediately set off for France. The Dutch government now needed to reconfirm France's position. Currently, France remained neutral and was gradually restoring diplomatic relations with China. But once France shifted to the Chinese camp, the situation in Europe would change completely.  If they couldn't confirm France's stance after Britain's defeat, the Dutch government might face disaster. For instance, if France did not join the war, Germany might very well invade the Netherlands again after Britain fell, using Dutch territory to defend against the WPLA's advance.
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From the moment he entered French territory, the Dutch Foreign Minister observed thick smoke billowing from the chimneys of every French industrial zone. Without a massive influx of orders, French industry could not possibly be operating at such a high capacity.  The normal domestic demand of France alone could never justify such a frantic level of production. Were these enterprises working themselves to the bone for France's military-industrial complex, or were they fulfilling overseas demand?  Recalling the withered state of the Dutch economy, the Foreign Minister felt a profound envy for France's fortune. Although the Netherlands was not a top-tier European industrial power, it possessed a complete industrial system. The current decline in Dutch industry was partly due to a lack of orders, but seen from another perspective, the Netherlands had previously relied on cheap raw materials from the global colonial system. Now that this system had utterly collapsed, Dutch firms were forced to source raw materials from within Europe.  Most European raw materials were currently controlled by the Nazi-led group headed by Germany. Using such expensive materials to manufacture goods had caused Dutch production costs to skyrocket. Even with industrial prices so high, the Netherlands still found it difficult to exchange its goods for the necessary supplies on the internal European market.  France's industry was indeed stronger than that of the Netherlands, but it was far from capable of keeping every factory running at full tilt on its own. Nor could French domestic resources fully provide the raw materials needed for such widespread operation. Thus, with all its colonies lost, a significant portion of the raw materials France now used must be coming from Chinese-controlled regions.  As for whether French products were being used to arm the French military against a Nazi offensive or sold to the World People's Liberation Army, the Dutch Foreign Minister had no interest in asking.  Upon entering Paris, his envy only deepened. While the city lacked the sheer opulence of the "Golden Decade" (1928-1938), it still retained the silhouette of those prosperous years. While other Western nations had tossed and turned in the agony of the Great Depression, France—leveraging the "Franc Hegemony" funded by China—had enjoyed a prosperous, industrial life that was the envy of every other nation in the West.  During those years, the streets of Paris were filled with wealthy foreigners of every stripe, alongside the Soviet tour groups that European newspapers mockingly dubbed "The Soviet Auntie Tourist Groups." After the establishment of the Soviet Union, the state provided foreign travel benefits to its citizens, giving every Soviet national a chance to visit Europe.  The Soviet people looked down upon impoverished Eastern Europe and Germany; Paris was the city they truly loved. Even if they lacked the funds to buy luxury goods at Galeries Lafayette, they would still purchase cheap trinkets as souvenirs.  While wealthy foreigners indulged in luxury, ordinary ones shopped and dined. Combined with full employment in France, Paris was then not only the most magnificent city in Europe but the most prosperous in the world.  Six years had passed in a flash. Even though France had been defeated and Paris occupied by Germany, and though the veneer of luxury had been washed away by war and upheaval, the internal skeleton of the city still moved the Dutch Foreign Minister.  During those ten golden years, Paris had undergone large-scale modernization and construction. These modern infrastructures still functioned well today, and this momentum alone ensured that Paris remained the most thriving city in Europe.  The French Foreign Minister looked to be in good spirits, showing no signs of anxiety. He greeted his Dutch counterpart with a warm handshake and an embrace, saying with a bright smile, "Welcome to Paris."  The Dutch Foreign Minister sensed a current of confidence in France. Once they reached the reception room, he asked bluntly, "Is France currently capable of providing military protection for Europe?"  Even though both nations had surrendered to Germany during the Battle of Western Europe, the French Foreign Minister showed no sign of displeasure. He answered confidently, "At this stage, France can only do its utmost to maintain its own independence. However, on that foundation, France is willing to provide assistance to its friends."  "Belgium has currently chosen full cooperation with Germany. The Netherlands seeks peace. If our country is invaded by another power, I wonder if France has the capacity to alleviate the pressure on us?" The Dutch Foreign Minister expressed his frank desire to avoid another occupation.  European nations were small, and their diplomacy was correspondingly direct. Hearing this, the French Foreign Minister knew it was time to name his price. He immediately asked, "I wonder what the Netherlands' assessment is of the European Coal and Steel Community?"  "The European Coal and Steel Community? That was a proposal made by Mr. He Rui," the Dutch Foreign Minister replied with cautious composure.  "France has already begun consultations with the Italian government regarding the European Coal and Steel Community. In our view, the Netherlands has a complete need to join such a body."  The Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs had studied the East Asian Coal and Steel Community (EACSC) very carefully. It was a supranational organization whose governing authority was the High Authority.  This High Authority was composed of nine members who held the supreme power of the EACSC. They were responsible for coordinating coal and steel production among member states and ensuring effective competition within the community. It held the power over production, investment, prices, and raw material distribution within the community, as well as the authority to expand or shut down certain enterprises or sectors. It also managed the community's relations with third countries and international organizations.  Member states were required to implement the decisions made by this body. Furthermore, the EACSC featured a Council of Ministers, a Common Assembly, and a Court of Justice to serve its development.  Since the establishment of the EACSC in East Asia, the steel production of China, Japan, and Korea had surged. China was vast and rich in resources, and Japan’s industrial system was long-established, so their rapid growth was no surprise.  However, Korea’s steel industry had unexpectedly become the fastest-growing among the three. Korea possessed ore and coal, and through the EACSC, it gained capital, technology, and markets. The steel industry quickly became Korea's pillar industry, fueling its rapid development over the past decade.  Precisely because the Dutch Foreign Minister had studied the East Asian model so closely, he asked warily, "Does France believe the internal organizational model of the European Coal and Steel Community should copy East Asia's?"  Korea’s rapid development had not come without a price. Its domestic market was small; its iron ore and coal had to be exported to China, and the steel it produced was heavily dependent on the Chinese domestic market. This meant that Korea's internal economic development was heavily influenced by China.  Not only did the Netherlands view Korea as a Chinese satellite, but the whole of Europe saw it that way. The Korean elite today were almost entirely people who had either lived in exile in China or had been educated there.  If France demanded such power, the Netherlands would rather find its own way to maintain its independence.  The French Foreign Minister shook his head. "France believes the internal organizational structure of the European Coal and Steel Community will be an equitable one, and it will definitely not copy the East Asian model. France does not seek a dominant position. Every nation that joins the Coal and Steel Community will be of equal status."  Somewhat reassured by this promise, the Dutch Foreign Minister followed up, "Which nations does France believe have a need to join?"  "France, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Belgium, and Luxembourg."  Hearing that France did not intend to include all of Europe in the community further eased the Dutch minister's mind. However, the implication that the community required Germany's participation was intriguing.  "Does France intend to defeat the Nazi regime?" the Dutch minister asked.  "Does the Dutch government believe that a Nazi German government would be beneficial to the European continent?"  "...Will France join the anti-fascist camp?" The Dutch Foreign Minister did not believe France had the capability to defeat Germany alone. Although the German military had suffered losses in the Soviet-German War and the North African campaigns, they had also gained immense experience. Given their ability to fight on their own soil, one should not assume the Wehrmacht's combat effectiveness had weakened. If one wished to defeat such an army, France alone could certainly not do it.  Even if France, Italy, the Netherlands, Belgium, and Luxembourg cooperated fully, they would be no match for the German army. To truly defeat Germany, one had to rely on China.  "Joining the Coal and Steel Community can at least reduce the pressure Germany exerts on each nation. Among the various threats the Netherlands currently faces, who is more dangerous: China or Germany? France views China as a massive threat, but the contradictions between France and China can be resolved through peaceful discussion. Until Germany completely abandons its fascist ideology, however, it will only choose war to solve its problems."  The Dutch Foreign Minister nodded helplessly. If the Netherlands weren't entirely worried about a second German invasion, they would never have accepted China's demands, given China's fierce anti-colonial stance.  The reason the Dutch government sought cooperation with France, even knowing France was collaborating with China, was that Hitler’s Nazi Germany resorted to war whenever it encountered an unsolvable problem. This had reached the point where the Dutch government would rather trust China than Nazi Germany.  Since there were few other choices at this stage, the Dutch Foreign Minister, seeing that the French Foreign Minister hadn't answered directly, asked bluntly: "Does China know that Germany is prepared to fight to the last man?"  The French Foreign Minister sighed. "As far as I know, both China and the World People's Liberation Army have a very clear understanding of this. The He Rui government's view has never wavered: Nazi Germany, representing the most radical racism, must be eliminated."  From a purely political perspective, the French minister's words were precise. But the Dutch Foreign Minister couldn't help but think of the racial ideologies within the Netherlands itself. In terms of racism, the only difference between the Netherlands and Germany was that the Dutch were less extreme. In essence, all European nations possessed strong racialist ideologies.  If China completely annihilated Nazi Germany, would they then turn their punishment toward the Netherlands?  However, the Dutch Foreign Minister chose not to ask this. When the Chinese special envoy negotiated with the Netherlands, they had explicitly stated that the rejection of racism must be the official position of the Netherlands!  In other words, if the Netherlands wanted to escape the fate of being attacked by China, it had to establish the political concept of human equality—that no race is superior or inferior—in its official stance and textbooks. The percentage of Dutch citizens who truly shared such a belief was certainly less than half.  The Dutch Foreign Minister temporarily set these troublesome matters aside and returned to his original question: "Is France willing to send troops to protect nations that seek peace?"  The French Foreign Minister smiled. "The French government believes that we must first determine how many European nations are truly seeking peace."  This was no joke. The French Ministry of Foreign Affairs had indeed sent envoys to the Nordic countries to ask about their views on "peace."  The French government had done this based on the decisions of a professional cabinet under a presidential system, working with total focus. France believed that China had no possibility of maintaining a long-term military presence in Europe. In the short term, France could build its own image and status by providing security assistance to nations that did not wish to be dragged into the war.  France was already a major power on the European continent. If it could help European nations achieve the strategic goal of escaping the war now, it could certainly restore French influence in Europe.  As for the grueling battle with the German army, that could be left to China. Once Chinese military forces withdrew from Europe, France could use the establishment of the Coal and Steel Community to build a core European power.  "What do you think, Foreign Minister? Does the Netherlands believe it can benefit from the decision to join the Coal and Steel Community?" The French Foreign Minister brought the conversation back to the previous topic.
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The Dutch Foreign Minister stayed at the Hotel des Champs-Élysées. Lying on the soft, large bed, he felt the immense power of "Great Power Diplomacy" in his relaxation.  The conversation that had just concluded made him feel that France was indeed a major European power. Despite its poor performance in the ongoing Second World War, France had at least endured. While other nations were still bobbing in the vortex of the war, struggling not to drown, France had already begun to contemplate and layout the future of post-war Europe.  To the Dutch Foreign Minister, the outline of the future France sought to build was clear. Its main goal was to establish a collective defense system on the European continent and exclude Britain as much as possible. To achieve this, France was even willing to cooperate with a Germany that had eliminated racism and militarism.  The French Foreign Minister had even hinted to him that as long as the European continent excluded Britain, China would be happy to see a peaceful Europe.  Faced with such a statement, the Dutch minister didn't dare fully believe China would be so wide-ranging, yet he couldn't help but hope for such a development.  In the traditional European view, this was the essence of Great Power Diplomacy—only major powers could negotiate with one another based on equal terms. What the French minister had described was undoubtedly a result that could only be achieved through such high-level statecraft.  Since the Netherlands was weaker than France, the French Foreign Minister inevitably displayed a Great Power mindset. He had bluntly stated that Britain must undergo a "thorough liquidation of its colonialist and racist crimes" and asked for the Dutch minister's opinion.  Britain had been able to act as a continental "shit-stirrer" for centuries not because European nations were foolish, but because they indeed needed to borrow the strength of this extra-regional power. Thus, the Netherlands did not particularly look forward to a complete liquidation of Britain; they hoped that a post-liquidation Britain would retain some strength to balance the power dynamics on the continent.  Therefore, the Dutch Foreign Minister could only state cryptically that Britain bore an uncompromising responsibility for the tragedies that occurred in Africa! He added that they expected such a liquidation to be reasonable and not excessive. As for joining the Coal and Steel Community, he promised to convey the proposal personally to the Dutch government.  In the Dutch minister's view, if China's wrath was mainly directed at Britain and Germany, the Netherlands would certainly not fight to the death like those blockheads in Belgium.  If the issue could be resolved by merely modifying some domestic laws, issuing government announcements, rewriting a few passages in textbooks, and toppling a few statues, then Britain could go to hell for all he cared.  This sentiment was not unique to the Netherlands. When Chinese secret envoys contacted Sweden and Norway, they encountered a similar attitude. The highest hope of Sweden and Norway was to ensure their own security; neither had any interest in colonialism nor any intention of dying for another country.  Synthesizing these reactions, the Military Commission of the Chinese Civilization Party assembled a mosaic of the continent. "Grey nations," whose primary goal was to survive the war, occupied most of Europe outside of the Soviet Union.  The "Deep Blue," representing those committed to the fight, included only Germany, Britain, and Belgium. The United States, also still fighting, was colored "Light Blue."  Previously, China had engaged in a war of attrition with the United States because the US had chosen a strategy of holding key strongpoints. Both sides had persisted at any cost to seize these strategic locations.  Particularly after MacArthur was dismissed and Eisenhower took office, China was in the midst of firebombing the Great Lakes region. MacArthur had been impeached by Congress for his "Elastic Defense." After taking over, Eisenhower threw the last elite remnants of the US Air Force into a death struggle against the Chinese Air Force and once again dispatched the Army into Canada.  In response, Chinese forces crossed the US-Canada border to fight on American soil. Once the elite of the US Air Force and Army had been exhausted within two months, the Chinese military withdrew to the territories of the five indigenous North American nations.  Following this, Eisenhower attempted suicide and resigned as Army Chief of Staff. His successor, Matthew Ridgway, was a highly conservative and capable soldier. He ordered the US military to hold the border and strictly forbade firing the first shot, causing the combat between China and the US to subside.  From both a military and political perspective, this was the stage where peace was most achievable. China held the advantage; if it could resolve Britain and Germany, the US would find it impossible to maintain a state of war and would inevitably sign an armistice.  Li Runshi, who was in charge of the Military Commission's work, found that the extermination he had feared had not erupted; instead, the West had accepted reality. The foundation for this acceptance was precisely the severe military strikes China had dealt to Britain.  This fact greatly deepened Li Runshi’s understanding of the world. Different levels of civilization indeed led to vastly different diplomatic methods.  Having resolved this issue, Li Runshi still did not issue crude orders regarding Britain. Since the European nations wanted to see the fate of those who resisted to the end, China had to satisfy their expectations. Although such a practice seemed primitive to the Chinese, they had to "do as the Romans do" and see it through.  Li Runshi took a considerable risk in judging that the United States would not send a massive fleet to protect Britain, and formulated a military plan based on that assessment.  On December 1st, the Japanese fleet, which had been operating in the South Pacific, surged northward and reached the western coast of Britain. They began executing the "East Wind" operational plan. Under this plan, 300,000 WPLA troops were to be landed in Ireland to liberate and unify the entire island.  On the first day of the operation, 43,891 officers and men were landed on the island. Over the previous month, the Irish Youth Sinn Féin had already liberated vast rural areas. Guided by the local population, the Northern Irish capital of Belfast was liberated on December 3rd, and all British military presence in Ireland was eliminated.  On December 4th, the Youth Sinn Féin announced the establishment of the Republic of Ireland, with territory encompassing the entire island and its offshore islands.  China announced its recognition of the Republic of Ireland on December 5th. On December 6th, the other liberated nations followed suit.  On December 7th, the Republic of Ireland announced its entry into the World Anti-Colonial and Anti-Fascist Alliance and declared war on the Axis.  On December 8th, bomber formations taking off from Ireland began striking Britain. 186 Irish volunteers participated in that day's raids.  As Britain was finally reduced from an Empire where the sun never set to a United Kingdom consisting only of England and Scotland, the Chinese government at last formally presented its peace demands.  Upon learning that China had finally issued formal requirements, the British Foreign Secretary burst into tears. While there was humiliation in those tears, the greater part was the release of the grievance of having finally waited for a chance at peace.  Throughout the war, the British elite had hoped for China to present peace terms early, but China had consistently refrained from doing so. Under pressure from the upper class, the British Foreign Office had actually formulated many plans, ranging from recognizing China's hegemony in all of Asia to recognizing it in both Asia and Africa.  It wasn't that Britain didn't know it couldn't win; it was that it didn't know how to exit the war. As long as China agreed to peace, Britain's posture was actually quite flexible.  Wiping away his tears, the Foreign Secretary carefully examined China's conditions. They hadn't changed: Britain must admit the errors of colonialism, oppose racism, and punish those responsible for the murder of locals in the colonies.  Beyond this, China did not demand territory or official reparations.  Soon, the British Cabinet convened a meeting. Among the group of cabinet members whose faces were pale from the torments of war, Prime Minister Churchill was absent. As of December 7th, Churchill was still insisting on the policy of the British people resisting to the end.  When it seemed likely that China would drive millions of Black troops to conduct an extermination campaign on the British Isles, the Cabinet could still tolerate Churchill as Prime Minister. Now that this possibility had been removed, Churchill's utility had reached its end.  The British Prime Minister is the First Lord of the Treasury, and the Chancellor of the Exchequer is the Second Lord of the Treasury. While the Chancellor often seems inconspicuous during wartime, the ability to continue the war rests entirely on how much money the Treasury can secure.  Seeing that his colleagues, including the Secretary of State for War, remained silent, the Chancellor asked the Home Secretary, "What is the Labour Party's reaction?"  The Home Secretary and the Secretary of State for the Home Department are not the same; the Home Secretary’s role is similar to that of the Soviet NKVD, dealing with various internal domestic contradictions. Intelligence agencies fell under the Home Office rather than the Department of the Interior.  The assembled ministers all knew the Chancellor was expressing a desire for peace, and they looked to the Home Secretary. He immediately briefed them on the situation. With the bombing of Britain and the mass movement of people to the countryside, elections were impossible. If the Conservatives removed Churchill and began diplomatic activities aimed at peace, Labour would have no ability to trigger a general election.  Assurred that Labour could not seize the opportunity to hijack the process, the cabinet ministers were relieved. They began discussing how to negotiate with China.  Though Britain had shrunk from a global empire to a nation on the British Isles, it still had its final shred of dignity—China had not yet invaded its home soil. The opportunity had not vanished; Britain could still maintain its final modicum of face.  The cabinet members were quickly assigned their respective tasks, which primarily involved persuading the British upper class. If the elites, such as the noble lords in the House of Lords, were determined to reject an armistice, the plan would fail.  Fortunately, about half of the noble lords had already fled to the United States. Those remaining in Britain were the ones truly prepared to fix bayonets and fight once China invaded. These lords didn't actually want to die; if an immediate armistice were possible, they would likely agree.  Having assigned the tasks, the cabinet members immediately set to work. But the MPs soon found they were mistaken. The noble lords in the House of Lords opposed the armistice. Although they did not voice their opposition publicly, they used the procedural rules of the House to block a vote, claiming that since the number of lords present was insufficient, the meeting lacked legal validity.  The MPs in the House of Commons were furious, but there was nothing they could do. They could only continue communicating with the lords to find out what they really wanted.  But before a conclusion could be reached, on December 10th, the 38th Army of the World People's Liberation Army took the lead in crossing the sea from Ireland and landed in Southwest England.  As soldiers of various ethnicities stormed the British beaches, the British troops across from them either fled or immediately lowered the Union Jack and came forward to merge with the WPLA units.  The British noble lords still wanted to play games with the British system, but the ordinary British people had completely despaired of it. Under China's political offensive, ordinary British soldiers were reluctantly convinced that China did not wish to colonize or occupy Britain.  Since war inevitably meant death, no matter how "docile" the common British people had been rendered over 400 years of domestication, they still believed their own lives were more important than those of the British lords. If people had to die, it was better for the lords to die than themselves.
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Units of the World People's Liberation Army landed in Southwest England and immediately advanced toward London. In early December, the temperature hovered around ten degrees Celsius. With British industry largely at a standstill, the skies over Wales and England had gradually returned to a clear, brilliant blue, much like the transparent skies of Africa.  Though they encountered some resistance along the way, it was exceedingly fragile. Some of these units were old adversaries of the WPLA—veterans of the British Afrika Korps. They had fought tenaciously in Africa, but in defending their own soil, their performance could not even match that of the Italian Afrika Korps.  The Italians in Africa hadn't lacked effort; they had simply been overwhelmed by the WPLA’s superior numbers and equipment. In contrast, the British officers and men fighting on their home turf were behaving passively, showing no will to win the war and merely executing orders mechanically. When attacked by the WPLA, they chose to retreat, and often that retreat quickly devolved into a full-scale rout.  By December 11th, despite the WPLA’s cautious advance, the lead elements could already see the arches of the Thames bridges and the spire of Big Ben in the distance.  The citizens of London faced these events with numbness. As long as the British government could still provide grain, these subjects felt fear at the thought of an invasion by a Black army. But now that the day had truly arrived, the starving Londoners were left with no other choice.  Some troops in London continued to resist; the Royal Guard, for instance, was defending Buckingham Palace. Most other British units, unwilling to continue the fight, had withdrawn from the city to the outskirts.  Gaunt, sallow-faced Londoners stood on the roadsides, watching with cold eyes as small WPLA squads cautiously entered the city districts. These soldiers wore camouflage uniforms that obscured their silhouettes, and the skin tones between their helmets and collars were not particularly striking.  It wasn't until they reached the vicinity of the Thames bridges that they met fierce resistance. It was unclear what motivated this particular group of British soldiers to hold their ground so desperately. However, there were only a few hundred of them, and it wasn't long before they were outflanked. In the ensuing urban combat, after exchanges of fire between Lee-Enfield rifles and Type 81 assault rifles, this determined British force was quickly driven into nearby buildings.  The WPLA did not launch a frontal assault on these red-brick structures. Instead, they brought up several flamethrower tanks. British bullets and grenades clattered harmlessly against the hulls of the Type 59 tanks, unable to injure the crews. When thick pillars of fire roared from the windows into the rooms, the British soldiers within were incinerated.  Compared to such skirmishes, the forces concentrated around Buckingham Palace were much larger. The Royal Guard was indeed a full regiment in size, bolstered by numerous other units.  When King Henry VI learned that personnel from the WPLA were requesting an audience, he cursed the London Defense Commander in his heart for being so unreliable. But since things had come to this, he granted the visitors entry to the Palace.  The WPLA delegation consisted of three members: Henry, a British volunteer; Abu, a Kenyan from Africa; and Lieutenant Colonel Wang Xinli, a Chinese officer.  Wang Xinli walked silently through the corridors of Buckingham Palace. Observing the ornate carvings and gilded beams of the building, he felt that in terms of sheer, extravagant decadence, Britain was a truly rotten nation.  Since the establishment of the Palace Museum in 1927, the Old Summer Palace and the Summer Palace had all been returned to the state as public attractions. While a cadet at the Baoding Military Academy, Wang and his classmates had visited these sites during their holidays.  He had to admit that those buildings had been somewhat disappointing to a man from the Western Frontier Province. In terms of scale and grandeur, the imperial architecture was respectable, but the actual living quarters were cramped and narrow—not even as spacious as the large dormitory at the Baoding Academy.  After Wang Xinli graduated and joined the army, he had returned home on leave in early 1944. Seeing his family’s new four-bedroom, two-living-room apartment—purchased with a military housing loan—he felt that the rooms in the Forbidden City and the Summer Palace were simply incomparable to the housing enjoyed by ordinary Chinese people.  The modern residential buildings were standard eight-story structures, with two households per floor, equipped with both elevators and stairs. After driving into the underground garage, one could take the elevator directly from the second basement level to their own floor.  Wang Xinli felt deeply proud of the lifestyle of New China. As people said, except for the lack of a large retinue of servants, the standard of living for an ordinary person was not necessarily inferior to that of so-called royalty.  Indeed, being "served" was regarded as a moral sin in New China. If one required assistance with daily life, they could purchase labor services. Whether one provided the funds or the service, they were equal human beings. As the saying went: "There are only differences in labor roles; there is no such thing as high or low among people."  Wang Xinli had been a member of the New China established by the He Rui government since he was old enough to understand the world. Raised with such education, he believed it was precisely these ideals that had built the great China of today.  Although his political education in the military taught him to acknowledge that buildings like Buckingham Palace were representatives of human culture, his internal sense of disdain did not fade.  He mentally rehearsed what he was to say, repeatedly warning himself not to speak the truth—that is, he must not tell King Henry VI that the only reason the WPLA hadn't stormed Buckingham Palace was that the King's life was worth no more than the palace building itself.  This was a factual view, documented in meeting records. Since they believed there was no hierarchy among human beings, Henry VI was just a man—one human being no different from any other.  The Kenyan, Abu, was visibly more emotional. A graduate of a Chinese university's law department, he possessed full military training. But Abu had never imagined that one day he would walk into Buckingham Palace to announce the decisions of the World People's Liberation Army to the British King as an equal. The feeling gave him a sense of surreal disorientation.  Henry, the British revolutionary, felt mostly anxiety. As a Briton, he had truly worked hard to overthrow the current evil political system of his country and establish a new one. Yet, as his expectations were about to be realized, he felt the pressure. He truly did not want to see Britain's cities turned to ash and its people slaughtered in heaps.  This meeting with Henry VI to persuade the King to surrender made Henry feel a sense of trepidation. He wasn't sure if the King would capitulate; if the persuasion failed, the war would inevitably become unimaginably brutal.  A similar sense of trepidation was felt by the units tasked with seizing Whitehall—specifically the Colonial Office and the archives.  The Chinese members of the WPLA Committee believed that these colonial records were of the utmost importance. Once they possessed this data, they could conduct a well-founded and evidence-based trial of Britain.  Colonial history was filthy and filled with sin, but the history of mankind was simply history. These primary source materials were vital to the record of human civilization.
