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⚖ Workers of the World, Unite! ⚖


Chapter 959: New Order (1)

Volume 9 — Chapter 1

❧ ❧ ❧


When news reached China that American Southern grandees were accusing the new President, Eleanor Roosevelt, of hating Black people and practicing racism, many Chinese followers of international news were momentarily speechless. Soon, a flurry of satirical jokes was born over tea and dinner tables across the nation.  While the public could afford to view the matter with such leisure, the Chinese leadership enjoyed no such luxury. Many comrades felt the situation could be exploited, yet they were uncertain of the specifics.  Li Runshi, the newly appointed Chairman of the Party, the State, and the Military Commission, had already formed his own views, yet he still sought an audience with He Rui. By this time, He Rui had moved out of No. 7 Renmin Road—the official residence of the National Chairman. Since he no longer held public office, his departure was only natural.  He Rui’s new residence was near Huayuankou. The environment was pleasant, and he stayed at a hotel overlooking a small lake, a setting that was truly relaxing.  Because the historical flooding of Huayuankou by Chiang Kai-shek had never occurred, and thanks to years of continuous management, the condition of the Yellow River had vastly improved. He Rui was currently in communication with young scholars from the Northern Environmental Management Committee.  Over the years, China had made significant progress in northern governance. Previously, He Rui had been responsible for policy formulation and did not issue direct tasks. During that phase, had he done so, it would have inevitably attracted a crowd of "academic tyrants" using his name to monopolize resources. He Rui harbored no affection for those who seized resources for themselves.  Now, finally possessing the opportunity, he was directly selecting outstanding "techies" in fields such as botany, desertification control, and solar photovoltaics to assign specific missions.  Li Runshi, possessing a higher emotional intelligence than He Rui, did not bring up the American situation first upon his arrival. Instead, he praised the progress of the Sanmenxia-Xiaolangdi silt control project. The Yellow River was thick with sediment, and one aspect of the project involved spending considerable funds to develop specialized sand-sieving and dredging vessels.  Initially, many had failed to understand this design. It wasn't until the project was completed, just as China’s massive infrastructure boom began, that the dredged sand became a highly sought-after building material. The dredging vessels also provided excellent yellow clay for the topographic modification of the riverbanks.  Although the initial costs were seen as high, Li Runshi recognized that this round of infrastructure development would likely last twenty years. Once spread over two decades, the "exorbitant" costs became entirely acceptable.  "Chairman, perhaps in twenty years, the Yellow River will no longer be a 'suspended river' above the plains," Li Runshi remarked, looking forward to the future ecological benefits.  "My personal ideas are far wilder than yours," He Rui replied. "I hope to restore the Yellow River to its course of three thousand years ago. Furthermore, I want the Sui Dynasty Grand Canal restored. Ideally, we should dig out the ancient Yunmengze marsh and deepen the great lakes of the South." He paused, then added, "Also, begin planning a canal for Guangxi to reach the sea in the near future."  As a private citizen, He Rui knew he shouldn't speak this way. A retired official carries less weight than the one currently in power; as the wielder of authority, these were decisions for Li Runshi to make, not for him to take orders from He Rui.  Sure enough, Li replied sincerely, "I would ask the Chairman to draft a report on these matters."  He Rui laughed. "Heh. As expected, Comrade Runshi remains reliable."  Li Runshi smiled as well. He knew He Rui was not a man who misunderstood power. But having just stepped down from the leadership, He Rui would likely take some time to adjust.  Seeing that He Rui had no more to say on the environment, Li finally asked for his views on the recent changes in America.  He Rui smiled. "Has the advice we provided to the Black people reached them?"  This work had begun before He Rui’s handover, and within the system, he still maintained the highest level of information clearance. For Li Runshi to brief him on state affairs was no violation of protocol. "It has reached them," Li answered.  "Then it depends on whether the Black veterans are brave enough to struggle. Present-day America does not require a military struggle; even those Southern grandees know to play at politics. The situation for the Black people is excellent. As long as they can implement the policy of being prepared for military conflict while pouring every effort into political struggle *before* they are attacked, they have a great chance."  Li Runshi found his views aligned with He Rui's and felt relieved. With that issue settled, he moved to a new puzzle. "Chairman, why did you previously believe that the government would face a major crisis regarding the Marriage Law?"  "In Chinese culture, national governance is always prone to the use of pan-moralistic models. Marriage laws easily become a disaster zone for such thinking. Furthermore, as industrialization deepens and social management reaches the grassroots level, the Marriage Law becomes a case of an 'upright official trying to judge domestic affairs.' It would be strange if it *didn't* cause trouble. At this stage, many seek to use pan-moralism to gain a voice for themselves.  "Comrade Runshi, your stance is firmly based on labor rights. I am a little worried that you might be led astray. A gentleman can be deceived by what appears to be a righteous principle. Haha."  Seeing He Rui laugh at the end, Li Runshi felt a momentary flash of irritation. He suppressed it, however, knowing that his strengths lay in political and military struggle. He Rui was also a master of both, but his greatest strength was economics—and the future development He Rui spoke of was centered precisely on the economy.  Previously, He Rui had little opportunity to tease his comrades. Now, freed from the burdens of office, he no longer cared. Once Li had composed himself, He Rui continued his explanation.  "Comrade Runshi, I will make a prophecy for you. Within fifteen to twenty years, the divorce rate will skyrocket. What do you think the reason will be?"  "...Is this a matter for political discussion?" Li asked, finding it hard to accept. From a revolutionary perspective, if people couldn't live together, they could of course divorce, but such a thing was still very difficult for the people of this era to reconcile with.  "I only wish to ask from a political angle," He Rui countered. "Do you believe the Marriage Law should be adjusted based on the principle of equality, or the principle of reciprocity?"  Li’s first impulse was to answer "equality," but having grown accustomed to He Rui’s way of thinking, he was forced to consider "reciprocity." After a moment of frustrated thought, he threw up his hands. "Please, Chairman, analyze it for me."  "If we follow the path of equality," He Rui explained, "then upon divorce, assets are split exactly down the middle. The higher earner must provide alimony to the lower earner after the split."  Listening to this, Li Runshi realized he had seen similar proposals. Within a government, no one is willing to jump out and express a sharp opinion on such matters, so they had gone unremarked. But Li knew that while this was indeed "equal," He Rui had said many times that the most equal policies often lead to the most unjust results.  In an "equality" model, the moment a marriage scam occurs, the law is forced to protect an inherently unjust outcome.  "Chairman, what about reciprocity?" Li asked.  "Under reciprocity, the duration of the marriage and the presence of children would determine the ratio of the asset split."  Li Runshi immediately grasped that fairness itself could bring about inequality. This dilemma would put any government agency tasked with managing society in a very difficult position.  Before communism arrived in China, Li Runshi had briefly identified with anarchism, so he was well-versed in such dialectics. He knew clearly that one often had to choose between "fairness" and "justice." Many troubles were not caused by malice, but by a government’s sincere desire to achieve both simultaneously.  But since the government's role in the functioning of society is indispensable, its leaders must possess crystal-clear thinking on such matters. That is, they must have the resolve to act even knowing that problems will inevitably arise.  Thinking of this, Li felt much more at ease. He elevated the discussion to a higher level. "Chairman, will the economic development truly be that good?"  "As long as China does not pursue a financial empire but instead sticks to production, the economy will be far better than anything you can imagine. But I worry you are too idealistic—that you will think, 'since we have such good conditions, why not go a step further?' Comrade Runshi, I can promise you that things are not so simple. To put it in extreme terms: in the future, private enterprises will use the same rhetoric about 'greater sacrifice' used within state-owned enterprises to deceive their own employees."  Li Runshi could not bring himself to laugh at this. As a philosopher who had personally participated in China's hyper-accelerated rise, his feelings were profound.  To many, the thirty years from He Rui’s arrival in Siping in 1915 to China’s imminent global hegemony in 1945 seemed like a lifetime. But from a historical perspective, thirty years was but a blink of an eye. In that historical instant, He Rui had returned China to its rightful place in the world.  Such immense wealth—and the prospect of wealth dozens of times greater in the future—made Li believe the Chinese people would finally have the leisure to understand the world and elevate themselves. Yet this cold realist was telling him that such a thought was an error, and that a new lifestyle would not be so easily built. The more Li was forced to accept this view, the more despondent he felt.  Understanding his companion's feelings, He Rui smiled. "Thus, the comrades must have a clear view of the cost of social services. The cost of cultivating a human being is higher than we imagine, and the success rate is lower. Humans do not necessarily love understanding their own essence; they love their comfort zones."  "Then why do you love it, Chairman?" Li couldn't help but jab back.  He Rui was not provoked. Instead, he smiled with a touch of sympathy. "Understanding my own essence is simply part of my comfort zone, so I do it. That is why I say: do not teach the biographies of saints and great men to children. That is asking kind, normal people to learn from abnormal, anti-social, and anti-human madmen."  Li could understand the words, but he disliked the sentiment. "These natural laws exist," he challenged.  He Rui replied solemnly, "Given our lifespans, we are destined never to see the day humanity develops to that era. We cannot forbid scientific research, of course, but we cannot expect to progress to that stage in our current phase. That is a different lifestyle entirely—a newer version than the one you are currently striving to promote."  The meeting ended there. As Li Runshi left, he let out a long breath. Talking about the *real* future with He Rui always felt like swallowing a potent poison. The sharp pain and the "malice" stirred within his body were all too real.  Despite the pain, Li was unwilling to give up such opportunities for discussion. By feeling the agony of thought, the pain and indecision caused by making real-world choices diminished significantly. For instance, he could now view the issues of fairness and justice with greater composure.  Meanwhile, ten thousand miles away in the American Northwest, the Black population was feeling a sharp pain of its own in the ice and snow. An unjust world continued to treat them with injustice. Although they had shed blood and made sacrifices in the war, they were being scapegoated for the defeat.  The mass enlistment of Black men had occurred during the phase when the US was suffering setback after setback in the Pacific. The claim that this minority of Black soldiers was responsible for the national failure was a blatant and total lie.  But such was the reality for the Black veterans; they were treated this way simply because they were weak. Now, facing death by freezing or starvation in the Northwest, they finally decided to rise.  A transport line had been established between Washington State and Chinese-controlled Vancouver. Vast quantities of weapons, ammunition, food, and supplies reached the hundreds of thousands of Black people forced to remain in the region. And these people had reached a decision: they had to "apply" for citizenship in the State of Washington.  With citizenship, they could vote to enact state laws and then do many things legitimately and legally. At this time, various Black brotherhoods had reached a consensus, and they shouted a single slogan: "Guns in hand, follow me! Fight for civil rights, enjoy freedom!"



★


Chapter 960: New Order (2)

Volume 9 — Chapter 2

❧ ❧ ❧


The State of Washington possessed a diverse and vibrant geography. The towering Cascade Range ran north to south, splitting the state like a wall into two distinct parts. The western third was a land of heavy rainfall, home to Mount Olympus and temperate rainforests. The eastern two-thirds consisted mainly of the Columbia Lava Plateau, with the Rocky Mountains cutting across the northeast corner and vast desert regions created by the rain shadow of the mountains.  Due to this rugged terrain and the impact of the war, the population of Washington State in 1945 was only around 300,000. However, more than 400,000 released Black soldiers were currently stranded there. Under this immense pressure, the state had organized a National Guard force of 30,000 men.  By late March 1945, these 30,000 Guardsmen, stationed in various districts, found themselves subjected to a coordinated series of sudden strikes by the organized Black veterans.  The United States National Guard—important reserves for the nation's armed forces—traced its name back to 1824 in New York. After the Civil War, the term became the popular name for the militias established by each state. The Militia Act of 1903 had integrated these organizations into the Guard, and the National Defense Act of 1916 had finally made "National Guard" the official designation for organized militias receiving federal funding.  But in 1945, the federal government was drowning in debt. There was no money to pay the state militias. The 30,000 Washington State Guardsmen were little more than local vigilante groups organized out of fear of the massive influx of Black veterans.  Some of these units possessed a strong will to fight and resisted fiercely when attacked. However, their organizational capacity was mediocre—only slightly better than cowboys who had never received institutional training. Despite their spirited resistance, they were swept away by the Black forces, who were armed with state-of-the-art Chinese equipment.  Faced with the Black veterans' artillery, most of the Washington Guard units surrendered quickly. Having survived a long and brutal war, the white militiamen saw no reason to throw their lives away now that the conflict was ostensibly over.  The objective of the Black veterans was straightforward: immediate citizenship for the Black people stranded in the state, and the passage of laws by the Washington Legislature granting them full voting and elective rights.  With nearly 30,000 Guardsmen captured, the implementation of this plan accelerated rapidly. Months earlier, the Chinese military had conducted a general invasion roughly five hundred kilometers into US territory; the "brave" Americans who had resisted to the death were mostly gone. Those who remained knew all too well the terror of a modern army with guns in hand.  On April 4th, both houses of the Washington State Legislature convened in an emergency session to vote on several pieces of legislation. Although the white legislators were reluctant, they voted in favor, convinced that the laws would eventually be overturned and that the Black people would face a future reckoning.  With this mindset, several bills passed with over seventy percent support. Some legislators even whispered reassurances to their colleagues: "If those Black people dare to register as citizens, we’ll have the evidence we need to arrest them later."  Hearing this, the comforted legislators felt much better. Although they weren't entirely sure who would be coming to make the arrests, the sentiment felt right. For centuries, Black people had been the objects of oppression and capture; the idea that they could suddenly rise up and become the dominant race of a state through the ballot box was unprecedented.  On April 6th, the Black veterans began a mass registration for state citizenship. The Chinese government made no official statement on the matter, but it noticeably increased air and naval patrols in the Great Lakes region. The Great Lakes and Washington State sat on opposite sides of the country, but the Lakes faced America’s industrial heartland, just a short distance from the capital. This small demonstration was enough to paralyze the federal army in the East.  By April 8th, seats in local and state government across Washington were up for re-election, and every single one was won by a Black candidate. On April 10th, as the first wave of Black representatives appeared in the towns, cities, and the State Legislature to take their places among the white "lords," the white population of Washington finally felt the icy touch of fear.  That day, many white residents began packing their bags to flee the state. Along the way, they discovered that the cities of neighboring Oregon, Idaho, and Montana were also filled with large numbers of Black people. Terrified by their experience of Black political power, the refugees continued their flight toward ever more distant regions.  On April 14th, the Nazi German government once again publicly appealed to the United States to fulfill its obligations as an ally and help the Reich against the Chinese. The appeal made it into a few newspapers but triggered no reaction. America was struggling to save itself; it had nothing to spare for Germany.  On April 15th, the Southern states collectively passed the "American Family Reunification Act." The "American families" in question were the Black families of the South. According to the law, if a single Black person attained citizenship in Washington State, their family members in the South would be "reunified" with them by being sent to Washington.  To the non-Southern elites in both houses of Congress, this was nothing short of open rebellion. But at this moment, Congress was powerless. Among the forces supporting the acquisition of Black citizenship in America, none was more formidable than the ten-million-strong Chinese military.  During his life, President Wallace had tried to push for an armistice with China, making considerable progress. But the war had lasted a long time, and the issues of independence for Alaska and Hawaii made it impossible for an armistice to pass easily through domestic politics. Now, Wallace was dead, and Eleanor Roosevelt was President. The Sino-American armistice remained "on the way."  "...Given that a state of war still exists between China and the US, if the federal army is deployed, the Chinese military will likely launch another offensive in the Great Lakes region."  President Eleanor Roosevelt listened to the briefing from General Matthew Ridgway, the current Army Chief of Staff and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff. She felt that men were truly unreliable creatures, prone to twisting relatively simple matters into convoluted knots.  Ridgway did not know what the President was thinking. He had recently completed a survey of the military and found that the federal army had completely lost its appetite for war. The soldiers only wanted to get as far away from the conflict as possible and return to their families. Even if they had once been filled with hostility toward China, socialism, or communism, they now had no interest in fighting those forces.  To these federal soldiers who only wanted a return to peace, as long as the Black veterans weren't parading in front of them, they didn't care if a Black power base was established in the Northwest.  Ridgway had hoped to hear Eleanor say something that reflected this reality. Initially, however, she only listened in silence, her lack of reaction putting immense pressure on the General. Regardless of the circumstances, the woman before him was the widow of the powerful FDR—a woman even he could not make bow.  After a long silence, Eleanor finally spoke, her tone etched with impatience. "Does the federal army have no confidence in dealing with invaders and lawbreakers?"  For a moment, Ridgway was stunned. The question itself was nothing new; he had met many powerful "old ladies" before. When women faced problems they couldn't solve, they often resorted to an exaggerated show of strength. In short, it was virtually impossible to get one to admit they were wrong.  In the next instant, Ridgway despaired of his President. America needed a leader like He Rui—someone who could solve problems—not a President who used the system to interrogate her own cabinet. It was easy enough for a President to blame subordinates, but cabinet members chose to serve either for power and status or to achieve some lifelong ambition. Ridgway wanted to serve America in its darkest hour, not play servant to an old woman.  He considered the two parts of her question. If they could have defeated China, Ridgway would never have reached his current position. His predecessors, when they held the post, had possessed several—even dozens—of times more troops and supplies than he did. Their prestige far outstripped his. If those men could not achieve the impossible, how could she expect it of him?  As for suppressing the Black uprising, even Ridgway knew that while they were destroying American traditions, they were doing so through legal procedures. Legally speaking, they weren't rebelling or defying American law; they were merely fighting for their own legal status.  Ridgway found himself unable to answer. Fortunately, before he and Eleanor could come to blows, an agent arrived with a report. Eleanor immediately suspended the meeting.  