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When the heavy doors were opened, the scent inside made the Chinese soldiers at the entrance feel as if they had returned to a university library. The smell of a vast quantity of paper gathered together is very distinct; once experienced, it is not easily forgotten.  Stepping into the archives, they saw rows of towering shelves filled with stacks, layers, and files of documents. The Chinese soldiers immediately moved forward at a steady pace, clutching their weapons and raising their lanterns to probe the gaps between the wooden racks.  They had reached the final stage; nothing could be allowed to go wrong! Only after eliminating all risks within the archives could the records be fully protected.  The First Secretary of the Colonial Office, standing at the door, felt a sense of profound loss, but he had no desire to mount the gallows and be hanged like a common criminal. He turned to the Chinese officer, Chen Changsheng. "Mr. Chen..."  Chen Changsheng cut off the unnecessary pleasantries. "If you have other business, you may tell me. If you are merely worried, there is no need to speak. We place great importance on our promises and will never be as treacherous as the Spaniards who tricked the Inca King."  The First Secretary of the British Colonial Office was struck by this statement. Although he knew the Chinese soldiers had received a thorough, systematic education, the fact that they could cite the example of Spanish colonials deceiving the Inca King suggested their knowledge was remarkably comprehensive.  "I certainly believe you, Mr. Chen," the First Secretary said, falling silent.  Chen Changsheng turned his gaze toward the archives of the British Colonial Office, a great weight finally lifting from his heart. Seizing the British archives was the ultimate task of this assault on London—perhaps even *the* most important one.  This level of importance reminded Chen Changsheng of the knowledge he had learned in history class. After the fall of the Qin Dynasty, when Liu Bang entered Xianyang, he took away the Qin archives. When Xiang Yu entered Xianyang, he merely vented his bravado against the Qin nobility, leaving the city in ruins.  Confronted with the mess he had created, Xiang Yu excused himself by saying that for a man to achieve wealth and honor and not return to his hometown was like "wearing silken robes and walking in the night." One of Xiang Yu's subordinates couldn't help but whisper: "People say the men of Chu are but monkeys wearing crowns; it is indeed true."  The idiom "a monkey wearing a crown" (沐猴而冠) originated from this event. When Xiang Yu heard of it, he had the man arrested and boiled alive in a cauldron.  Looking at the vast scale of the British archives, Chen Changsheng finally felt firsthand what the weight of Chinese history had bestowed upon the Chinese people. Even a simple mocking idiom carried behind it profound historical lessons of all kinds. The wisdom of ancient Chinese people from two thousand years ago was not at all outdated two thousand years later.  ***  Meanwhile, in Buckingham Palace, another Chinese officer, Lieutenant Colonel Wang Xinli, shared similar sentiments. Across from him, the British King, Henry VI, declared that if he were not granted treatment befitting a monarch, he would never surrender.  Henry, the British representative of the World People's Liberation Army, tried to persuade King Henry VI to recognize reality and stop playing the games of "kings and nobles." But Henry VI clearly did not agree with the views of this British subject standing before him. In the King's view, he was naturally entitled to royal privileges; if this point was ignored, he would rather fight to the end with his final guards within Buckingham Palace, seeking a mutual destruction.  Lieutenant Colonel Wang Xinli could finally contain himself no longer. He spoke to Henry VI in English: "Your Majesty, over seven hundred years ago, a Chinese official and man of letters wrote a poem that left a deep impression on me."  Henry VI had not expected this young Chinese officer to speak of literature. It must be noted that in Europe, literature was considered high culture, a pursuit highly favored among the nobility. Thus, Henry VI immediately felt that Lieutenant Colonel Wang might be someone he could converse with.  "What did that official write?" Henry VI asked. Since the other party was an official and writer from seven hundred years ago, by European standards, he must have been an aristocrat. Henry VI felt that discussing the poetry of the nobility would be to his advantage. Had the opponent been a mere revolutionary, Henry VI would have had no interest in the discussion.  Wang Xinli nodded to Henry VI, then recited the poem *Shan Yang Po: Meditations on the Past at Tong Pass* first in Chinese, and then in English.  "The peaks gather like clouds, the waves rage like fury; the road through Tong Pass winds between mountains and rivers. Looking toward the Western Capital, I hesitate in sorrow, grieving for the places where the Qin and Han once trod. Ten thousand halls and palaces have all turned to dust. When the empire prospers, the people suffer; when the empire falls, the people suffer."  The Briton, Henry, and the African, Abu, had both studied in China for several years and could basicially understand Chinese poetry. But this was the first time they had heard this piece, and they could not fully grasp its nuances. However, both could tell it was a lament for past dynasties, especially the final lines—"When the empire prospers, the people suffer; when the empire falls, the people suffer"—which left them both deeply shaken.  Hearing the English version of "Goat Slope" (Shan Yang Po), Henry VI felt a strange sense of familiarity. This was because British and European place names, in essence, were mostly literal translations similar to Chinese names like "Date Palm Grove" or "Horse Station." "Goat Slope" certainly had a European ring to it.  As a soldier, Wang Xinli's translation used more military-inflected terms: "The mountain ridges huddle together like defensive barriers of war, and the towering waves of the great river seem like the furious will to sink any who attempt to cross. Within the ramparts formed by mountains and rivers, the fortress-gate named Tong sits upon the only passage. Standing atop the fortress looking toward the capital of a previous dynasty, the desolation in my heart makes me reluctant to personally enter those great ruins.  When I pass through the open ground before the ancient capitals of the Qin and Han Empires of sixteen hundred years ago, and think of how history records tens of thousands of royal palaces and gardens once stood here, only to see them now reduced to the very soil before me.  With the rise of a new empire, the people are the ones who suffer most. With the fall of an old empire, the people are likewise the ones who suffer most."  Henry VI fell silent. He never expected that an ancient Chinese poem he had never heard of would strike him so deeply in the heart. In his view, the beauty and poignancy of this verse could only be compared to the poetry of Shakespeare. If set to music, it would surely become the most famous troubadour song in Europe.  After hearing it just once, Henry VI thought of the Rome he had once visited. Such a great city could no longer manifest its appearance of sixteen hundred years ago; later generations could only see fragments of that great empire and great civilization from the surviving ruins.  The accompanying Henry and Abu watched Henry VI's darkened expression, unable to tell exactly what the British King was feeling. They looked again at Lieutenant Colonel Wang Xinli, both starting to wonder about his background and the level of education at the Baoding Military Academy.  The current Baoding Military Academy was a university and a world-renowned military institution. This was because New China’s five Marshals had all followed He Rui from the time they graduated and were assigned from the academy's predecessor, the Baoding Land Army Officers' School.  Even with such illustrious alumni, the Baoding Military Academy remained a school for training junior and field officers. Similar prestigious institutions included the Shenyang Military Academy and the Jiangning Military Academy. The training of generals was the task of China's National Defense University.  Therefore, the fact that graduates of Baoding could not only fight but also possessed such a level of literary skill seemed to prove that, by European standards, Baoding was an aristocratic military school... and yet, in daily life, Lieutenant Colonel Wang appeared no different from any other officer. He would curse when necessary, and there was nothing of the "aristocrat" in his conduct.  As the two were pondering, Henry VI had already made his decision. "Lieutenant Colonel Wang, may I have a private word with you?"  At this moment, Henry VI believed Wang Xinli must be a Chinese aristocratic officer. If a surrender had to be discussed, Henry VI would rather communicate with a fellow aristocrat. After all, only an aristocrat could understand an aristocrat.  Wang Xinli had originally only wanted to persuade Henry VI to stop resisting so that the area centered on Buckingham Palace would not be turned to scorched earth. In this operation, the goal of the World People's Liberation Army was to liberate London, not to preserve it. The units were already equipped with various weapons, including thermobaric bombs; once combat began, the WPLA would pursue the lowest possible casualty rate for their own side.  If not for the fact that a peaceful surrender could minimize casualties to the greatest extent, the assault would have already begun.  Seeing Henry VI request a private talk, Wang Xinli, though not having made comprehensive prior preparations for such a scenario, could only reply: "I accept the invitation."  Upon hearing this, Henry VI felt that Wang Xinli clearly had not received a European aristocratic education. A European aristocrat, though meaning the same thing, would have said something like, "It would be my honor."  However, Eastern aristocrats were clearly different from Western ones, and under the current circumstances, Henry VI decided to be a bit more tolerant. Thus, the two went to a small reception room in Buckingham Palace, where Henry VI asked: "Lieutenant Colonel Wang, I would very much like to hear China's arrangements for me."
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In a modern state, military and diplomatic powers belong directly to the core leadership. In China, these powers were held by the Party Chairman—He Rui.  When Lieutenant Colonel Wang Xinli heard King Henry VI inquire about his diplomatic authority, his heart pounded. He answered cautiously, "As a soldier, I have not been granted such authorization."  Henry VI did not press him. Instead, Wang’s response only confirmed the King’s belief that the Lieutenant Colonel was an "aristocrat." The mere phrase "I have not been granted authorization" proved that Wang was not ignorant of the diplomatic system and its internal jargon.  "Can the Lieutenant Colonel contact the Chinese capital directly?" Henry VI continued.  As a soldier, Wang Xinli dared not bypass the chain of command. He replied frankly, "I will report to my superiors."  "How long will it take?" the King asked.  "I can hardly move my radio station into Buckingham Palace, can I?" Wang was forced by the strict regulations to speak the truth.  "What if I agree to it?" Henry VI was more inclined to deal with this "aristocratic officer" who seemed inevitable under the British system. In the King's eyes, Lieutenant Colonel Wang was reliable.  Ultimately, Wang Xinli, adopting a "dead horse as a living doctor" approach, sent a telegram to the WPLA General Logistics Department in Kenya. Just as he was prepared for his message to vanish into thin air or be met with a reprimand, a reply arrived: "Ask the British King if he is willing to establish a dedicated line."  A "dedicated line" in radio telegraphy meant that at a certain time and on a certain frequency, no other stations would transmit. Wang asked the King’s Grand Chamberlain, who was standing beside him, and quickly received the answer: "It is possible."  With this, Wang Xinli felt as if a great weight had been lifted. Such high-level matters were not for a mere Lieutenant Colonel to handle; in such situations, it was best to hand it over as quickly as possible.  Of course, Wang was curious about the contents of the exchange, but fearing the punishment that would follow any delay of major affairs, he suppressed his curiosity and waited quietly for the result.  Upon learning that the person on the other side was actually Chinese Marshal Cheng Ruofan, Henry VI felt he was indeed being treated with importance. His only regret was that He Rui himself did not appear. What Henry VI did not know was that Cheng Ruofan had established a dedicated line with the capital and was reporting directly to the Central Government. Although He Rui was not actively participating, Li Runshi was in charge, and He Rui was at least "listening in."  Naturally, Cheng Ruofan would not tell Henry VI any of this. He quickly received word from Li Runshi and relayed it to the King: "If the British King intends to go into exile, China will not stop him."  Hearing Cheng Ruofan's answer, Henry VI did not ask if Cheng had been authorized. If one of the five Marshals of China did not have the authority or the discretion to handle such matters, the management of the Chinese central government would be absurdly incompetent.  Henry VI pondered, considering whether to ask about the possibility of peace talks at this stage. Compared to exile, he naturally preferred a negotiated peace; even if it cost a great deal, the government of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland would have at least survived the war. Exile meant the end of the nation.  Seeing things had come to this, Henry VI decided to cast aside his pride and sent the question across.  Soon, Cheng Ruofan’s reply was delivered to him: "Please discuss this matter with the Executive Committee of the World People's Liberation Army. The Chinese government can only guarantee the safety of the King's exile."  As he finished reading the telegram, Henry VI felt a pang in his heart, his handsome face twisting with pain. An exiled king might never return to his homeland, but these radical revolutionaries of the WPLA advocated for the sweeping away of feudal autocracy and the establishment of people's republics. To realize their political ideals, these men of various ethnicities had absolutely no respect for ancient history. They even believed that the long histories of nations were merely accumulations of rot that had to be smashed and rebuilt.  This attitude was like a pack of wild beasts charging into a porcelain shop, completely ignoring the exquisite porcelain and the culture and history carried by their shapes and patterns, and simply wrecking the shop according to their animal instincts. After the depredations of these brutes, only ruins would remain.  Gazing at the ornate carvings and complex decorations of the Buckingham Palace briefing room, Henry VI was overwhelmed by a surge of emotions. Somehow, he suddenly recalled the ancient Chinese poem translated by Lieutenant Colonel Wang Xinli, "Meditation on the Past at Tong Pass."  Being the master of Buckingham Palace was indeed a fine thing. But if Buckingham Palace were to become his tomb, Henry VI felt his own life was more valuable.  Many years later, when Wang Xinli was telling his grandson about the pursuits of life, he remarked with deep feeling: "Nothing is brought into this life, and nothing is taken out. So never let yourself be weighed down by external things. Don't be like that King—when he went into exile, he brought a dozen fucking trucks..."  At this point, Wang saw his wife glaring at him for his coarse language. He quickly switched to more refined terms. "A single bag is enough for the necessary tools. Now even laptops have dedicated backpacks. With a backpack on your back and a small suitcase in your hand, you can go anywhere in the world..."  These words were truly from the heart, for Wang Xinli had never expected that after becoming the officer escorting the British King into exile, he would have to coordinate the transport for him. He had thought it would be a matter of a few cars and a truck—taking the King to a British port, putting him on a ship, and that would be that.  He never expected the King would organize an entire convoy. Not only did he take a dozen trucks of antiques and paintings, but there was even a truck specifically dedicated to hauling the British Royal Family's Gold State Coach, used for receiving foreign guests.  Seeing that glittering, magnificent Gold State Coach, Wang Xinli felt this was the very picture of a doomed nation. If a national leader used such ostentatious and impractical things every day, could they still claim to be part of the people? Could they still go among the masses and become one with them?  However, orders from above were not to stop the King's exile. Moreover, when the King fled, he took the British fleet with him. Wang Xinli finally felt his hard work had some value. Letting the British fleet run off together would help in the liberation of Britain. At the very least, without their ships, the British sailors wouldn't have to go down with them.  As for the combat capability of the British fleet, Wang was not interested at all. Compared to the massive American fleet, these few British ships were pathetic. Thus, his disdain for things like "royalty" only deepened. If they had sold those antiques and paintings, they could have at least built a few more warships!  King Henry VI had no idea what was going on in Lieutenant Colonel Wang’s mind. As he was leaving, he invited Wang to share his car and asked with a weary air, "Lieutenant Colonel, do you have any knowledge of poems regarding parting?"  Wang Xinli did his best to make his expression solemn. He translated the lyrics of Li Yu, the Last Ruler of Southern Tang, into English. Fearing the Englishman wouldn't understand the references to the Yangtze and Yellow Rivers, Wang told Henry VI beforehand that he would substitute some terms with English names. Then he recited:  "When will the spring flowers and autumn moon end? How much of the past is known? Last night, the east wind blew again at Buckingham Palace. One cannot bear to look back at the old country in the smoke and dust. The carved railings and jade steps should still be there; only the coat of arms has changed. Ask how much sorrow a man can have? Just like the Thames River flowing east."  He had just finished when he looked at Henry VI and saw him staring blankly out the car window. Before long, the King burst into tears.  Wang Xinli maintained a polite expression, but in his heart, he thought: *If you knew it would come to this, what the hell were you doing before? Now you have the face to cry? Ptooey!*  The confirmation of the British King’s exile to the United States occurred on December 14th. Marshal Cheng Ruofan, the General Logistics Director of the WPLA, was more concerned with the current position of the WPLA in London. Upon receiving news that the British forces in London had completely surrendered, Cheng let out a long sigh of relief. He had expected to be overjoyed, but his greatest feeling at that moment was actually: "It's finally over!"  With a deep sense of exhaustion, Cheng Ruofan decided to get some sleep. Just as he stood up, he remembered he still had to send a telegram to He Rui. At such a time, only by personally sending the telegram could Cheng feel that he had truly completed his task.  Sitting back down, Cheng Ruofan picked up his pen several times, but he didn't know what to write to express his current mood. Before 1915, Cheng Ruofan had looked forward to the day Britain would be destroyed. Thirty years had passed in the blink of an eye, and when that day truly arrived, Cheng found that what he had sought was perhaps not the destruction of Britain, but for China to become the world’s hegemon.  Now that China had truly become the hegemon, Cheng Ruofan felt a strong sense of unease. The man who had led China to this point and achieved the great deeds Cheng had never even dared to dream of was He Rui. If He Rui were in good health now, Cheng Ruofan would not feel such intense pressure; he would certainly be indulging in the feast of Britain's collapse.  But He Rui’s health was so poor. Once He Rui passed away, it would be up to Cheng Ruofan and the others to shoulder the burden of the world’s hegemon. Cheng Ruofan found that he was not prepared for this, and he felt immense pressure regarding the challenges that a hegemon must face.  The so-called hegemony of the white world, which had once seemed so invincible, was but a sandcastle before He Rui. He only had to surge the waves, and the castle would turn back into a pile of sand.  If China could not learn from this, it would be the next one.
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"...I have often heard the Chairman say: 'Benevolence is cooperation; Righteousness is the distribution of benefits.' At this moment, I am suddenly reminded of Jia Yi's *On the Faults of Qin*.  "Jia Yi wrote: 'Thus, with a mere fragment of land, Qin achieved the power of ten thousand chariots and ordered the eight provinces to pay court to it for over a hundred years. Then, it made the world its home and the Hangu Pass its palace. Yet a single commoner raised a revolt, and the ancestral temples were destroyed. The ruler died at the hands of others and became the laughingstock of the world—why? Because benevolence and righteousness were not applied, and the conditions of offense and defense had shifted.'  "Contemplating China's current power and majesty, I feel both fortunate and, inevitably, a trace of trepidation..."  He Rui set the telegram aside. Cheng Ruofan’s sudden use of Classical Chinese moved him. That even a man like Cheng would feel "the coldness of the heights" showed that China's global deployment had given even this idealist the "border anxiety" that came with far-flung expeditions.  The "Zhong" in the name *Zhongguo* (China) referred to the Central Kingdom—the center of all under heaven. In the 21st century, He Rui had expended much effort to purge Eurocentrism from his cognition. But the people of Cheng Ruofan's era had suffered no foreign aggression since the unification of China in 1924. Because the period of China's lost confidence had been so brief—barely twenty years in total—this generation had never formed a rigid sense of Eurocentrism. They easily reconnected with the traditional view of Sinocentrism.  Thus, even if Britain styled itself the world hegemon, in Cheng Ruofan’s eyes, it was merely a frontier of barbarians distant from China. Yet, the task of governing the world made Cheng feel the heavy pressure of being so far removed from China, the world's center.  Indeed, if China relied solely on imperialist methods to maintain global hegemony, the pressure would be crushing, quickly leading to a situation where expenditures exceeded returns.  Thinking of this, He Rui initially wanted to call Li Runshi over to discuss the governance of the world. However, his hand rested on the telephone for a long time before he finally let go.  Power, by its nature, is exclusive. An incomplete handover is no handover at all. Since he had decided to step down, it should be Li Runshi who sought out He Rui when he needed him, not He Rui seeking out Li whenever he had a thought.  Having settled this, He Rui sat back at his desk and looked through documents regarding foreign affairs. The US presidential election, which should have yielded results in November, had been delayed slightly due to the Chinese invasion of American territory. Even so, on December 11th, the American people elected the ticket of Henry Wallace and Eleanor Roosevelt.  Wallace’s campaign platform was centered on ending the war. The Republican candidate, Thomas Dewey, had been swept up by public opinion demanding the restoration of order in North America. Although the high-minded Dewey had received cheers from the public, his support rate was only 31%—a clear proof of the American people’s true sentiments.  He Rui’s requirement to begin a full prisoner exchange with the US before December 20th was being executed quite well. The new Wallace administration had reached an agreement with China to start the exchange on December 16th. By December 24th at the latest, all Chinese officers and men captured by the US would be released. In exchange, China was handing over four times the number of American prisoners.  As He Rui was reading, the telephone rang. It was Li Runshi. Soon, Li appeared before him, inquiring about the separate release of Black prisoners of war.  "I simply want to see what the result will be. What America thinks is America's business," He Rui said without compromise.  At this stage, He Rui had entered a phase of acting according to his own whims. Releasing Black POWs in the US Northwest was indeed not an act of goodwill. He Rui didn't necessarily believe that by releasing them there, they would use their numerical advantage to establish a Black state. But if the Black people caused trouble in the Northwest, He Rui would be content to watch from the sidelines.  Li Runshi was somewhat unaccustomed to He Rui's new style. Given He Rui's usual caution, he wasn't one to play low-level tricks. As Li stared at him, he found He Rui looking back at him as well. For most people, such an act would trigger a tense, adversarial feeling often called "offense."  Li Runshi trusted He Rui implicitly. Faced with such pressure, he expected He Rui to say something sharp. Soon, He Rui spoke: "Comrade Runshi, if until now there has still been a path for us to follow and learn from, from now on we must make our own decisions. Present-day China has entered a new stage that no other country—nor China itself—has ever reached. We often do not know what will happen."  Li Runshi was startled. Over the past period, as he contemplated future strategy, he too had realized this reality. Hearing He Rui state it so simply and clearly made him feel that He Rui had likely already thought through many things.  From the unification of China in 1924 to the present moment, as China was about to achieve world hegemony, following He Rui's judgment had invariably yielded positive results. Even Li Runshi had begun to grow accustomed to this pattern. He couldn't help but ask, "Chairman, is your arrangement for the Black people strategic or experimental?"  "It is an experimental move. To put it somewhat bluntly, in my view, concentrating Black people in the US Northwest is much like importing cheetahs from Africa to Australia—it is an experimental act," He Rui replied.  Li Runshi felt a sense of discomfort with these words, yet he couldn't help but think that He Rui's physical functions were likely still at a very low level. Only such an explanation could account for He Rui’s seemingly callous disregard for human life.  He Rui had studied psychology and understood Li Runshi's feelings perfectly. He spoke this way because he felt Li had to accept the cruelty of the industrial age. In many instances, Li’s heart was too kind, and the reason for this was that he truly believed in "Man conquering Heaven."  As for the definition of "Heaven," in He Rui's view, it was undoubtedly the understanding of humanity itself achieved in the 21st century.  During the period when He Rui’s physical vitality was abundant, impulses originating from the flesh had a significant impact on his thoughts. Now that his body was weak, the influence of these physical impulses had greatly diminished. While this meant death was very close, it also provided the external conditions for He Rui to think beyond the influence of the flesh.  Until the human body evolved, most revolutionary principles were used by humans to justify their own physical impulses.  If one could not acknowledge this with cold rationality but instead acted purely out of revolutionary passion, they were destined to face many heart-wrenching situations. Especially for a man like Li Runshi, who was filled with an almost unbelievable vitality—his biological state destined him to be more passionate than others.  He Rui did not believe this passion born of vitality was wrong; it was even a commendable trait of humanity worth celebrating. Yet, he still couldn't help but hope that Li Runshi would become an even more powerful existence.  Seeing Li's confusion and heartfelt resistance, He Rui knew that his objectivity could not for long defeat physical reality.  But Li Runshi could not understand He Rui. He asked, "Chairman, do you believe in absolute rationalism?"  "Human observation is inherently laggard compared to reality. As a product of that reality, how can humans possess absolute rationality?" He Rui answered logically.  Having said this, He Rui observed Li Runshi. He saw Li’s brow furrow and his gaze waver; he clearly could not grasp He Rui's current state of mind.  He Rui then switched the topic. "Comrade Runshi, have your thoughts on the future lifestyle yielded any periodic results?"  Li Runshi’s gaze immediately sharpened, and his demeanor became steady—a reaction typical when a question touched upon his area of expertise.  "Chairman, the result of my thinking is that no definite lifestyle can be provided. At this stage, the costs China can provide are only enough to ensure that everyone receives nine years of compulsory education, followed by vocational training and basic education in sociology and logic. Moreover, this vocational and sociological education is a double-edged sword. These efforts might create a progressive future, or they might create a source of chaos. After all, progress and chaos are merely different manifestations of the same thing."  A typical philosopher might sink into despondency or agony after saying such things, but Li Runshi, as a philosopher-statesman, was filled with an innate vitality.  "The future you described before, Chairman—I could not see the material foundation for it, so I could not understand it. Now, I am beginning to understand parts of it, especially the method of future wealth distribution you mentioned. In the China of the future, capital gains will no longer hold a dominant position. Functional gains and capital gains will create immense inequality. And to resolve these inequalities using the moral models of the agricultural era, or the simple and crude models of political stability, will only lead to even greater injustice from a theoretical standpoint."  Li Runshi’s perspective made He Rui’s heart leap with joy. He thought to himself: *Exactly!*  Great politicians can masterfully employ various means—whether it is "stability above all else" or "striking down all monsters and demons"—these are all tools. Their goal, without exception, is to promote the development of productive forces and social progress.  But social progress is never easy. Progress itself is destruction, and the objects being destroyed are not necessarily fallacious or evil within old moral systems and lifestyles.  At such times, only the great or the dull can truly grasp the strategy. He Rui hoped that the leaders of China would be great men.
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Li Runshi’s car stopped in front of the office building. The secretary opened the door, but seeing that Li had no intention of getting out, he asked cautiously, "Chairman, is there somewhere else you need to go?"  Li Runshi shook his head, finally breaking his train of thought. He had intended to step out, but in the end, he said, "To see Premier Wu."  When Wu Youping saw Li Runshi enter, he smiled immediately. "Chairman Li, have you seen the statistical reports?"  Li Runshi nodded slightly. The State Council's data was encouraging. Since the start of the war, actual military expenditures had never exceeded national tax revenue. As a result, the war bonds that had been planned remained solely on paper.  This fact gave Li a starting point for their conversation. "Premier, do you believe that everything has meaning?"  Wu Youping was slightly surprised, and his expression quickly turned serious. "I’ve heard the rumors too—some are saying that 'a single word from the Chairman is worth ten thousand words.'"  Li Runshi had heard this as well. Some comrades who had clearly failed to gain influence were now resorting to a cult of personality, fervently extolling He Rui. In Li’s view, these people were of low caliber, which was why they spoke such nonsense. Apparently, they hoped to win He Rui's favor through this idolization.  It was an incredibly foolish approach.  "The Chairman recently discussed the future lifestyle with me. It was only after personally seeing the budget allocations that I became certain: the era where everyone can receive twelve years of education has truly arrived. Twenty years ago, I also envisioned such an era, but after a few quick calculations, I immediately abandoned the thought. Now that the national budget can finally sustain such expenditures, it feels somewhat surreal," Wu Youping remarked nostalgically.  Li Runshi felt a deep sense of resonance. "Thus, the 'meaning' those people believe in doesn't actually exist. However, the lifestyle itself requires a higher level of meaning. If we look at it through the Chairman's 'Hierarchy of Needs,' he is, in fact, not a normal human being."  Wu Youping saw Li’s predicament and couldn't help but smile bitterly. "That is why propaganda is an offensive field. It’s either the East Wind prevailing over the West Wind, or vice versa. The true reasons behind it often cannot be explained openly. Chairman Li, this burden will have to be carried by you."  Li Runshi hadn't expected Wu Youping to act as if he were washing his hands of the matter again, and he felt the pressure mount. Wu Youping was He Rui’s close comrade-in-arms, who had created the present-day China alongside him. In the eyes of ordinary people, China had returned to the pinnacle of the world, and Li Runshi was inheriting an incomparably wealthy family estate.  Yet He Rui, Wu Youping, and Li Runshi all knew very well that the path China was about to take was not one of sitting idle on a mountain of gold. They had to keep moving forward, onto a road they had never traveled before...  "Winning the land is easy; holding it is hard. As for continuing the journey, that is harder still. Chairman Li, whether now or in the future, if you need me for anything, just say the word. I will support you." Wu Youping’s tone carried a heartfelt sympathy.  Wu Youping had long felt that having seen the China of today, he could die without regrets. Thus, he felt a profound pity for Li Runshi. For Li, the hardest part was that the price China had paid for its success thus far was so low that only a tiny minority could understand that this was abnormal—even unreasonable.  Human beings naturally assume that what exists is meant to be, no matter how irrational that existence might be.  Wu Youping advised, "A few days ago, I went home and spoke with my children. I realized that to these little ones, a peaceful life, sufficient food, and clean water are all taken for granted. All they have to do is go to school on time, get their vaccinations on time, and take their deworming medicine on time. In short, as long as they follow the system set by their superiors, a peaceful, prosperous, and happy life is guaranteed. Heh..."  Li Runshi heard the sympathy in Wu’s voice and felt truly grateful, as he had noticed very similar views in his own children. The perspective of today's youth was entirely different from when Li was young. When they first began to understand the world in 1924, China had just concluded the Sino-Japanese War and the Unification War that decided the order in Asia. China truly possessed the strength of a first-rate power in Asia and one of the few in the world.  When telling children about the humiliations China had once suffered, their reaction was anger, not despair. To them, China had simply suffered from a serious illness called "the Manchu Qing." Once that illness was cured, a healthy China could naturally continue to be the world's strongest.  Three years later, in 1927, the Sino-British War ended. This made the children believe that China could defeat any opponent, whether it was the world hegemon Britain or poverty itself.  If there was no clean water, they built waterworks. If there wasn't enough water for the fields, they built irrigation projects. If there were no warships, they built shipyards.  ...If they were scolded by their parents for poor grades, they would reluctantly "look for problems" within themselves.  The children did indeed feel a lot of pressure and hardship while growing up, but they never knew the meaning of despair. Precisely because they did not know what despair was, the young people charging across the battlefields today were filled with confidence and passion.  When China faced technical problems in industrial development, He Rui cooperated with France and bought all of France’s science and technology back home. When the country needed industrial support, He Rui invited global investment, allowing foreign firms to make money in China and thereby completing the industrial supply chains.  Even when China faced immense economic crisis pressure after 1938, the children never felt despair. Because at that time, He Rui introduced the two-day weekend model and strengthened universal education and adult re-education.  During the economic crisis, Chinese adults believed that even if they made less money, life from 1938 to 1941 was far better than the precarious days of 1924.  The youth fully accepted the explanation He Rui offered: "The problems encountered in China's development must be solved through continued development. Science and culture are the primary productive forces."  He Rui gave the people a method and a meaning, and the people truly believed in that explanation. But the central leadership knew that during those three or four years of pushing cultural education with all their might, the Chinese economy had encountered problems that were almost unsolvable. He Rui’s solution was to "smash the old world and build a new one."  Feeling the immense pressure, Li Runshi sighed. "The Chairman never lies; he merely speaks to different audiences in terms they can understand. I admire that greatly."  Wu Youping saw that Li Runshi had truly entered the state of mind of a supreme leader and felt much more at ease. He switched to a lighter topic. "Not long ago, I met that grandson of Master Zhang who is in the shipping industry. His son is only ten. The little fellow asked me a question. There’s a card game now called *Azur Lane*. He couldn't understand why we couldn't treat the warships the Americans helped us build after World War I as our own warships from that era. Hahaha..."  By the end, Wu Youping couldn't help but laugh out loud.  Li Runshi couldn't help but smile as well. He could understand why Wu was laughing. The children of today truly couldn't understand why, if China’s aircraft carriers were launched in 1940, the few destroyers "built" by China in 1919—twenty-one years earlier—couldn't be considered ship types designed and produced by China itself.  In their minds, the Chinese warships of 1919 should have a natural lineage with those of 1940.  It wasn't just ten-year-olds who didn't understand that a historical gap had truly occurred; most young people in the country weren't very clear on it either. They simply happened to be born in New China, and thus naturally possessed peace, health, food, and a bright future.  This was the achievement of He Rui’s generation of leaders—a greatness that even the Chinese people who lived through it could not fully grasp at their current political level.  Li Runshi sighed, "Its rise was sudden, and its fall may be just as swift!"  If the people remained as they were, then the result of "holding onto the boat to find the sword" would inevitably occur.  Wu Youping nodded heavily; he shared the same feeling. If the future youth of China could not understand this achievement and eventually formed a rigid, reactionary mode of thinking, they would naturally believe that as long as a few exceptional figures appeared and fought a few battles with foreign powers, all of China's problems could be solved. That would be disastrous.  "Chairman Li, the Chairman has an idea. He intends to change the national name and the National Day. He wants to mark October 1, 1924, as the day New China was founded. Only by completely breaking with the old era in these most fundamental aspects can we establish the legitimacy of a People’s View of History. If we continue with the 'Republic of China,' someone will inevitably try to shape Sun Yat-sen and Yuan Shikai as 'Founding Fathers.' What do you think?"  Hearing Wu Youping’s words, Li Runshi was overjoyed. He knew this would not be Wu’s idea alone; it must be He Rui’s decision.  Feeling a sense of liberation as if chains had been broken, Li Runshi felt a strong respect for He Rui’s restraint. The reason He Rui hadn't done this in 1924 was that it would have caused a massive internal split and wasted time for China’s development.  The strategic window He Rui created was too short. If they couldn't have finished unification at top speed then, the China of 1926 wouldn't have possessed the strength to go to war with Britain. And if they hadn't defeated Britain, France would never have accepted the proposal for full cooperation.  "This must be proposed by the Chairman himself," Li Runshi quickly judged.  Wu Youping nodded heavily. "Since you agree, let’s begin the process."  In Li Runshi’s previous thoughts, how to make a clean break with the old era was one of the hardest tasks. Some remnants of the old era, in order to gain legitimacy, had colluded with certain capitalists to launch an offensive in the press. Li Runshi had dealt quite harshly with such propaganda.  In a famous closure case, the *Christian Times* in Shanghai was shut down for serializing a novel. The novel followed the traditional pattern of "emperors and generals," telling a story like this:  He Rui had been a chosen official of the Manchu Qing since he was ten, receiving focused cultivation from both the Qing and the Republic. Qing ministers like Cixi, Yuan Shikai, Zhang Xiluan, and Duan Qirui all thought highly of him and supported him with all their might. He Rui did not fail the trust of these great men and eventually reached the pinnacle of power, realizing their ideals.  Li Runshi had immediately ordered the closure of a batch of newspapers and launched a crackdown on stories of this type. For this, he was once privately called the "Lai Junchen of the current age" by literati, and the nickname "Wu Song" for Wu Youping became popular for a time.  But once the bill to change the national name and National Day was passed, New China would possess complete legal and historical legitimacy. Since the Civilization Party was a party of the People's Democratic Dictatorship, He Rui was simply a revolutionary born in the Qing era and living in the Republican era. The New China he founded was a people's regime from start to finish, and all "old eras" were merely objects of his struggle.  From experience, Li Runshi knew that once the new legal and historical legitimacy was formed, He Rui’s "United Front" would be maliciously attacked as "how to most effectively use others." But he firmly believed that He Rui would not care about such misunderstandings. He Rui’s life was dedicated to serving the Chinese people and the working people of the world. Kings, nobles, and generals were never his fellow travelers.  Recovering from his joy, Li Runshi quickly sorted out several main threads and felt that the possibility of success was nearly 100%. With the prestige gained from winning World War II, the backlash from breaking with the old era would be negligible. Most Chinese people not only wouldn't oppose such a break, they would welcome it.  Having fundamentally resolved the issue of the political line, Li Runshi finally relaxed. He suddenly remembered the original reason he had sought out Wu Youping and said, "Premier, I was originally distressed about what kind of new lifestyle to provide. Now I feel the future is bright. In this relaxed atmosphere, I’d like to ask the Premier for his views on functional gains versus capital gains."  Wu Youping hadn't been in a hurry to tell Li Runshi about this, but seeing him so distressed, he couldn't bear it and informed him early. Seeing Li had regained his spark, he was very happy and spoke more lightheartedly.  "The aristocrats of France and England, following their historical status and mission, were to write works attacking modern bourgeois society. In the July Revolution of 1830 in France and the Reform movement in England, they were once again defeated by the hateful parvenu. From then on, there was no more talk of serious political struggle.  "All they could still engage in was a literary struggle. However, even in the literary field, it was impossible to harp on the old tune of the Restoration period. To arouse sympathy, the nobles had to pretend they no longer cared for their own interests and were writing indictments against the bourgeoisie solely for the sake of the exploited working class. The means they used to vent their anger was to sing songs cursing their new rulers and mutter to him some more or less sinister prophecies.  "Thus arose Feudal Socialism—half elegy, half lampoon; half echo of the past, half menace of the future; at times, by its bitter, witty, and incisive criticism, striking the bourgeoisie to the very heart's core, but always ludicrous in its effect, through total incapacity to comprehend the march of modern history.  "In order to rally the people to them, the aristocrats waved the proletarian alms-bag as their banner. But no sooner did the people follow them than they beheld on their hindquarters the old feudal coats of arms, and deserted with loud and irreverent laughter.  "A section of the French Legitimists and 'Young England' played this part."  Hearing Wu Youping fluently recite the *Communist Manifesto* from memory, Li Runshi nodded, feeling that after China’s full entry into industrialization, it had indeed reached this era.  Wu Youping continued, "The Weihua Company—many say it’s a good company, and more who have some economic knowledge say it’s a bad one. In my view, Weihua is a company composed of 'techies' whose corporate direction is to realize their dreams.  "This company is not listed; it does not serve investors. it only serves the outstanding 'techies' gathered together. They are undoubtedly the typical representatives of dual gains—both functional and capital.  "Does Chairman Li think such a company is good or bad? I believe that in different economic environments, one's view would change greatly. That is all."
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The Weihua Company was an enterprise that had risen to prominence in recent years. Internally, the company employed a system of virtual shares distributed according to a member's ability. While the formula for calculating these shares included parameters for tenure, it placed far greater emphasis on individual learning, experience, participation in projects, and actual contribution.  Within the industry, Weihua was most criticized for its practice of "persuading to resign" once an employee’s personal potential was deemed exhausted. There was no room for veterans to rest on their past laurels—a policy many regarded as "callous."  However, this systemic "callousness" ensured that seniority carried little weight, leaving the employees highly motivated. Counterbalancing this perceived coldness was the fact that Weihua's average salary was three to five times higher than the industry standard, attracting a vast influx of top-tier talent.  In present-day China, there was no shortage of orders or technical demands. These "techies" organized themselves into research groups following a model of technical iteration. While competitors could produce similar products, Weihua invariably held a technical advantage in several key areas. This edge allowed them to sweep up contracts in every bidding competition.  Li Runshi had studied the case of Weihua. His research had given him a profound understanding of the level of subjective initiative that could be sparked by combining "technical gains" with "capital gains."  Those who applied to Weihua believed they were the best, and their goal was to work and learn at the most elite enterprise while earning a fortune.  Where talent congregates, strange and troublesome things inevitably follow. To address this, Weihua had built a powerful internal management system. While they couldn't achieve perfection, they strived to ensure that "mistakes are not repeated and anger is not displaced." The company even maintained its own Marxist research team, which used a materialist approach to analyze the root causes and conditions of various internal problems. Once a study was completed, the findings were codified into management regulations.  This went beyond minor matters. Weihua possessed a Strategic Department, a Systems Analysis Department, an Execution Department, an Organizational Department, and a Lifestyle Management Department. It could be said that every system found in a state was replicated within the company. Furthermore, it truly operated according to the methods of state management.  The Strategic Department formulated the company’s development strategy. This strategy was not merely a list of the company's wishes; it involved analyzing the development direction of China and the world. Based on these trends and the company’s own strengths, they formulated Weihua’s path.  When Li Runshi studied this, even a cursory glance revealed an extremely familiar pattern. The He Rui government and the internal organs of the Civilization Party were organized exactly this way.  In Li's view, Weihua could no longer be described as simply "good" or "bad"; it had to be judged by "whether it is capable." Just as present-day China possessed formidable governing capacity, Weihua possessed a powerful corporate organization and operational ability.  Thus, Li Runshi felt that if it ever became necessary to act against Weihua for the sake of regime stability, he would not hesitate. Yet, even if he were to destroy Weihua in the future, he would not criticize the enterprise. For like a treasure trove, it possessed a value that demanded respect.  Seeing Li Runshi fall silent, Premier Wu Youping assumed he was overly concerned about the combined impact of technical and capital gains. Wu offered his own suggestion: "Chairman Li, as long as Weihua continues to operate according to a model of free competition, I believe we should leave them alone. But the moment they attempt to establish a monopoly, they must be struck down."  Li Runshi, realizing Wu had misunderstood his attitude, explained: "I share that view. However, Weihua’s Strategic Department has reached the same conclusion. I wonder if the Premier is aware?"  "I’ve heard of it," Wu replied with a smile. "Since they have such strategic vision, we are naturally pleased to see it."  Li Runshi nodded. "I cannot judge how long this model of brutal competition will last. Absolute fairness only creates absolute unfairness, and absolute unfairness triggers system collapse. Heh. I first heard this argument from the Chairman, but it was in Weihua’s Systems Analysis Department that I first saw this mathematical model."  Wu Youping was amused. "The government cannot conduct such research internally because its inherent goal is to maintain the stability that ensures its own survival."  Li Runshi couldn't help but smile bitterly at this harsh reality. The more thoroughly one researched the future world, the more one realized that all present governments were makeshift operations. It was hard even to consider the He Rui government as anything else.  However, the greatest advantage of the He Rui government was that within its centralized system sat an incomparably powerful strategist guiding the direction of policy. The makeshift governments of other nations lacked a strategist of the same caliber—they often lacked any qualified strategist at all. This gave China an overwhelming advantage over other nations.  Wu Youping understood where Li’s pressure came from. As long as China’s current institutional model remained unchanged, it required its leaders to be powerful strategists. In this regard, Wu felt He Rui was an excellent leader, and his selection of Li Runshi proved his own strategic depth.  Just as he was about to give Li a word of encouragement, Li asked, "Premier, do you think the war will end next year?"  "...I believe that even after the sessions of Congress and the Central Committee conclude, the war will not have ended," Wu Youping gave his assessment.  China held elections every five years. Normally, the Congress and the Central Committee of the Chinese Civilization Party convened in March of years ending in 0 and 5. They would elect the new leadership of the Civilization Party, followed by a new session of the Congress of the Republic of China, which would then elect the National Chairman from among the MPs.  Li Runshi smiled. "Heh. In that case, the Allies will get to witness the death of the Republic of China."  Wu Youping was momentarily stunned, but then he burst into laughter. "Haha, you're right. I imagine the member states of the Allies would be very happy to see that. *Cough, cough, cough...*"  Because he laughed so heartily, Wu Youping choked on his own saliva.  *Cough, cough, cough!* US President Henry Wallace coughed as he set a bottle of Coca-Cola on the desk in the Oval Office.  Recently, Wallace had received numerous threatening letters, mostly from hardliners opposed to an armistice. The Coca-Cola in the bottle had a strange taste, leading Wallace to suspect it might have been poisoned.  Though he thought this, he did not voice it. He had never been a politician and had no desire to become one. In this election, his platform had been clear: an armistice with China.  Wallace didn't truly believe he could win. The reason he ran was because he believed he had a responsibility to the United States. Since he didn't understand politics, he simply spoke of his armistice plan in language that ordinary people could understand.  Now that he had been elected, many people secretly told him that most within the Democratic Party had believed he couldn't win. If it weren't for the fact that the presidency was such a difficult role at this time, the old Democratic politicians would have risen up to get rid of him.  The Republican candidate, Dewey, had thought he would win. He never expected that the vast majority of American voters would firmly support Wallace. After all, Dewey was a politician, and the things he spoke of were too elitist. They required explanations from the educated upper and middle classes for the American people to understand what he was saying.  In contrast, Wallace, who had no politicians to help him, spoke in a way that required no translation for ordinary Americans. He frankly admitted that the American people had made immense efforts and sacrifices to win the war. In fact, America's military progress had been such that it could easily defeat any enemy except China.  But China had also made great progress—a fact that America had not understood at first. This had led to the series of failures thus far.  At present, what America needed was not meaningless sacrifice, but the signing of an armistice agreement rather than a peace treaty. Even with an armistice, America would continue to assert its ownership of places like Hawaii and Alaska.  Although it was humiliating, Wallace decided to take responsibility and end this meaningless war first. At the end of his crucial campaign speech, he had said: "We must first allow the fathers, brothers, sons, and sisters of the American people to return home from the prisoner-of-war camps. Only when we ensure everyone has returned to their hometowns can we begin the next step. God bless America."  Wallace’s words struck a chord with the American people. While people everywhere cursed him and even threatened to kill him, seventy percent of the voters chose him when it came time to cast their ballots. It wasn't that these voters thought Wallace was highly capable, but because they believed he would truly carry out his campaign promises.  Ordinary Americans were now weary of the war; they only wanted to return to their former lives. Wallace’s speech mentioned "hometown," giving many Americans a sense of homecoming.  Setting aside the strangely flavored Coca-Cola, Wallace discussed the arrangements for the Sino-American prisoner exchange with Secretary of State Hull. Hull was an old bureaucrat who understood American politics well. Seeing that Wallace was truly concerned about the exchange, Hull felt the man before him was a truly remarkable fellow.  He understood nothing of politics, yet he had been pushed into the presidency by the times. Because he understood nothing of politics, he chose to tell the truth, which instead narrowed the distance between him and the American voters.  And as for the current prisoner exchange, because Wallace truly understood nothing of grand strategy, he had unexpectedly gained He Rui’s cooperation.  Seeing such a man become President and truly fulfill his duties, Hull couldn't help but wonder if some mysterious power, like God, had intervened on Wallace’s behalf.
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"Stop!" A massive loudspeaker atop a tall utility pole blared.  Captain Dan, along with the other American prisoners of war, halted in the snow-covered corridor. Looking forward, there were endless columns of uniforms; looking back, the line of American POWs seemed just as infinite.  Beside them, the Chinese soldiers, armed and alert, were clearly tense. Their numbers were insignificant compared to the mass of prisoners. Standing amidst the crowds, some Chinese soldiers simply pulled off their thick cotton gloves and gripped their assault rifles, ready to respond to any incident.  Soon, several large trucks drove up. Chinese soldiers leaped out and began unloading devices that consisted of a large drum base topped with a massive metallic umbrella-like structure. As each was unloaded, the soldiers climbed back on the truck and moved forward, while those arriving in jeeps began setting up the equipment.  Before long, these devices were lit. The massive metal umbrellas reflected heat downward, allowing the surrounding American POWs to feel a sliver of warmth. Naturally, the prisoners in the freezing cold crowded toward the heating equipment.  The Chinese soldiers from the jeeps pushed through the crowd of prisoners, leaped back onto the trucks, and headed for the next location. No American prisoners caused trouble; they huddled around the radiant heaters, stretching out frozen palms to catch the fire.  The winter in the northern United States was brutal. Standing for long periods in such extreme cold could easily prove fatal.  Several hours later, shivering and teeth chattering, Captain Dan arrived at the exchange point with his unit. Beneath a long row of hundreds of radiant heaters sat personnel from both the Chinese and American militaries. Beside them were many workers under various national flags.  Coming from a family of career soldiers, Dan recognized the Mexican flag among them at a glance. Upon closer inspection, he also identified the flags of Brazil, Argentina, and other South American nations.  Representatives from these South American countries worked alongside the Chinese and American personnel, checking and questioning based on the registers. Once identities were confirmed and records made, the exchange of American prisoners was completed.  When it was Dan's turn, the process encountered some friction. Many American officers and men could write their own names but lacked the ability to write the required statement on the release documents: "I, [Name], was released at [Time] on December 18, 1944, and have entered United States territory."  This did not surprise Captain Dan. Half of the men in the company he led suffered from dyslexia; they could speak English but were unable to read or write fluently.  Fortunately, the exchange teams had prepared for this. They brought out large boards for the American prisoners to copy fixed content, then guided them in filling in the specific details.  Ultimately, a large number of American prisoners, including Captain Dan, completed the procedures and returned alive to US soil.  Seeing that he was no longer surrounded by Chinese soldiers but by American troops, hot tears welled up in Dan’s eyes, leaving a cold trail on his cheeks.  He was not alone; many American soldiers were weeping. But this emotion was immediately cut short by the shouts of the domestic US troops before them: "Officers to the left, soldiers to the right! Move out immediately, don't block the way!"  Half an hour later, Captain Dan and about twenty other officers marched into the cold wind toward their next destination: the US military receiving camp.  The greatest difference between the American and Chinese sides was that the Chinese military had cleared the snow and prepared the roads. On the American side, the roads were left as slick, trampled corridors created by the released soldiers themselves. Dan nearly slipped several times, yet no one paid them the slightest mind.  After walking an unknown distance and arriving in a near-catatonic state at a concentration camp, Dan and the other officers were herded into a freezing room.  The room had no stove, something Dan found unfamiliar. Although China was the enemy, they had been meticulous in such details. The places where prisoners lived had heating equipment; even if the temperature wasn't high, at least they didn't freeze.  Despite the cold, Dan felt a sense of relief. With twenty or thirty people in the room, the collective body heat made the interior somewhat more tolerable.  There were no beds in the room. The officers thought perhaps they wouldn't be staying long. But one officer remarked, "Maybe they just forgot to give us beds."  No one dared to contradict him. That they had been captured was, of course, due to the formidable combat strength of the Chinese military. Yet these officers all felt that if they had received sufficient supplies, they could have certainly fought on.  They knew well that supplies for both sides were limited by the control of the front and rear lines. The Chinese military possessed a superior long-range deployment capability, allowing them to cut off American logistics. This was why, whenever a campaign reached a critical moment, the US military would find itself unable to continue due to a lack of supplies.  But this was the American mainland; surely they wouldn't be made to sleep on the floor?  Yet America was a strange place where whatever one feared most was exactly what would happen. By nightfall, no beds had been delivered to the officers, and they hadn't even been fed.  Some officers demanded that the guards outside let them out, but the American guards only looked at them coldly without responding. Furthermore, the doors were locked from the outside. Consequently, the American officers had no food, no place to sleep, and were forced to relieve themselves in the corner.  After being confined for an entire day, someone finally came to lead the officers out. These men were fierce in demeanor, showing no trace of fellow-feeling. After being taken into a freezing room, Captain Dan asked for a drink of water. The men told him to sit, confirmed his identity, and then asked: "Captain, we hear that some in your unit converted to communism!"  Dan was stunned. China had indeed given the American prisoners some lectures, covering anti-colonialism and anti-imperialism. As for communist propaganda, Dan had no recollection of it. However, he had heard rumors that some American POWs had apparently engaged in communist promotion within the camps.  Faced with such a severe accusation, Dan shook his head quickly. But the interrogators across from him had no intention of letting him go; a series of harsh questions followed. Why had Captain Dan surrendered? So many of his comrades had died in battle; how did he survive? How exactly did he surrender?  Listening to these questions, Dan initially tried to defend himself. But after a period of mental torment, he could no longer endure it. He suddenly asked, "Have you ever been to the battlefield?"  The interrogators were taken aback. Dan continued, "Has anyone among you ever been to the battlefield?"  Seeing that Dan actually wanted to reason with them, the lead interrogator barked, "What do you mean by that?"  Dan came from a military family and knew how to destroy an opponent’s mental state. When he was an officer, the first thing he did upon receiving new recruits was to break them, making them too afraid to resist so that obedience could be hammered into their minds.  Now that these people were using the same tactic on him, Dan had no intention of letting them manipulate him. He had to draw the line of the order he would accept; even if he was being interrogated, if the other side accepted even one of his demands, it would be enough to break their psychological offensive.  The interrogators were furious. One of them stood up as if to strike him. Dan remained unmoved. He had been captured during combat with the Chinese military, not like those who surrendered after being surrounded.  Adopting the same attitude he had held when facing a Chinese offensive, Dan said loudly, "I demand to be interrogated by someone who has been to the battlefield. If you have never been there, you have no right to ask me these questions!"  During several battles, Chinese shells had fallen like rain, and bullets had swept over the American positions like a storm. Every minute, every second, Dan could have been killed. He had survived by pure chance. Ultimately, it was a shell exploding nearby that had knocked him unconscious, leading to his capture.  Compared to the combat with China, the interrogators before him were laughable. Dan knew he would likely be beaten, yet he felt no fear. The Chinese soldiers had charged through a hail of American bullets to defeat them. Those Chinese soldiers did not fear death, nor had they mistreated Dan and the other prisoners.  The American interrogators before him, on the other hand, were merely a group of people who acted like petty tyrants because they had the backing of the US government's violence. Without the government behind them, they were nothing. In a one-on-one fight, Dan was confident he could easily handle these fools.  Seeing they couldn't intimidate him, the interrogators roared for a while longer before having him thrown into solitary confinement. The cell was small, dark, and freezing, the air thick with dampness.  Dan wrapped his uniform tightly around himself and huddled in the corner. China had issued the American prisoners cotton-padded clothes of decent quality. By huddling in the corner, he could wrap his entire body.  After an unknown amount of time, during which people in adjacent cells were dragged in and out, Dan listened to the guards' fierce rebukes and the prisoners' retorts or pleas. The more he thought, the more aggrieved he felt.  Being captured was not honorable, but the Chinese military had not mistreated the American prisoners; they had provided them with sufficiently humane treatment. He never expected that upon returning to America, he would be treated like a traitor.  In the weakness brought on by hunger and cold, Dan muttered to himself, "You were the ones who sent me to fight; I didn't ask you to go to war!"  But in the pitch-black cell, no one heard his voice.  Before he could starve to death, Dan was finally dragged out of solitary. The soldiers took him to the infirmary and gave him a bowl of mashed potatoes. After just two bites, he felt the urge to vomit. It wasn't because he wasn't hungry, but because he was *too* hungry; his stomach had almost no capacity for food.  After forcing down the bowl of potatoes, a wave of exhaustion hit him, and he fell asleep on a bed in the infirmary, which was equipped with a fireplace. When he woke the next day, he was sent in a daze to a receiving station—a proper one, where the people were kind and friendly to the released personnel.  Soon, Captain Dan and the other released officers and men were categorized by their home states. They were then put on trains arranged by the military to return to their hometowns. For Dan, it was Montgomery, Alabama.  Alabama, in the southeastern United States, was much warmer than the north. When Dan stepped off the train at the Montgomery station, he saw few people on the streets. Most of the houses on either side of the road were shuttered, and there were few people at the shopfronts. The city, which should have been vibrant, was shrouded in an atmosphere of desolation.  Dan's home was not in the state capital but in a nearby town called Williamton. The original founder of this town was a man named William, Dan's great-great-grandfather. Thus, the town was named Williamton.  Williamton was over two hundred miles from Montgomery. Like the other released American soldiers, Dan had received no back pay. The federal government that sent them home had only given each soldier twenty dollars and arranged for the train; they washed their hands of everything else.  Dan went to a shop he had visited before. The owner was an old man whom Dan vaguely remembered. Before the war broke out, Dan had shopped there and chatted with him. The old man had expressed disappointment at not being able to join the army, saying he was 58 and the government didn't think he was fit to serve. Now, the old man was probably 62.  Entering the shop, he saw the old man was still there, wearing an old uniform without rank insignia. Upon seeing Dan, the old man instinctively made as if to stand at attention.  Dan was surprised. After a brief chat, the old man recalled him and said, "When I was drafted, I often thought of you."  "...You were drafted?" Dan was greatly surprised.  The shopkeeper sighed. "It was last Christmas. The draft officers were grabbing people everywhere. If you were a man, you were taken." I was minding the shop when they grabbed me.  Dan was momentarily speechless; he had never imagined a 60-year-old man would be drafted. Seeing that the old man had survived, he assumed he hadn't been sent to the front.  But the old man continued, "Thank God, when I was sent to the front, the regiment next to us was the Madman Regiment..."  Dan initially thought "Madman Regiment" referred to a unit of people like the "Texas Mad Dogs," but to his surprise, the old man’s story revealed that the regiment was literally composed of psychiatric patients.  Since late last year, the US had been conscripting people indiscriminately. Even a 60-year-old man wasn't spared, and mental hospitals—full of living people—certainly wouldn't be overlooked. Those patients who appeared somewhat normal were drafted to make up the numbers, but because of the shortage of troops at the front, they were sent directly into battle.  Under the Chinese offensive, the psychiatric patients had episodes, running and screaming without regard for their lives. This instantly created gaps in the line, allowing the Chinese military to break through. The entire front collapsed in a moment.  The old man’s unit had retreated quickly, which had saved his life.  After hearing this, Captain Dan didn't know what to say. He simply managed, "God bless you."  Seeing that Dan did not mock him, the old man sighed and whispered, "Captain, if you want to go home, please don't wear that uniform—or at least take off the rank insignia. It's not safe lately; some people are killing federal officers."