As Ridgway stepped out, he saw several middle-aged and elderly women standing outside—likely the President's close friends. As he reached the corner of the corridor, he looked back to see Eleanor greeting the women at the door, embracing them. The women offered the shallow, "plastic" comforts typical of such circles, looking every bit the picture of heartwarming sisterhood.  Seeing this, Ridgway felt like a fool. He had harbored a naive hope that Eleanor might display a "feminine charm" that would reunite the wavering United States. Instead, she was just a woman crushed by the terrible reality of America, a woman who needed her girlfriends to comfort her.  When her husband, President Roosevelt, was under pressure, he would seek solace from his mistresses, but he would always emerge with the best possible solution for the time. And he never allowed his personal needs to interfere with public duty. At the very least, Ridgway had never heard of FDR having his mistresses come to the White House for public displays of affection and comfort.  Sitting in his car, Ridgway felt a chill in his heart. Back at the General Staff, he reviewed the reports submitted by his officers. America’s fuel reserves were exhausted. To date, American oil companies had not fully restored production. This meant that even if the Army were willing to suppress the Black veterans in the West, they could at most reach the region by rail and would then be forced to fight on foot or with pack animals.  As for utilizing horses, the military could neither procure enough mounts nor sustain the supply of fodder required to keep them alive.  While morale at the General Staff was low, they were at least facing reality. They estimated that a single division would be nowhere near enough to restore order in the West. The Air Force lacked sufficient fighters for cover, and those they had lacked fuel and parts. The Navy, meanwhile, had no survival capability in the Pacific.  Under these conditions, a hasty suppression campaign would almost certainly result in the annihilation of the federal forces.  If they did not act, the Black veterans would soon secure the majority of legislative seats across four northwestern states according to American protocols and begin drafting state laws. It was even likely that they would soon appear in Congress as Senators and Representatives from those states.  At that point, America would face a choice: fight a civil war before the watchful eyes of the Chinese, giving them the perfect opportunity to shatter the nation completely, or swallow its pride and allow the four states to become entirely Black-dominated.  Having finished the report, Ridgway pulled out a sheet of stationery and began writing his resignation. He had taken the post of Army Chief of Staff and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs to save America. Since it seemed America could no longer be saved, he felt it was time to hang up his hat.  Ridgway did not know that at that very moment, Eleanor’s "plastic sisters" were recommending a completely new list of cabinet members to her. These women, coming from elite backgrounds or having long exposure to the circles of power, understood the basic rules of politics. They believed Eleanor needed to build her own cabinet quickly, and that those appointed should be obedient. Furthermore, these women possessed a fierce confidence in their ability to handle men, whom they regarded as childish and easily conquered.  Had Ridgway known he was on the list of those to be replaced, he would likely have felt a great sense of relief.  While America still had the energy for internal power struggles, the Nazi leadership—who had appealed for American aid knowing full well it was impossible—was in a state of absolute agony.  Many within the Nazi elite were considering surrender. But Britain was finished, and France had chosen self-preservation, refusing to participate in the war. German pride also forbade a surrender to the French.  Of the two great powers currently attacking Germany, one was the Soviet Union. Although they had been defeated in the Polish campaign by Manstein’s counter-attack, the Soviets showed no sign of wavering. Their Army Group South had first conquered Romania, establishing a temporary border with the Chinese at the Carpathian Mountains, thereby stabilizing the southern sector.  They had then diverted the forces of the South Group to join the Center Group for a second offensive into Poland.  Manstein’s counter-attack had been successful in dealing the Soviet Center Group a heavy blow, but it had also exhausted Germany's strategic mobility. The Wehrmacht could now only hold its ground, while the Soviet saturation artillery dealt them devastating punishment. Though every German counter-thrust achieved some local success, the lack of mobile reserves meant that successful units were often surrounded and annihilated by the subsequent waves of Soviet troops.  Having lost a vast number of elite soldiers, the Wehrmacht was now facing the reality that even Warsaw could not be held. The Polish government-in-exile had declared its cooperation with the Red Army, and the USSR had recognized its existence. Now that the Poles had their own government, they were no longer willing to support Germany against the Russians. Germany had, for all intents and purposes, lost Poland.  Given the traditional image of "barbaric" Russians, the German elite would not consider surrendering to the Soviets unless absolutely forced. Of course, that was what they said publicly; in truth, they knew they had committed countless crimes in the Soviet Union and would likely face execution after a military tribunal.  The only remaining choice was surrender to China. Germany had once looked down upon China, but that was ancient history. The Nazi elite now acknowledged that they were inferior to China in theoretical construction, inferior to the He Rui government in leadership capacity, and merely eating the dust of the Chinese in the military field.  If the forces attacking Germany now were composed of pure-blooded Chinese soldiers rather than millions of Black troops, surrendering to them in the face of defeat would have been a perfectly acceptable choice. But the current Wehrmacht simply could not stomach the perceived humiliation and despair of surrendering to Black men.  Yet the Slavic Russians and the Black WPLA continued their steady advance toward the German mainland. The Soviets had even taken up the slogan: "On to Berlin, Capture Hitler Alive!" Berlin sat in the north, close to the Polish border; once the Red Army secured Poland, the march on the capital was the next logical step.  German military leaders had several times attempted to broach the subject of "ending the war" during audiences with Hitler, only to be ruthlessly rebuffed. The General Staff, finding no other way, wanted Manstein to propose "other solutions" to the Führer.  Manstein was not so easily fooled and firmly rejected the officers' proposal. Left with no choice, the officers began to organize in secret.  On April 11th, Heydrich met with Hitler, presenting him with files obtained by the Gestapo. Hitler looked at the list of officers plotting rebellion and showed no anger. Instead, he asked Heydrich a question: "Heydrich, if we are defeated, what is the outcome you most desire?"  Heydrich’s blue eyes were like ice as he answered calmly, "Führer, I hope that the capacity for action accumulated by our national movement can seep into the lifeblood of the German people. I hope they can use the methods of organization and the ideologies learned from our movement to arm themselves, providing the strength for Germany’s next struggle and its next revival."  A wave of emotion washed over Hitler. Until now, the other Nazi leaders had been considering their own escapes. He had heard that Göring and several others were preparing secret submarines to flee to America upon defeat. Goebbels, ever loyal, was planning his suicide, while Rudolf Hess intended to stay by Hitler’s side until the end.  The most loyal could only prepare to die for the movement, yet Heydrich was considering how to pass on the Nazi ideology, knowledge, and capabilities.  After the initial emotion, Hitler felt a pang of heartache. He had decided to make Heydrich his successor, and the Party elite agreed he was the most suitable choice. Yet the fact that such a talented man would never have the chance to exercise his power caused Hitler immense pain. In that agony, his resentment spilled out: "Heydrich, if Germany is destroyed, it will only prove that the Germans were not a noble race after all. A weak and incompetent people deserve only death. And death is nothing to be feared; at least they avoid becoming slaves, and avoid the shame of living on in a more debased state."  Heydrich was unmoved by the poisonous words. He spoke calmly: "Führer, while the Third Reich may not last a thousand years, the German people have existed for two millennia since the Roman era, and they will endure for at least two millennia more. Führer, in the decades to come, countless slanders will be hurled at you. But with the passage of time, those views will inevitably fade. Two thousand years from now, when the German people speak of their most glorious history, it will surely be your great feat of conquering Europe."  Hitler felt Heydrich’s sincerity, and his gratitude was beyond description. For a moment, he was overcome with emotion. He raised a hand and waved it dismissively. "You may go."  "And these men...?" Heydrich asked, referring to the list.  Hitler didn't even look at the names. "Those men will only nail themselves to the pillar of shame," he said with disdain. "If we execute them now, we would only be granting them a dignified death."  Heydrich said no more. He rose, gave the Nazi salute, and left the office. Once alone, Hitler slumped back in his chair, his mind a blank. Germany was now alone against the two giants of China and the USSR. China, in particular, had completely resolved Britain, reducing it to its boundaries of five centuries ago. Even the American colossus had been beaten to the point where it no longer dreamed of hegemony. France was ready to collude with the Chinese to build a new, French-centered Europe.  The thought that his own efforts had paved the way for China to conquer the world, and for the USSR and France to dominate Europe, made Hitler unwilling even to think.  But he couldn't simply blame China. As far back as the Munich Agreement, He Rui had warned him of the risks of starting a war. Had Germany stopped then, it might never have reached this point. Even knowing that He Rui had long been prepared for war, Hitler had to admit the Chinese leader’s political foresight far exceeded his own and that of any other Great Power leader.  Just then, Martin Bormann burst into the room. His face was flushed, and he was gasping for air. Rushing to Hitler’s side, Bormann used the last of his breath to shout in an off-key voice: "Führer, He Rui is dead!"
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Chapter 961: New Order (3)

Volume 9 — Chapter 3

❧ ❧ ❧


He Rui’s death came with shocking suddenness. At 10:00 PM on April 9, 1945, He Rui was taking a bath at his residence. The medical personnel on constant standby nearby caught the faint sound of a pained groan from the bathroom.  Ever since He Rui had contracted the coronavirus—which had severely damaged his physical functions—the state had established a specialized medical team dedicated to his care. Hearing the noise, the team members immediately attempted to call out to him. When no answer came, they burst through the bathroom door to find He Rui collapsed in the tub.  Despite the speed of their intervention, they could not save him. By the time they initiated emergency resuscitation, he was already fading. While the ambulance rushed him to the hospital, he was effectively biologically dead. Upon arrival, the assembled team of medical experts could only confirm his passing.  The core members of the Li Runshi government rushed to the hospital. At the moment they beheld He Rui’s remains, some felt as if he were merely sleeping. Because the staff had provided basic post-mortem care, Li and the others did not see the face that had been contorted in pain moments before his death.  He Rui had received a haircut just two days earlier; his short hair was neat and tidy. Fresh from his bath, his skin was smooth, and he radiated a faint, pleasant scent. Lying so quietly on the hospital bed, he appeared serene and at peace. It seemed as if he might stir and wake with a few calls to his side.  No one spoke; no one wanted to. The senior members of the government stole glances at the successor, Li Runshi.  Just then, a familiar voice shouted from behind them: "Out of the way! Let me through!"  Former Premier Wu Youping had arrived a few minutes late. He was in such a state of agitation and shock that he had cast aside all decorum. No one took offense; the crowd naturally parted to let the old Premier through.  Wu Youping stumbled toward He Rui, grabbing his arm. He could still feel a trace of warmth in the body. He shook the arm, pleading, "Chairman, wake up. Wake up..." But the body merely swayed limply under his touch, its movement fundamentally different from that of a living person.  At this sight, Li Runshi, whose eyes were already rimmed with red, finally broke into sobs. It was no act; even a man of his immense internal strength could not reconcile the concept of death with the man who was He Rui.  This was a man who could commit tens of millions of soldiers to war with a flick of his finger, a man whose words could fundamentally alter the world’s economic order. He Rui, who had personally resurrected China through his own strength, possessed a power so absolute that his death felt as surreal as the fall of a god.  Seeing the god who had walked the earth finally fallen, unable to answer the calls of his closest comrades, Li Runshi’s mind and body finally accepted the reality. An overwhelming sorrow welled up from within, and he wept aloud.  As if catching a signal, the other members of the Central Committee and the government began to sob as well.  Wu Youping shook He Rui for a while longer, but when no response came, his legs gave way. He sank to the floor beside the bed, his face drenched in tears.  It was a moment of profound grief. Most of the members of the new government were not so cynical as to be unaffected; they were human, and they experienced the same cycle of denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance.  And because it was He Rui, simply realizing that the man they had spent every day with was truly gone required not only time, but a considerable amount of courage.  At 1:00 AM on the 10th, Li Runshi ordered the formation of a funeral committee. The New Chinese government made no attempt to conceal He Rui’s passing. The day after the committee was established, Li Runshi, in his capacity as Chairman of the committee, announced the death to the world and publicized the plans for a state funeral.  At the end of the announcement, Li stated definitively: "The war to liberate the entire world has not concluded. Neither China nor the peoples of the world pursuing liberation have the time to wallow in the grief of losing a great leader. The task of the new Chinese government is to win this war of liberation completely, and we *will* fulfill our mission."  Due to the time difference and the need to verify the news, Hitler received the report at noon on the 11th, local time. After hearing Martin Bormann’s full briefing, a smile—unseen for a long time—spread across Hitler’s face.  He Rui was younger than any of the other major Great Power leaders of the Second World War. The late FDR, Hitler, Stalin, and even the imprisoned Churchill were all more than a decade older than He Rui. President Pétain of France, born in 1856, was thirty-four years He Rui’s senior.  Yet He Rui had entered the political stage early, and his seniority was immense. In 1916, when Pétain gained fame for his success at the Battle of Verdun and was promoted to general, He Rui had already replaced Zhang Xiluan as the General of Zhen’an.  The title of General of Zhen'an was not merely a military rank; it was the political leadership of the Northeast and Mongolia. At least nominally, He Rui was the supreme military and political leader of a region encompassing three million square kilometers and twenty million people. Even in 1945, such a population and territory would qualify a nation as a middle power.  Thus, Hitler had always felt that He Rui was a mountain weighing down on his head, an obstacle he could never shake. In this desperate moment, he had even approved Himmler’s suggestion to conduct mystical rituals of curse.  While he didn't truly believe He Rui had been cursed to death by the former chicken farmer, Hitler nevertheless felt as if a great weight had been lifted. With the mountain of He Rui removed, he momentarily felt he had no more rivals in this world.  This sense of joy was shared by many in the Euro-American leadership circles. Even the leaders of European nations that had joined the Chinese-led liberation camp felt a sense of relief.  Over the past thirty years, He Rui had left an impression of overwhelming pressure upon the world. Compared to him, Li Runshi’s presence was far more ephemeral. He was not nearly as well-known as the old Premier Wu Youping, the scholar-statesman Zhao Tianlin, or the "Five Tiger Generals" who had all been promoted to Marshal.  The leaders of various nations assumed that Li Runshi would be easier to handle than He Rui. While they had no concrete proof, the sentiment was universal.  Field Marshal von Manstein, the Acting Chief of Staff of the German General Staff, did not join in the celebration. He couldn't even fathom why his colleagues were happy. But he had no time to dwell on the matter, for Heydrich had come to visit him—an unusual occurrence.  Heydrich was as cold as ever. He asked immediately, "Does the Wehrmacht still possess the capability to execute mobile operations within Germany?"  Manstein shook his head frankly. "Our supplies are clearly insufficient to support the planned mobile war."  During the Polish campaign, Heydrich had rushed to the front and utilized his influence there to barely secure logistical supplies. But that was his limit. Now that a Polish government had been established, Heydrich no longer had the power to mobilize the Poles against the Russians.  However, the experience of cooperation had brought Manstein and Heydrich closer. Manstein was now willing to believe that when Heydrich spoke, he was being serious and that his views were worth discussing.  Having confirmed the Wehrmacht’s inability to conduct mobile warfare, Manstein waited for Heydrich's reaction. He saw Heydrich’s composure finally waver, a look of hesitation and distress surfacing beneath his cold exterior. After a long silence, Heydrich finally asked, "Marshal, do you believe nuclear weapons should truly be used?"  "Has the test blast been successful?" Manstein asked in shock.  Heydrich shook his head, the internal struggle more visible on his face. Manstein knew all about the Nazi leadership’s obsession with nuclear research. Hitler believed nuclear weapons were the "miracle weapon" that could turn the tide of the war. Not only Hitler, but the party elite and even many high-ranking Wehrmacht officers shared this fantasy.  Seeing Heydrich’s hesitation, Manstein felt a new level of respect for him. Manstein firmly believed that nuclear weapons could not save Nazi Germany at this point.  Germany had begun its nuclear research earlier than either the US or the UK. Before the collapse of Britain, a group of British nuclear scientists had fled to Germany with their data. Furthermore, since China had not struck the Atlantic passenger lines, a few German-American scientists who had participated in the Manhattan Project had also returned home.  With the aid of Anglo-American technology, German research had broken through its bottlenecks, and a test device had been completed.  Manstein had seen the intelligence and reached two conclusions. First, China had likely already completed its own nuclear weapons. Second, He Rui was well aware of their power and was thus extremely cautious regarding their use.  Trusting Heydrich more now, Manstein asked, "Are you worried that the probability of Li Runshi using nuclear weapons will increase?"  Heydrich nodded helplessly. "Li Runshi has completed every step of the power transition, proving he holds the authority. Now that He Rui is gone, what Li lacks is not legitimacy, but an opportunity to make the world realize he is as powerful as He Rui. Marshal, do you believe Li Runshi now has the chance to earn a reputation as a 'strongman'?"  Manstein felt a wave of resignation, yet the chance to discuss strategy seriously gave him an impulse to speak his mind. If Li Runshi could solve the German issue cleanly and suppress the United States, it would be proof enough of his power.  The late Field Marshal von Reichenau had held a very high opinion of Li Runshi, viewing him as a man who understood strategy and politics, and who displayed intense initiative and aggression when a choice was required—possessing all the qualities of a top-tier leader.  Based on Reichenau’s assessment, Manstein answered Heydrich's question: "I believe Li Runshi will not let such an opportunity pass."  Manstein then asked the question that had been on his mind: "Do you believe Germany will be occupied?"  "It will be worse!" Heydrich replied despondently.  Manstein was momentarily confused. He viewed China as a civilized, highly moral nation. If there was anything worse than occupation, it would be a massacre—which he did not believe China was capable of. "Worse?" he pressed.  "Yes," Heydrich answered. "Being occupied by one nation is bad enough. Worse than that is being occupied by multiple nations."  Manstein understood immediately and sighed. "The Soviet Union and France?"  Heydrich shook his head. "The Soviet Union. France lacks the strength for a long-term occupation, and China will not allow them to dismember Germany anyway. From an economic perspective, Germany is too valuable; if France controlled the southern German economy, it would be detrimental to China. But China cannot truly block the Red Army. I believe Stalin knows this well, which is why he continues his bold offensive."  Manstein couldn't be certain of this judgment, as his understanding of economics was limited, while Heydrich built his future projections on economic foundations.  However, Manstein agreed with the underlying military logic: with He Rui dead, the Soviet Union’s courage would naturally surge.