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Before leaving the shop, Captain Dan thanked the owner profusely. Prices in the United States were currently four times what they had been, yet the shopkeeper had sold Dan food at only double the original price.  Faced with Dan's gratitude, the shopkeeper remarked with some emotion, "Captain, you're a West Point graduate. The colonel and major of the regiment I served in were both your seniors. They looked after me because they heard I knew you."  Dan felt a similar sense of resonance regarding the nature of human connections in the South. To get into West Point required a recommendation from a heavyweight figure; while ordinary people might have seen politicians during campaigns, they rarely had such specific ties. The shopkeeper's ability to remember Dan’s face and full name spoke to an impressive memory and a deep understanding of social relations.  On his way back, Dan changed into the regular soldier's uniform he had exchanged with the shopkeeper—one without rank insignia. The shopkeeper had made it clear that within the Southern states, some members of the National Guard were assassinating federal officers. In an era where most American men had served, the uniform of an ordinary discharged soldier provided a measure of safety.  Carrying a large bag of food, Captain Dan set out on the long walk home. As an outstanding graduate of West Point, a two-hundred-mile journey was not particularly daunting. By managing his physical strength according to the principles of military endurance marches, he would have enough to return home before his food ran out.  His first two days of walking went smoothly. On the third day, dust suddenly rose from the distance of the empty dirt road. Soon, the sound of hoofbeats followed, and a troop of cavalry approached from ahead.  The leading rider wore an old-fashioned uniform that Dan had seen in history book illustrations and museum displays—it was the uniform of the Confederate Army from the Civil War.  Of the two riders behind the leader, the one on the left bore a flag. The flag had a red background with a blue X-shaped cross edged in white. On the blue X were white stars—one in the center and three on each of the four arms, totaling thirteen stars, representing the original thirteen colonies.  This was the Confederate flag. Dan had seen some radical Southern soldiers use this flag during the Pacific War. Those arrogant Northerners thought themselves superior but were too foolish even to know the significance of the banner.  Seeing Dan, the cavalry troop showed no fear. Instead of merely moving to the side of the road to let him pass, they stopped. The leader, wearing the Southern Civil War uniform with the rank of colonel on his shoulders, looked down at Dan from his horse. The other riders naturally surrounded him.  "What is your name?" the Colonel asked.  "Dan."  "What rank?"  "Captain." Dan did not hide the truth. It wasn't that he wished to cause trouble, but he could see that the man before him was a school-trained officer, not some country bumpkin in the National Guard who had self-commissioned as a colonel. There was no point in trying to deceive such a man; it would only provoke his anger.  The Colonel studied Dan for a moment before asking, "Where are you going?"  "Home."  "Do you need a horse?"  "Thank you, but I don't."  "Give him a horse," the Colonel ordered one of his men. He then turned back to Dan. "If you wish to return the horse, find Colonel Bourbon in Louis Town."  With that, the Colonel spurred his horse and rode off without another word.  Soon, leading an old horse, Dan watched the silhouettes of the cavalrymen receding down the road like a dark cloud. He felt a deep admiration for the Colonel's style. This was the true demeanor of a Southern grandee—generous, unconstrained, and benevolent. Dan had never seen the wealthy South of the pre-Civil War era; he had only heard of it from his grandfather, and later read about it in history books and works like *Gone with the Wind*.  The South had been built on slavery, but back then, it was wealthier than the North. It was the Civil War that had seen the South's wealth plundered. Afterward, the United States had banned the South from selling cotton to Britain, ordering them to sell their raw materials to the North instead. Under the predatory trade of the Northerners, the economies of the Southern states had plummeted.  When the South was wealthy, crimes certainly occurred. However, as long as one was a respectable person and lacked a horse, they could usually borrow one from a manor.  Patting the old horse beside him, Captain Dan climbed somewhat awkwardly into the saddle and slowly urged the animal toward home. Along the way, the fields were desolate and the inhabitants few. This state of affairs made Dan wonder if he had returned to a world that had just been burned and plundered by the North. Normally, even if the Southern population was sparse, it shouldn't have reached a point where one saw no one for tens of miles.  It wasn't until he reached an intersection and saw a dozen corpses hanging from a tree, with a sign reading "The Fate of Thieves" beside them, that Dan began to understand the current situation in the South.  With a massive number of men conscripted, bandits had appeared. The Colonel and his cavalry were likely patrolling the area to hunt down these thieves and protect the peace. This was a Southern tradition: private armed forces, under the leadership of local grandees, ensured the security of their districts. When trouble struck, the people would go to the grandees' doors, and the leaders would tirelessly take the local figures out to punish evil and maintain order.  Naturally, during elections, the Southerners would return the favor by voting for these grandees.  Three days later, Captain Dan arrived in Louis Town with two of his cousins. Colonel Bourbon’s grand estate was heavily guarded, and the parking lot was filled with horses and cars.  The people stepping out of the cars were all well-dressed, looking like individuals who wielded considerable power. Dan had originally thought Colonel Bourbon merely wanted to be a local leader, but seeing this, he realized the Colonel’s ambitions were far beyond being a simple "grandee."
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After returning the horse, Captain Dan had expected to leave immediately. To his surprise, the guard at the gate told him, "Captain Dan, the Colonel requests your presence inside."  Dan looked down at his clothes. He had rushed home and then straight back here with almost no rest. His uniform was filthy, hardly suitable for visiting distinguished guests.  The guard brushed aside his concerns and went inside to announce him. Before long, a butler appeared and extended a second invitation. With no other choice, Dan entered the grand mansion.  A number of people were seated in the hall, clearly guests of high standing. The Colonel stood prominently at the head of the room. Seeing Dan enter, he beckoned the travel-worn officer to his side.  As Dan approached somewhat hesitantly, Colonel Bourbon explained to the assembly: "Gentlemen, allow me to introduce Captain Dan. He was a prize pupil of General Matthew Ridgway, the current Army Chief of Staff, back when the General was an instructor at West Point."  Hearing this introduction, Dan finally understood. The Colonel had known exactly who he was all along, though he hadn't mentioned it during their first meeting. His connection to Ridgway was something Dan hadn't initially given much thought to, but after his sudden release, he had begun to suspect it might have played a role in his freedom.  The other guests looked at Dan with interest. Colonel Bourbon continued, "I would like to ask Captain Dan to share his thoughts, if you don't mind."  The guests offered no objection. Bourbon then briefed Dan on the Conscription Act and the Special Tax Law recently passed by the US Congress. As he listened, Dan felt many things clicking into place. Since the Colonel was being so polite, Dan summoned his courage to provide an analysis.  "Gentlemen," Dan began, "the objective of these laws is to fortify the northern border. Previously, the border between Canada and the United States was peaceful and largely ungarrisoned. The new Conscription Act mandates that the US military maintain a standing army of over 1.5 million men, supported by a special tax. If this were about expanding the Navy, one could argue it was to break the Chinese maritime blockade. But a federal army of 1.5 million can only have one possible target: China. These laws were amended specifically to sustain a long-term garrison in the North."  The guests’ eyes brightened; it was clear they found Dan’s analysis highly persuasive.  Dan continued his breakdown. The United States had originally been a two-ocean nation. Even when Canada was a British colony, Britain lacked the capability to defeat the US militarily, so a large standing army had been unnecessary.  Now, Canada had been replaced by five indigenous nations. Although the US did not recognize them, it was powerless to change the reality. The future United States had lost its "Pacific Barrier" and would face immense military pressure along its entire northern border, from the Pacific to the Atlantic. The Special Tax existed precisely to fund such a massive deployment.  Several guests began to nod. One asked, "Captain, how do you think the federal government will resolve such a threat?"  Dan felt a certain confidence in his military knowledge. During his time at West Point, he had been an avid reader, particularly of He Rui’s military works: *An Introduction to Geopolitics*, *The Transformation of Time and Space on the Battlefield*, *Land-Air Integration*, *Wide Fronts and Great Depth*, and many others.  Among these works that had given him such great inspiration, his favorite was *Victory Without War: The Roots of National Strength*.  Much of what Dan had just said was drawn directly from that book. He Rui had proposed a methodology for the application of national strength, and that methodology provided the perfect answer to the guests' question.  "From a geopolitical perspective, the environment surrounding the United States has become extremely hostile," Dan explained. "If we cannot ease relations with China, the US will be forced to pour enormous resources into maintaining a defensive line in the North.  "China’s point of departure for deploying military force is right on the American border. From there, they can cause massive destruction to the northern industrial zones of the US. Even if the United States takes the initiative to attack, it can only damage a few key points in Canada. An army of 1.5 million cannot possibly retake the Canadian territories, let alone strike at China’s home industrial base.  "In this asymmetric mode of warfare, America’s defensive expenditures will far exceed China’s offensive costs. Maintaining such a drain means the United States will have a wound on its body that will never heal, and the Special Tax will be the lifeblood that constantly leaks from it."  A low sigh rippled through the guests. Colonel Bourbon chose this moment to cut in. "Gentlemen, the Captain borrowed my horse three days ago. He rushed here immediately after seeing his family. While the young man is in good health, as his elders, we should show him some consideration. Let us allow the Captain to rest for a while."  Once Dan had been shown out, Colonel Bourbon turned to the grim-faced guests. "Gentlemen, I think the Yankees' intentions are clearer than ever. It was they who provoked this war, yet it was our Southern sons whose blood was spilled. Now that the war is lost, the Yankees still expect the South to continue paying the price for the North. I believe such a practice is not only unfair, but fundamentally immoral."  The Southern elites nodded in unison. They had gathered at Bourbon’s estate specifically out of dissatisfaction with the new conscription and tax proposals. Dan’s briefing had provided the strategic framework that resolved their doubts.  The Southern states certainly hated China, but they had had little direct interaction with the country. Their primary connection to the conflict was the fact that their children had died for a war started by Northerners. Consequently, the Southern gentry had felt somewhat hesitant to openly oppose the new laws, given the context of national enmity.  But now, they understood that the Yankees actually had another choice. Though Dan hadn't said it explicitly, he had mentioned that the federal government could choose the path of peace. If the Special Tax could be avoided, the South could perfectly well continue to hate China while enjoying a peaceful life.  The Yankee proposals were clearly intended to drag the South into a hopeless state of hatred and war that the Northerners themselves had initiated. To the Southern guests, this was unacceptable.  Bourbon watched their reactions with inward delight. He and some of his Southern friends harbored a much deeper ambition: to restore the Confederacy and never again share a country with the "evil Yankees."  The new American Confederacy would be a pure white nation. Chinese, Indians, Black people, and Mexicans could all go North; as long as they left the Confederacy, those people of color could go wherever they pleased.  During his service in the federal army, Bourbon had seen enough of the greed, cowardice, evil, and deception of the federal government and the Northerners. To solve these problems, Bourbon believed it was necessary to establish a new America under a true confederal system, where each state possessed strong autonomy and the right to secede.  Only then could the evil deeds of the federal government be blocked by the democratic elections of the individual states.  If his ideal could be realized, then splitting the United States would not be a mistake, but a form of holy justice.
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Washington, like other northern American cities, had been subjected to bombing by the Chinese Air Force. However, China had not carried out a campaign of total destruction; rather, the strikes were calculated to ensure that the members of the US Congress felt the weight of the threat.  Capitol Hill had been hit, but the main structure of the Capitol building remained intact. As the congressmen traversed the potholed roads, they could not help but feel a sense of trepidation. Once inside, the voting commenced.  Senators from the Northern states were adamant about passing the new Conscription Act and the Special Tax Law. They had assumed that the Southern states would fall in line, but as the results were tallied, the Northerners were shocked to find that every Southern senator had voted against them—including those who had previously pledged their support. Ultimately, the Senate vote resulted in a tie.  The US Senate is composed of two senators from each state, a structure that naturally allows for such deadlocks. To resolve this, the system provides for the Vice President to cast the deciding vote.  All eyes turned to Eleanor Roosevelt. As President Wallace’s Vice President, it fell to her to break the stalemate.  Watching her, many were reminded of various sentiments, both good and bad. Those who admired FDR hoped his widow would display a political wisdom worthy of his legacy. Those who did not recalled that Roosevelt had died in the arms of his mistress; they had little confidence in a woman who, in their view, could not even satisfy her own husband.  Eleanor Roosevelt had not expected to hold the fate of such a momentous political decision in her hands. For a moment, amidst her fluster, she felt a surge of intense delight. The excitement of wielding the power over the nation's destiny stirred a trace of malice within her.  Realizing she did not truly know the "correct" course of action, she chose to follow her own impulses. The men in politics had brought her nothing but profound pain; now, it was finally her turn to make them feel something just as powerful.  "I support the proposal," Eleanor stated directly.  The moment the words left her lips, the pro-proposal senators let out a sigh of relief. The opposition, however, was consumed by a mixture of fury and desperation. One senator shouted across the floor: "Warmonger! You and your husband are both warmongers! He provoked this war and saw six million die. Now you intend to starve another six million! You are all warmongers!"  The President of the Senate, seeing the Southern senator had lost all sense of decorum in his rage, pounded his gavel and shouted to the agitated assembly: "Order! Order!"  By January 7, 1945, the news reached Li Runshi. He was struck by the reports of the Southern senators’ fierce opposition and their vow to block the bill in the House of Representatives. He had not expected a major power like the United States to display such weak internal cohesion when faced with an external challenge.  By all rights, America should have been pursuing a policy of national unity. Instead, the internal rift was so deep that some Southern senators had begun wearing makeshift armbands featuring the Confederate flag. The message was clear: they were pressuring the North, hinting that if this continued, the South was not afraid to split once again.  Setting the report down, Li Runshi finally felt a sense of relief. China did not fear the United States, but if America were united, the cost of suppressing them after the war would be immense. With America tearing itself apart, China could more easily manage the other European nations.  His gaze fell upon the current map of Europe. The Nazi Third Reich in Central Europe was a glaring sight. After the annexation of Austria, it reached from the North Sea deep into the heart of the continent.  If post-war Germany were allowed to maintain such borders, it would remain a perpetual threat to Europe. Therefore, Austria had to be independent, and a second Austro-German union must be strictly forbidden. Poland, of course, had to be restored, and East Prussia on the map required a more rational attribution.  Li Runshi pulled out a report submitted by the WPLA General Logistics Department. It described the miserable lives of the Jews liberated on Madagascar, as well as the crimes those same Jews had committed on the island.  The Jews were indeed a pitiable people in exile, yet they had also proven themselves capable of great cruelty. When faced with the native Malagasy, they had committed numerous atrocities—acts so blatant they fell under the definition of genocide.  The WPLA had already conducted public trials and executed those responsible, totaling approximately 300,000.  Originally, when Europe transported the Jews to Madagascar, they had been indifferent to the survival of the eight million souls. Over 500,000 had died during the transit. At that time, the World Jewish Association, desperate to prevent those on the island from starving, had petitioned the Chinese government for humanitarian grain shipments.  He Rui had agreed, sending food to the island. Even so, plagued by shortages of food and medicine, another 200,000 had perished. Combined with the 300,000 executed, there were still some seven million Jews remaining on Madagascar.  Now, He Rui told Li Runshi that he intended to take East Prussia after the war and establish a Jewish Republic there. He wanted the Jews to no longer be a landless people. Moreover, this would serve as a means for Germany to atone for its sins.  Li Runshi could not quite fathom He Rui’s thoughts on the matter. Even when discussing this plan, He Rui remained notably cold. It was clear he harbored no personal affection for the Jews.  After some consideration, Li Runshi asked the Foreign Ministry to handle communications with the Jewish leadership while he went to preside over a meeting of the Military Commission. This session was critical, as three Marshals—Xu Chengfeng, Zhong Yifu, and Zheng Silang—had returned to the capital.  The three Marshals were exceedingly polite when they met Li Runshi. For them, this was sufficient acknowledgement of the reality that Li was soon to take full power. Upon their return, their first act had been to pay their respects to He Rui. He Rui had made two things clear: first, he would not run for public office again; second, the national name and National Day would be changed. The only symbol to be preserved was the Five-Star Red Flag, established during the Northeast Government era.  To the three Marshals, these two matters were of secondary importance. Seeing that He Rui appeared to be in good health was enough to convince Xu Chengfeng that all was well.  As the Military Commission meeting began, Xu Chengfeng asked, "Overseas garrisons will inevitably become a long-term reality. What will be the core of Chairman Li’s assessment model?"  Li Runshi did not answer immediately. He still felt a degree of conflict regarding the issue. If it were up to him, he would prefer the unity of the world's people rather than cooperation under a Chinese-led hegemony. Yet, while politics was filled with ideals, reality demanded stability. And where stability was concerned, the bureaucrats held the home field.  Ultimately, Li Runshi agreed to Xu's request. "Begin formulating the model," he replied.  Zhong Yifu felt a wave of relief. He had worried Li might refuse, given He Rui's own inexplicable lack of enthusiasm for overseas garrisons. Of course, the kind of garrison He Rui detested was the "control-oriented" type. In this, Zhong agreed with the Chairman. Once the purpose of a Chinese garrison was to suppress a region, its entire nature would change.  For instance, Chinese garrisons in the Indian Ocean and the Red Sea had to be there to combat piracy and provide safety for ships in distress, not to strike at the maritime capabilities of potential rivals.  However, Li Runshi’s attitude toward garrisons was even more passive than He Rui’s. Zhong Yifu had truly feared Li would use a "delaying tactic." From a practical standpoint, if Li dragged his feet, the Chinese Navy would be unable to return home. At this stage, the sentiment in the military was already: "The war is nearly over; we can go home once we've finished off Nazi Germany!"  With that settled, Zheng Silang asked, "Did the Chairman truly order a halt to military industrial production?"  "Yes," Li Runshi answered immediately. "The Chairman believes that at this stage of the war, large-scale production of current equipment is no longer necessary. The focus of military research must now shift entirely toward the development of next-generation equipment."  Zheng Silang, who had served as Director of General Logistics, followed up: "Is this new direction one established by the Chairman?"  Li Runshi nodded in affirmation. Zheng Silang felt satisfied. He had wanted to ask He Rui this question himself but had refrained since the Chairman hadn't brought up work. Over the years, Zheng had become much more composed and knew better than to pester He Rui with such matters. Now that he had his answer, he was fully at ease knowing it was He Rui’s direction.  The others felt similarly reassured. To this day, while there were debates over specifics like the use of 7mm ammunition on the battlefield, He Rui’s broader directions for equipment had yielded excellent results. They were now only willing to trust He Rui, for beyond his shocking insight, he was a man capable of taking responsibility.  In a normal system, the higher a person's position, the less willing they are to take responsibility, as any failure could weaken their political prestige. He Rui was the opposite; he dared to take responsibility and point the way. This alone had made life much easier for those below him. There was someone at the top who was willing to take the blame!  Seeing that Zhong Yifu had no further questions, Li Runshi asked, "What is your assessment of the shuttle bombing plan?"  "Total agreement," Zhong Yifu replied instantly.  The others concurred. China had largely completed its airbases between Britain and Italy and was prepared to begin shuttle bombing Germany. The bomber formations would no longer turn back over Germany but would fly directly from Britain to Italy, and vice versa. This would be highly effective in reducing losses.  Li Runshi then asked the final question: "Can the World People's Liberation Army defeat the Wehrmacht on the ground?"  No one dared answer immediately. In terms of equipment and military skill, the Wehrmacht remained one of the strongest forces on Earth. Even the regular Chinese Army could not guarantee victory in every engagement.  Finally, Xu Chengfeng spoke: "If the WPLA cannot hold its own, our regular forces will take over."  Li Runshi immediately objected. "No. The Wehrmacht must be defeated by the World People's Liberation Army!"