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The Kremlin blazed with lights. The senior members of the Soviet Central Committee attending the banquet looked radiant, clinking glasses and expressing their condolences and regrets over He Rui's passing. Yet the genuine smiles on their faces were proof enough of their internal joy.  Few things could bring the Soviet leadership to a true consensus, but He Rui's death had achieved a rare emotional alignment within the Party. While the He Rui government had not been hostile to the USSR, it had certainly exerted a crushing weight of pressure upon them.  Stalin himself couldn't quite tell if he felt a touch of peer sympathy or merely a simple lament for the transience of life. In any case, he could not bring himself to join the revelry. Fortunately, the Soviet elite held Stalin in great awe; seeing the General Secretary in low spirits, no one dared approach to risk his displeasure. Stalin was thus left alone amidst the noise to contemplate the path ahead.  He Rui possessed an insight into international affairs that Stalin found intimidating. Although He Rui did not use this insight for petty schemes, he had a way of ensuring that the Soviet Union invariably chose the direction he had planned for them.  Stalin did not believe He Rui's successor would possess the same strength. At the very least, upon hearing of He Rui's death, he hoped that Li Runshi would not match his predecessor's strategic judgment. But if Li were indeed inferior, the USSR would have to utilize diplomatic channels to ensure China understood and accepted the Soviet Union's upcoming military actions and geopolitical constructions.  Molotov entered the main hall. He had just finished receiving the Chinese Ambassador to the USSR in a small side room, away from the festive atmosphere. After expressing condolences, Molotov had conveyed the Soviet desire to send a special envoy to China to pay respects, as well as an expectation that the new Chinese President, Li Runshi, would visit the Soviet Union at an appropriate time.  Having concluded the diplomatic meeting, Molotov hurried over to report the results to Stalin. Molotov was no drinker, and Stalin was in no mood for spirits, so the two retired to another small room with glasses of juice to talk.  The Chinese Ambassador's acceptance of the special envoy confirmed to Stalin that Li Runshi had no immediate intention of downgrading Sino-Soviet relations. Stalin turned to Molotov and said, "Send Comrade Kirov to China."  Molotov immediately voiced his total agreement. According to Chinese cultural tradition, Kirov—widely regarded as Stalin's successor—was the perfect choice to represent both the Party and the Soviet government.  This was a cultural difference. If the Soviets were looking at China, the arrival of He Rui’s deputy would not be seen as a gesture of immense significance. Molotov was already certain that Stalin had not even considered the matter of a successor; Kirov was a close comrade-in-arms, but he was not the heir apparent.  Of course, such a judgment was only for private thought. Molotov did not dare voice it, nor even hint at it.  Beyond sending an envoy, Molotov suggested dispatching high-level diplomats to France. During the First World War, Tsarist Russia had possessed the Baltics, Finland, and Poland, sharing a direct border with the Second Reich. France also bordered Germany, allowing the two to easily align their interests and form an alliance to pinch the Germans from both sides.  Now that the USSR had retaken the Baltics and turned Poland into a sphere of influence, they could once again cooperate with France against Germany. Through such cooperation, the Soviet Union could increase its influence over the French. Molotov believed that while France might swallow the loss of its colonies, it would never accept being controlled by China. In the process of European resistance to Chinese dominance, the Soviet Union could provide significant assistance.  Stalin approved the suggestion. This was not because He Rui’s death had led him to underestimate China; rather, the Soviet Union still viewed itself as a European power and did not wish to see the continent controlled by an outside force. This consideration had also played a role in the previous Soviet-German peace.  Once the banquet ended, Commissioner Kirov received his orders. He accepted the mission immediately and, the following day, led a team onto a flight from Moscow to Harbin in northern China.  The aircraft was a C919—a civil airliner powered by jet engines. Although Kirov was a frequent flyer, he was still staggered by the powerful thrust of the takeoff. When he learned that the C919 could maintain a steady speed of 840 kilometers per hour during cruise, he marveled at the sheer speed of jet travel.  Spending fourteen hours on a plane was exhausting. But to travel from Moscow to the Chinese capital in just fourteen hours made the weary journey feel worthwhile.  The Li Runshi government provided no special treatment for Kirov. Although a meeting with the President was arranged, it was scheduled for only ten minutes.  Kirov felt he understood the reason. Beyond any disappointment China might feel toward the USSR, Li Runshi was incredibly busy. Among those coming to pay respects were representatives from over twenty nations liberated from colonial rule. While the borders in Africa were not yet fully drawn, the few nations that had been established sent delegates or their supreme leaders directly. Li Runshi had to meet with dozens of leaders in a very short time; ten minutes for Kirov was a sign of considerable importance.  The formal, polite exchanges took up about a minute. Kirov brought several questions from Stalin, but beyond those, he wished to communicate something of his own.  Many in the Soviet leadership truly believed that China was not a socialist state, but rather a capitalist nation led by a bourgeois reformist party. Kirov had once thought this a reasonable assessment, but he no longer shared it.  According to Lenin’s political theories, one hallmark of a socialist state was that it did not need to worry about the problem of industrial development. Marxism was, to a large extent, a doctrine for the social transformation of industrial nations; the inherent flaws of the capitalist system would severely impede the development of productive forces.  Once a capitalist nation transitioned into socialism through revolution, at least theoretically, the problem of developing productivity should no longer exist. The primary contradiction of a socialist state should be distribution—or, in He Rui’s terms, the trade-off between efficiency and equity.  Present-day China was undoubtedly the world’s most powerful industrial nation and one of its most technologically advanced. If China could not be called socialist, then no other nation had the right to the title. Stalin would certainly not allow Kirov to ask this question, yet Kirov was intensely interested.  The meeting was scheduled just before lunch, which Kirov found ideal. Although the state banquet would be shared with all the other foreign representatives, he would certainly get more than his ten minutes of face time. Even a single extra minute was precious in such high-level dialogue.  As rehearsed, the ceremonial greetings took one minute. Stalin’s questions centered on the definition of Sino-Soviet spheres of influence in Europe and mutual coordination in the final destruction of Nazi Germany to avoid misunderstandings. Li Runshi displayed considerable restraint, answering with an attitude of cooperation rather than confrontation.  With one minute remaining, Kirov asked: "I have heard that China's latest urban designs are based on the standard of private cars being the primary mode of transportation for the people. I wonder what stage of socialist development China believes it has entered when every citizen can afford their own car?"  Li Runshi had not expected Kirov to ask this, let alone that his entry point would be the standards of China’s ongoing massive infrastructure development. For a moment, he was at a loss for an answer.  The standard of every household having at least one motor vehicle for travel had been proposed by He Rui during his life. In Li Runshi’s view, this standard was somewhat too far ahead of its time. He wasn't alone; a significant portion of the central leadership shared this doubt. Yet, given He Rui's prestige, this "outrageous" standard had been approved. After all, He Rui had compressed 150 years of Western development into thirty—an achievement that, in hindsight, was even more outrageous.  While Li Runshi was not about to immediately overturn He Rui's standards, he felt that if they proved impossible to implement, he would have to relax them to achieve a more universal equity.  Kirov’s inquiry struck him with considerable force. He hadn't expected Kirov to place such importance on He Rui’s set standards. Soon, Li recalled Stalin’s famous remark: "Beef and potatoes is the communist life."  Ten years ago, many party cadres still believed that "upstairs and downstairs, electric lights and telephones" was the standard for communism.  In 1945, even as China waged the Second World War, its deployment capacity had sent millions of troops to North America and armed millions of WPLA soldiers in Europe. Domestically, the infrastructure standards for major cities already included apartment buildings with elevators and underground parking. Cities featured subways, underground tunnels, and elevated highways. If one assumed every family had a car, such a massive and costly infrastructure was necessary just to handle the driving and parking.  He Rui had said that if the infrastructure were insufficient, the roads of the future would become the world's largest parking lots.  Previously, Li Runshi had never seen a world where a single city held hundreds of thousands of private cars. Over the past year, living in such a city, he had discovered He Rui’s words to be true. To make getting in and out of their vehicles convenient, people truly did park them all along the roadsides.  With a car for travel, people suddenly found themselves unable to endure even a few steps on foot. This "inertia" had initially disappointed Li Runshi. But after he learned to drive himself and began driving to and from work, he truly discovered that this inertia was far more stubborn than he had imagined. After a month of walking ten minutes from the parking lot to his office and another ten back, even Li found himself reaching his limit.  When cars became a part of daily life rather than a tool for showing off wealth, Li Runshi had initially struggled to grasp Kirov’s question.  After a dozen seconds of reflection and organizing his thoughts, he answered: "The purpose of this standard is to meet the daily needs of the people and to reduce the burden of travel. If you are referring to the elevation of the people's consumption capacity, then it is not a standard, but a dynamic process. One would have to go back to 1927, when China began popularizing the use of bicycles through installment loans."  Kirov was intensely interested in China’s economic development and followed up: "If China does not advance its productive forces through set standards, then what model are your five-year plans and social development outlines based upon?"  Hearing this, Li Runshi became quite interested in Kirov's level of understanding. The Soviet model truly had a "plan"—from wage standards to social welfare, they meticulously formulated a series of benchmarks. Especially after obtaining vacuum-tube computers from China, their calculations had become more comprehensive and seemingly more scientific.  However, Li Runshi’s internal assessment of the Soviet economic construction logic was "unintelligible nonsense" (不知所云). It wasn't that he didn't understand the Soviet model; rather, even with his own radical thinking, he found the Soviet path too rigid and aggressive.  Kirov was one of the few in the Soviet leadership brave enough to ask critical questions directly. Li Runshi decided to use simple and clear language to explain the internal logic and methodology of the economic construction begun in the He Rui era.  "The Chinese economy strives to build a completely new model of industrialized life," Li explained. "The characteristic of this model is that the state provides the fundamental guarantees. By vigorously enhancing the people's learning capacity and promoting the domestic diffusion of technology, the state allows the industrial fields in which private capital can invest to constantly expand. This creates competitive environments within every specific niche. This overall environment is what has promoted the rapid development of the Chinese economy."  Seeing that his questions had indeed struck a chord with Li Runshi, Kirov continued with the issue he cared about most: "With China achieving a full industrial chain, how do you avoid the various problems that arise from it?"  Li Runshi never hid his views. Seeing Kirov's genuine interest and the fact that he had clearly studied the Chinese model, he smiled. "Heh. We ensure competition and gradually eliminate monopolies and privileges. We use the law to resolve issues of wealth distribution and inheritance. As for illegal acts, naturally, those who should be arrested are arrested, and those who should be executed are executed. In the field of propaganda, we use the 'weapon of criticism' to constantly expose the negative effects of crime, privilege, and monopoly on society."  Kirov had studied the Chinese model closely, reading numerous government work reports and industrial development summaries. Li Runshi’s answer proved to him that Li understood He Rui’s logic, but it didn't necessarily mean Li would truly inherit it in its entirety.  Just as Kirov might be seen as the heir to Stalin’s position, he did not believe he would necessarily follow Stalin’s economic construction path to the letter.  The ten minutes had long since passed, but Kirov no longer paid it any mind. He continued: "Capitalist nations also claim to practice free competition, especially after the global crisis of 1929—they all agree that monopoly is a problem. What is the difference between the free competition in China’s model and the free competition advertised by the capitalist world?"  Li Runshi pondered for a moment before answering: "A very large portion of China’s economic activity units utilize a capital operation model. Since it is capital operation, there is no fundamental difference between China and the West regarding free competition. However, China possesses a unique factor: our massive population. Furthermore, the total population that has joined the world economic system built by China now exceeds one billion. This means the number of economic units participating in free competition is dozens of times greater than in the West.  "Quantitative change leads to qualitative change. As long as Chinese policy maintains free competition rather than advocating for monopoly, such a vast number of economic units will inevitably maintain that competition."  Kirov had not expected such an explanation. He was momentarily stunned.