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At 7:00 AM on January 16, 1945, China's most elite air force units had gathered at airfields across Britain and Italy. In the cold morning air, as the four-engine bombers issued the characteristic roar of their turboprop engines and began taxiing down the runways, the control towers flashed a specific light signal: "Safe journey."  This was the Chinese Air Force's first "Thousand-Bomber Raid" on Germany. 1,024 bombers participated in the operation, carrying over ten thousand tons of aviation bombs.  The bombers were relatively slow. Only after the first wave of bombers had taken off did the fighter bases begin their own launches. Compared to the low, thundering rumble of the bombers on the runway, the engines of the J-11 fighters were quieter but far sharper in pitch.  Each fighter bore a slightly different livery. It was a customary habit among pilots to paint stars representing their confirmed kills. The Chinese pilots had designed even more detailed markings, with different star patterns for fighters, reconnaissance planes, and bombers.  When a few fighters painted with the "Golden Dragon" emblem began taxiing onto the runways, the ground crews couldn't help but erupt in cheers. A single star represented one enemy aircraft shot down; a Golden Dragon signified that the pilot’s tally had reached one hundred.  The fighter pilots participating in the campaign against Germany were all aces who had shot down at least five jet fighters. The movements of these "centurion" Chinese pilots as they took off were visibly smoother than those of their peers. That such a distinction could be perceived by the naked eye was proof enough of their extraordinary skill.  Even in China, pilots who had shot down a hundred enemy aircraft were generally no longer allowed to fly combat missions. They were the military’s most precious educational resources, bearing the heavy responsibility of training the next generation.  However, to rapidly gauge the combat effectiveness of the Luftwaffe and bring the war to a swift conclusion, the Air Force had ultimately selected forty-six of these elite pilots to participate in the battle. Among them were ten lieutenant colonels, twelve colonels, twelve senior colonels, and twelve brigadier generals. Most had fought through at least four major theaters: Southeast Asia, South Asia, the Pacific, and North America. The twelve brigadier generals had completed the full cycle of campaigns in all four.  As they approached the German coastline, the early warning aircraft issued an alert: "Luftwaffe formations approaching at eleven o'clock."  For this raid, all bombers maintained a service ceiling of 10,000 meters, while German jet fighters could reach altitudes of 15,000 meters. But the bomber crews were not particularly worried. During the North American campaign, the fighter pilots had long grown accustomed to swarms of American F-86 Sabres. Even with rumors that the United States had recently transferred large amounts of military technical data to Germany, the Chinese Air Force’s analysis suggested this would, at most, bring the Luftwaffe up to the level of the US Air Force.  Moreover, for this raid, the Chinese Air Force had dispatched 5,000 escort fighters—a number that exceeded the total sum of all German jet fighters. Even in a one-for-one trade, after the Luftwaffe was entirely annihilated, there would still be Chinese fighters left over.  Military science is a cold discipline, and the results of rational analysis are invariably ruthless.  The 18th Division of the Chinese Air Force, responsible for this sector, immediately surged forward to meet the enemy. Both sides were flying jet fighters with cruising speeds exceeding 700 kilometers per hour. In less than ten minutes, blips representing the enemy appeared on the radars of the J-11s.  Leading the Luftwaffe’s charge was *Jagdgeschwader* 52. The Wing Commander, Lieutenant Colonel Erich Alfred Hartmann, flew a fighter painted with his signature black tulip pattern.  Hartmann considered himself half-Hunanese, having grown up in Changsha. Although he had been teased as a "German brat" (小鬼) as a child, the terms "German devil" (鬼子) and "German brat" carried very different meanings in Chinese. In Hunan specifically, "brat" (小鬼) was a common term of endearment adults used for children.  The German fighters were equipped with American air-to-air radar, so Hartmann’s JG 52 did not suffer any particular disadvantage in initial detection.  Four minutes after the mutual detection, the Chinese and German fighter groups clashed in the sky.  On the Eastern Front, Hartmann had been accustomed to annihilating enemy fighters before turning his attention to the bombers. This time, however, he knew the Chinese Air Force would grant him no such luxury. The Luftwaffe's objective was to shoot down the Chinese bombers; once that was accomplished, the German fighters were to retreat immediately. Thus, Hartmann attempted to shake off his interlocutors and punch through the aerial barrier formed by the Chinese fighters.  Yet, within thirty seconds of engagement, Hartmann knew he would not be able to complete his task. These Chinese pilots were not only of the highest caliber, but their J-11s had clearly undergone upgrades. Both in terms of speed and maneuverability, they were superior to those encountered in previous battles.  Forced into a corner, Hartmann had to focus on defeating the enemy before him. It wasn't that he was stubborn; rather, he realized that if he attempted to flee now, he would likely be pursued and killed by the enemy in front of him.  JG 52 was the ace of the Luftwaffe, a wing that produced over a hundred pilots with more than 200 kills. This single wing had shot down 30,000 Soviet aircraft, accounting for 30% of the 100,000 planes downed on that front.  Even when encountering the formidable Chinese Air Force, the commander of the 1st Group, Major Günther Rall, drew first blood, shooting down a Chinese fighter. Not long after the fighter began its descent trailing black smoke, a snow-white parachute blossomed in the sky.  Though the war had entered the jet age, the probability of a pilot being killed outright remained relatively low. To destroy a fighter in one go required large-caliber cannons, yet current fighters were mostly equipped with 20mm cannons. Anything larger would cause issues due to recoil. As long as one could damage an enemy fighter enough to render it unable to fly, it was sufficient.  A few minutes later, Lieutenant Colonel Hartmann finally found an opening in his duel with the Chinese pilot. He executed an inverted-eight maneuver, intending to cut in behind his opponent.  The effort failed. The Chinese pilot performed an even more bizarre reversal—a series of short afterburner bursts that made his flight path an erratic, non-continuous curve. Consequently, while Hartmann was elegantly seizing the high ground with his maneuver, the Chinese pilot flew an elliptical path around the outside of Hartmann’s arc, seizing the high ground himself.  Hartmann was now unable to evade. Although he tried his best to shake off the Chinese fighter behind him, his opponent was an extremely experienced pilot. The Chinese fighter clung to Hartmann’s tail, pursuing him with calm deliberation. Finally, as Hartmann attempted to accelerate and break away, entering a relatively steady flight path, the Chinese pilot opened fire.  After a series of violent vibrations through his airframe, Hartmann realized he could no longer effectively control the aircraft. With no other choice, he pressed the release button. This was an ejection escape system developed by the Americans, said to be a copy of Chinese technology.  The cockpit canopy and the pilot’s seat were blasted away, and the seatbelts automatically detached. Hartmann soon found himself suspended in mid-air. The wind was fierce, yet even so, he could still hear the faint, sharp whine characteristic of jet engines through his helmet.  Pulling his ripcord, Hartmann soon entered a relatively stable descent. Far off in the distance, tiny specks of other parachutes were faintly visible.  The Chinese and German aircraft that had not yet lost their combat capability continued to circle and chase, engaged in a fierce "dogfight." (A term used by the Air Force, where pilots described combat with machine guns and cannons as a fight between dogs).  "*Ni niǎo da ni māma bie!*" Hartmann, looking almost like a child, cursed in the roaring wind at high altitude. If his mother had heard this piece of Changsha slang, she would surely have given him a "bamboo-cane stir-fry." But shouting it out here in the sky felt truly liberating.  Hartmann was not worried about the Chinese Air Force shooting at pilots in parachutes. Having lived in China until he was nearly ten, he felt that while the people of Hunan were passionate and sometimes "barbaric" in a way that was quite startling, returning to Germany had made him truly unaccustomed to the German "moral level." The people of Hunan merely liked to scare people; it was the Germans who were truly terrifying.  At that moment, Senior Colonel Qiu Qingquan, a regimental commander in the Chinese 18th Air Division and a double ace with thirty-one kills in propeller fighters and thirty-one in jets, had just finished shooting down two German aircraft, bringing his total to fifty-four. But Qiu felt no joy. He cursed in his native Zhejiang dialect: "*Niang-xi-pi!* These Krauts deserve to die!"  Just moments ago, he had seen a German fighter deliberately fly close to a parachuting Chinese pilot. The jet wash from the engine had sent the Chinese pilot spinning uncontrollably in the air, his parachute lines quickly tangling.  They were all pilots; everyone could recognize such a loathsome tactic at a glance. Though the Air Force was said to be a branch of "knightly" chivalry, everyone was human, and the malice stirred by combat was unavoidable. Only armies with a high moral standard could prevent such malice from manifesting in action.  Cursing aside, Qiu Qingquan was powerless to stop it; Chinese political thought work didn't extend to the Wehrmacht. Moreover, this Thousand-Bomber Raid was intended to destroy Germany's industrial capacity. In the eyes of the Germans, the Chinese Air Force were simply murderers slaughtering the German public at will.  After his outburst, Qiu refocused his attention on combat command. Although he could easily shoot down more German fighters, that was no longer his primary task as a regimental commander. In an air battle, his job was to direct the fight, ensuring his pilots could eliminate the enemy more effectively.  The various fighter units advanced with the bombers, engaging the enemy one by one. The well-protected bomber formation reached its first target: Bremen.  Bremen was the capital of the state of Bremen within Lower Saxony, bordering the North Atlantic. Though the state was small, the city was of immense importance.  In the 18th century, a significant portion of Germany's overseas trade passed through Bremen. In 1817, a Bremen shipyard cast the first German-built steamship, the *Weser*. This paddle steamer transported passengers and mail between Bremen, Vegesack, Elsfleth, and Brake until 1833, its route eventually extending to Geestemünde.  From 1886 to 1895, after the river channels were improved, the navigation capacity of Bremen's inner harbor greatly increased, making it a major hub for various commodities. During the Weimar Republic, Bremen’s economy continued its previous growth. In 1920, regular flights began at Bremen Airport, and in 1928, the Columbus Cruise Terminal in Bremerhaven was completed.  Now, Bremen housed industrial hubs for shipbuilding, manufacturing, and power generation. Destroying the city would deal a heavy blow to Nazi Germany. Of the ten thousand tons of bombs carried by this raid, two thousand tons were earmarked for Bremen.  While the accuracy of high-altitude bombing from 10,000 meters was traditionally unreliable, the Chinese Air Force had achieved universal computerization. With computer assistance, the entire bomber fleet and the fighters equipped with weather-analysis devices worked in concert, transmitting data via radio to massive computation centers in Britain.  China had established four such centers, each equipped with hundreds of computers. A newly completed operating system had achieved a breakthrough in multi-threaded processing, allowing the master computer to distribute calculations across hundreds of units. Overall efficiency had reached 60% of the total computing power.  Leveraging this immense power, they calculated bombing parameters for temperature, wind speed, and humidity in a matter of seconds, updating them constantly as data changed.  Under the weight of this computational power, the citizens of Bremen saw bombs fall like rain from the sky. These were aviation bombs filled with 500 kilograms of explosives. Each bomb was designed with a certain degree of penetration and equipped with dual fuses.  Falling from thousands of meters, these bombs slammed into buildings, punching through multiple floors of masonry until they reached the foundations before detonating. Entire buildings were blown to fragments from within, with the remains of the occupants sent flying into the air.  Those that hit the ground directly plunged over a meter into the earth. Immediately, with the impact point as the epicenter, the ground convulsed violently. For those not instantly killed by the shockwave shattering their internal organs, the earth seemed to form a circular vent, with the blast carrying debris in every direction. The winds generated by the high-pressure air could reach or exceed Force 16 on the Beaufort scale; wherever they reached, buildings did not merely collapse from the blast—they were literally blown down.  Bremen trembled; Bremen wailed in agony; Bremen shattered; Bremen burned.  In less than half an hour, the next target, Hannover, felt the same destructive power falling from the sky.  At this time, German pilots scrambled into their fighters and charged at the Chinese bomber formation. Soon, they were locked in combat with the Chinese fighter groups. For their fatherland, for their homes, the German pilots expended every ounce of their flight skill and courage. They were using their lives to resist the destruction brought by the mighty China.
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When news reached the United States that Germany had begun to suffer heavy bombing, most Americans were indifferent. A few who did care found themselves feeling a touch of satisfaction.  Until now, the costs of the war had been borne primarily by Britain and the United States. Germany, as the initiator of the Second World War, had enjoyed the glory of conquering Western Europe and pummeling the Soviet Union without bearing much of the responsibility. Now that Germany was facing massive raids from China, these Americans felt that retribution, though delayed, had finally arrived.  At this time, Captain Dan had returned to Montgomery with Colonel Bourbon. During the days of the first Confederacy, Montgomery had served as the South's capital. As the Southern grandees reconvened there, the Confederate "Southern Cross" flags fluttered in the streets, and many people donned Southern military uniforms. For a moment, there was a profound sense of time-traveling back to that bygone era.  The great realignment of the Democratic and Republican parties would not happen until Ronald Reagan’s era in the 1980s. In 1945, the American South was firmly Democratic territory, while the North was the Republican stronghold. Thus, even though the current President was the Democrat Henry Wallace and the Vice President was the widow of the famous Democratic President FDR, the assembled Southern Democrats cared little for that fact.  The representatives from the Southern states quickly convened a meeting. Those who had come believed there was no longer a need to remain forcibly tethered to the Yankees. Their discussions skipped past the possibility of a successful war for independence and went straight into what kind of nation the American Confederacy of the South should be.  Unexpectedly, the representative from Florida immediately raised a question: "Are Spaniards considered white?"  To the Anglo-Saxons, the English were white, the Germans were white, and the French were likely white as well. But whether Latinos counted as white was a much more contentious issue. As for the Russians, they were seen as a people whose bloodlines had been "polluted" by the Yellow race.  That Florida could join the South was a good thing. But Florida’s mainstream language was Spanish rather than English, which already made it an outlier. While the other delegates wanted to gloss over the issue, the Florida representative was adamant about a definitive ruling, which greatly displeased the representatives of other states.  Many delegates turned their eyes toward Colonel Bourbon. They were local feudal chieftains, adept at politics in their own way, but they found themselves out of their depth when it came to such theoretical matters. Colonel Bourbon, a proper military academy graduate, was considered an intellectual. Surely, they thought, the Colonel would have an opinion.  Bourbon, knowing his own limitations, simply pushed Captain Dan forward to "take the bullet." Dan was reluctant to step into the spotlight at such a time, but seeing the serious gazes of Bourbon and the other grandees who had heard his strategic briefing earlier, he had no choice but to rise and greet the assembly.  Even with his polite demeanor, the grandees could not help but look with skepticism at this young man under thirty, his beard still relatively thin. Fortunately, Bourbon introduced him as a pupil of General Ridgway, whose intervention had saved Dan from dying in an FBI "black site" in Washington. This gave the grandees enough patience to hear the boy out.  GIVEN the opportunity, Dan went straight to the point. "If war breaks out, the foundation of this conflict will no longer be a dispute between slave states and free states. It will be a choice between the South and the North regarding the future direction of America.  "Gentlemen, the Yankees always claim the South is backward. But in terms of globalization, the South has always far surpassed the North. Our trade is primarily in agricultural products, and the one thing the world has always lacked most is food. A man can go a month or two without a radio or a television—even a year or two—and his life will continue. But a man can only go a day or two without eating before he begins to falter; after a week without food, he is essentially dead.  "Thus, in my view, while the question of who is white is certainly worth discussing, the core issue of whether Florida joins the Confederacy is about what kind of life you all wish to lead."  The Florida representatives, most of whom wore the pencil-line mustaches favored by Latinos, nodded slightly as they listened to Dan’s explanation. Not only they, but the representatives of other Southern states showed similar reactions.  Dan knew he should stop there and sat down quickly after a salute. However, the representative from Georgia spoke up: "Young man, what do you believe the ideology of the Southern Confederacy should be?"  Dan dared not answer immediately, and Colonel Bourbon tried to block the question directed at the "child." But the delegates from other states had become interested in Dan. While the polite, scholarly style of a young intellectual wasn't exactly the trend in the South, they still held considerable respect for men of culture—especially a young man who could articulate ideas that felt fresh and novel.  Ultimately, even Bourbon and the Alabama grandees could not refuse, and they allowed Dan to share his views. They only hoped the boy wouldn't say anything that would make them a laughingstock.  Dan had no choice but to pull out the content he had learned from reading He Rui’s works to fill the gap.  "Gentlemen," Dan began, "some say the cause of our failure in the last war was a lack of industry; others say it was our smaller population. Both points have merit. However, I believe our strategic disadvantage lay in our lack of allies. The North could draw on resources from all over the world to sustain the war, while the South could only dig into its own strength. After the South paid a massive price, it simply could not continue, leading to defeat.  "Therefore, this time, we too need allies. And those allies are the states—not just the Southern ones, but also some in the North, particularly those in the West.  "In this war, Roosevelt promised the American people that winning would contain Chinese expansion and build a bright future for America.  "What allowed Roosevelt’s decisions to pass? It wasn't just his silver tongue; it was the US Constitution, which mandates that external powers belong to the federal center. Once the vote in Congress is over, every state must obey the federal government’s orders regarding external affairs.  "The fault here is no longer a matter of state rights; it is a fault within the Constitution itself. We need to completely tear down this Constitution established two hundred years ago and draft a new one that fits our current era. Only then can we solve the problem at its root.  "I believe there are people in every state who desire this. Only by gaining the support of the states can we overwhelm that small clique of Northern politicians in Washington who care only for their own interests!  "Those politicians are opposed not only by the Southern states but by the Western states as well."  As he finished, Dan sat down hurriedly. If he could, he would have vanished on the spot to avoid being called upon again. The methodology behind these views was distilled from He Rui’s famous dictum: "Who are our enemies? Who are our friends? This is a question of the first importance for the revolution."  However, the politically inexperienced Dan need not have worried. What the political grandees were fighting for was the power of decision and leadership. After Dan had presented such a refreshing perspective, their instinctive reaction was to seize ownership of this line of thought. Seeing the young man remain silent, the grandees actually found him quite sensible and endearing. Had he said more, they would have certainly moved to suppress such "presumptuous" behavior.  Finally reaching a break in the proceedings, Colonel Bourbon and the Alabama grandees took Dan to a private room. As Dan’s discoverer and current mentor, Bourbon issued his orders with the solemnity one might show a close nephew.  Dan was not to return to the assembly hall for now but was to remain ready for a summons at any moment. No matter what questions followed, he was expected to provide answers as brilliant as the one he had just given.  Once Bourbon had finished his briefing, several local Alabama grandees spoke with the kindliness they might show to the nephew of an equal: "If someone asks why we needn't worry about the Chinese for the time being, how would you answer?"  Dan gave his answer immediately: "China does not wish to invade the US mainland; at most, they want Hawaii and Alaska. Furthermore, China's primary goal right now is to eliminate Germany. Germany is powerful and will not be easily destroyed. From now until Germany’s total surrender, it will take at least nine months."  The grandees of this "backwater" of Alabama certainly knew of Germany, but they didn't quite understand why it would take nine months to defeat them. However, they were now inclined to believe Dan’s words.  They looked at Colonel Bourbon, who showed no sign of disagreement. The Alabama grandees then chose to leave and hold their own small meeting.  Dan, finally left in peace, felt a sense of relief. He instinctively began to reflect on China’s campaign against Germany.  Among the major powers of the current Allies, France had turned, Italy had jumped ship, and the Spanish Republicans had retaken power with WPLA support. Britain had been defeated by force.  The nominal members of the Allies now consisted only of the United States and Germany. With President Wallace preparing for peace talks, Germany was inevitably China's next target. As a soldier, Dan truly wanted to see how long Germany could fight. But he lacked intelligence channels to find out.  Regarding sources of information, Dan felt that since returning to the US, he had become like a man walking blind—he knew nothing. Paradoxically, while in the Chinese POW camp, China had provided the most timely news to the prisoners to break their psychological defenses. This news had included both world news and Chinese news.  During his time in the camp, Dan’s favorite thing had been listening to the Chinese news. Compared to American news, the Chinese reports were rigid, cold, and devoid of human sentiment—often even avoiding emotion entirely. Yet Dan had loved them; from these reports that never lied, he could sense the cold reality and the true threads hidden beneath it.  The more he understood the Chinese news and accepted the methodology of historical materialism, the more he felt himself growing. Yet at the time, the thought that he was growing within a POW camp had been quite distressing.  Still, thinking of the pain Germany was now facing, the finally-released Dan couldn't help but feel a touch of Schadenfreude.  Had the German people known of Dan’s current joy, they would likely have wanted to drag him out and shoot him. The first wave of the Chinese Thousand-Bomber Raid had dealt Germany immense losses.  The city of Bremen was in ruins, and twelve other German cities along the flight paths between Britain and Italy had been heavily struck. Not since 1937 had Germany felt the threat of invasion—until now, eight years later.  As bombs fell from the sky, killing loved ones, destroying homes and factories, and leaving the streets in unrecognizable chaos, the anger and terror of the German people rose to unprecedented levels.  In the aftermath of such a catastrophe, the first people to appear before the German populace were the organizers of the Nazi Party. Gestapo officers in black leather coats, shooting criminals on the spot, and members of the Hitler Youth began tallying losses and organizing the survivors to receive food at aid stations.  These people gave the survivors confidence. Such is human nature: as long as there is organization, there is hope. The man currently in charge of this effort was Reinhard Heydrich. Formerly the Governor-General of Poland, he had returned to Berlin after the signing of the Soviet-German Armistice to once again head the Reich's legal system.  After China eliminated Britain, Heydrich was appointed Deputy Leader of the Nazi Party and head of the SS. Himmler, the "chicken farmer," had long been a pawn in Heydrich’s hands. At this time, Himmler was much as he had been before Heydrich went to Czechia and Poland—a man immersed in his own world of ideology. Heydrich quickly sidelined him once again, seizing actual power.  It must be said that Heydrich’s political maneuvering was indeed effective. His rapid seizure of power was also due to the fact that the younger and middle-ranking cadres of the Party and SS, facing the threat of defeat, were deeply disappointed in Himmler and had actively shifted their loyalty.  Heydrich harbored no illusions; he realized that defeat was likely inevitable. But he intended to fight on. Surrender was an insult to him, and he believed that as long as order could be maintained in Germany, even if the Third Reich fell, there would still be immense room for Nazi members in the future Germany.  The Nazi Party had come from the people, born in response to their cries. If it abandoned the people, it would dissolve and cease to exist.  Thus, Heydrich directed all his energy toward maintaining domestic order under the war. As for the conduct of the war itself, he not only refrained from interfering but also kept his subordinates from doing so. Even if Heydrich considered the Wehrmacht generals to be "soft," he acknowledged they possessed true professional skill.  Heydrich chose not to actively interfere with the Wehrmacht, and the military was initially happy to be left alone to mind its own business. But such an arrangement is impossible in the operation of a state—especially one as fully mobilized for war as Germany. The allocation of resources is the most critical part of state governance. Heydrich was not only responsible for disaster relief but was also forming the *Volkssturm*, which naturally siphoned off resources that had previously belonged to the Wehrmacht.  Three days after the first Thousand-Bomber Raid, Acting Chief of Staff von Manstein appeared in Heydrich’s office. Manstein had originally intended to invite Heydrich to his own quarters, but Heydrich had declined, citing his busy schedule. Manstein was forced to come in person.  Any other general would have been more aloof after becoming Acting Chief of Staff. But Manstein, though from a noble family, was a true "muddy-legs" frontline officer at heart. Faced with the crisis of Germany’s destruction, he chose to express an attitude of open and honest cooperation toward Heydrich.  Manstein was a man of respectable appearance, and Heydrich was widely acknowledged as the "handsome man" of the military. The only reason Heydrich had been unable to stay in the Navy was that his superior’s daughter had fallen for him and, after being rejected, had turned her love to hate and engineered his forced resignation.  Manstein had always been dismissive of such petty matters. Thus, he did not use this as a starting point. He asked bluntly: "Mr. Governor-General, do you believe that total mobilization can save Germany?"  "Total mobilization can ensure the enemy suffers unprecedented losses," Heydrich replied coldly.  From the very start, the conversation between the two men crackled with sparks of friction.
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"The Governor-General believes Germany cannot hold its borders?" Manstein asked with a trace of indignation. Heydrich had just proposed that Germany enter a state of total mobilization, using the resistance of the people within the country to wear down the Chinese forces. To a soldier like Manstein, this was intolerable.  Heydrich did not back down. He replied frankly, "As the war has progressed thus far, I truly fail to see where the Wehrmacht possesses the capability to resist an offensive by the World People's Liberation Army. You tried in Africa, and you did not succeed."  Sensing that his accusation might have been too sharp, Heydrich added, "Britain has already sacrificed millions of lives and similarly failed. By now, Britain has been utterly defeated. The United States also tried, suffering nearly ten million casualties, and they too failed. Therefore, I cannot believe the Wehrmacht’s promise that it can hold the borders."  This meticulous rebuttal left Manstein speechless. Heydrich was stating indisputable facts. If Britain's defeat could be excused by the inherent weakness of its army, the defeat of the Anglo-American combined forces could not be explained away by a lack of strength. Particularly after the Wehrmacht had obtained vast amounts of American military technology, the advanced nature and creativity of American industry had deeply shaken the German generals.  Manstein looked at Heydrich and saw, in the eyes of this acknowledged heir to Hitler, a sense of tragic fury and unwilling resignation. It mirrored Manstein’s own state of mind.  Until now, Manstein could only attempt to understand from a political perspective why China was striking Germany so severely. At the very least, the He Rui government had made it clear: Germany represented the most radical form of Euro-American racism. China intended to build a new world of racial equality, and thus racism had to be eliminated.  Although soldiers were not supposed to interfere in politics, Manstein still attempted to discuss the defensive war with Heydrich using a relatively political framework. "Governor-General, do you believe it is truly impossible to reach a political compromise with China?"  Heydrich had given this considerable thought. While there was not *zero* chance for a political compromise, the price would undoubtedly be the thunderous collapse of the Third Reich. Not only would the entire Nazi Party undergo a thorough liquidation, but most of German cultural tradition would be purged as well.  Facing Manstein's question, Heydrich chose to sidestep the core issue. "Marshal, the resources required to arm a single Wehrmacht soldier are enough to equip three to five members of the *Volkssturm*. Furthermore, the Wehrmacht’s mode of operation allows the Chinese army to pursue and hammer your units relentlessly. I do not believe the Wehrmacht can sustain combat under the current conditions of this war."  Feeling Heydrich’s stubbornness, Manstein’s throat tightened. He almost blurted out the question: *Do you intend to have the entire German people buried alongside the Third Reich?*  But he could not say it. Beyond the basic military ethics that forbade political interference, the man before him, who wielded the Reich’s supreme judicial power, was extremely dangerous. If Heydrich so desired, a careless question could be used as evidence to question Manstein's loyalty to the Nazi regime.  Resigned, Manstein could only ask, "Can you explain the plan for total national defense to me?"  Heydrich did not hide anything. He briefed Manstein frankly. Every male between the ages of 16 and 60 not already conscripted for service would be included. Provincial party heads would be responsible for their formation and command, with Himmler serving as the Supreme Commander of the Replacement Army, responsible for military organization, training, and equipment. Their total number would reach six million.  Hearing the explanation that "members of the *Volkssturm* would be thrown into the war as soldiers," Manstein saw only earnestness in Heydrich’s blue eyes. He felt his scalp go numb.  Heydrich was not swayed in the slightest by this cruel description. He continued outlining the key points.  Because of Germany's high level of national preparedness, *Volkssturm* members would receive only the most basic military training at this stage, including an introduction to the Mauser Kar98k rifle and the *Panzerfaust* anti-tank grenade launcher.  Due to the weapon shortages caused by the prolonged war, weapon training would be reduced to the absolute minimum.  Given the lack of instructors, the *Volkssturm* would not engage in cross-country maneuvers or other drills that required high physical fitness or discipline.  Heydrich concluded definitively: "The members of the *Volkssturm* must familiarize themselves with weapon operation and tactical maneuvers in actual combat."  "Enough!" Manstein finally erupted. Since its unification, Germany had never truly experienced a foreign invasion. But Manstein was a military academy graduate with a decent grasp of history. Germany had only truly come into its own after the Franco-Prussian War. Before that, the performance of the various German states had been underwhelming.  During the Napoleonic Wars, after Prussia had lost its head and provoked France, Napoleon had marched out on October 7, 1806, quickly won the Battle of Jena, and entered Berlin in just eighteen days. At the time, King Frederick William III had fled in panic to Königsberg in East Prussia.  Earlier still, the German states being marched through by French armies had been a common occurrence. Thus, Manstein truly could not understand why Heydrich would rather have the entire German people die with the regime than adopt a more political solution.  Despite his outburst, Manstein could say no more. Soldiers could not interfere in politics; he could only offer his views within the scope of military affairs. Heydrich was a high-ranking Nazi official, a political figure; he could discuss these political matters, but Manstein could not.  Finally, Manstein spoke: "At this stage, the Wehrmacht is still fighting the Chinese!"  Heydrich looked at Manstein, his conviction that the man was a "softie" only deepening. While Manstein possessed formidable strategic and tactical skills—a rare balance—he was still merely a Junker, and one of the highest "Junker-content" officers in the entire Wehrmacht.  Manstein’s biological father had been a full general. His adoptive father—his uncle—had also been a full general. Another uncle, Hindenburg, had been a Field Marshal and President of Germany. Manstein had attended aristocratic military schools since childhood and entered the Imperial Guard upon graduation, maintaining close contact with the highest circles of power.  No matter how strong such a man’s military skill was, he was but floating dust attached to the body of Germany. A single gust of wind would blow him away. Heydrich knew full well that "total mobilization" within Germany—fighting the Chinese Army in every town and village—would lead to catastrophic casualties. But only this could make the Chinese realize that conquering Germany would require a truly horrific price.  Only when the Chinese Army or the WPLA realized the cost likely exceeded their tolerance would a political solution with China become possible. A softie like Manstein, however, would choose "political solution" the moment he saw that victory was impossible!  What a "political solution" led by these Junker officers looked like had been demonstrated once in 1919. When Wilhelm II asked his ministers, "Where is the oath of loyalty?" the minister had replied, "The oath is merely a reference."  Heydrich did not believe the current Wehrmacht would be any different from the last time. Thus, he didn't even care to mock them.  After a long silence, seeing Heydrich’s uncompromising expression, Manstein realized he could not continue the standoff. He asked, "According to your vision, how much equipment does the *Volkssturm* require?"  "Six million men require at least one 98k and one *Panzerfaust* each, along with corresponding ammunition. I believe this will be sufficient for current needs." Heydrich was not making an excessive demand, for he had seriously analyzed the requirements of total mobilization.  Currently, the most robust German males were serving in the Wehrmacht. The members of the *Volkssturm* would basically be boys and old men. Such armed personnel might be useful in defending their hometowns, but if they were asked to engage in mobile warfare between different towns and villages, they would likely disintegrate after a five-kilometer march.  Thus, the 98k and *Panzerfaust* would suffice; giving them more would be a waste of resources.  Furthermore, while Heydrich looked down upon the Wehrmacht's generals, he respected the ability of its soldiers. In a war of total mobilization, the regular army had to be the mainstay of mobile operations. While the militia pinned down the enemy, the regular forces would deliver devastating blows to larger enemy formations.  It was ironic that this concept of warfare originated from He Rui. Years ago, He Rui had written a military work called *Guerrilla Warfare* specifically for backward regions fighting colonial armies. In *Guerrilla Warfare*, He Rui systematically explained the model of cooperation between militias and regular forces.  Heydrich had been greatly impressed by He Rui's military genius after reading it. He had to admit He Rui was a truly great strategist, for great strategists never hoarded their works like a "precious broom."  After *Guerrilla Warfare* was published, Switzerland, which employed a system of total mobilization, had immediately licensed the rights. The book became a textbook in Swiss military academies alongside Rommel’s *Infantry Attacks*.  Heydrich had searched through many models of warfare and eventually determined that the principles outlined in *Guerrilla Warfare* were most suited to Germany’s current situation.  Manstein had no idea that Heydrich had studied *Guerrilla Warfare* so closely. He had only asked Heydrich out of resignation, but as Heydrich spoke, Manstein found the plan for total war surprisingly rational—and not entirely unfeasible.  Out of basic respect for a man of ability, Manstein probed, "According to current intelligence, the strength of the World People's Liberation Army has reached nine million. The regular Chinese Army is between eight and twelve million."  Heydrich knew these figures. He had even witnessed Himmler, the head of the SS, turn pale upon hearing them in a meeting, before descending into a fit of impotent rage and cursing the speaker.  Indeed, the enemy Germany faced was formidable. Their regular army was roughly equal in number to all German males between the ages of 14 and 60. The combat effectiveness of the *Volkssturm* would certainly be inferior to the enemy’s; if they could achieve an exchange ratio of one enemy for every two *Volkssturm* members, they would have reason to be grateful.  But this was no reason for the Nazi Party to give up. Heydrich chose to state his judgment plainly: "In the eyes of the Chinese, the war is still in its final stages. They naturally hope to live to see its end. Even if the current vanguard is composed of Black soldiers, they too wish to return home alive. This is our chance—an opportunity we must not miss."  Manstein was forced to conclude that Heydrich had not gone mad. Although such a cruel outlook was hardly distinguishable from madness, at the very least, Heydrich was viewing the matter with cold composure.  Rising to take his leave, Manstein felt only a deeper sense of despair for the current situation as he walked away.



★


Chapter 952: USC? (11)

Volume 8 — Chapter 79

❧ ❧ ❧


Li Runshi had already prepared for the inevitability that Nazi Germany would resist to the bitter end. Consequently, he had instructed his secretary to deliver any news regarding the Soviet response to him immediately.  Aside from China, the only other nation on Earth with a burning desire to see Germany utterly defeated was likely the Soviet Union. While France theoretically shared this goal to wash away the humiliations accumulated since the Franco-Prussian War, Li saw it differently.  In his view, the First World War had not truly redeemed France, as German troops had still occupied a significant portion of French soil until the moment of surrender. But France no longer possessed the same spirit; they truly did not expect to defeat Germany through their own strength alone.  From a rational perspective, this was a wise choice. France was no longer willing to sacrifice millions of lives to fulfill an old ambition. This was the hallmark of a middle power. A great power like China would achieve its goals at any cost, whereas middle and small nations were subject to forces beyond their control—the price of their ambitions was simply more than they could afford.  What surprised Li Runshi was that the Soviet Union had yet to propose a joint operation against Germany. In Li’s estimation, if the Soviet leader were He Rui instead of Stalin, He Rui would have cast aside all concern for "face" and actively sought a combined effort to crush the Reich.  To address this, Li convened a discussion with the Military Commission and the Foreign Ministry. The meeting was held in the newly renovated Military Commission building.  Previously, all civilian construction had been halted to prepare for the war. For the Civilization Party to finish renovating several major buildings while the nation was ostensibly pouring every resource into the conflict seemed like an invitation for public backlash.  However, once the war entered 1944, He Rui had personally authorized the commencement of real estate development. With massive construction projects erupting across the country, the completion of a few government buildings became negligible—just a handful among hundreds of thousands of new urban structures.  The most significant change was the installation of the latest elevators in the previously empty shafts. Comrades no longer had to squeeze into crowded lifts or climb stairs. Carpets now lined the tiled corridors, muffling the sound of footsteps.  The interior décor remained largely unchanged. Marshals Xu Chengfeng, Zheng Silang, and Zhong Yifu took the special elevator from the second basement directly to the third floor with ease. Stepping out, they found Li Runshi already seated in his office, smoking.  Once the doors were closed, the meeting began. It wasn't just Li who was puzzled by the Soviet silence; many shared his confusion. When it was his turn to speak, Zheng Silang smiled. "I don't have any specific intelligence, only my own analysis. The Soviets are likely waiting—waiting for us to wear down Germany, and then they will strike suddenly."  Xu Chengfeng, widely considered the foremost of the "Five Tigers of Baoding," was skeptical. He asked, "Silang, do you think the Soviets don't understand that if they strike, we will treat the Red Army as a threat?"  Zheng Silang was amused. "Haha, Chengfeng, if the Red Army moves, would you truly dare order your troops to open fire on them? And if you don't, will you use your strength to guard against the Wehrmacht or the Red Army?"  The methodology and internal logic of this statement was centered on a certain "shamelessness," yet Zheng was not wrong. If the Red Army truly acted this way, China would indeed find it difficult to produce an immediate counter-strategy.  Zheng was not one to mince words. Seeing the grim expressions of his colleagues, he added, "The Soviets do have a baseline: they are an extremely important trade partner for China. To this day, we cannot strategically define them as an enemy. So, what reason do they have *not* to take advantage of the situation?"  Zhong Yifu tended to agree with Zheng’s assessment, yet he voiced a doubt: "Surely the Soviets wouldn't be *that* unprincipled?"  Zheng Silang shook his head. "It's not about being unprincipled. Poland has always had internal restoration organizations. After we took Britain, the Polish government-in-exile was captured but did not surrender. Yet the restoration factions within Poland have not contacted us once. The Baltic states were forcibly annexed by the USSR, then seized by Germany. To this day, have they sent anyone to talk to us?  "Even Norway and Sweden have sent official personnel to meet with us. Is it truly harder for the Poles and the Balts to reach us than it is for the Scandinavians?"  Seeing that his words were sinking in, Zheng cracked a joke. "Perhaps I've just dealt with the Mongolian tribes too much. In their view, they would think we are too cowardly—that we dare not challenge the majesty of their model. If China is perceived as cowardly, we shouldn't blame those with a 'Mongolian' mindset for trying to test us!"  Li Runshi felt inspired by this. He asked directly, "Marshal Zheng, what do you think we should do?"  Zheng Silang chuckled. "Heh. I believe the best and most direct method is to demand a redrawing of the borders with the Soviet Union. If we do that, they will truly begin to believe in our strength."  No one replied. Whether or not Zheng’s judgment was correct, the demand to redraw borders deviated sharply from the policy toward the USSR that the He Rui government had maintained for years. Although they considered themselves "New China," the "New" referred to social relations of production, not the fundamental model of the centralized state.  The Chinese tradition of centralism required that diplomacy and the military remain firmly in the hands of the Center. Any major shift in diplomatic policy required a full discussion at a Central Committee plenum. It could not be changed by a single remark from Zheng Silang.  The issue was set aside, and the Commission moved on to the recent developments in the US and Germany. They quickly aligned with Li Runshi’s view that the United States was a more important nation than Germany. In this world, far more countries wanted to see Germany dead than the US.  When Li Runshi reported the Commission's conclusions to He Rui, he relayed this view. He Rui was indifferent. Having seen the world of 2030, he believed China had two choices: either pursue total expansion or no territorial expansion at all. Considering that a nation requires external pressure to remain vital, he did not believe China *needed* to dismantle the US or the USSR.  However, He Rui noticed something Li had clearly overlooked and felt compelled to remind him. "Comrade Runshi, we have already established a seismic monitoring network targeting Germany. We have seismic stations in Spain and Britain. If Germany tests a nuclear bomb, what do you intend to do?"  Li Runshi was momentarily speechless. If Germany obtained nuclear weapons, his choices would be drastically limited. Based on their performance thus far, the Nazis would not hesitate to use them.  To prevent massive casualties among the Chinese and WPLA forces, China would be forced to resolve the German issue immediately and completely. The method for doing so would be simple: destroy Germany’s nuclear sites in a very short time and rapidly annihilate the Wehrmacht and the SS.  From a political standpoint, these were not optimal solutions.  Guessing that He Rui wanted a definitive answer, Li replied with a note of resignation, "If Germany completes a nuclear test, we will have no choice but to use nuclear weapons against them."  He Rui felt a heavy weight in his heart upon hearing this. Although he harbored his own share of anti-human tendencies, he did not truly wish for the destruction of mankind.  Yet, to protect humanity, nuclear weapons might have to be used. Only through their use would the world realize that the risk of nuclear weapons destroying civilization was a very real one.  In hindsight, nuclear weapons were merely an effective tool for destroying the cities of an industrial nation and a massive strategic threat. In the nuclear age, national leaders hiding in the rear could no longer escape the threat. This would be the true reason they would become unwilling to start wars—the price was simply too high!  Having made his assessment, He Rui spoke: "If you make the decision to use nuclear weapons, I will support you."  With such explicit backing from He Rui, Li Runshi felt he should perhaps say thank you. But a decision of this magnitude was no grounds for gratitude. Ultimately, he only sighed. "We will increase the intensity of the bombing of Germany."  The Nazi leadership could not have imagined that their destruction was being negotiated in such a manner. In the first four "Thousand-Bomber Raids," the Chinese Air Force dealt crushing blows to the Luftwaffe's fighter units. Germany possessed some 2,200 jet fighters in early January 1945; by early February, that number had plummeted to 800.  On February 14, 1945—Valentine's Day in the West—China launched its first "Ten-Thousand-Bomber Raid." The remaining 800 German fighters did not even dare to challenge the formation.  The flight paths from Italy to Britain were so thick with aircraft that they set a record for aerial density in German airspace—a record that would remain unbroken for over a century.  A single ten-thousand-plane raid carried over 100,000 tons of bombs, nearly equal to the total tonnage dropped in all previous raids combined. Every German industrial zone was transformed into a sea of fire amidst the tremors. German power plants, in particular, were devastated.  Previously, Germany had sent telegrams to the WPLA and the Chinese government, stating that they had placed large numbers of captured Chinese pilots in industrial facilities to deter the bombing.  While the high commands of the Chinese Air Force and the WPLA cursed the Nazi tactics, they made no official response. As the massive raid commenced, air units received open-frequency telegrams from Germany once again, informing them that Chinese and WPLA prisoners were being used as human shields.  The pilots were furious, and many found their hands trembling at the controls. But every wing commander, without exception, issued the orders as agreed in their prior briefings: "The Nazis' words cannot be trusted. Even if they are true, are we to be manipulated by them?! Execute the mission immediately."  Over the cities, German anti-aircraft fire blazed desperately. Near the bombers, shells blossomed into black and white puffs—the flowers of death.  This was war. Even at ten thousand meters, there was no safety. Every position on the battlefield was a place where one could die at any moment. The only way out was the total annihilation of the enemy.  With a will of destruction, the bombs fell from the sky, raining death upon the soil of Germany.



★


Chapter 953: USC? (12)

Volume 8 — Chapter 80

❧ ❧ ❧


From a serious academic perspective, Fascism and Nazism cannot be considered the same ideological current. Fascism originated in Italy, a political concept with roots in the Roman era. Its hallmark was the belief that the state is supreme and that power must be centralized, coupled with a fierce opposition to democratic elections. Mussolini’s pursuit of this path was driven by a desire to restore Italy's national dignity.  Nazism, while also a model aimed at national revival through a centralized regime where the state was supreme, added the element of radical racism—the belief that humans are inherently unequal. Consequently, during its tenure, the Nazi regime engaged in the brutal slaughter and even extermination of those it deemed "inferior races."  The Jews were driven out, with several million dying over the years. Other groups, such as the Romani, were treated with equal cruelty. However, the Romani lacked the wealth of the Jews, and few voices were raised in their defense.  Based on these differences, Europe contained both a "Fascist Bloc" and a "Nazi Bloc." The Nazi Bloc consisted of the Central and Eastern European nations controlled by Germany, while the Fascist Bloc included these plus Italy and France.  Since France and Italy had withdrawn from the Axis, only the Nazi Bloc remained on the European continent. At this time, Bulgaria was its easternmost member.  In February 1945, the German forces in Bulgaria noticed a shift: the fighters supporting the World People's Liberation Army ground offensive had changed from jets to propeller planes. Had this occurred over the German mainland, the Luftwaffe would have been overjoyed. The German troops in Bulgaria, however, had no reason for celebration.  In previous air battles, the Luftwaffe’s jet strength in Bulgaria had been almost entirely exhausted. What few remained had been withdrawn to the fatherland to counter the massive raids by the Chinese Air Force. Now, the Germans in Bulgaria possessed neither jets nor propeller aircraft.  In the mountainous regions of southern Bulgaria, the slower speed of the propeller planes actually allowed for more precise strikes against German ground positions. The Wehrmacht, already struggling to build defenses in the mountains, found their movements paralyzed by constant overhead bombing and strafing.  The WPLA units utilized this aerial superiority to punch gap after gap in the German lines. Ultimately, the German command in Bulgaria was forced to order a retreat. If they did not withdraw soon, they would be encircled in the mountains.  German logistics were already incapable of sustaining high-intensity combat; once surrounded, they would lose all capacity to fight. From the common soldiers to the generals, the sentiment among the Germans in Bulgaria was that if they had to die, it was better to die at home.  But no sooner had they cleared the mountains than they received word: a Chinese paratrooper unit had landed in the Bulgarian capital of Sofia. The local garrison had immediately surrendered to the Chinese and turned their weapons against the Nazi regime in Bulgaria, capturing its leadership in a single sweep.  Upon hearing this, the German commander in Bulgaria felt a strange sense of relief. All obstacles to surrender had been removed; he could now lead his troops to capitulate to the Chinese military with a clear conscience.  If they returned to the German mainland now, they would likely die in battle. While dying on home soil was preferable to leaving one's bones in Bulgaria, returning home *alive* was better still.  To date, the reputation of the regular Chinese Army remained respectable. There were no rumors of them executing prisoners—a stark contrast to the World People's Liberation Army. The Spanish units of the WPLA had conducted brutal executions of captured Spanish government troops in places like Morocco. Having fought personally in the Spanish Civil War, the Germans simply did not have the courage to surrender to the WPLA.  Thus, the German command immediately contacted the Chinese Air Force to express their intentions. A few days later, tens of thousands of German troops hurried back to Sofia to surrender to a force of Chinese paratroopers that numbered only one-tenth of their own.  At this stage, the German General Staff was unwilling even to discuss the matter. They skillfully filtered the real news from Hitler and the other Nazi elite. In the art of deceiving those above them, there is little difference between the ancients and the moderns, East or West. Thus, the initial report Hitler received was that the German forces in Bulgaria had fought bitterly against overwhelming odds, but after a failed attempt to retake Sofia, they had found themselves trapped between a fortified city, pursuing enemies, and Chinese air superiority. With no escape, they had been forced to surrender.  However, Reinhard Heydrich, the de facto leader of the SS, possessed his own intelligence network. At Hitler’s demand, Heydrich provided a version of events much closer to the truth. This threw Hitler into a towering rage within the Chancellery.  "...*Zhazha!*"  "...*Wo dao Hebei Sheng lai!*" (I struggle alone!)  "...*Wei Sidalin!*"  "...*Sao furen... hao bang hao bang da...*"  Phonetic outbursts echoed through the vast offices of the Chancellery. Manstein, Model, and Guderian, who had been summoned, stood before Hitler, enduring the Führer’s furious roaring.  It must be said that while these three could understand the Bulgarian command's decision, they also felt it was a dishonorable act. Thus, they did not take Hitler’s vitriol personally.  In the end, Hitler’s fury was merely impotent rage. He had no way to send men to Bulgaria to arrest and trial the local commanders. And it wasn't just Bulgaria; German forces across the Nazi Bloc and in northern Italy were currently experiencing a crisis of morale.  Initially, these troops had truly believed that by holding the lines, they could prevent China from entering Germany. Their will to fight had been firm, and they had withstood the WPLA’s fierce onslaughts.  But as news of the continuous massive bombing of the fatherland reached the units abroad, their morale was dealt a crushing blow. At the thought that their families might be vaporized in the rear, many emotionally unstable officers and men wanted nothing more than to return home immediately.  Since Hitler was powerless to stop the Chinese raids, he was forced to accept the reality of his army's crumbling resolve.  Once Manstein and the others were finally dismissed, Hitler slumped into his chair, looking lost. In that moment, he even felt a longing for the Wolf’s Lair in East Prussia. The narrow, cramped spaces there had allowed him to curl up in a small pocket of perceived safety.  But with the Chinese attacking Germany from the south, for Hitler to remain in the north would be seen as cowardice. Driven by this feeling, he had returned to the Chancellery in Berlin. Yet the great building was so immense that he could find no place to put his mind at ease.  As he was brooding, an adjutant announced, "Führer, Governor-General Heydrich requests an audience."  Hearing that his chosen successor had arrived, Hitler felt a measure of comfort. At least Heydrich would not lie to him.  Heydrich brought another piece of bad news: "Führer, according to our intelligence, the Soviet Red Army is likely to launch an offensive against us in the near future."  Hitler was stunned. He pondered for a moment before asking, "Have Stalin and He Rui reached an agreement?"  A trace of pity flickered in Heydrich’s blue eyes. He could see that Hitler was now completely isolated from accurate information. Heydrich knew that Stalin had not met with He Rui; He Rui’s health had been so poor over the past year that he only appeared in public on major holidays, and the only foreign leader he had met was the French Premier.  Given He Rui’s political stature, he could have declined to see the French Premier. The meeting had only happened because President Pétain was too old to make the long journey to China, leaving the Premier to represent him.  Heydrich felt that Hitler was, to some extent, bringing this on himself. Every time Hitler heard bad news, he would descend into a neurotic rage and berate his subordinates. Over time, naturally, no one wanted to tell him anything that might trigger such an outburst.  Now that Hitler was asking, Heydrich told him what he knew. Hitler did not flare up at Heydrich. Instead, he thought for a while and said, "If we lose to China, we can at least say we did our best. If we lose to a Soviet sneak attack, we will be nothing but a joke. Heydrich, are you willing to command the Eastern Front?"  Heydrich had already guessed that providing this information would lead to him being sent to the East. Having served as Governor-General of Poland, he had effectively integrated the region. It was only logical for him to take charge of the entire Eastern Front.  "Führer, I request that 500 jet fighters be placed under my command," Heydrich stated his condition.  Hitler wanted to refuse but ultimately agreed. He was considering a counter-offensive when the Chinese attempted to land in Germany, and propeller planes against jets were mere lambs to the slaughter. The Wehrmacht had retained some 800 jets, and for now, he could provide Heydrich with a portion of them for a brief period.  Meanwhile, in the Kremlin, the members of the Soviet Central Committee did not believe their move against the Germans could be kept secret. This was because they had used the armistice period to completely overhaul the Red Army’s operational system.  Without the introduction of electronic computers from China, this reorganization would likely have mirrored previous failed reforms—a chaotic mess resulting in nothing. With the new tools, however, vast calculations were easily completed, and debates were settled with quantified data and comparisons.  Combined with intelligence gathered from around the world and the Red Army’s own battlefield experience, they had finally resolved the systemic issues that had plagued their operational doctrine since the 1920s.  With a proper system in place, there was no room for the small-scale "winning tricks" of the past. From a serious reconnaissance perspective, moving a million-man army was impossible to hide from an adversary with a professional military apparatus like Germany.  Since it couldn't be hidden, the Red Army focused entirely on how to fight with its maximum capability and unique characteristics.  The entire operational plan was of a high standard—at least, the Central Committee members found nothing to criticize. Although the armistice with Germany had been humiliating, the USSR had utilized the time effectively to perfect the Red Army’s combat power.  The logic of the strike was straightforward: even if the Red Army attacked, the Wehrmacht was incapable of a major counter-offensive. Thus, the Red Army split its forces into two main axes: one toward Poland and one toward Romania.  The Soviet Party no longer sought to seize all of Eastern Europe, but neither could they ignore the favorable situation. The plan incorporated elements of the previous Operation "Thunderstorm." The Soviet objective was to seize all of Poland and Romania. Invading the German mainland was not part of this plan.  If the objectives were met, the Red Army would halt at the German border and then formally contact China to discuss the final assault on the Reich.  After all, Russia had been a Great Power since the tsarist era; they understood the European mode of diplomacy. The reason for the "fight first, talk later" approach was simple: the Soviet Union did not wish to lose any more face.  Soon, Stalin made the final decision and approved the operation. Zhukov and Chuikov rose to leave. Though they walked out one after the other, Chuikov deliberately maintained a certain distance. Watching their backs, Stalin felt that Zhukov’s excessive pursuit of credit had already deeply offended the other generals of the Red Army.  Feeling resigned to his reliance on Zhukov, Stalin turned his gaze to Molotov. "Comrade Molotov, are you prepared to go to China?"  Molotov nodded. He was ready. As soon as the Red Army seized Poland and Romania, he would depart immediately. It wasn't that he didn't want to maintain a more aloof posture, but under the European diplomatic model, this Soviet offensive could easily be interpreted by China as a hostile act.  In Europe, hostility was basically synonymous with being a quasi-enemy. When two armies met, they might very well come to blows. While the USSR had no desire to submit to China, and even less desire to become a source of raw materials and a market for Chinese industrial goods, they had no wish to go to war with China over a misunderstanding.  Sino-Soviet peace was beneficial to the USSR, and even more so to China.  "I am prepared to accept He Rui's reprimand, Comrade General Secretary," Molotov replied. After this somewhat submissive statement, he added, "If He Rui's physical condition allows him to see me, that is."