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Kirov’s exchange with Li Runshi lasted fifteen minutes. By the end, he felt that while he and Li shared many similarities, they were also worlds apart.  Senior officials in the West often viewed the Soviet model as rigid yet effective. Many within the Soviet Union shared this view. Kirov, however, found such an assessment simplistic. From the time of Lenin, the Party's governing line had actually been quite fluid. Driven by a traditional Russian focus on results, the Soviet Union never minded adjusting its policies or methods. The fundamental principle was that any adjustment had to yield immediate results.  In his conversation with Li Runshi, Kirov sensed the same realist streak, yet he also perceived a deeply idealistic side to the man. In this respect, Kirov understood Li perfectly, for he was cut from the same cloth.  Yet despite their similar temperaments, Kirov felt that Li Runshi had witnessed and participated in far more momentous events than any Soviet leader. This gap was not for lack of effort on the part of the Soviet leadership. Trotsky, the radical, had proposed a theory of global revolutionary division of labor: every nation would handle its own revolution, while the Soviet Union provided the materials, equipment, and funds.  This line, built upon the exhaustion of the Soviet Union itself, had been too radical and was eventually overturned by Stalin. Stalin’s "Socialism in One Country" was designed to concentrate strength on domestic construction. The subsequent five-year plans, with their massive importation of global technology and equipment, were aimed at that singular goal.  Malenkov had once remarked on Soviet construction: "We have truly achieved something great. Had we known at the start the effort and price required, we might not have dared to choose this path."  Kirov agreed wholeheartedly. The achievements of Soviet construction were unprecedented in Russian history, and the price paid was actually far less than in the Tsarist era.  Yet compared to China's achievements, those of the Soviet Union paled. After the defeat of the Trotskyites, Soviet domestic construction naturally returned to the standard of "immediate results." Consequently, the Party feared directly intervening in global affairs.  The He Rui government had been entirely different. From 1923 to 1927, China had been either at war or preparing for it—often fighting domestic and foreign wars simultaneously. Such a course would never have passed the Soviet Central Committee, yet He Rui had executed it.  After the Sino-British War ended in 1927, China had simultaneously pursued full cooperation with France and a diplomatic war with the United States, while also facilitating the Japanese revolution.  During the economic crisis of 1937, He Rui’s government had employed "counter-cyclical investment," utilizing massive debt to invest heavily in industry and raise the national education level. By 1939, China had identified Nazi Germany as its enemy and, in 1940, had successfully pressured Britain into declaring war first.  The Soviet Central Committee could understand the logic behind these moves in hindsight, but they could never have brought themselves to imitate them.  Thus, it was no surprise that Li Runshi possessed a vision far broader than that of the Soviet leadership. Over the past twenty years, he had served as Vice-Governor of Upper Burma, Director of Propaganda, President of the Party School, Vice Premier, and Vice Chairman of the Military Commission. He had been a full participant in the upheavals that had reshaped the world.  Compared to the transformations Li Runshi had overseen—calculating in terms of a billion people—the experiences of the Soviet Party seemed almost small-scale. The experience and vision accumulated by the two leaderships were fundamentally different.  After much thought, Kirov was forced to admit two things. First, the Soviet leadership could not match the experience or vision of their Chinese counterparts. Second, the inertia of Soviet policy-making would likely remain conservative for a long time.  Realizing this left Kirov despondent. He truly wished the Soviet Party could keep pace with the times and possess the same pioneering spirit. But as things stood, unless he could oversee a transition of power as smooth as China’s—moving from Stalin to himself—the Soviet Union would continue along its current path.  Yet a transfer of power was something Kirov dared not even contemplate, let alone promote. He had judged that while Li Runshi and the younger generation in the He Rui government were truly being cultivated as successors, he himself was merely a tool in Stalin's hand. In fact, every member of the Central Committee was a tool in Stalin's eyes. In the current Stalinist system, there was no room for the cultivation of a future heir.  Under such a political model, the Soviet Union would only change if Stalin himself chose to learn from the Chinese experience. Otherwise, anyone who jumped out to propose a policy adjustment would be struck down—Kirov included.  Having reached these disappointing conclusions, Kirov felt, if not total despair, then a profound loss of spirit. It was in this mood that he attended He Rui’s funeral.  After Lenin's death, his body had been preserved for future generations to pay their respects. The Chinese Civilization Party had made the same decision. Even if it went against the deceased's personal wishes, a founder bore the duty of remaining a national representative. Thus, there was no cremation; the final farewell was the last step.  Kirov passed before He Rui’s remains, which lay upon the party flag and were covered by the national flag. Beneath the crimson banners, He Rui’s features were solemn. He had died at only fifty-five, and his skin bore no signs of age or dullness. With firm, pale skin, a sharp-featured face, closed eyes, and long eyelashes, he looked noble and elegant.  Observing the new leadership of New China, Kirov noted that every one of them was young. While they showed sadness and regret, there was no trace of secret joy or fumbling uncertainty. The complete transfer of power had occurred smoothly before He Rui's death. His passing had caused no chaos within the new government; if anything, it had reduced potential instability.  Kirov could think of no smoother transition of power in history. A Soviet transition would certainly never look like this.  After paying his respects, Kirov stepped out of the hall. The area outside was carpeted with wreaths from world leaders and representatives of all walks of life in China. The sea of flowers was a grander spectacle than Kirov had ever seen, yet he felt it was entirely deserved. Although the Second World War was not yet over, had He Rui been willing to compromise with the West, it would have ended much earlier. China stood at the pinnacle of the world, dominating Asia and Africa, occupying Canada in North America, and controlling the entire Pacific.  Of all the conquerors in history, none could rival He Rui. This posthumous glory was well-earned.  As he was lost in thought, a voice behind him spoke in French: "Mr. Kirov, an era has ended."  Turning, he saw the French Premier. In the space of a few months, this man had traveled to China twice—first to sign a new treaty of friendship, and now to personally pay his respects to He Rui.  Kirov answered in his somewhat halting French, "It is the end of an era, but also the beginning of a new one."  The French Premier's eyes brightened. He pondered for a moment before issuing a decisive invitation: "Could I interest you in a cup of coffee?"  There were few coffee shops in the Chinese capital, and the local taste for coffee had been largely Sinicized. Outside China, coffee was a bitter, invigorating beverage. But the Chinese loved sweet drinks, and coffee here had been transformed into a coffee-flavored dessert.  Fortunately, the Russians also loved sugar. To Kirov, the taste was acceptable, if not quite sweet enough.  The French Premier took a sip, clearly finding the Chinese-style coffee unstimulating. He asked calmly, "Mr. Kirov, the trade volume between the Soviet Union and China is immense, accounting for the vast majority of Soviet foreign trade. I wonder if the Soviet side has conducted a comparative study between the traditional Russian trade structure and the current Soviet one?"  "Has France conducted such research?" Kirov asked steadily.  The Premier nodded emphatically. Though the French were known for their exuberant gestures, this move was not exaggerated. Yet Kirov felt that compared to the Chinese, the French Premier seemed somewhat less serious.  But he couldn't blame France. Their population was only forty million, while China’s was seven hundred million. If one included Korea, Upper Burma, and Assam—regions considered overseas provinces with closely related populations—the total reached eight hundred million. That was twenty times the population of France. It was only natural for the Chinese leaders to be more somber and composed.  Unaware of Kirov's thoughts, the Premier spoke of France's findings. In the Tsarist era, Russia's largest physical trade partner had been Germany, while its primary partner for finance and technology had been France. Trade with Europe had always been the core of the Russian economy.  "...Europe will no longer blockade or sanction Russia. Given the length of the trade lines and the nature of the trade itself, the Soviet Union remains a European nation."  Kirov had heard such discussions before. Escaping dependence on Chinese trade was a recurring viewpoint within the Soviet Central Committee. But it was the West that had blockaded the USSR. When the Soviet Union had been isolated, China had been its only channel for trade and finance. Setting aside national interest, China had been remarkably restrained in its trade with the USSR, avoiding any move—intentional or otherwise—to turn the Soviet Union into a dumping ground for Chinese goods.  Instead, China had constantly expanded the scope of trade, particularly in heavy industry. They had cooperated with the USSR to develop industrial standards and transferred technology to allow the Soviets to build their own heavy industrial base. China had even placed orders with these new enterprises and provided technical assistance to minimize the trade imbalance.  Kirov voiced the consensus within the Party: "The Soviet Union has no intention of weakening its trade with China."  The French Premier nodded in agreement. "The Soviet Union has a great need for Chinese trade. France is merely willing to provide more trade options and financial services to help develop the Soviet domestic economy."  Since France was not there to undermine the Chinese relationship, Kirov began to talk economic cooperation with the Premier. France had lost its vast colonies, every European nation had its own industrial system, and even Germany, the most populous, had fewer than eighty million people. There was immense room for trade between the Soviet Union and France.  Sensing the potential for cooperation, the French Premier asked, "How does the Soviet Union wish to handle Germany?"  "That is a matter for the Central Committee. In my view, Germany must be thoroughly de-Nazified and de-militarized. It must be restored to a 'normal' nation."  The Premier smiled but said nothing. The rise of Nazism in Germany might only go back twenty years, but Germany had followed a militaristic path since the Prussian era. As Napoleon had once remarked, "Prussia was hatched from a cannonball." To enforce de-militarization in Germany was hardly a return to a "normal" state. A non-militaristic Germany would, in fact, be a historical anomaly.  But there was no point in saying so. The Premier took Kirov's remark as proof of the Soviet Union's intent to thoroughly conquer Germany. That was enough.  Finishing his coffee, the Premier rose and shook Kirov’s hand. "I look forward to visiting the Soviet Union."  This was a clear signal. A state visit by the French Premier to Moscow would mean the normalization of Franco-Soviet relations. In the current European context, a rapprochement between the two would greatly influence the continental situation and the standing of both nations.  "I will convey your wish to the Central Committee," Kirov stated firmly. He hadn't expected that a task Stalin had intended for Molotov would be accomplished so casually.  "I look forward to seeing you in Moscow," the French Premier said meaningfully.
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The European leaders who had come to pay their respects did not scatter once the ceremonies ended. They had arrived with heavy political mandates. With the war having reached its current stage, even a power like France was severely depleted and naturally sought to define its new position in the future world economic system.  The Li Runshi government did not disappoint. It proposed three major initiatives: the establishment of the United Nations, the World Bank, and the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT).  Following the First World War, the League of Nations had been formed, giving non-Great Powers their first platform for a global voice. Compared to that era, the world now saw a new hegemon that had essentially defeated all rivals.  The core of the UN Charter was the principle that national sovereignty should not be violated and that all nations were equal. This served the interests of the many small and weak nations. While middle powers were displeased, they could not go head-to-head with the alliance of the superpower and the small states and were forced to agree.  Then came the matter of the permanent members of the UN Security Council. Establishing permanent seats with veto power within an ostensibly equal system seemed contradictory, yet it was a decision rooted in realist logic. Only a consensus among the powerful could resolve the world's most significant problems.  China was a certainty. Britain and France were no longer global colonial powers, and with Britain currently reduced to the British Isles alone, it was excluded.  Africa was under Chinese trusteeship, so its inclusion as a permanent member was not currently considered. South America had a small population and had not participated in the war; no nation truly sought a permanent seat for that continent. This left the Soviet Union and France as the leading candidates.  As a major socialist power, the USSR enjoyed support from many nations. France’s status, however, was met with considerable skepticism. Li Runshi found himself forced to personally lobby on France's behalf.  The most vehement opposition to France did not come from Europe, but from Asia. Nations in Europe and South America generally hoped for more permanent members—on the principle that "more mouths make for more noise." With three or more permanent members, they hoped to have more opportunities to veto Chinese proposals.  Li Runshi went first to see the Japanese Prime Minister, Ishiwara Kanji. Japanese premiers served four-year terms, and Ishiwara was currently in his fifth, a record for the longest tenure in Japanese history.  Among all the foreign leaders who had come to mourn, Ishiwara was the one who had wept openly in public. No one questioned his sincerity; his close personal friendship with He Rui was well-known. It would have been more surprising if he *hadn't* cried.  Ishiwara had no intention of using his friendship with the late Chairman to pressure Li Runshi. He simply stated frankly, "Given Japan's contribution, we have every reason to seek a permanent seat."  Li Runshi did not attempt to persuade him through argument. Instead, he produced a letter and handed it to Ishiwara. The Prime Minister recognized the familiar handwriting on the envelope immediately. He sat bolt upright; he had heard that He Rui’s death had been sudden and had not expected the Chairman to have prepared a letter for him.  Thinking of their decades of friendship, Ishiwara’s eyes reddened again. He closed them for a moment to steady his emotions before opening the envelope.  In the letter, He Rui spoke of the damage his physical tissues had suffered following his infection with the coronavirus, assessing that he might die at any moment. Seeing He Rui’s equanimity in the face of death, Ishiwara felt a profound surge of respect.  He Rui then addressed the matter of the UN Security Council. Permanent members bore the responsibility of maintaining global security and were required to shoulder the corresponding military costs. At present, every nation was fully armed, but as time passed, military expenditures would inevitably become a crushing burden.  He Rui did not directly ask Ishiwara to do anything. He merely posed a question: was Japan prepared to pay the costs that were not yet visible?  Ishiwara understood He Rui's meaning without it being stated. Japan sought a permanent seat to expand its global influence, while He Rui doubted whether Japan would use that power to stir up trouble.  Despite their deep personal bond and the fact that Japan was currently China's ally, such things could not be allowed to interfere with China's strategic layout.  Had He Rui still been alive, Ishiwara might have tried to press the point one last time. While he believed in Li Runshi's strength, he couldn't help but ask, "What is the purpose of France becoming a permanent member?"  "France will check Germany," Li Runshi countered. "Whom does Japan intend to check?"  At that, Ishiwara was certain that Li Runshi was a true strategist. Strategists consider the situation, not personal preferences. Still, Ishiwara made one final attempt: "Does China intend to personally intervene in every issue?"  Li Runshi answered without hesitation: "In the maintenance of world peace, China will spare no effort and will handle matters personally."  Ishiwara nodded and abandoned the effort to secure a permanent seat for Japan. That same day, he announced Japan’s withdrawal from the competition.  Korea had also been lobbying for a permanent seat, even as they ignored the private mockery of other nations. Their goal was simple: to ensure Japan did not get one. Seeing Ishiwara’s announcement, the Koreans immediately fell silent.  Having secured his core allies, Li Runshi turned to the other objectors one by one. His first European meeting was with the Netherlands. The Dutch were an old face in Asia; he had expected them to firmly oppose France, but to his surprise, the Dutch Prime Minister asked bluntly about the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC).  Li Runshi went straight to the point. "The Coal and Steel Community is an institution for equal internal dialogue. There is no question of any single power dominating it. If one must speak of a dominant force, it is the demands of the market. Within those demands, Europe represents a large market, but the global market is far larger. GATT will help European nations gain access to that global market."  This was Li Runshi’s genuine stance, though to the ears of the former colonial Dutch, it carried a touch of irony. However, with the Chinese-led coalition having battered the globe, the Dutch Prime Minister chose not to be overly fastidious.  His second question concerned the definition of "enemy" within the United Nations. Germany was now a broken dog. The UN Charter had already specified that colonialism, Nazism, Fascism, and racism were the enemies of the victors of the Second World War.  Defining an ideology as an enemy was a terrifying prospect, as such things could easily be expanded. The Dutch government was willing to sacrifice a few individuals to ensure the nation's tranquility, but they were unwilling to give up too much—or rather, they were unwilling to allow others to exploit the opening.  Li Runshi smiled. "China too has its various currents of thought, and we too have people with extremist ideologies. The issue at this stage is determining whether these currents are harmful to the peaceful development of humanity. Even within Germany, we cannot say that the desire to resist foreign oppression is inherently wrong. What is wrong are the methods employed.  "More importantly, China believes the world requires peaceful development. Only by building a new world order conducive to such development can everyone truly abandon war as a means. Where there is oppression, there is resistance. There is an old Chinese saying: 'Injustice leads to a cry.' China opposes war, but it does not oppose resistance. We do not even oppose being questioned or opposed on many matters. Only through full communication and struggle can global development truly be advanced."  The Dutch Prime Minister wasn't sure whether to take Li’s words as a threat, but since China had not proposed the overthrow of the Dutch government or the rejection of the monarchy, he chose to accept the stance.  At the conclusion of the talk, the Prime Minister stated, "We do not oppose France gaining a permanent seat, but we oppose an imperialist France."  In his exchanges with other European leaders, Li Runshi found their attitudes mirrored those of the Dutch. They weren't necessarily opposed to France, but they feared French suppression of other nations. However, both Western and Eastern European nations shared a further concern: that China might lean too heavily toward the Soviet Union. The Eastern European leaders, in particular, were terrified of the USSR. Thus, these nations hoped for a power within Europe to balance the Soviets.  Ideally, that power would be China. If China refused, then France would do—or even Germany.  He Rui had discussed these matters with Li before his death, so Li understood the European mindset perfectly. Now, having had full contact with them, he had a very grounded realization: the civilization level of the European nations was roughly equivalent to China’s early Warring States period.  Intense, prolonged confrontation forced nations to seek breakthroughs. Two thousand years ago, China’s Warring States period had been an era of "a hundred schools of thought contending," a time of cultural explosion. Similarly, the universal loathing for continuous war and death had created the intellectual foundation for the subsequent era of the unified Qin and Han empires.  Exhausted, Li Runshi went to find the former Premier, Wu Youping. Wu was currently keeping vigil for He Rui. In his will, He Rui had requested a simple funeral with no specific requirements, and asked that the public not be disturbed.  The government had published the will but proceeded with a nationwide mourning period anyway. This was done for the sake of the government itself, not for He Rui. Such is the cruelty of politics: where there is an interest, it will be executed.  Wu Youping was at the edge of the mourning hall, watching the television broadcasts. Legitimacy is the foundation of any regime. The Manchu Qing had lasted over two hundred years, yet it was viewed as "barbaric" by Japan, Korea, and Vietnam, and as an alien race within China. When it fell, it did so like dust, and a lack of legitimacy was a primary cause.  Allowing everyone in China with a television to see He Rui’s remains was one means of reinforcing New China’s legitimacy. The desires accumulated through decades of suffering by the Chinese people—He Rui had fulfilled them. The goals pursued for millennia—He Rui had achieved them. Even problems the people had not yet realized, He Rui had articulated and addressed to the best of his ability.  With such achievements, even if He Rui had declared himself Emperor, no one could have stopped him. But his greatness lay in his ability to recognize the times, and thus he had pioneered new concepts. From start to finish, he had insisted on one thing: he was merely one member of China's vast laboring masses. "Serving the people" was the legal and historical foundation of New China.  Seeing Li Runshi approach, Wu Youping went to meet him. In a side room, Li asked a single question: "Premier, do you believe China’s industrialization has been 'tender and compassionate'?"  Wu Youping shook his head. "Industrialization is never tender. New China’s was merely more efficient than Europe’s, so the initial period of pain was shorter. Many didn't even have time to feel the suffering before the era of cruel high accumulation ended."  Li Runshi shared this view but hadn't been entirely certain. Hearing Wu’s confirmation gave him more confidence. "Do you have a new realization, Chairman Li?" Wu asked.  "Not a new one, just a deeper acceptance of this view," Li replied with a sigh.  In an era of high-intensity conflict, it was only natural for a rising Europe to have beaten the Manchu Qing into the dirt. But after He Rui founded New China, the nation was transformed. Li believed He Rui hadn't just "repaired" China; he had truly dragged it into the industrial age. Regardless of whether the Chinese people were happy about it, he had thrust them into an industrialized life by force.  The Soviet Party was much the same, but He Rui’s economic genius was such that what should have been a bloody and cruel industrialization, while still a form of paternal coercion, appeared tender and compassionate in comparison.  Li summarized his thought: "At least the people received the dividends of national development."  Wu Youping shook his head slightly and sighed. "The state possessed the capability to deliver those benefits to the people. Now that the Chairman is gone, I feel his economic insight and execution even more clearly."  Li Runshi shared the sentiment. In the Second World War thus far, China had suffered one million dead and three million wounded. In the final years of the Qing, the regular army’s casualties had never been so large. Furthermore, the Qing had possessed no capacity to bear such losses, and thus was nailed to the pillar of shame.  New China had endured these casualties without a single public negative repercussion. The reason, as Wu had said, was that He Rui had already made good on his promises to the people. The returns they received far exceeded their imagination or understanding.  Just then, voices could be heard from outside; it seemed the staff were trying to prevent something. Wu Youping walked to the door and saw the staff struggling to help up members of the public who were kneeling and kowtowing in grief.  Wu sighed but did not intervene. He turned to Li Runshi, who had also remained silent. "Chairman Li, in the future, as the people's capabilities grow, they will realize even more clearly what the Chairman did for them. I only hope this realization does not become a trigger for future conflict."  Li felt his burden grow heavier. Wu was right. He Rui had pushed the input-output ratio to such an extreme that future Chinese citizens would truly realize how he had created a global market led by China. When the economy eventually entered a downward cycle, many reactions would not be positive.  *When the direction is wrong, the more knowledge one has, the more reactionary they become.* The thought flashed through Li’s mind. He hesitated to voice it, however; in the absence of an active struggle over the political line, highlighting such contradictions would not aid unity.  Finally, Li spoke: "Premier, according to your observations, do the people feel panicked?"  Wu Youping sighed. "Perhaps what the people find most confusing is that they feel they *should* be panicked, yet they can find no reason to be."