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Molotov had stated plainly that He Rui’s health was poor, which, in the context of Russian culture, was a form of mockery. Not only in Russia, but throughout the world, it was an accepted reality that a supreme leader’s physical frailty was a condition that invited skepticism.  The Soviet Central Committee was satisfied that Molotov’s preparations were adequate. Stalin said nothing, but he was preoccupied. In his view, while He Rui’s health might be failing, he had already completed the political transition. At the upcoming "Two Sessions" in early 1945, a new core leadership team would be established. Under such circumstances, if He Rui were still physically robust, it might actually trigger instability.  Stalin’s thoughts drifted inevitably to his own situation. He Rui was born in 1890 and was fifty-five this year—already able to smoothly hand over power. Stalin, born in 1878, was sixty-seven. Although Kirov was widely regarded as his successor, there was no movement regarding a transfer of power in the Soviet Union. Stalin simply had no intention of considering it.  Stalin had initially thought He Rui was stepping down out of weakness, a manifestation of personal fragility. But with the actual handover imminent, he began to doubt his own judgment.  As the war stood now, no one in the world could consider He Rui a weaker. In Russian culture, the victor is beyond reproach. Moreover, He Rui’s actions could not be deemed a political mistake; a transfer of power was not necessarily a bad thing for an organization.  The successor, Li Runshi, was fifty-two and in excellent health. In terms of age, fifty-two was quite young for a leader who had attained supreme power through personal ability and seniority. Under normal circumstances, a supreme leader could govern until seventy—meaning that for the next twenty years, the Soviet Union would have to deal with a thoroughly tempered leader.  Stalin was eager to see the meeting records between Molotov and Li Runshi.  The Red Army’s war preparations were complete. Since the signing of the Soviet-German armistice, the scale of the Red Army had actually been compressed. In 1943, it had once reached ten million; by February 1945, it had been reduced to six million.  Of these six million troops, 3.5 million were frontline forces, with 2.5 million earmarked for immediate replacement. Whether frontline or second-line, beyond meeting age requirements, all these units had received more than twelve months of military training.  In addition, there were six million reservists, including a large number of educated women. After completing six months of formal military training, these reservists were assigned to various factories or large state farms. They received two weeks of military training every month and were always ready to be integrated into the second-line replacement units.  After this reorganization, the Soviet Union could maintain 3.5 million troops in sustained, high-intensity combat.  Beyond personnel, the Red Army’s equipment had been thoroughly overhauled. Revolutionaries from Britain and the United States had transmitted data on British, American, and German equipment through various channels. Combined with intelligence obtained from China, the Red Army confirmed that all the world's Great Powers were striving for equipment standardization.  Even Germany, a nation that had previously produced a dizzying array of models to win the war, had mended its ways and settled on main battle equipment: the 40-ton Panther tank and the 30-ton Tiger tank, along with standardized heavy and light trucks. Even half-track transports and motorcycles had been refitted, reducing dozens of models to just two motorcycle types and three half-track variants.  With limited industrial R&D capacity, the Red Army chose the same path. Their main battle tank was the T-34/85, refitted with the latest 95mm tank gun—sufficient to counter the German 88mm.  Since China began large-scale aid to the USSR in 1942, they had helped upgrade Soviet industrial production. These upgrades were built entirely on the Soviet industrial base, meaning the USSR did not have to switch to Chinese military-industrial standards. Thus, the Soviet Union had developed its own heavy and light trucks, as well as military jeeps.  Half-tracks were too complex; although the USSR had imported ten thousand units from China and utilized them for several campaign-scale offensives in late 1942, their own industrial capacity was insufficient to produce them. They ultimately abandoned this equipment that performed so well in muddy terrain. However, the Red Army was set to fight in Poland, where marshes were fewer, so the lack of half-tracks was not a critical issue.  In the air, the Soviet Union had finally developed its own jet fighter, the Yak-15, and developed the MiG-15 based on it. Originally, the MiG-15’s engine had been unsatisfactory, but before the collapse of Britain, large numbers of British experts had scattered. While most went to the US or Germany, a portion of Rolls-Royce engineers, aided by British revolutionaries, had brought vast amounts of technical data to the Soviet Union. This finally boosted Soviet engine performance, rendering the MiG-15 viable.  Naval power had little impact on the war between the USSR and Germany; the Soviet Red Navy was confident it could hold the line at sea. Thus, the Red Army entered this offensive with considerable confidence.  At 8:00 AM on February 21st, the fully prepared Red Army issued a declaration to "liberate our Slavic brothers." The 3.5 million frontline troops were divided into three Group Armies—North, Center, and South—and began their advance.  Army Group North moved into the Baltic states; Army Group South advanced into Romania; and Army Group Center pushed into Poland.  The first progress was made in the Baltic states. The Soviet Union had annexed the three nations once in 1939, only to lose them to the German invasion in 1942, after which Germany had granted them a nominal independence.  The total population of the Baltic states was currently only three million, while the Soviet Army Group North numbered 690,000. Most of the Baltic public loathed the Soviet Union, but they loathed war even more and watched the events with cold detachment. This time, the Red Army emphasized discipline and did not harm a single hair of the population.  The 690,000 troops of Army Group North escorted the party and government leaders of the three nations, who had fled to the USSR in 1942, back home. They quickly annihilated the local German forces and announced the restoration of the governments.  Army Group North had never believed the Baltics—with fewer than 100,000 defenders—could offer real resistance. Their plan was to resolve the Baltic issue quickly, reach the Polish border, and join the offensive there.  By February 26th, Army Group North had completed its task. Leaving 190,000 troops to garrison the Baltics against a highly unlikely German counter-attack, the remaining 500,000 troops were transferred to Army Group Center. This increased the size of the Center Group from its initial 500,000 to one million men.  Army Group South numbered 600,000, bringing the total offensive force to 1.6 million. The remaining 1.4 million frontline troops were ready to rotate in, while the replacement units stood by to keep the frontline units at full strength.  Meanwhile, the Polish government-in-exile had lost confidence in the Allies. They knew China was too far away to help. Consequently, the government-in-exile that had fled from London merged with the resistance government within Poland and decided to cooperate with the Soviet Union.  The Poles understood Russian tradition well. Thus, when the Soviets proposed redrawing the border along the Curzon Line, the Polish government readily agreed.  The Curzon Line was a boundary proposed by Lord Curzon after World War I. Later, the Soviet Union had invaded Poland but suffered a catastrophic defeat at the gates of Warsaw and was pushed back. The final border had been set further east at Brest.  With the Soviet Union’s strength restored, the Polish government knew they would not be getting Lviv back. They had no choice but to make concessions.  However, a question was raised within the Polish government: of the hundreds of thousands of Polish soldiers captured by the Soviets, tens of thousands of officers and intellectuals had vanished.  As a European Great Power, the Soviet Union could never acknowledge the Katyn Forest massacre. Furthermore, the NKVD personnel involved would never appear, and the military officers who had participated had mostly died in the war. Consequently, most of the Soviet representatives at the meeting had no idea what Katyn was.  Having already lost territory, the pro-British faction within the Polish government felt compelled to raise the issue. Katyn wasn't even in Poland; it was in the Smolensk Oblast of the USSR. It had been discovered and announced by the German government after they occupied the area during their invasion of the Soviet Union.  The Soviet government had immediately issued a denial. But when the Germans excavated the site, it had only been two years since the killings, and the corpses were not severely decomposed.  Moreover, the Soviets had used specifically purchased German pistols and ammunition to execute the Polish prisoners. This had led the German Propaganda Minister, Goebbels, to remark with disappointment: "It is a truly regrettable thing to find German weapons at the site of a massacre."  Thus, after the signing of the armistice, when the Soviets retook the area, they immediately dispatched an investigation team and announced that their findings proved Germany had carried out the massacre at Katyn and framed the Soviet Union.  Ultimately, the Soviet representative simply asked the Polish delegates with a stony face: "Why do you believe the word of the Germans so firmly? Is it because the ones occupying Poland are the Germans and not the Soviets?"  The statement was so quintessentially "Russian" that it convinced the Polish delegates of one thing: the Soviet Union had indeed committed the massacre.  Since the days when Poland was partitioned by Prussia, Austria, and Tsarist Russia, the Russians had a tradition of capturing and executing Polish patriots.  But the war was currently the priority, and the Polish government was forced to set the Katyn issue aside for the moment. From February 21st to 26th, the Red Army’s offensive proved effective. They employed a new "Grand Artillery" tactic: using saturation bombardment of the German front and rear lines to ensure the German defenses were pulverized and that their follow-up counter-attack units could not utilize the frontline fortifications.  This new tactic was highly effective. While the German counter-attacks were fierce, they were ultimately futile. This allowed the Red Army to advance approximately ten kilometers per day. By February 26th, the Red Army was prepared to launch a massive offensive to deal Germany a crushing blow.
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On February 26th, thousands of white parachutes blossomed in the skies over Budapest, the capital of Hungary. Members of the Hungarian Communist Party, who had been providing radio navigation for the Chinese Air Force, immediately relayed the news to their special task forces upon seeing the dandelion-like specks.  The commander of one such task force, positioned near the Presidential Palace, received the call and immediately ordered his comrades: "Move out!"  The members of the task force unfurled their sickle-and-hammer flags and began to assemble across the square from the Presidential Palace. On the other side of the square, the Presidential Guard watched the rapid gathering under the red banners. "Don't they think this is a waste of time?" some of them whispered anxiously.  A captain of the Guard walked over to them, thrusting a pre-prepared red flag into their hands. "Mind your own business," he reminded them. "We’re going to have a proper handover. Let’s not have any 'accidental' injuries."  Hungary’s economy had been poor for years, providing a fertile ground for the Fascists to take power. Under Nazi pressure, these elements had conducted "cleansings" of the Hungarian Communists and other leftists. While much of it was for show, the Hungarian nationalists truly loathed many leftist views, and the operations had seen their share of personal vendettas settled under the guise of official business.  Now that the Communists were about to take power again, the nationalists were desperate to avoid giving the leftists any pretext for revenge. They were being exceedingly cautious in their words and deeds.  Fortunately, it was not the Hungarian Communists' first time in power, and they had learned from their past failures. The handover proceeded with remarkable smoothness. When they burst into the President’s office, the pro-Nazi President was already prepared for arrest. Everything proceeded in orderly accordance with the Communist Party's directives.  Meanwhile, in Bucharest, the capital of Romania—the nation most loathed by Hungary—the Romanian President was shouting at his Foreign Minister: "Why has there been no word from China? How exactly did you contact them?"  As the war progressed, the nations of Eastern Europe knew that Germany was a lost cause. Bulgaria was China’s gateway into the region, and it was inevitably going to be resolved by them. For the past twenty years, Hungarians had been singing: "We come from Asia; we are cousins with China."  Romania, the only nation in the world with "Rome" in its name, could trace its origins back two thousand years to Roman military control. Yet the modern Romanians were not descendants of the Romans, whereas the Hungarians were indeed of Eastern descent and could establish good relations with China. Romania sought to appeal to Rome, but Rome was nowhere to be found.  Instead, the army of Russia—the self-proclaimed "Third Rome"—was hammering at Romania’s gates, attempting to turn the country into a Soviet satellite.  The Romanian Foreign Minister, having little left to fear, spoke his mind: "I have not been authorized to negotiate any change to Romania's borders."  The President was left speechless. During the Roman Empire, the ancestors of the Hungarians had conquered the Pannonian Basin, the so-called Hungarian Plain. This plain was surrounded by mountains, and while Hungary had been invaded by various powers over the centuries, it had largely held onto this territory.  The Carpathian Mountains in the east were traditional Hungarian territory. During the First World War, Hungary and Austria had been part of the Dual Monarchy of Austria-Hungary. Hungary had not wished to participate and had not truly supported the war effort. They had assumed that after the war, when the monarchy dissolved, they would go their separate ways. They never expected that at the Paris Peace Conference, Romania would demand the Carpathians—a request the Allies granted. Thus, Romania, previously a lowland nation, seized the mountains in one stroke. From that moment on, Hungary and Romania had been mortal enemies.  Now, Hungary was greeting the Chinese military with such fervor because they clearly wanted the Carpathians back. Even if the Romanian President knew he couldn't stop it, as President, he simply could not bring himself to cede territory to China for peace.  Seeing that the President lacked the resolve to "sever the limb to save the body," the Foreign Minister rose to leave. "I still have to contact the Chinese. Farewell."  He ignored the President's sallow complexion and walked out. Once outside, he hurried back to his own office, where a Soviet representative was already waiting.  "Will the Soviet Union agree to my demands?" the Foreign Minister asked immediately.  The Soviet representative, still hoping to drive a hard bargain, replied, "We must first determine if you can fulfill your promises."  The Foreign Minister sneered. "If the Romanian army holds for just three more days, Chinese paratroopers will likely land on the front lines. I am very curious to see if the Red Army has the courage to attack the Chinese flag when it rises over the Romanian positions."  In the arena of verbal sparring, Foreign Ministers feared no one. Especially now, with Romania destined to be occupied by either China or the USSR, the Minister had cast aside all decorum.  The Soviet representative was left embarrassed by the remark. He wanted to continue threatening the Minister, but no longer dared. This was the inevitable result of acting alone without coordinating with China. The Soviet Union did not respect China, and thus could not expect respect in return.  Finally, the representative adopted a polite tone. "We will certainly abide by the agreement."  "Are the documents ready?" the Minister asked sharply. He demanded guarantees for the safety of himself and his family, as well as their property and status. He required these guarantees in writing from the Soviet government.  In truth, even if the USSR were to break its word, a former Romanian Foreign Minister would have little recourse. But with the documents in hand, any Soviet breach of faith could be used to damage their international credit. Thus, the USSR had little incentive to break the promise.  The Soviet representative reluctantly produced the files. After carefully comparing the seals and confirming their authenticity, the Minister tucked the documents away and began contacting the Romanian military command.  One reason Romania had not turned earlier was the presence of over a hundred thousand German troops in the country. This German force was currently resisting the Soviet offensive, utilizing the terrain to successfully halt the Red Army's advance.  Had it not been for Hungary’s rush to switch sides, the Romanian leadership would have preferred to wait. Although German defeat was inevitable, Romania truly did not wish to be occupied by the Soviets.  China was ten thousand miles away; its occupation would be temporary, and Romania believed the Chinese would soon withdraw. The Soviet Union was a neighbor; an occupation by them might last indefinitely.  Meanwhile, the offensive of the Soviet Army Group South intensified. After several days of combat, the Red Army had determined the scale and resolve of the German forces, as well as their core defensive positions.  Fighting one against five is difficult; fighting five against one is much easier. The Red Army had massed an enormous amount of artillery. Even with the Germans utilizing the terrain, the Soviets were not worried.  With the order given, the Red Army commenced a two-hour fire preparation. Bombers dropped their loads from above, while 220mm heavy guns and 150mm pieces reached a density of one gun for every three meters of the front. As a deluge of shells fell like rain, the German lines were instantly engulfed in fire.  The intensity of the bombardment was such that German officers who had served in the First World War felt as if they had been transported back twenty years. A sense of terror and despair welled up within them.  The Red Army did not fear death, especially when fighting the Germans. During the invasion of 1942, the Nazi-indoctrinated Wehrmacht had carried out horrific massacres in the Soviet Union. Combined with the deaths of their families and comrades, hatred was deeply etched into the souls of the Red Army soldiers.  When the bombardment ended, the Red Army did not believe the artillery alone could resolve the Germans. They began their charge.  The German defensive positions had been under preparation for over a year. Though heavily damaged by the Soviet artillery, they had not entirely collapsed. Germans who had not been killed or concussed by the blasts crawled from their tunnels and bunkers, entering their shattered trenches to defend.  Despite the war, the Germans—while acknowledging the Red Army's ferocity—did not hold them in high regard. In their view, the Red Army, possessing total superiority, would be arrogant and incautious in its assault.  Sure enough, as the Red Army surged forward in mass formations, German machine gunners opened fire, cutting down some of the attackers.  However, instead of panicking, the Red Army soldiers immediately took cover. Mortar teams following the infantry began to hammer the machine gun nests. In the preceding fire preparation, the German artillery positions had been virtually annihilated. While machine gun nests held an advantage against infantry, they were vulnerable to mortars. They were soon silenced.  Had the German artillery been intact, the mortar positions would have been countered immediately. But with the machine guns gone and no artillery support, the Red Army jumped from their cover and continued the advance. Before long, it was a battle of bayonets.  That the Germans were still willing to engage in bayonet combat proved they remained one of the world's elite forces. As Napoleon once remarked, "Germans are hatched from shells." But no matter how fierce, they were still mortal men. Faced with overwhelming numbers and an enemy equipped with the AK-47 assault rifle—ideal for close combat—the Germans were soon defeated.  After a day of bitter fighting, the Red Army seized several key strongpoints on the line.  Meanwhile, in Poland, the fire preparation by Soviet Army Group Center dealt a similar blow to the Germans, driving them from the Lviv line.  The man currently commanding the Polish campaign was Acting Chief of Staff von Manstein. His expression remained unchanged despite the heavy blow. Even if the Soviet fire preparation had greatly exceeded expectations, Manstein was calculating the rate at which such a scale of bombardment would consume their logistics.  He quickly reached a decision: withdraw slightly, then launch a counter-attack to clash with the Soviet mobile forces.  On the 27th, to the west of Lviv, German and Soviet armored units clashed. Germany committed approximately 500 tanks, half Panthers and half Tigers. Across from them were solid ranks of T-34/85s.  The German panzers dealt a heavy blow to their Soviet counterparts. Despite the massive bombing of their homeland, the German tank crews remained formidable. While the Soviet crews were no longer the novices of 1942, the Germans had leapt far ahead of their 1943 equipment levels.  By noon on the 27th, the Germans had lost 104 tanks, while the Red Army had lost 308. But just as the Soviets were suffering these frontal losses, other Soviet armored units began to outflank the German wings. Knowing better than to get bogged down, the Germans withdrew.  Over the next four days, Manstein commanded the German forces almost without sleep. The Red Army faced constant counter-attacks—sharp, stinging blows that nonetheless gave the Soviets the chance for direct engagement.  The Red Army did not fear fighting the Germans. With the German mainland under siege, the Wehrmacht would only grow weaker with every engagement.  By March 3rd, the Red Army had advanced another sixty kilometers. Then, German jet fighters suddenly appeared in mass over the combat zone, suppressing the Soviet MiG-15s in short order.  Some MiG-15s had been fitted with new engines, but the majority had not. Consequently, the MiG-15’s combat effectiveness could not match that of the constantly upgraded German jets.  Manstein’s eyes were bloodshot from days of continuous command. He had to analyze every situation with minute care. He trusted Model's assessment: "The enemy commander [Red Army] displays considerable skill in planning a campaign, but once the offensive is frustrated, he loses his reason and launches frantic, futile assaults on the line. While he has improved, he clearly cannot seize a favorable situation to expand his gains. The Russians worship brute force; in adversity, they lose their capacity for logical thought and cannot adapt."  This Soviet offensive followed the same pattern. On the map, it was a standard "arrowhead" formation—narrow at the front, wide at the rear. This model allowed for sustained pressure.  But that was the view of an amateur. To a tactical master like Manstein, the situation was vastly different. Different Soviet units had suffered varying degrees of damage, significantly weakening the sustained combat capacity of the rear units.  Manstein had prepared an encirclement, but before closing the trap, he allowed the Red Army to feel they were advancing in an orderly fashion. Along the way, they fought various battles, constantly pushing back the resisting Germans.  Model believed that while the Red Army possessed combat power, their understanding of military science was still severely lacking. They were merely "fighting a war," having not yet grasped the "art of war" itself.  Manstein agreed with Model, but his mind momentarily drifted. He thought of He Rui, the man who was about to defeat Germany. He Rui was a universally acknowledged military genius, a view Manstein shared after studying his campaigns.  However, Manstein was certain that He Rui was a great *strategist*—a man who decided the outcome of a war before it even began. As a fellow military man, Manstein couldn't help but wonder about He Rui's *tactical* skill.  But He Rui had been in supreme command since the age of twenty-five and had been Chairman of the Northeast Government at twenty-six. Since then, he had not handled tactical duties. China's tactical victories came from the universal deployment of advanced equipment that other nations were still testing. While everyone else was fumbling in the dark, China’s new equipment and tactics were dominant across the board.  By the time other nations realized China had chosen the correct equipment path, the Chinese army, accustomed to their superior gear, simply rolled over their enemies with new tactics based on that equipment.  Thus, Manstein could not be certain if He Rui counted as a top-tier tactician. He was inclined to believe he was—otherwise he couldn't have developed such advanced tactical equipment—but there were simply no actual examples of He Rui commanding at the tactical level.  In the current campaign, Manstein viewed the Soviet operational level as mediocre, but he wondered what the result would be if he were facing He Rui instead.  Ever the professional, Manstein realized his mental state was wavering and chose to rest. After two hours of sleep, he was awakened by an orderly. Feeling refreshed, he looked at the maps again.  As expected, the Soviet armored vanguard had resumed the offensive. The infantry on the wings were attempting to widen the front. This was the Red Army's new "Wide Front, Great Depth" operational theory.  A wide front ensured that German flanking maneuvers would be ineffective, while great depth allowed them to strike at German logistics. From the perspective of learning from experience, the Soviet logic was sound.  However, the Red Army had underestimated Heydrich’s management of Poland. Heydrich had prepared vast stockpiles and organized a transport system within the country. Manstein was now utilizing these resources, turning Poland into a massive killing field.  At least for now, the Red Army’s strategy was inferior to He Rui’s. He Rui was a strategist; his advances were not primarily aimed at combat, but at securing strategic points.  If He Rui were in command of the current Red Army, the offensive would likely have halted long ago. He would have advanced steadily, prioritizing the restoration of administrative control over the occupied areas.  That was what Manstein had feared most when drafting his plan. His current operation relied on utilizing the resources within Poland; if those supply points and transport links were destroyed, even Manstein would be powerless.  Furthermore, even if he won this counter-attack, Manstein lacked the strength to hold Poland indefinitely. The reason for the fight was to deal the Red Army a heavy blow so the main German force could withdraw to the fatherland for its defense. Another reason was pride—the Wehrmacht could not allow itself to flee ignominiously under Soviet pressure.  Politically, a crushing blow to the Soviets would be a powerful asset in any future Sino-German negotiations. Even in such dire straits, if the Wehrmacht could still devastate the Red Army, China might be willing to utilize Germany to continue suppressing the Soviets and keep them pinned in the northern tundras.  On March 4th, Manstein ordered the counter-attack. The Germans struck the Soviet rear units with fury, easily routing two Soviet infantry corps on the left and right. At the front, the Soviet armored vanguard was suddenly met with a ferocious German counter-thrust.  By March 5th, the situation had taken a sharp turn for the worse. The Soviet armor at the front was suffering heavy losses. To turn the tide, they would have to pull up armored reserves from the rear, but doing so would likely cause the infantry in the back to collapse.  The Soviet General Staff reacted quickly this time. Using their electronic computers, they ran numerous calculations and concluded that if they continued the head-on clash with the Germans, their probability of victory was only 42%.  Zhukov demanded they fight on and seek a decisive battle. But Chuikov and others felt something was wrong; they advocated for a retreat.  Zhukov was furious. "War is ever-changing!" he shouted. "Are we really going to leave victory or defeat to a computer manipulated by others?"  Chuikov understood Zhukov’s point, but he had personally overseen the programming of those computers. The war models had been set by a large group of generals, including himself—and even Zhukov had contributed many ideas. These concepts had been processed by mathematicians into equations. These were equations built on vast amounts of blood and experience, not just cold machine logic.  In Chuikov’s view, this was a carefully prepared German counter-attack. If the Red Army withdrew now, the Germans would have no way to touch them.  As Chuikov prepared to argue further, Zhukov barked, "Let the General Secretary decide!"
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When the members of the Soviet Central Committee read the report from the General Staff, some naturally focused on the friction between Zhukov and the other generals. In their view, the arrogant and overbearing Zhukov had finally met with a pushback from his peers, which threatened the unity of the Red Army.  Others, more focused on the substance of the matter, were astonished that a new-fangled computer could be used to predict the outcome of a war. After receiving a briefing from technical experts, they realized their amazement was somewhat misplaced.  The Soviet Union had first encountered Chinese vacuum-tube computers when they imported China’s air combat command systems. In aerial warfare, the number of aircraft involved is finite—tens of thousands at most. Thus, the current generation of Chinese air combat systems utilized an "exhaustion method," calculating every participating aircraft. By incorporating data from various detection systems, they could also account for the enemy's numbers. Using pre-set programs, the system could provide potential outcomes for various tactical scenarios.  This analytical capability allowed Soviet air commanders to issue orders with greater scientific precision. It was precisely this factor that allowed the Soviet Air Force to continue fighting despite the technological gap presented by German jet fighters.  This was highly classified information. Only after grasping the basic principles could the Central Committee members understand a major source of the conflict between Zhukov and his colleagues.  The computational load for an air combat system was relatively light. To date, no single battle in the Soviet-German War had seen ten thousand aircraft in the air simultaneously. But on the infantry battlefield, hundreds of thousands—even millions—clashed daily.  Setting aside the fact that current computing power could not model the behavior of hundreds of thousands of individuals, simply gathering accurate data on the number and scale of German forces was an impossible task, let alone obtaining real-time status reports on individual combatants.  Consequently, the Army was developing its own land warfare systems along two lines: one used battalion- and regiment-level units as the basic unit of calculation, while the other divided the battlefield into zones and calculated based on regional changes.  For this operation, the Red Army General Staff had run calculations using several different models. All yielded the same conclusion: if the offensive continued at its current pace, the probability of success was only 42%.  The reason Chuikov and the other generals advocated for a withdrawal was that the calculation used a binary result: victory or defeat. In other words, the system predicted a 58% probability of total failure if the Red Army pressed on.  Once the nature of the problem was understood, no Central Committee member dared intervene. Since Zhukov was looking to Stalin for a decision, the assembly waited for the General Secretary’s final word.  Stalin was well aware of the situation and was not surprised by the impasse. He did not even view it through the lens of internal power struggle, for he knew that both Zhukov and Chuikov were motivated by a desire for victory and a fear of defeat, not by a wish to undermine one another.  Currently, the Wehrmacht was indeed weakened, possessing none of the logistical capacity it had held in 1943. Perhaps, if the Red Army continued to advance, the Germans in Poland would find themselves unable to hold the line due to a lack of supplies, granting the Soviets the victory.  Until the fog of war cleared, no one could be certain.  Ultimately, Stalin made his choice: he supported Zhukov.  The time from the start of the dispute to the final decision was less than thirty-six hours. During those thirty-six hours, the Red Army forces in Poland continued to fight with valor.  Manstein, for his part, did not assume his plan was a guaranteed success. He continued to analyze every development on the battlefield with the minute care and composure of a master tactician, making precise adjustments. To Manstein, this was instinctive; but to his staff, his presence was as reassuring as that of a god of war.  The "muddy-legs" officers who had risen from the German ranks loathed the "red-pants" generals of aristocratic background. Although Manstein was of high birth, he had followed the path of a frontline officer, rolling in the muck with his men. It was often said that Manstein alone performed the function of a third of the General Staff. The remaining two-thirds were the basic machinery—the countless staff officers responsible for gathering intelligence and delivering it to him for judgment.  While the Wehrmacht lacked a computerized warfare system at this stage, the headquarters in Poland under Manstein operated with an efficiency that rivaled the Soviet computers.  At 7:00 AM on March 7th, Manstein received a piece of critical, unexpected intelligence. A Soviet artillery ammunition dump had been detonated during a routine bombardment by German heavy artillery. Both ground and air units reported seeing a massive mushroom cloud rising hundreds of meters into the air.  In Manstein’s plan, these heavy guns were considered "disposable assets." With the Reich’s power plants devastated by Chinese bombing, Germany had adjusted its production to focus on small-caliber ammunition that required little electricity. This managed to maintain a degree of supply.  The production of large-caliber shells, however, which demanded vast amounts of energy and space, had been crippled. Although underground factories had been built to hide from Chinese bombers, they could only meet a fraction of the domestic demand.  Manstein had therefore deployed all heavy artillery in Poland as far forward as possible. While this made them easier targets for the Red Army, he reasoned that they would become scrap metal once their shells were exhausted anyway. Forward deployment maximized their utility, and in this instance, the results had exceeded his wildest expectations.  The destruction of the ammunition dump meant the Red Army’s supplies would be thrown into chaos for a significant period. Manstein immediately ordered the general offensive.  Years later, the Polish counter-attack and the Battle of Jutland would remain favorite topics for military enthusiasts. While neither could change Germany’s ultimate fate, the "strategic loss, tactical win" nature of these battles invariably stirred deep feelings.  "What would have happened if that shell hadn't hit the ammo dump?" was always the focus of the debate.  Those who favored German combat effectiveness argued that even without the explosion, the Wehrmacht would have won. Manstein had already finalized the layout for the counter-attack; if it hadn't been the ammo dump, some other opportunity would have presented itself.  Pro-Soviet historians argued that the Red Army had fought exceptionally well, even maintaining defensive positions after being surrounded. Without the shell shortage, they could have held out until the 15th, by which time reinforcements would have broken the encirclement and rescued the majority of the force.  But such sentiments belonged to those in the safety of the future. On the smoke-choked battlefield of 1945, neither side had such a luxury. Every moment was a brush with death. Even the Germans, holding the advantage, faced ferocious Soviet counter-attacks.  The priority of Manstein’s encirclement plan was to break the Soviet armor. By March 7th, after a series of engagements, the number of German tanks under his command had dwindled to around 800. According to the Wehrmacht’s table of organization, a single full-strength panzer division required 336 tanks. Even if the Germans had never managed to fully equip their units during the war, 800 tanks amounted to little more than a single panzer corps. Given the 600,000 German troops in Poland, this was a pittance of armored strength.  Within the pocket, the Red Army possessed over 1,500 tanks—nearly double the German strength. However, the Soviet decision to attempt a breakout through the encirclement fell precisely into Manstein’s calculations. The two armored forces met in a massive, decisive clash.  By the morning of March 9th, the Red Army was down to 300 tanks, and the Germans were down to 300 as well. Parity had been reached. The Germans did not view this as a victory; in previous tank battles with the Soviets, an exchange ratio of 1:3 was common, and in extreme cases, it could exceed 1:5.  Having essentially neutralized the Soviet armor in the pocket, the Germans conducted on-site repairs of their damaged tanks. By March 10th, they had cobbled together 600 operational tanks. Using this force as a spearhead, they launched an assault on the elite Soviet infantry positions that were resisting desperately within the pocket.  On the battlefield, the Red Army’s resistance was incredibly stubborn. Numerous Soviet soldiers engaged in the tragic tactic of charging tanks with satchel charges. However, this was a tactic first pioneered by the German SS. In this campaign, the 3rd SS Panzer Division "Totenkopf" was a key participant.  The "Death's Head" division held a fearsome reputation on the Eastern Front. The Red Army generally believed that one should not attack the Totenkopf without at least a five-to-one numerical advantage. Their signature move in a bitter fight was for assault teams to strap on vast amounts of explosives and charge into the densest concentrations of Soviet troops to blow themselves up.  It was generally accepted that the Totenkopf’s combat capability was superior to the Red Army’s. Normally, a superior force has no need for such desperate measures; they are the refuge of the weak.  But the Totenkopf was an anomaly. Composed of a core of former concentration camp guards, these extremists existed in a state of profound nihilism. The only thing that could stir a brief sense of excitement in their dark mental world was slaughter; the more deaths they caused at once, the greater their pleasure.  This mindset, far outside the bounds of normal humanity, led them to pursue the efficiency of death with singular focus. Their superior skill provided them with far more opportunities for such acts than the Soviets. Once these mentally unhinged Nazis had blasted paths through the Soviet lines with their own bodies, the rest of the division, led by their remaining tanks, surged in to conduct the slaughter.  By the morning of March 11th, the Totenkopf had punched through the Soviet defenses, utterly routing the Red Army forces on the side of the pocket nearest to the Soviet border.  The Red Army soldiers fighting valiantly at the "bottom" of the pocket were suddenly struck from behind. The front lines began to disintegrate with shocking speed.  Of the three SS Panzer divisions holding off the Soviet reinforcements, the "Wiking" division fought with the greatest ferocity. Composed of Nazi volunteers from the Nordic regions, these men were sustained by fanatical ideology. Faced with Germany’s dire straits, these fanatics felt not discouragement, but an intensified sense of duty. They believed they had to fulfill their final responsibility.  The Soviet rescue forces fought desperately to break these lines, but failed every time. In the heat of the battle, these SS units held their ground amidst heaps of corpses. The Red Army broke into the core positions of the Wiking and other SS units several times, engaging in at least five large-scale bayonet battles, yet every one ended in a victory for the SS.  The efforts of the SS bought time for Manstein, and he did not waste it. On March 12th, with the order for the general offensive given, the Wehrmacht launched a total assault on the Red Army within the pocket. Numerous Soviet positions, already starved of ammunition, were overrun.  The Red Army did not repeat the sluggishness of 1942. They rapidly reorganized their deployment, leaving units behind to fight to the death while the main force attempted a breakout to the north.  On March 14th, at a massive cost, the Red Army finally punched through the northern line and linked up with their rescue forces. The Germans did not pursue. Their own 600,000-man force had suffered some 200,000 casualties; to continue the fight would have turned them into the hunted.  Manstein ordered his forces to begin a retreat toward the German mainland. He knew that his next task would likely be to fight the Chinese on German soil until the end.  The Red Army had no desire to pursue. Of the 600,000 men caught in the pocket, fewer than 200,000 had escaped. Many of the units were no longer merely "defeated"—they were carcasses of armies, possessing no remaining value for replenishment.  Worst of all, the Soviet armored units, which had committed over 2,200 tanks before the battle, were now down to fewer than 200.  Yet, historians of the future would emphasize that from this moment on, the Wehrmacht had lost all strategic mobility. While their armored units still existed, they lacked the numbers required for any offensive action.  Manstein was remembered as the commander who had drained the last of Germany’s mobility.