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World leaders utilized the occasion of He Rui’s funeral to discuss the future global order. They brought with them not only extensive diplomatic teams but also a massive influx of foreign media.  The most excited were not the journalists from distant Africa, but those from Europe, who had been barred from China for years by the war.  Stepping off their planes, many noted that the air quality seemed to have worsened compared to a few years prior. Severe air pollution was a standard accompaniment for any industrial nation of this era. While the Western media wrote a few articles on the subject, they didn't truly take it to heart. After all, the Western public was already constantly complaining about pollution at home; reports of similar conditions in China had little value in assuaging domestic sentiment.  Every media outlet had its specialty. Many rooted themselves in the fields of politics and economics, while others played to their strengths in human interest, travel, and local customs. Those focused on macro-level politics and economics clustered in the capital, while those with a more micro-level perspective fanned out across China's provinces, interviewing citizens and taking photographs. They aimed to introduce a version of China that was closer to the lives of ordinary people.  Western journalists who had previously visited the inland regions of Northwest China were astonished. When they had left a few years earlier, the cities of the interior had few multi-story buildings, consisting primarily of low-rise dwellings and limited in scale. Now, a few years later, they found themselves standing in the midst of modern metropolises.  Thousands upon thousands of apartment buildings seemed to have appeared out of thin air. In Europe, completing such a vast array of construction would take decades. American journalists—particularly those from New York—were more accepting of such changes. Since the 1920s, New York City had undergone its own massive construction boom, with skyscrapers rising to define the urban skyline.  The first wave of reports was dispatched. After describing the staggering transformations, both European and American media posed a question they deemed perfectly reasonable: "Exactly how much wealth did China plunder from the global war?"  Except for German and American papers, the Asian editions of all major Western newspapers had resumed publication in China. Louis, a journalist for *Le Figaro*, read through these reports and merely sighed without offering a comment.  Johnny, a journalist for *The Wall Street Journal* who had traveled with him to Yinchuan, finished reading the Chinese editions of the major European papers and remarked, "This isn't fair."  Louis knew Johnny was referring to the fact that *The Wall Street Journal* had not yet regained its right to distribute in China. Unable to resist teasing his colleague, Louis replied, "Do you think the monopoly is unfair, or the centralized system?"  Johnny rolled his eyes and answered crossly, "I have no desire to discuss these matters with you anymore."  Louis smiled and let the subject drop. A graduate of the economics department at the University of Marseille, he had found it difficult to secure work in economic departments because of the war. He had eventually gone to the University of Paris for a Master’s degree in politics, specializing in socialist thought.  Indeed, even during the Nazi occupation of Paris, Louis had sat in classrooms with his fellow students, learning communist and socialist theory from his professors.  In recent years, research into communist and socialist theory had diverged into two main factions: those studying Soviet social practice, and those studying Chinese practice. While pro-Soviet researchers tended to argue that the USSR truly inherited the fundamental spirit of Marxism, the pro-Chinese researchers—and most of the French academic community—viewed China as a genuinely socialist system. This faction believed the hallmark of entering the threshold of socialism was that the development of productivity was no longer a structural difficulty. The challenge of socialism lay in how to rationalize social relations to more effectively coordinate with that productive development.  Because of these ideals—and the fact that China was genuinely powerful and currently hammering the Great Powers—both Nazi Germany and the French fascists had confined themselves to mocking the study of Soviet socialism, not daring to lay a finger on the study of the Chinese version. At most, they increased their surveillance.  During his graduate studies, Louis had published several articles on China and met the classmate who would become his wife. After graduating from the University of Paris, he had joined *Le Figaro* and was eventually sent to China.  Louis had arrived in Yinchuan accompanied by the *Wall Street Journal* reporter. Johnny claimed to be a staunch supporter of capitalism, but through Louis’s analytical lens, he appeared to be merely an urban petty bourgeois who believed in free competition.  Whenever the subjects of monopoly or feudal privilege were raised, Johnny would jump like a cat whose tail had been stepped on, expressing his displeasure. A simultaneous love and hatred for monopoly capital and the privileged class were classic traits of the petty bourgeoisie.  Johnny pulled out one of Louis's articles from *Le Figaro* and asked, "Are you criticizing or praising here?"  The tradition of the Western media was to question and deny government—their own, and those of others. Overall, they tended to be more tolerant of foreign governments; only by praising a foreign state could they more fiercely criticize their own.  Now that China was the world hegemon, Western journalists would undoubtedly hammer the Chinese government, using magnifying glasses to find every flaw in Chinese society. This was the so-called "watchdog" power of the media. In the eyes of the Western press, one was only qualified to supervise the government by standing in opposition to it—and in private, acquiring benefits through deals with that same government.  Louis looked with a degree of pride at the title of his published article: *The Power to Define Corruption, and the Corruption of Political Systems vs. Systemic Corruption*. That his American colleague did not accept his views did not upset him; rather, it gave him a sense of intellectual superiority.  Through his university studies, Louis had discovered that once the proletariat, represented by figures like He Rui, seized power, they did not fear monopoly capital or feudal privilege. This was because New China had inherited China’s centralized system—a unitary system with the power to crush both monopoly capital and feudal remnants.  Only in a unitary, centralized state could the pursuit of becoming a bourgeois or privileged class truly be called "corruption." This was because it involved turning genuine public power to private use—a political degradation. If a government established an economic structure dependent on such privilege and monopoly, it was "systemic corruption."  With this confidence, Louis engaged Johnny. He explained his views, and while Johnny seemed to listen, he didn't truly understand. The United States, a federal system, was built upon the joint governance of feudal privilege and monopoly capitalists. Most social services were delivered through the operational channels of these two systems. Johnny could not imagine how America would function without them.  The discussion yielded no consensus, and Louis eventually gave up. He then answered Johnny’s original question: "Chinese civilization is at a higher level, so I am issuing a very serious warning to the Chinese government. I am not, as you think, merely praising them."  Johnny was unconvinced. He could not stomach the idea of Chinese civilizational superiority. Although he was forced to admit the New Chinese government possessed formidable war-making capabilities and that the Han were a valiant race of soldiers who matched those of any other nation, he would only admit China was strong—not that it was "ahead" in terms of level.  Louis didn't mind. He steered the conversation back to the reports of other journalists.  During the outbreak of the war, the West had described He Rui as a bloodthirsty tyrant or a puppet leader of a bloodthirsty Chinese mob. As the war progressed and China swept across the globe with irresistible force, such descriptions lost their audience. In Western culture, a leader like He Rui—possessing ten million troops and hammering the global powers—was a "Great Conqueror." Even if they were the ones being conquered, the Western public felt a sense of awe toward such a figure, pleading for him to show his "merciful" side toward them.  With the war nearing its end, only Belgium and Nazi Germany were still resisting. There was no longer any point in promoting He Rui's "brutality." Furthermore, with He Rui deceased, the "demon" narrative lacked a target.  Reluctance to continue the fight did not mean the Western media had no grievances regarding their defeat. Seeing China’s rapid development during the war, educated journalists naturally thought of colonial plunder. For five hundred years, that was how the European Great Powers had operated.  Beyond the plunder of occupied territories, some journalists with a better grounding in political economy recalled an article from *The Economist*.  When Western media left China in 1940, the country was in the midst of a massive infrastructure boom triggered by the 1937 economic crisis. Tunnels were being blasted through mountains, roads paved, and canals dug. China appeared to be one giant construction site. The cities that had seen their first phase of development after 1925, which had begun to look substantial, now seemed dirty and chaotic amidst the dust of the new works.  Based on their own national experiences, European scholars argued that the super-scale infrastructure projects of the Chinese government could only result in the largest "ghost cities" in human history. Several leading economists had collaborated on a data-heavy article for *The Economist*: "...China has a population of 700 million. Long-term poverty means this population simply cannot afford modern urban housing. According to Chinese government reports, the number of residential units under construction is over 20 million. When these units are completed, the Chinese government will have built a series of 'ghost mansions' on an unprecedented scale..."  Today, in 1945, the 20 million urban housing units promised by the Chinese government were complete. Beyond these residences were millions of industrial and commercial buildings.  To fill such a vast quantity of buildings and make them operationally viable required hundreds of millions of people with sufficient consumption power. Western journalists understood colonial plunder well; even at the height of their own plunder, they had never managed to extract such a vast amount of wealth.  Those journalists who considered themselves objective argued that while China had certainly plundered its colonies, it was impossible to have extracted so much wealth in such a short time.  They were certain the He Rui government had not adopted the Soviet model. Under the Soviet model, all property belonged to the state, which provided housing as a "welfare." The He Rui model was a "normal" one that Europeans understood: the state owned only a portion of fixed assets, while the majority were privately held.  Since the people lacked money yet possessed their own homes, they must be carrying massive debt. Based on Western experience, debt on the scale of tens of millions of units would inevitably lead to millions of bankruptcies.  As an American at the *Wall Street Journal*, Johnny agreed that China was headed for mass bankruptcy, for that was exactly what had happened at home. Over the twenty years since the Gilded Age of the 1920s, the US had chosen a path of developing domestic technology to replace European imports, achieving great success but also creating the terrible Great Depression.  Johnny did not believe Chinese civilization was more advanced than the West’s, let alone that the gap was one of different eras. Thus, he was convinced the Chinese economy would encounter the same problems—and that given the larger scale of Chinese investment, the eventual crisis would be far more violent than America’s.  Louis disagreed. "The scale of Chinese construction provides an incredibly vast application scenario for advanced technology," he answered. "The New Chinese government clearly recognized this and formulated its policies accordingly. Quantitative change leads to qualitative change. I believe China may have achieved a breakthrough."  At this level, the discussion became one of personal opinion. Johnny chose not to press further and turned the topic to interview techniques. He was eager to understand the Chinese public’s view on the economy—specifically their thoughts on He Rui’s round of infrastructure development.  As a *Wall Street Journal* reporter, Johnny felt that merely interviewing people about their opinions of He Rui would be too tedious. One could guess the answer: given his contribution to China, he would inevitably receive the highest praise. In America, if a President had achieved even a fraction of what He Rui had, he would be hailed as the greatest in history without question.  Louis agreed with Johnny’s direction but offered a piece of advice: "I suggest you try to get a Chinese person to treat you to dinner. Otherwise, you’re unlikely to get much of a response."  Johnny knew Louis was also new to China, so he didn't take the seemingly strange advice too seriously. As a journalist, he knew that a source who offered a meal was easier to interview, but he felt the difficulty and potential trouble were too high. He preferred his usual method of finding interviewees through recommendations.  By 10:00 AM, both men had their plans for the day and set out separately. Before leaving, Louis pinned a pre-prepared French flag emblem to his left chest.  The emblem was large and aesthetically questionable, making it very prominent. Louis strode down the streets amidst curious stares and whispered comments, taking photographs of everything he deemed valuable.  By noon, as he was looking for a place to eat, he heard someone at the door of a passing restaurant say, "A Frenchman? Is that a Frenchman?"  Louis stopped and smiled at the man, who appeared to be in his fifties. "That's right, I am French." He pointed to the emblem on his chest. "You're not mistaken; this is our national flag."  Embarrassed at being caught talking behind someone's back, the man laughed. "Have you eaten yet?"  Louis had never been to China, but he had studied the culture diligently. His wife held bachelor's degrees in both French and Chinese from the University of Paris. A conversation of this level was well within his capabilities.  The man was momentarily taken aback, then chuckled. "Heh. Let me treat you to lunch."  "Thank you very much," Louis replied without hesitation, stepping into the mutton shop. He didn't sit down immediately but went to the counter and bought a bottle of "Naked Fenjiu." His wife had told him that this was known as "ration liquor" in China. France, with its high alcohol consumption, had a similar concept.  Returning to the table, Louis opened the bottle and said frankly to the old man, "Let's drink this. I like this one."  The man studied Louis, the wariness in his eyes fading significantly. He smiled. "The mutton head meat here is delicious—it’s quite aromatic, though I don't know if you'll be able to handle it."  Louis laughed. "I've never tried it, but if you say so, it must be good. I'd like to try it."  Seeing that Louis was a good sport, the man turned to the owner and shouted, "One whole mutton head!"
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In culinary terms, "aromatic" often translates to "greasy." But in 1945, with oil and fat in short supply for people everywhere, a whole mutton head was exactly what was needed. Louis and the old gentleman, whose name was Ma Zheyuan, ate and drank with great relish.  "Uncle Ma, has your family bought a house yet?" Louis asked.  "My son is a middle school graduate, and my grandson is still in primary school. We haven't had that kind of luck yet," Ma replied. He clinked his glass against Louis’s. "But my cousin’s son joined the army. He bought a house in Xi'an and works at a machinery plant there."  Louis took a sip of the liquor, feeling the potent kick. Tearing off a strip of meat from the mutton head, he asked, "When Chairman He sent everyone to war, did the people not feel worried?"  "How could the Chairman’s words be wrong!" Ma’s eyes widened. "Chairman He was always on our side. Besides, if you want to join the army and fight, the government has to pick reliable people. They don’t want those who are just trying to dodge work or hide their past!"  Louis’s wife had explained the definition of "upstanding sons" (良家子) to him. In Louis’s understanding, the French equivalent would be a skilled technician in Paris with his own property. While some such men might join the military, they were rarely eager to fight. But from Uncle Ma’s description, the Chinese military *only* accepted such men, showing little interest in those from lower backgrounds.  This realization didn't make Louis think the Chinese government was overly picky; rather, it gave him a clearer sense of China's terrifying strength. Social resources that other nations only tapped into when they reached their wits' end were being utilized with maximum efficiency by the Chinese state.  In France, the inefficiency and incompetence of the government meant human resources were handled crudely. The state either arrogantly sent those it deemed "valueless" to the front as cannon fodder or, in a panic, sent high-value citizens to their deaths.  As the meal progressed and the alcohol took hold, Uncle Ma became more talkative. "Little brother, I was originally worried that with Chairman He gone, China might slide back to the way it was. Those were days no human should have to live through. But now I think... *hic*... now I think it won't happen. You’d have to be a special kind of failure to screw up the Chairman’s legacy. They don't have to do anything new; as long as they don't change the current system... *hic*..."  Louis, too, was feeling a bit lightheaded from the Fenjiu. He hadn't taken out his notebook to record anything; instead, he was simply absorbing the mood of the ordinary Chinese people. The French had little trust in their government, and the French elite expected little support from the public. Consequently, the French people hadn't felt they possessed a "national commander" in over a hundred years.  China had possessed such a commander for the past thirty years—a fact Louis envied. In French history, such leaders never met a good end. Louis was curious about how the Chinese public viewed He Rui, a man who had not only completed the conquest of the world during his life but also achieved the great feat of a smooth transition of power.  To Louis’s surprise, the primary sentiment among the public was one of "not being afraid." As a political science graduate, Louis believed there was no greater achievement than eliminating a people's fear and anxiety. In this cruel world, peace, stability, and development were scarce social commodities. Eliminating a people's fear of the future was a political luxury.  Driven by the alcohol, Louis asked a question that would have been unthinkable in France. Given the nature of French politicians, such a question would have been ridiculous—asking it would have been an invitation to self-ridicule.  "Uncle, do you love Chairman He?" Louis asked.  Uncle Ma was taken aback. It was clear the thought had never crossed his mind. After a moment, he answered hesitantly, "The Chairman was so good to us... I don't think that's the right word."  He pondered for another moment before answering definitively: "I think the Chairman was right when he said it. He was one of us."  Ma’s eyes brightened as he nodded emphatically. "That’s it! He was one of us!"  Louis felt as if something had struck him to the core. To describe a leader as "one of us" was the highest possible praise. In Louis’s estimation, He Rui had cost the Chinese people millions of casualties. From the war with Japan in the Northeast to the land revolution, China had likely lost millions of lives under his leadership, with millions more left permanently disabled.  By European standards, this was far beyond the limit of public endurance. When a people sacrifice so much for a leader, they inevitably develop a sense of exhaustion, even loathing. Yet after He Rui’s death, the people considered him "one of us." This meant that everything he had achieved was recognized by the people as their own. They didn't see themselves as sacrificing for He Rui, but as paying a massive price for their own interests.  As a student of politics, Louis felt nothing but envy and admiration.  Just then, the restaurant’s radio blared with the voice of an announcer: "Citizens, a special announcement. A national memorial service will be held on April 2nd. The service will be broadcast nationwide. Furthermore, all entertainment activities will be suspended for three days starting March 31st.  "In light of the current circumstances, National Chairman Li Runshi has composed a poem to express his thoughts:  *Over the world, wind and rain rise in a yellowing dusk,* *Ten million heroes steady the world.* *The dragon and tiger now occupy a land better than of old,* *Heaven and earth are overturned in a heroic surge.* *We should pursue the fleeing enemy with our remaining courage,* *And not seek fame by imitating the Hegemon King.* *If Heaven had feelings, it too would grow old,* *The true path of man is one of great change.*"  Louis’s wife, a Chinese major, had not quite imparted enough knowledge for him to understand the poem by ear alone. Yet, upon hearing the final line, he felt a sudden, profound sense of sorrow. His nose stung, and he found his eyes brimming with tears.  While Louis was immersing himself in local sentiment, Johnny was taking a more investigative approach. Though some were willing to be interviewed, they were visibly wary. Johnny had spoken with three Chinese subjects, none of whom believed they would be unable to repay their debts. A large portion of those purchasing new homes were veterans. The state had specific policies for them, including job placement and ultra-low mortgage rates of around three percent.  When the subject turned to He Rui, the interviewees became even more cautious. The war was not yet over, and the West was still considered the enemy. Most were initially unwilling to discuss their personal views of the late Chairman with a Western journalist.  Johnny promised he would hide their identities and ensure they faced no trouble. The tactic failed. Every person he approached stated they were unwilling to talk to a foreign reporter.  Fortunately, Johnny possessed a dogged persistence. He tried to understand *why* they refused.  China was no longer a stranger to foreigners, and the subjects spoke frankly: "We are still enemy nations. We do not believe your reporting will be fair or accurate."  Hearing the same answer from all three, a frustrated Johnny decided to head to the countryside. Even if the farmers wouldn't provide high-level analysis, seeing their lives would add depth to his report.  Yinchuan was in the Chinese West. Looking at the yellow landscape, Johnny was reminded of many regions in the American Midwest. Since the 1930s, the Great Plains had been plagued by constant disasters—much of it weather-related, but much of it man-made.  Unchecked cultivation had devastated the vegetation of the Great Plains, leading to the terrifying "Black Blizzards." The US was already a disaster zone for tornadoes; when the dust storms rose, they stripped inches of topsoil from the earth, turning the sky black as if the end of the world had arrived.  But when Johnny reached the rural areas near Yinchuan, he was stunned by what he saw up close. The Chinese Northwest was supposed to be arid; the yellow should have been the color of bare soil. Yet as he looked closer, he saw the truth of the yellow landscape. It was the color of continuous, dried vegetation. The supposedly water-starved Northwest was, in fact, carpeted in greenery.  Meanwhile, Li Runshi was also reviewing reports. He Rui’s final days had not been spent in quiet retirement or waiting for the end. In his final months, he had maintained a high-frequency, high-density contact with China’s various scientific teams.  Li Runshi had personally seen that in fields ranging from aerospace to chip technology, the research teams had received their technical directions and key points from He Rui himself.  Learning of He Rui’s final technical contributions made Li want to weep. To many, a leader providing technical direction seemed like a hollow gesture to gain fame. But Li knew how ridiculous that thought was. R&D carried enormous risks. Given He Rui's status, he had no need for the "political benefits" of the technical field.  In fact, providing technical direction was a drain on his political prestige. To risk one's prestige on a technical failure was political suicide.  Yet looking at the directions He Rui had provided, they were almost all centered on environmental protection. For a politician, this was an even greater gamble—staking everything on a long-term vision.  He Rui had even boldly pointed out the periodic fluctuations of climate change. He believed that since 1930, global temperatures had entered a warming phase that would likely peak in 1960.  Rising temperatures would inevitably lead to a surge in extreme weather events. The interaction between northern high pressure and southern sub-high pressure would create massive rainfall and droughts in the basins between the Yellow and Yangtze rivers.  Thus, He Rui had proposed taking advantage of the increased moisture moving north to clear the Huai River and initiate super-projects to restore massive lakes between the Huai and the Yellow.  Simultaneously, he called for large-scale reforestation in the Northwest, to be coordinated with the development of new energy sources like solar power. Once solar technology broke through its bottlenecks, it would have a vast space for future growth.  Beyond these theoretical guidelines, He Rui had also provided directions for new industries: solar energy, large-scale cheap seawater smelting, and utilizing coal to produce natural gas, methanol, and hydrogen.  Li Runshi felt his own knowledge in these areas was weak. He could understand the simpler technical points, but under He Rui’s pen, the "simple" was anything but.  He Rui was adamantly opposed to reclaiming land from lakes for farming. He demanded the full restoration of the lakes and radically proposed returning the Yellow River to its Han Dynasty course—where the river and the "Bian Canal" existed simultaneously. He even wanted the northern course of the Yellow River restored to its Zhou Dynasty path, hugging the Yan Mountains.  In the north, he sought to restore the Jiluze marshes and the Liangshan marshes. In the south, he prioritized the restoration of the ancient Yunmengze marsh to alleviate the pressure of the Yangtze’s flooding.  *Yunmengze*—a name filled with mystical charm. The modern Jianghan Plain had once been a vast wetland of numerous lakes. Whenever the Yangtze flooded, the waters would pour into Yunmengze, sparing the middle and lower reaches from the full brunt of the deluge. Today, only a few scattered lakes remained of that magnificent wetland.  He Rui’s plans seemed impossibly radical to Li Runshi. He wanted to dredge Yunmengze and many other Yangtze basin lakes into deep-water reservoirs. With such capacity for storage, the Yangtze basin could be managed with human precision, becoming a new "Land of Abundance."  But from the perspective of earthwork alone, this plan seemed like an impossible task for present-day China. Furthermore, He Rui’s opposition to land reclamation meant destroying existing fields to return them to the lake. Li Runshi felt an instinctive resistance to this.  Although China currently enjoyed a plentiful grain supply through foreign trade, the idea of "destroying fields" stirred a visceral opposition in his body.  Nevertheless, Li suppressed his discomfort. He decided not to reject the ideas yet, but to focus on the immediate issues.  The greatest problem facing China was the final resolution of the war in Europe. Only two nations remained determined to fight to the end. One was Nazi Germany, born of populism and possessing a broad public base. The German public refused to accept defeat, believing that by fighting on, they might change something.  Li Runshi had to destroy the Nazi regime completely. To do so was not only to carry the revolution through to the end but also a test for his own government. He Rui’s achievements were too numerous to list, but the deepest impression he had left on the Chinese people was that of an unshakeable "strongman." As his successor, Li could not afford to leave the people with an impression of being "soft."  If Li were seen as weak, his political career would suffer a devastating blow.  Beyond Germany, the tiny nation of Belgium was displaying an indescribable "lone courage." As a nation that had gained windfall benefits from the European colonial wave, the Belgians could not deny their past. To do so would leave them with nothing.  Thus, this minuscule nation had managed to organize an army of three million, including female soldiers, and was prepared to fight the WPLA to the last.  The Military Commission’s analytical department had yielded a result that stunned Li: their models predicted that Belgium would suffer over 1.8 million military casualties in a head-on clash. In the most extreme assessment, 1.8 million would die.  If Belgium truly lost that many men, the country would not perish, but it would take thirty years or more to recover.  Li Runshi had no interest in killing so many people. But in the face of destruction, the Belgians had shown no flexibility in switching sides; instead, they had publicly declared they would fight to the last person.  The so-called "flexibility" of the Belgians was an eye-opener for Li!  While he did not wish to annihilate them, the situation was another test of his resolve. To the Chinese public, if Belgium had stated that the death of its entire population was acceptable, then China should let them die.  Until the Belgians took the initiative to surrender, any decision by Li to spare them would be interpreted as "weakness."  Had He Rui still been alive, Li could have used political propaganda to reduce casualties. But He Rui was gone, and there was no one left to shield Li from the pressure.  Currently, not only did the Chinese military loathe Belgian arrogance, but the WPLA itself was seething with the desire to wipe Belgium from the map.  These pressures left Li in a passive position. He was still in a "probationary period"; his political prestige was enough to order the army to win the war, but it was not yet enough to allow him to forgive an enemy that resisted to the end.  Ultimately, he could only hope the Belgians were not as stubborn as the legends claimed, and that they would surrender after receiving a heavy enough blow.  Many years later, when Li Runshi recalled the decisions he made at the start of his administration, he would sigh at his own "naivety." He would realize he had been young, lacking in insight into the world. Had he been willing to pay the price to replace the attacking WPLA units with the regular Chinese Army, many things would have turned out differently.  But in late March 1945, beyond discussing the future world order with visiting heads of state, Li had to make decisions on economic development.  Just as he instinctively opposed the destruction of fields for lakes, he instinctively opposed any decision involving massive expenditures.  Whenever he felt this way, he would remind himself: He Rui seemed unrestrained in his spending, but the reason was simple. He knew that if the cost were not met, no matter how good the intention, the result would never be positive.  The price of building a new era was so vast that most people living through it subconsciously assumed it was controllable—that with good intentions, the goal could be reached at minimal cost.  Only those who were mistaken for "anti-social" or "anti-human" could reach an assessment of the cost that approached the truth.  In the military field, it was said that only the truly wise and the truly foolish understand strategy. The wise are forced to admit that only the strategic direction is consistent with objective law. The foolish never even imagine another path.  Both do the same thing: they cast aside their own emotions and ignore what is commonly called "humanity." They simply follow the objective laws of the time to execute a plan that accords with those laws.  Many criticized He Rui, both in life and in death. They called him treacherous, cunning, and cold-blooded. Yet these critics, intentionally or otherwise, overlooked one thing: He Rui was a pure man. His treachery, cunning, and coldness were merely manifestations of that purity in different environments.  If destroying Belgium were necessary to complete the cause of liberating humanity, He Rui would destroy it. He would not love the Belgians as fellow humans, nor would he hate them.  The destruction of Belgium would have nothing to do with the Belgians themselves, nor with He Rui’s personal feelings.