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Following the conclusion of the Polish counter-attack, the main German forces in the region withdrew toward the Vistula River, preparing to face the next Soviet wave. Even Hitler issued no criticism of this redeployment; the pressure within Germany was mounting so rapidly that every available man was needed at home. Hitler's attention was instead fixed on the units withdrawing from Romania.  The Soviet offensive in Romania had been a resounding success, with 600,000 troops utterly shattering a German force of 120,000. Fewer than 70,000 survivors were now fleeing toward Germany.  Hitler had initially worried that Hungary might interfere during the retreat, but those fears proved groundless. Hungary was preoccupied with a ferocious assault on the Carpathian Mountains in western Romania. As the Germans passed through, they witnessed combat of incredible intensity.  The Hungarian and Romanian forces fought savagely over every strategic peak, engaging in at least two major bayonet battles. Ultimately, the Hungarians managed to seize the heights, only to be driven back by a courageous counter-attack from the reorganized Romanians.  The two armies hammered each other into the dirt, showing total indifference to the German columns passing nearby. The Hungarians even displayed a certain flexibility of mind, asking the retreating Germans if they could spare any equipment for their continued fight.  Observing the carnage, the Germans were struck by Hungarian tenacity—and a degree of irritation. They felt that had the Hungarians shown such a will to fight against the Soviets, the Red Army might have suffered far greater losses.  Despite these thoughts, the Germans did not linger. They abandoned what equipment was too cumbersome to haul and continued their rapid withdrawal. Units of the World People's Liberation Army had already liberated Bulgaria and were now surging into Hungary.  The Soviet objective was to occupy all of Romania, ideally before the WPLA helped the Hungarians secure the Carpathians. From the Kremlin’s perspective, China’s deep penetration into Europe had already destabilized the continental balance; they assumed the Chinese weren't foolish enough to start a war with the Red Army over a few mountain passes after already taking Bulgaria and Hungary.  Meanwhile, Molotov had arrived in China by air. According to the original plan, the USSR would send an envoy once they had secured the Baltics, Poland, and Romania. These territories represented the Soviet baseline, and they had no intention of retreating.  While the defeat in Poland was disappointing, the Red Army was no stranger to setbacks, and it did little to dampen Molotov’s spirits. However, he soon discovered that He Rui would not see him. Li Runshi, currently occupied with the Two Sessions, was even less likely to find the time.  Molotov was received by the Chinese Foreign Minister, Li Shiguang. But this election cycle was a true changing of the guard. The He Rui government was transitioning into the Li Runshi government, and the heads of almost every major department were being replaced. Li Shiguang himself was preparing for retirement. Molotov would have to wait.  Fortunately, Li Shiguang’s remaining duties primarily involved attending meetings, leaving him with a relatively light schedule. During his reception of Molotov in the capital, he also invited Zhao Tianlin. Zhao had been one of the first premier-level leaders to leave the He Rui government and had since become a figure of immense academic influence. Molotov did not dare underestimate this refined scholar.  Zhao Tianlin made no mention of the Red Army’s unilateral offensive. Instead, he inquired about the restoration of schools in the Soviet Union. As an educator, Zhao was deeply concerned with academic exchange. Once the war ended, he hoped to see the resumption of scholarly ties between the two nations. Although Molotov was the People's Commissar for Foreign Affairs, his role as an international traveler made him an appropriate person to ask.  Ever the experienced diplomat, Molotov immediately extended an invitation for Zhao to visit the Soviet Union. This fell within a Foreign Minister’s purview: in non-professional fields, he would relay sentiments and facilitate mutual visits, or even issue direct invitations.  As they were chatting, someone entered and whispered something to Zhao. He apologized to Molotov, "My apologies, I must leave. I shall treat Mr. Molotov to dinner at a later date."  Molotov accepted graciously. After Zhao’s departure, he continued his discussion with Li Shiguang regarding the future. Li hid nothing; in an industrial age, concealing national policy was often more harmful than helpful.  However, given the sheer volume of current Chinese policies, Li Shiguang focused on external affairs rather than domestic matters. The future world economic order planned by China was a radical departure from the colonial era. It centered on the establishment of a United Nations, designed with a realist eye: the permanent members of the Security Council would possess a veto.  Hearing this, Molotov felt it was essential for the Soviet Union to join. But the details that followed made him somewhat uneasy.  The economic order China proposed was highly aggressive. Global trade would be managed by two organizations, one of which was the World Bank. The World Bank’s organizational model was a copy of the US Federal Reserve, where every nation’s status was analogous to that of an American state. Its primary function would be "the management of fiscal transfers between nations."  In China's vision, nations at different stages of development would have varying degrees of influence. This was intended to prevent countries with low levels of development from wielding power disproportionate to their actual strength. The formula for defining this influence was complex, but the basic principle was: "Power is proportional to contribution."  "Contribution" was further categorized into types, including economic and "specialty" contributions. At this stage, China's contribution was undoubtedly the largest, and it would provide the most in transfer payments. However, since China itself lacked a savanna climate, if it wished to conduct research in such a region, it would provide research funding to the host nation, and the two would jointly develop the area.  Molotov smiled but said nothing, thinking to himself that this was merely colonialism in a new guise. But such thoughts were best kept to himself for now.  In contrast to the economic order, the global security framework China proposed was surprisingly loose. China did not seek a formal military alliance, nor did it forbid other nations from forming their own. Li Shiguang argued that such things were inevitable. China’s goal was simply to establish a security system "against war"—while China opposed war, it acknowledged it could not forbid all conflicts.  After a period of conversation, Li Shiguang saw his guest out. As a party delegate, he still had sessions to attend. The meeting had taken place in a hotel; as they stepped out, they encountered Zhao Tianlin walking alongside a somber-looking elderly man. Molotov vaguely recognized him as Duan Qirui.  Duan was in low spirits and barely acknowledged the younger men. After resigning as Speaker of the Congress, he had intended to spend his final years in retirement. He had only rushed from Tianjin to the capital after hearing of the proposal in the People's Congress to no longer recognize the He Rui government as part of "Old China."  Seeing Li Shiguang, Duan let out a long sigh. "You... you young people of New China. Do as you see fit."  With that, Duan walked away with his hands behind his back. Li Shiguang and Zhao Tianlin exchanged a look, both seeing a sense of indifference in the other’s eyes. To the younger generation of Beiyang origin, they only felt an affinity for the Beiyang faction when they recalled that the "Republic of China" was an era-name created by the southern revolutionaries; otherwise, the Beiyang of their memories was little different from an enemy.  Previously, He Rui had only spoken of "New China" without pushing for a formal change. A change of national name was not without its costs, the greatest being the intensification of internal contradictions. But the situation now was entirely different. Bringing the ideological conflict into the open would allow them to cut through the confusion and clarify positions once and for all.  Previously, many within the country—and even within the upper echelons of the party—felt that after the victory, a reckoning was needed to eliminate the "enemies." While Li Shiguang and Zhao Tianlin were moderates who didn't want to cause trouble, that didn't mean they lacked the impulse to purge. The formal proposal of "New China" vs "Old China" actually gave them a sense of total liberation.  Molotov, watching the expressions of these three Chinese officials from different eras, felt a touch of disdain. The Soviet Union had long ago conducted its purges and made a clean break with Tsarist Russia. That China was only now doing so made him feel the Chinese revolution was insufficiently thorough.  Returning to his quarters, Molotov read through the Chinese newspapers. Unlike Soviet papers, the Chinese press had numerous foreign correspondents and reported with great timeliness, making them highly readable on international affairs.  Molotov was soon captivated by the latest news from America. Members of the US Congress had recently focused their fire on a demand for a new Constitution. The move had triggered a massive domestic shockwave. According to Chinese reports, the number of congressmen supporting a new Constitution was growing and now approached half of the total.  While the US had produced many constitutional amendments, the scope of such changes was limited, and they were always tinged with the flavor of "the laws of the ancestors must not be changed." If a true constitutional convention occurred, America would face a transformation of immense proportions.  At that very moment, on a railway headed for Washington, another Molotov sat silently in a soft-sleeper carriage with several companions. They shared a single goal: the assassination of US President Henry Wallace.  Molotov Konstantin Sheval was of Russian descent, his family having immigrated to the US a hundred years ago. A former shop owner and a retired staff sergeant, he sought to kill Wallace because he believed the President had betrayed the American military. After sacrificing millions of American lives, Wallace had chosen to sue for peace with China.  Another man, Jules, had also been a shop owner and was once an editor for a South Carolina newspaper and a member of the American Fascist Party. His desire to kill Wallace was driven entirely by his loathing for the Vice President, Eleanor Roosevelt. If Wallace were killed, America would face the prospect of a female President. Jules hated the possibility so much that he wanted the entire nation to be forced to confront it.  The third man, a young fellow named Sismon, was a veteran from Montana. He had served in the same unit as Sheval and Jules. Sismon’s motive was simple: he wanted to go home and marry a good girl. But he felt his life lacked any significant achievement. Hearing the plan to kill the President, he saw it as a way to create a "highlight" for his life.  With the President dead, Sismon believed he would have the confidence to propose to any girl back home.  It had to be said that the US Presidency was a high-risk occupation. The probability of assassination was high, with four Presidents already having died in office by such means. Thus, the three "brothers" did not see their plan as something incomprehensible.  They had discussed the "why" many times and were now clear on their purpose. After the initial surge of adrenaline, they were exhausted and sat in silence. Jules and Sheval were too drained to speak. Only the young Sismon still had some energy, and he went over the plan in his mind.  It was not a complex operation. Jules knew a friend who ran a gun shop in Washington. They would first purchase weapons from him, then locate the President. Once the deed was done, they would split up and flee to reduce the chance of capture. From a simple military perspective, the plan was entirely feasible.  Stretching his limbs, Sismon leaned back against the seat and fell asleep. In his dreams, he was on a date with the most beautiful girl in town, and it seemed they were perfect for each other.
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Throughout Washington DC, various communities were crisscrossed with thick hemp ropes marking them for demolition, yet within these cordoned areas, there was not a trace of actual movement. The city appeared dilapidated, yet it was filled with an indescribable, latent energy. Everyone seemed to be waiting for a signal to begin a grand endeavor, though no one understood what that signal actually was.  The three men plotting the assassination of President Wallace stepped off the train, walked two blocks, and arrived at a shop surrounded by hemp rope. The building was a traditional wooden structure that looked as if it had been in use for decades. The once-painted walls were mottled, the lower sections revealing wood that had already begun to blacken. The doorframe was equally aged, emitting a harsh creak when pushed open.  The owner was a gaunt man wearing an old uniform typical of veterans. Combined with the gun rack behind him, he radiated a sense of martial severity. He did not smile when the trio entered; instead, he fixed them with a stony face. His shoulders hung naturally, his stance was firm—he had the posture of a warrior who had faced life and death on the battlefield, a far cry from the exaggerated swagger of a movie cowboy.  Being a warrior, he was not prone to flamboyance. After a few brief words and a review of their letters, the owner sold them each a handgun. In the crucible of war, the US military invariably settled on the most reliable weapons, and the Colt M1911 had emerged as the clear favorite.  All three assassins had used the M1911 before. While they held it in high regard, it no longer satisfied them. They sought military-grade firepower, not a handgun with such significant limitations in range and rate of fire.  The shopkeeper listened to their requirements in silence. Then, he reached into a hidden compartment at the bottom of a cabinet and pulled out a box. When he opened it, three Chinese-made pistols were revealed.  All three were the same model. Had another "traveler" versed in modern firearms seen them, they would have instantly recognized them as clones of the Glock 9mm.  The hallmark of the Glock 9mm was its extensive use of polymer components, which drastically reduced the weight of the frame. In an era where metal-framed handguns typically weighed around a kilogram, the Glock weighed only 620 grams.  Chinese polymer technology was not yet advanced enough to reach that level, so their "Type 38" pistol still weighed 720 grams. Nevertheless, the overall weight was significantly lower than traditional sidearms. Combined with the use of 9mm rounds instead of the traditional .45 ACP, the handgun's handling and accuracy were vastly improved.  In close combat, the 9mm’s lethality and stopping power were more than adequate. Chinese soldiers and the officers of the World People's Liberation Army held the weapon in high esteem.  Because Chinese losses in the war had been minimal, few Type 38s had been captured. That the owner could produce three at once spoke to the depth of his connections.  The three assassins tested the handguns and were immediately impressed by the comfortable grip of the wide frame. Another feature was its ease of disassembly; one could easily field-strip the weapon using nothing but a single cartridge as a tool.  When they learned that the pistol also featured a select-fire mode for full-automatic fire, they were completely won over. To a soldier, a weapon capable of rapid fire—though more consuming of ammunition—greatly increased lethality.  The three men quickly purchased two Type 38 pistols each, along with three hundred rounds of ammunition. As career soldiers, they were obsessive about their basic load. A lack of ammunition was, more often than not, the cause of death.  On March 19th, the trio checked into a hotel in Washington. They had little to say to one another; planning an assassination was a drain on both mind and spirit. Instead, they focused on cleaning their weapons and practicing their two-handed shooting stances.  To ward off their silent anxiety, they listened to the radio in the hotel lobby. When a particular news item reached their ears, all three stopped their work.  "...The Chinese government's election cycle has concluded. Li Runshi has been elected as the new Chairman of the Chinese Civilization Party. Following a vote by the Chinese People's Congress, he has also been elected as the new National Chairman of China. ... The era of the He Rui government has finally come to an end."  To the three Americans, this was simply another election. The "Great Emperor" of China, He Rui, was stepping down, and a new "Great Emperor" had been elected to guide China’s direction for the coming decades.  Even knowing that elections were a system, the American "brothers" still felt that China was an empire. In their eyes, even emperors could be elected.  Knowing that the Chinese throne had changed hands, the trio finally began to converse again. Jules, the shopkeeper and former editor, spoke with disdain regarding the US presidency: "Maybe our President will go and lick the new Chinese Emperor's boots next!"  Sheval disagreed. "He’ll just keep serving the capitalists, same as always."  In the popular Western view, elected politicians naturally served the capitalists. Any time not spent serving their masters was spent finding ways to embezzle the people's taxes. Such simple perceptions were much the same the world over.  Sismon didn't think that far ahead. He only lamented that despite the vast number of widows the war had created, it was still no easier for a poor man like him to find a wife. Faced with this reality, he summarized: "Sooner or later, the poor will go extinct because they can't find wives."  After a period of talk, none of them found that the Chinese election had changed their own resolve. They returned to familiarizing themselves with their new weapons.  On March 20th, after eating breakfast, they realized they didn't actually know how to get close to the President. It must be said that while the three were straightforward men and the mission was vital to them, they lacked experience in actual planning.  Fortunately, Jules had his newspaper. He soon found an announcement: at 9:00 AM on March 20th—today—President Wallace would be holding a memorial service at the National Cathedral.  Checking the hotel clock, it was exactly 9:00 AM.  The three were men of action. Even without time for an ambush, they decided to head to the cathedral. Before leaving, Sheval had them synchronize their watches with the hotel clock.  They proceeded to the cathedral on foot, arriving at 9:47 AM. FBI agents had established cordons around the area, where groups of well-dressed elites stood among clusters of luxury cars. Seeing so many high-ranking "lords" for the first time was an eye-opening experience for the three veterans. They felt a mix of awe and an even deeper well of hatred.  Suddenly, a cacophony of gunfire erupted from within the crowd of elites. The three brothers' first instinct was to drop and crawl. This was a reflex honed on the battlefield—hitting the dirt and finding cover was the primary means of survival. Without this ingrained reaction, they would have died a dozen times over.  The elites clearly lacked this experience. Many, in their terror, were shuffled about by their bodyguards. Amidst the chaos, a particular group caught Sismon’s eye. They were the most heavily equipped and the most numerous. In their midst, they were escorting a relatively gaunt, elderly man. He looked exactly like the President in the newspapers.  In the confusion, Sismon instinctively chose this target. Meanwhile, the initial group of assassins did not falter. It was clear that their target was also President Wallace, and they were charging the FBI agents guarding him with no regard for their own lives.  The FBI agents did not flinch either. Their director, J. Edgar Hoover, had established a special operations unit known as "Hoover’s Suicide Squad" to combat the most vicious criminals. They were a formidable force.  Seeing the intense fire from the assassins, some of the Suicide Squad agents pulled out "Chicago Typewriter" Thompson submachine guns and returned fire. The introduction of these automatic weapons suppressed the assassins but only added to the pandemonium.  The elites attending the ceremony were crawling on the ground in terror. Many scrambled into their cars, screaming for their drivers to flee. Several religious figures in ornate vestments were particularly conspicuous in the fray.  The cars, driven in panic, soon choked the roads. The FBI agents' hope of whisking President Wallace away by vehicle was shattered. Just as they shoved the President into a car and attempted to ram through the traffic to break out, gunfire erupted from behind them.  The FBI agents attempting to return fire were cut down by a hail of bullets. The power of automatic weapons was fully on display in this chaotic close-quarters engagement. Using the military method of bounding overwatch, the three assassins advanced, taking down enemies as they moved.  Before long, they reached the President’s vehicle. They had purchased enough magazines to avoid reloading; when one magazine was dry, they simply swapped it out and continued firing.  Through the car window, they could make out the gaunt elderly man inside. There was no time for questions. All three pulled their triggers, shattering the glass. Each man emptied both of his pistols, pouring seventy-two rounds into the vehicle before immediately turning to flee.  The first group of assassins was still locked in a death struggle with the FBI agents at the front, which significantly reduced the difficulty of the trio's escape.  By the time the FBI finally realized the President had been killed, the three were long gone.  On March 21st, the US media announced the assassination of President Wallace. According to the official investigation, the assassination had been a meticulously prepared operation carried out by American gangsters at the behest of a certain foreign power.  The gangsters at the front had drawn the FBI’s fire, while another hit team had used unique Chinese 9mm handguns to launch the actual strike that killed the President.  China, of course, did not bother to respond. If the United States were still a rational nation, they would know China had no interest in assassinating their President. If they could no longer maintain even basic rationality, then anything China said would be futile.  Furthermore, the United States now faced the prospect of its first female President under the law. For a woman to take the presidency at a time of such massive domestic division was, in the eyes of the Chinese leadership, a turn of events of immense interest. They were content to watch the drama unfold and see what a female leader could bring to America in such a moment of crisis.  To the American elite, Wallace’s death was not an earth-shattering event. The death of a man with no political roots did not truly affect their interests. Moreover, Wallace had already fulfilled their greatest wish: he had de-escalated relations with China. With the Chinese military attacks halted, the elite could now catch their breath and deal with domestic affairs.  In their view, having a woman as President under these circumstances was acceptable. This view was shared by both the Northerners and the Southern grandees. However, the Southerners were prepared to exploit the situation. After the congressional elections, the South held the advantage. If Eleanor Roosevelt were to decline the presidency, it would fall to the Speaker of the House—which would pave the way for a new Constitution.  The Southern grandees had already coordinated with Western representatives and reached a consensus on redrawing state powers. None of the states were willing to allow the federal government to hold the absolute power of war. After China established five indigenous nations in Canada, it became clear the US could not drive China out of North America in the short term. America was destined to face long-term military pressure from the North.  America's industrial centers were in the North, and the North was destined to strengthen its military defenses. This meant that states not directly facing military pressure would be forced to provide tax revenue and resources for the North. In the eyes of those states, why should their money go to enrich others?  On March 22nd, Eleanor Roosevelt announced to the media that, in accordance with the Constitution, she had accepted the office of the President.  The news spread like wildfire through the American press, yet no one dared comment. Everyone knew that Eleanor’s decision had set America on a road of unknown and dangerous possibilities.  On March 23rd, the *Washington Post* published a shocking report: the released Black prisoners of war in Washington State had established an independent autonomous government, which now threatened the security of the entire state.  The news caused an immediate uproar. In most American states, Black people had neither the right to vote nor the right to stand for election. The American defeat, rather than uniting the different races who had fought together, had only intensified racial contradictions. Everyone wanted to shift the blame for the defeat onto others. While the white majority was deeply divided, they were united in scapegoating the Black soldiers.  Washington State, located in the Northwest and bordering what was once Canada, was very close to Vancouver, China’s most important base in North America. Consequently, many in the media immediately questioned whether the Black independence movement had Chinese support.  President Eleanor Roosevelt issued a statement: "...I believe now is the time to set aside prejudice and face our challenges together..."  If such a statement had been made by a man, or at a different time, it would not have been considered an error. But in the current tension, this attempt to clarify the facts met with immediate and violent backlash.  The first to jump out in opposition were the grandees of the Western states. They bordered Washington State, and China had released vast numbers of Black POWs in the region. Due to America's limited transport capacity and social organization, these Black veterans had gathered in large numbers in the West, sparking panic among the tiny white minority in those areas.  Eleanor’s reaction only intensified their fear. They immediately attacked her as indecisive, accusing her of allowing the problem to spread. The Western states demanded that the federal government send troops to restore order.  Under this pressure, Eleanor compromised. She announced that she would never allow any action that threatened American security to go unpunished and pledged that the federal government would protect the peace and tranquility of the Western states.  At this point, the Southern states, which had remained silent, suddenly voiced their opposition. The Democratic President of the Senate from a Southern state delivered a blistering attack on Eleanor. The American media immediately reprinted the speech in its entirety under the headline: "President Eleanor Roosevelt is a Black-Hating Racist! Today she suppresses the Black men who served their country; who will be next? The Irish? The Germans?"  As the descendants of slave owners, their governmental prowess was truly something to behold.
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