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Removing the brain and other perishable organs, performing cosmetic restoration, and then immersing the remains in a solution that would remain unchanged for a century—at the news of the steps required to preserve He Rui’s body in a crystal coffin, both of his wives suffered an emotional breakdown.  Yet no high-ranking official allowed the feelings of the two women to alter their decision. The people required a tangible source of consolation, and the state required it even more. In such a moment, all private emotions had to give way.  Li Runshi’s own feelings were indeed shaken, yet his reason acknowledged the necessity of the act. He could now understand why He Rui, in a separate letter to the Central Committee, had made no mention of his final arrangements. He Rui knew that the world at this stage was not yet so idyllic.  According to the Central Committee’s plan, the funeral procession and national memorial service were held on April 2nd. On this day, citizens across the country—even in the most remote villages—listened to the live broadcast on their village radios or watched the capital's ceremony on television.  The population of the capital had surged from six million to twelve million as millions more flocked from across the country and the world to participate. Over a million soldiers had been deployed to maintain order.  At 8:00 AM, the hearse carrying He Rui’s remains emerged from the funeral home. Within the crystal coffin, He Rui lay in eternal silence. At fifty-five, a man does not yet appear truly old; He Rui’s face was smooth and clean, devoid of significant wrinkles. His skin, rendered pale by the failure of his internal organs, only added to the solemnity of his features. With his pink lips and the long lashes of his closed eyes, he appeared even younger than he had in life.  The hearse moved with extreme deliberation, flanked by a guard of honor composed of hundreds of young soldiers, all at least 188 centimeters tall. They escorted the leader of China to his final destination with dedicated focus, their majestic bearing a perfect match for the gravity of the hour.  The ten-lane Renmin Road was lined with broad sidewalks, occupied by the millions who had come to see him off. A forest of national, party, and military flags stood alongside the banners of foreign delegations and civic organizations, all held in silent tribute to He Rui.  Though some wailed in grief, most were enveloped in a mood of profound solemnity. During He Rui’s life, China had been saved. Not only China, but colonies across the globe had achieved liberation from the rule of colonialism. Thus, most of those present felt no piercing tragedy; their expectations of He Rui had been fulfilled, and to weep too loudly felt almost out of place.  Surrounded by a sea of flowers, the crystal coffin moved slowly down Renmin Road.  Seated within the open-topped hearse were Wu Youping, Xu Chengfeng, and a few others—the oldest comrades who had followed He Rui into revolution from the start. They had requested to personally serve as pallbearers. No one contested them; only they were deemed fit for such a privilege.  The pallbearers did not wear traditional mourning white. For the state, He Rui’s private identity had long been suppressed; private attire was deemed inappropriate for the occasion.  Former Premier Wu Youping glanced back periodically at He Rui in his coffin. In 1915, he had felt that He Rui was a man who radiated light among the masses—wherever he was, he was the center.  He still felt that way now. Everyone here was here for He Rui. To reduce the strain on public order, the government had not actually hoped for so many people to attend, yet millions still lined the streets.  People scattered flowers before the convoy. It was not yet the season for blooming in Henan in March, so the flowers had been sent from the southern provinces. Some off-season varieties had even been flown in from the Southern Hemisphere.  The scent of jasmine, osmanthus, and lilies filled the air. The petals carpeted the streets, crushed under the wheels of hundreds of vehicles, yet no one paid it any mind.  Those within the funeral cortege had no thoughts of flowers. Wu Youping looked back at the coffin once more and suddenly burst into tears. Wiping his eyes, he spoke to Marshal Xu Chengfeng, who sat beside him in a crisp uniform: "Marshal Xu, if it weren't for the fact that we'll be able to see the Chairman again in the future, I would never have allowed him to be interred so quickly."  Xu Chengfeng knew that Wu had kept vigil by the coffin almost every day, a fact he envied. Having resigned all his posts, Wu could do as he pleased; Xu, however, still had the work of the Military Commission to complete. The war was in its final act, but it was not yet over. In these closing stages, there could be no room for error.  "Premier, once the war ends, we’ll go with Xiushan and Ruofan to visit him. They didn't make it back in time for the Chairman to personally review the troops returning with them. I can’t imagine how they must feel right now," Xu said, his own tears beginning to fall.  Seeing the high officials in the hearse weeping, the crowds on the sidelines were overcome with sorrow and began to cry as well.  Even the common people had pinned many of their hopes on He Rui. The vast majority of those hopes had been met through policy and systemic change during his life.  A good life, a future filled with hope—even if achieving them required great effort from everyone, those expectations had not been in vain. Thus, the people were there out of a genuine desire to see him off, not mere curiosity.  Most did not yet fully grasp that an entire era had ended with He Rui's death, yet they felt an irresistible compulsion to be there.  The convoy moved steadily past one mourning square after another.  Realizing that He Rui was truly departing from them, someone in the crowd suddenly began to sing: "The five-star red flag flutters in the wind, the song of victory rings so bright. Sing for our beloved motherland, moving from now toward prosperity and strength."  The rhythm of the song was upbeat, normally unsuitable for a funeral. Yet at this moment, the people felt no discord. Once one started, others followed, and soon the air was filled with the chorus of "Ode to the Motherland."  "...Over the mountains, over the plains, Across the surging Yellow and Yangtze rivers. The vast and beautiful land Is our beloved home. The heroic people have stood up, We are united, fraternal, and as strong as steel..."  Had the funeral been held immediately after his death, the people would have been immersed in shock and grief. But it had been over twenty days; the "Third Seven" had passed. As the public reflected on He Rui’s life, they found a man who had lived with a clear conscience and no regrets. His life's pursuit was perfectly mirrored in the lyrics of the "Ode."  Even those who did not consciously realize this felt a resonance with the words and joined in the singing.  Wu Youping, on the hearse, was initially indifferent to the singing, but soon he too began to hum along: "...We are industrious, we are brave, Independence and freedom are our ideals. How many hardships have we overcome To achieve today's liberation? We love peace, We love our home, If anyone dares to invade us, we shall call for their destruction."  Li Runshi and the other idealists in the following vehicles also found themselves emerging from their heavy grief. As He Rui’s comrades, they felt his departure was a tragedy, yet his life was anything but sad.  Status and power were as fleeting as smoke, but He Rui had truly left his mark on Chinese and world history. This mark would become the history that carried China forward. As long as Chinese civilization existed, He Rui would never be erased; he would live on in its story.  Among the sea of people were many foreign journalists. To a man, they were staggered by what they saw. Many had witnessed traditional Chinese funerals before—the wailing and frantic grief of the families had always struck them as a somewhat performative display of sorrow.  What they saw now was entirely different. The people were sad, yet they were not despondent. The collective singing of the "Ode" gave the funeral an air of vibrant vitality. It caused an inexplicable tremor in the hearts of the Western reporters.  The West had long considered He Rui a great man, but this funeral made the journalists feel that the Chinese people were truly great. They did not place their destiny in the hands of a single great leader; instead, they bound their destiny to that of their motherland. There were no greater people than these.  After the interment, the millions of mourners converged on People's Square. From the rostrum, Li Runshi addressed the millions in the square, the 700 million in China, and the 80 percent of the world’s population his voice reached. His voice was steady and rhythmic as he spoke: "Let the reactionaries at home and abroad tremble before us! Let them say we are capable of neither this nor that! The unyielding efforts of the Chinese people will steadily reach their goal.  "Eternal glory to the people's heroes who sacrificed their lives in the People’s War of Liberation and the People’s Revolution!  "Long live the People's Republic of China! Long live the great unity of the world's people!"  The journalists felt the emotions of the millions in the square being struck by this heroic oration. The red flags that had been lowered were hoisted high once again and began to wave. No one cheered, yet no one remained sunken in grief. At this moment, as the wordless emotion seemed to reach its peak, Li Runshi’s voice echoed across the vast square:  "Long live the people! Long live the people! Long live the people!"  That day, every foreign journalist in the square found themselves shivering. For some, it was a tremor of intense joy; for others, it was a suffocating touch of terror.  On April 3, 1945, the day after He Rui’s funeral, an article penned by Li Runshi appeared on the front page of the National Daily: "Carry the Revolution Through to the End."  It was also on this day that the World People's Liberation Army, having completed its emotional reconstruction, resumed its full offensive. The first to face its wrath was Belgium.  WPLA landing forces set out from liberated Britain, shielded by a formidable air and naval presence, and struck the Belgian coast. The final campaign of the Second World War had at last begun.
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Morocco served as the current headquarters for the General Logistics Department of the World People's Liberation Army. Marshal Cheng Ruofan, the Director of General Logistics, was presiding over an internal meeting concerning supply and disposal. As everyone in attendance was a Chinese officer, the atmosphere was particularly somber.  Not a single trace of a smile touched Cheng Ruofan’s face. Every task, every report, seemed to trigger memories of He Rui, and with those memories came waves of uncontrollable pain.  Nevertheless, Cheng pushed forward with the pre-arranged work. His voice was low as he asked, "I have reviewed the latest equipment plan. You wish to utilize European laborers. Is anyone prepared to take direct responsibility for any issues that may arise?"  The officers exchanged glances but remained silent. As the war entered this final phase, the WPLA General Logistics Department was forced to confront the problem of the organization’s eventual dissolution—adhering to He Rui’s definition that the WPLA was not a permanent entity.  Joining forces is easy; parting ways is far harder. If the dissolution were handled crudely, former partners could instantly become rivals. He Rui’s goal was to disband the WPLA, not to see it fragment into competing factions.  Cheng Ruofan, however, was not tasked with these high-level political considerations. His responsibility was technical. Since the outbreak of the war, He Rui had been extremely restrained in approving military production plans. Even so, China had manufactured 300,000 propeller fighters along with their necessary components.  Excluding those shot down or scrapped due to service life, China still possessed 120,000 propeller aircraft. Maintaining such a vast fleet was an enormous drain on resources, requiring daily upkeep. Consequently, the General Logistics Department of the Chinese National Defense Forces hoped that the WPLA’s logistics arm under Cheng Ruofan could help "consume" this surplus.  One proposal from the WPLA logistics team was to establish maintenance plants in Europe. Using local labor, they would dismantle aircraft reaching the end of their service life and use the salvaged parts to maintain the active fleet.  He Rui’s grasp of the war's timeline had been characteristically precise; the last dedicated components for these 120,000 fighters had been manufactured at the end of 1942. Thinking of this, Cheng Ruofan felt another pang of sorrow.  He forced himself to focus and issued the orders: "Instruct Italy and Spain to immediately organize enterprises to participate in the bidding for the dismantling work. For other liberated European nations, conduct tenders based on available intelligence and categorize the participating firms. For those only capable of basic dismantling, we shall send our own personnel to handle the more precision-oriented tasks."  With that concluded, Cheng adjourned the meeting and walked out alone.  Morocco is a North African nation on the western edge of the Mediterranean. Stepping out of the WPLA Logistics office, which was situated on a slight elevation, one could see the brightly painted houses of the capital, Rabat.  Although Morocco was not a desert nation, rainfall was scarce. The relatively dry climate meant the paint on the walls did not easily fade. At some point, the citizens had begun using a riot of vivid colors for their homes. From a distance, the multicolored buildings created a city scape that resembled something out of a fairy tale.  Cheng Ruofan stared at the exotic scenery for a while before he managed to suppress his grief. Being on active duty abroad meant he had missed seeing He Rui one last time, and he had even been unable to attend the funeral. It was a source of profound regret. Although he knew he had to remain calm and return to work with maximum efficiency, he found himself repeatedly unable to do so. The harder he tried, the more the pain seemed to redouble.  Just then, a flight of fighters roared overhead. Somehow, the sight seemed to clear his mind. He returned to his office immediately and drafted a telegram to the capital. In it, he made no attempt to gloss over his condition, but frankly admitted that he was currently emotionally unstable and unable to work at full capacity. He requested that the Military Commission send someone to replace him.  In ordinary times, such a telegram—even from Cheng Ruofan—would have invited severe criticism. But no one dared criticize him now. Everyone was aware of the depth of Cheng’s feelings for He Rui; it would have been more surprising if he *had* been able to continue as if nothing had happened.  Thus, the telegram was forwarded directly to the Chairman of the Military Commission, Li Runshi. After reading it, Li felt that someone was trying to test him. In the old days, such an emotional display would be labeled "loyalty," and one would engage in the ritualized game of "three refusals and three invitations."  Li Runshi had no interest in such games. He replied to Cheng immediately and directly: "...Our forces must resolve the European campaign as quickly as possible at this stage. The sooner the war ends, the less pain it will cause. Therefore, I ask Comrade Cheng Ruofan to do his utmost to set aside his emotions and remain at his post. If you truly find it impossible to control your state of mind, then please identify a comrade to temporarily take over your command so that the work does not cease..."  Finishing the order, Li let out a sigh. The world was watching for the impact of He Rui’s passing. If China could not maintain its stability and strength, it would invite many unfavorable shifts. But since it was impossible for no problems to arise, Li could only hope they wouldn't become unmanageable.  Had Li known the current state of the Belgian army, he might have felt differently.  Britain and Belgium were neighbors. Before the First World War, the two had signed a secret treaty because of their proximity. If Germany occupied Belgium, it could utilize the Belgian ports to launch a landing in Britain.  Now, the Belgian army was suffering a level of bombardment they had never experienced. While German industry was capable of producing jet fighters, Belgium possessed no such capacity. Consequently, the skies over Belgium were filled with Chinese propeller aircraft. In this "low-intensity" theater, propeller planes were actually more cost-effective.  Over the heads of the Belgian army, more than ten thousand fighters conducted non-stop strafing and bombing runs. This total air superiority not only caused massive casualties but also paralyzed Belgian movement. If an army is shattered while on the march, it loses all strategic value beyond static defense. Virtually the entire Belgian military was now in such a state.  Within both the regular Chinese Army and the WPLA, many had developed a visceral loathing for Belgium after hearing their government’s vow to "fight to the last man." Many felt the impulse to simply wipe the Belgians out entirely. However, military science demanded a more rational approach. Even if the goal were to annihilate all three million Belgian soldiers, the most efficient method was to cut their supply lines and encircle them. Only after they officially refused a surrender would one employ total fire coverage.  A hot-headed, direct assault was seen as inefficient and unwise.  To maintain ten thousand aircraft in constant attack required a pool of pilots three times that number—roughly forty thousand—and a fleet of around thirty thousand planes.  During his life, He Rui had transferred China’s domestic propeller fleet to the African and European theaters of the WPLA, partly to consume the aging equipment. This transfer had indeed boosted the WPLA’s combat power to the point where it could satisfy such high-intensity operations.  However, the consumption of spare parts was staggering, and the demand had exhausted the supply of dedicated components. Parts now had to be stripped from aircraft that were grounded for various reasons and fitted onto active planes.  This work had already begun, initially handled by the WPLA’s own logistics plants. But with many WPLA members returning to their home countries and the number of Chinese personnel decreasing, they had opened the work to tenders in liberated European nations near the combat zone.  King Leopold III of Belgium was unaware of this until April 4th, when the Belgian Ambassador to the Netherlands urgently contacted the cabinet. He reported that Royal Dutch Shell had successfully secured a contract to dismantle Chinese fighters and supply the parts to the fleet currently bombing the Belgian army.  The cabinet members were silent; they didn't know what to say. In Europe, the Netherlands was synonymous with "吝啬"—stinginess or extreme pragmatism. This translated into an obsession with acquiring wealth. In this regard, the Dutch had a history of providing loans to Britain to fund the English war against the Netherlands itself.  That the Dutch would sell out Belgium now was hardly a surprise. Thus, the cabinet members hesitated to even begin cursing their neighbors.  Recrimination was useless anyway. While the cabinet members came from different backgrounds and held varying positions, they all shared one thing in common: their ancestors had participated in the colonial crimes in Africa. In present-day Belgium, finding a citizen entirely untouched by the legacy of colonial sin was a difficult task.  Ultimately, no one raised the subject of surrender. The cabinet reached a decision: appeal to Nazi Germany for aid. They hoped Hitler would invade the Netherlands to "show those European traitors some color" (给颜色看看).  When the WPLA intercepted this intelligence, the translators were astonished to find that the Belgian government had literally used the phrase "show them some color." This was a quintessentially Chinese idiom that had first become popular in the English-speaking world before being adopted by the Belgians.  Seeing the sheer reach of Chinese influence, the translators found it quite incredible.
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Tanks rumbled forward, but across the Belgian positions, the thunder of artillery had fallen silent. It wasn't that the Belgians had run out of shells; rather, their artillery batteries had been blasted to smithereens by low-flying propeller fighters.  Watching the tanks approach, the Belgian division commander in charge of the sector set down the telephone. His staff watched him with a mix of tension and hope. The commander’s face was etched with despondency as he spoke: "The High Command forbids us from surrendering. We must fight to the end."  The staff officers slumped in resignation. As Belgians, they truly did not know how to execute an order that guaranteed their own destruction.  But then the commander added, "Prepare the banners. I will go to the front myself."  In the Chinese capital, Li Runshi was following the progress of the war in Belgium. Even a man like He Rui—who had styled himself an anti-human, anti-social madman—believed that China needed to build a global order, and massacre was no part of that order.  King Leopold III of Belgium was also prepared to intervene in the battle at any moment. But fortune was not on his side. Although his Foreign Minister and two undersecretaries had reached France, Switzerland, and Italy, they brought back no news of a Chinese political concession.  As Black armies bypassed and encircled his forces, breaking the Belgian lines on the plains and annihilating vast numbers of troops, Leopold felt his head spinning. He could not believe that China truly cared nothing for Belgium.  In the eyes of the Belgian elite led by Leopold, their desperate resistance might stir a sense of solidarity in France and Italy—especially France. France had suffered immense colonial losses, and domestic sentiment was bitter. This was why France had not yet officially joined the Chinese camp.  But things went unexpectedly awry. No matter how hard the Belgians fought, and despite their diplomatic efforts across Europe, they could not even secure a meeting with the Chinese ambassadors in France, Italy, or Switzerland.  The vanguard of the World People's Liberation Army was the 88th Army. Since entering the European theater, the WPLA's composition had changed significantly. Many European comrades had returned to serve in their own national armies after liberation, replacing the old structures. Consequently, the proportion of Asian and African personnel in the WPLA was higher than ever.  The lead units, composed primarily of Black soldiers, encountered a group of Belgian soldiers displaying white markings. Their first instinct was not to blast them to pieces. Not long before, other Belgian soldiers had approached under a white flag, requesting a temporary ceasefire to communicate.  These Black officers and men had fought many battles against white European armies, and the current theater no longer stirred their fighting spirit. While the reasons were unclear, the performance of their opponents was certainly different.  Before long, a group of Belgian soldiers appeared before the offensive lines, holding banners that read "We Will Never Surrender" in Dutch, French, and German.  The commanding officer was a Chinese Colonel who understood both French and German. Seeing the banners, he was momentarily nonplussed. *If you won't surrender, what are you doing here?*  The following dialogue ensued between the Colonel and the Belgian division commander:  "Are you truly not surrendering?"  "We will never surrender!"  "Since you won't surrender, why have you come here?"  "We have come to tell you that we will never surrender."  "...We understand. You may go back now."  "No, you do not understand. We will never surrender!"  "I truly do understand. You will never surrender."  "No, you *truly* do not understand. We will never surrender."  "...Are you... trying to tell me... that you *merely* won't surrender?"  "Exactly. We will never surrender."  The Chinese Colonel did not take the commander’s words at face value. However, he could understand something of the man’s predicament. The tradition of the Chinese Army was indeed to never surrender; thus, unless faced with extreme circumstances where the reality of the battle differed fundamentally from pre-war preparations, they would not recklessly fight to the last man.  It was just that such discrepancies had almost never occurred in the history of the Chinese military, giving the appearance that they fought every enemy to the end as a matter of course.  If an enemy were too strong for a frontal assault, the Chinese would immediately shift to mobile warfare, striking the flanks and logistics. They were never so foolish as to die in a static defense against an overwhelming force.  However, Belgium was a small nation, a mere 30,000 square kilometers—roughly 300 by 100 kilometers. At the WPLA’s current advance speed, 300 kilometers was a week’s work; 100 kilometers could be punched through in three days. In a nation with no operational depth, even the most skilled soldiers were severely limited.  After a moment’s thought, the Colonel asked, "Can you guarantee that you are *only* refusing to surrender? Because if that is the case, you are not our current objective."  "As soldiers of honor, since the High Command has ordered us never to surrender, we shall not," the commander replied helplessly. "As for anything else, we can only respond to the needs of the battlefield." There were nominally fifty full-strength Belgian infantry divisions; he was only one. Even if he could order his own unit to cease military operations, what of the other forty-nine? He could not imagine the choices his colleagues would make.  Ultimately, this Belgian division remained in its positions under the watchful eyes of the Black troops. The WPLA units bypassed them and continued toward their next objective.  However, the next Belgian commander had a very different interpretation of "never surrendering." Not only did they resist fiercely, but they deployed sniper units composed of expert marksmen to pick off WPLA infantry with precision.  When WPLA armored vehicles attempted a breakthrough, Belgian soldiers even charged them with satchel charges. Though they failed, they left a deep impression.  Interrogations of captured prisoners revealed that the unit ahead was part of the Belgian 3rd Legion. This was no ordinary formation; it was composed of Belgian fascists and their followers.  Belgium might be small, but it was not devoid of a public that identified with "grand narratives." These followers hoped Belgium could become part of a "great history." In the current European context, Fascism was undoubtedly the grandest of narratives.  The 3rd Legion had no interest in serving as cannon fodder for Nazi Germany—not until the WPLA arrived to "liberate" Europe. They believed they had finally found the chance to be part of Belgium’s great story.  Upholding the glory of colonialism, resisting the alien invader, becoming the saviors of the white world, the loyal knights... and so on.  Faced with such an obstinate and misguided enemy, the WPLA had but one choice. The unit immediately called for air support, requesting thermobaric coverage. When the request reached the High Command, they hesitated to make the call and forwarded it up the chain until it reached Li Runshi.  Li Runshi was silent after reading the report. As he had said: *If the line is wrong, the more knowledge one has, the more reactionary they become.*  A small nation like Belgium could never possess its own genuine grand narrative. To insist on one on home soil rather than joining the broader historical current was a fundamental error.  Li knew why the intelligence had been sent to him. Had He Rui still been alive, Cheng Ruofan likely would have made the decision himself, and He Rui would only have seen the report after the fact. Now, Li was being tested by those below him.  This was the nature of a management system: not only does the top test the bottom, but the bottom tests the top. On critical decisions, so long as no fundamental principle was at stake, whether Li’s choice earned the respect of his comrades would determine their support in future elections.  From a structural perspective, the transfer of power from He Rui to Li Runshi had been a masterpiece. But no event has only one side. Since power was subject to change through election, Li had to accept the constant supervision of his comrades, who could express their will through their ballots.  Li did not complain, for he believed even He Rui had been subject to the same reality. He Rui’s seemingly unshakeable position was built on overwhelming support. Had he been the one making the decision now, he too would have authorized the total annihilation of this 3rd Legion division.  Ultimately, Li Runshi reached his decision: "Annihilate the obstinate enemy!"  The effects of thermobaric coverage had been extensively tested in the Pacific; the result was not in doubt. When one grand narrative encounters another, the weaker side must bear the terrible weight of the consequence.  The units of the Belgian 3rd Legion had no time to grasp the nature of the conflict—a conflict far beyond their small nation’s comprehension. After all, Belgium had reaped disproportionate benefits during the colonial era and could not understand how heavy a genuine grand narrative truly was.  Fire covered an area of over ten square kilometers, utterly consuming the oxygen in the air. Deprived of air, the Belgian soldiers died in agony amidst the high heat in a matter of seconds.  The WPLA felt no shadow of guilt. Compared to the suffering of the colonial peoples, the entire population of Belgium amounted to less than a fraction of those who had been murdered under its rule.  Since the Belgians still clung to colonialism as their source of honor, they were destined to face the wrath of the liberated.  Across the blazing positions, the stench of charred flesh filled the air. The neighboring Belgian units, witnessing the true horror of war for the first time, were scared witless. Only one division commander managed to keep his composure long enough to call the rear command and ask what to do next.  The answer from the High Command was simple and cold: "We order you: Never surrender! Fight to the last man!"
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The order to "never surrender" had been issued by King Leopold III of Belgium. On the morning of April 6, 1945, representatives from the three main political parties—the Socialists, the Liberals, and the Communists—arrived at the Palace to ask the King if he would reconsider.  It had to be said that Leopold III was a handsome man. But his handsome features were set in a mask of indifference, matched by the coldness of his tone: "This matter has already received the consensus of the Belgian people. As King, I must stand with them."  "Your Majesty, as Head of State, you have an obligation to make correct judgments," the Socialist leader replied, his face grim.  Leopold looked at the three party leaders, all of whom appeared quite threatening, and let out a short, sharp laugh. "Heh."  At the sound of the King’s sneer, his guards tightened their grip on their weapons. These men knew they were likely to die in the coming days, but as Leopold had said, the decision to resist to the end was currently the consensus of the Belgian people.  The fact that Belgian colonial policies had caused the deaths of twenty million Black Congolese was not Chinese propaganda; it was the conclusion of an international commission of inquiry conducted by Western powers in 1905. Even Belgium itself had been forced to admit the primary facts.  Even after Belgium had been stripped of the ability to engage in direct, bloody plunder, the period from 1905 to 1940 had seen a continued regime of murder, looting, and torture in the Congo, leading to the deaths of another 3.9 million locals over those thirty-five years.  These bloody crimes had enriched the Belgian elite, but the ordinary Belgian people had also reaped the rewards. The Belgian Royal Family had deliberately utilized a portion of these ill-gotten gains to fund social security and welfare for the populace, effectively making every Belgian citizen an accomplice to the crimes of the upper class.  At the very least, the Belgian government had succeeded in making the people *believe* they were accomplices.  Thus, to trial Belgium for colonial crimes was, in their eyes, to trial the entire Belgian people. When Leopold’s government offered this explanation to the public, it was met with widespread agreement.  Had only the Royal Family been facing destruction, the public might have remained indifferent. But once the Chinese-led anti-colonial war achieved victory, all Belgians would be branded criminals—a label the vast majority of them truly refused to accept.  Even the Belgian Communists were mocked for their anti-colonial rhetoric, branded as "hypocrites who drink the blood of colonial slaves with one hand and preach anti-colonialism with the other."  Gazing at the party leaders who were threatening their King, and thinking of how they hoped to trade the reputation and safety of the Belgian people for their own political gain and "innocence," the Royal Guards stood ready to kill them at the slightest sign of hostility toward the monarch. Some guards were already contemplating taking matters into their own hands to remove these traitors.  Leopold knew perfectly well that Belgium lacked the strength to fight China to the bitter end. He addressed the three leaders: "The government’s stance is clear. Since Belgium no longer possesses colonies, we shall no longer seek ownership of them. As for the events of the past, the government expresses its regret on humanitarian grounds. The tragedies were not Belgium’s objective; they were merely tragedies.  "The government and the people have reached a consensus on this. On this basis, we are willing to engage in any peace negotiations with China."  The three leaders were left speechless. Everything Leopold said was true; the Parliament and the national plebiscite had confirmed these views. Belgium was a small nation; even after losing the vast Congo, the people had no intention of retaking it. In the referendum, they had even agreed to abandon Belgian investments in the Congo and across Africa. For the people, this represented a significant loss, as a portion of those investments funded their basic social services.  But such a loss, combined with some humanitarian compensation, was something the Belgian public could accept. To admit to *crimes* on top of that, however, was beyond their threshold of endurance.  Ultimately, the three leaders were forced to abandon their effort and departed in frustration. Outside the palace, they held a brief conference. All three agreed that to reduce public casualties, the army had to surrender.  But their influence within the military was minimal. The Belgian soldiers had not been tricked into fighting; they knew exactly what they were defending, and they were truly willing to defend it. "Do these men truly not know they are going to die?" the Communist Chairman asked.  The other two looked at him as if he were a fool. Of course they knew. But they had accepted the call to arms because to refuse meant open betrayal of the nation. No one could bear to be branded a traitor.  The Communist Chairman did not bother to explain further. He told his colleagues solemnly, "We will have our party members seize command where possible and lead their units to surrender. Our party believes this is the only way to save the Belgian people."  "Does China truly intend to create a hatred that will last a hundred years?" the Liberal leader asked uncertainly.  There was a rumor currently circulating within Belgium—no one knew its source, but most were eager to believe it.  The rumor held that since China proclaimed communism as its ideal, and since communism held that all people were equal and worthy of care, then China could not possibly bring itself to strike a truly crushing blow against a Belgian army that was merely defending its homeland. Mass casualties among the Belgians would prove that Chinese propaganda was a fraud, and their claim to be a communist state would collapse.  As party leaders, even if only of a small nation, the Socialist and Liberal chiefs did not truly believe this. Yet they found themselves *wanting* to believe it, much like the majority of the public.  The Belgians knew they would be defeated; they harbored no illusions of a miraculous reversal. But they felt that since they had been humbled to the point of no longer seeking victory, while the other side claimed to be fighting for noble ideals, then the other side ought to respect the Belgian will.  Seeing the two men lost in their fantasies, the Communist Chairman felt the urge to scream, but he held it back. He knew that the Belgian people truly believed they had already sacrificed enough. What they sought now was their final honor, nothing more. To prove them guilty by slaughtering millions seemed, indeed, an excessive price.  But for the Belgian Communist Party, the question of colonial guilt was a matter of principle. The WPLA had already sacrificed millions in the war for global liberation; they weren't seeking revenge, they were seeking to prove their principles were correct.  If Belgium were spared, every other nation could rightfully claim that the WPLA’s core philosophy was flawed, or at least incomplete. Thus, the WPLA was destined to crush the final Belgian resistance, even at the cost of a million Belgian lives.  Ultimately, the other two leaders agreed, somewhat reluctantly, to mobilize their members to seize command where possible. The Communist Chairman, trusting neither of them, returned to his headquarters and convened a meeting.  "...The weakness of the bourgeoisie lies in this: when a thorough revolution is required, they will prevaricate the moment the result is not the deal they expected. We cannot treat them as partners. We seek to save the Belgian people, and for that end, we are willing to endure the slanders and misunderstandings that follow. This is our duty!"  His words stirred the cadres in the room; many were moved to tears.  To the Chinese Civilization Party or the Soviet Party, such a display of self-sentiment would be labeled a classic symptom of "petty-bourgeois infantilism." Survival is a serious matter. Both China and the USSR had endured the harshest tests of existence. Compared to what they had faced, Belgium's predicament was nothing. Their choices were seen as little more than a "groan without an illness."  But the Belgians had never had the chance or the necessity to endure the trials of China or Russia. If a true catastrophe fell upon them, the only result of a total Belgian effort would likely be the near-extinction of the nation.  From the perspective of "choosing a general from among the cripples," however, the Belgian Communists had at least learned some basic principles. Thinking on the basis of materialist dialectics allowed them to reach relatively sound decisions.  Belgium was small. By April 7th, the party members had received their instructions. A portion of the Belgian Communists began to act. Fortunately, they had maintained contact with Belgian members of the WPLA, and finally managed to coordinate with the high command.  By April 8th, the Belgian army was categorized once more. Any unit containing Belgian Communist Party members was removed from the list for "destructive strikes." This meant that at least a third of the Belgian army escaped the fate of total annihilation.  But the Communist influence was limited; the other two-thirds remained on the list. Before the final strike, the report reached Li Runshi.  Reading the report, Li found his emotions fluctuating far more than he had anticipated. After the "erasure" of the 3rd Legion—regarded as a stubborn fascist military organization—the rest of the Belgian army had not given up. Even when beaten into a pitiable state under absolute inferiority, they fought on with valor. "Human bomb" attacks on tanks were constant, causing the WPLA offensive significant losses.  The reports indicated that while the infantry could still execute orders, a clear "war-weariness" had set in. This wasn't a refusal to fight, but rather a refusal to use the traditional methods that required personal sacrifice. The troops were now universally leaning toward using long-range fire to eliminate the enemy.  Traditionally, the WPLA's will to fight had been reliable. In North Africa, they had been brave enough to "fix bayonets to their artillery," engaging in fierce close combat to crush the German and British Afrika Korps.  But after the brutal offensive and the news of He Rui’s death, their will had been shaken. This instability allowed the Belgians to hide in their fortifications and utilize desperate raids to inflict greater losses on the WPLA.  As for the cause, the report suggested that He Rui's death had hit the WPLA harder than estimated. Li Runshi, however, more calmly concluded that a large reason was his own lack of courage to employ a tactic of total destruction against the Belgians. Or rather, when the Belgians displayed their desperate madness, Li had failed to inject greater courage into the WPLA.  Courage, or morale, is a subtle thing in war. If a unit believes it *must* pay a high price to win, it will accept that price. In the Pacific, the Sino-Japanese forces had paid a staggering price to seize islands, eventually exhausting the Anglo-American long-range deployment capacity.  In North America and North Africa, China and the WPLA had similarly used massed conventional combat to drain the reach of the US, Germany, and Britain.  Courage is not born from nothing; it requires a return. After He Rui’s death, Li found his assessment of the late Chairman becoming more objective. He had once thought He Rui’s stance on many issues was flawed; now, standing in his place, he realized it was his own perspective that had been limited.  What the people needed from He Rui was not to learn from him, but for him to bring them victory. Human needs were diverse—security, politics, economics—and society was far larger than any government. People’s needs covered every aspect of life.  He Rui had satisfied those needs—not one or two, but all of them. Whether it was what they could articulate or what they couldn't, or even what they hadn't yet realized, He Rui had fulfilled them in the process of achieving his goals.  The problem Li faced now was that he hoped to reduce casualties, but he had failed to make his comrades accept what kind of return would justify the massive price they were paying.  He Rui had been ruthless in war. In the campaign against Japan, any unit or individual guilty of war crimes was, upon capture, trialed and summarily executed. In the short term, he satisfied the people’s desire for revenge. In the medium term, no Japanese soldier dared commit another crime. In the long term, under a Chinese-led Asia, Japan had truly reflected on its ideology, acknowledged its crimes, and purged its own militarism.  This was the difference between He Rui and Li Runshi. Li believed people could be saved from their errors; He Rui never considered saving those whose errors had turned them into enemies. As He Rui had put it: "The cost is too high."  Having realized this, Li did not waver. He too was a man of resolve. Since the conditions allowed the WPLA to proceed without the need to unite with reactionaries, he issued a definitive order: "Inquire with every surrounded enemy unit. If they do not surrender, annihilate them!"  Receiving the order, the frontline officers and men, who had felt restrained for so long, finally felt their hands and feet freed. Even if the order had come late, they were not a soft people.  Thermobaric weapons were quickly in position, and the campaign to eliminate the Belgian reactionaries began. Surrender or die. Though the soldiers might feel a trace of sorrow for the brutality, it would not shake their determination to destroy colonialism once and for all.
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As every Belgian division was reduced to ash, the reports were delivered to Li Runshi. Originally, Li had not wished to involve himself in such minute detail, but during He Rui's life, he had inquired about the power of thermobaric weapons. He Rui had described the principles and combat effects of these mass-casualty weapons in a tone of eerie calm.  Initially, Li Runshi had felt nothing was amiss—until he personally visited the front. Beholding the scorched battlefields and the vast carpets of enemy remains that had been incinerated alongside their positions, his view of He Rui underwent a profound shift.  Because of his illness, He Rui had been unable to visit the front lines, leading many to assume he was unaware of the specific realities of the combat. Li Runshi now understood that He Rui had known exactly what was happening—better, perhaps, than most of the officers and men involved.  During the liberation of the British mainland, He Rui had still been alive. He had personally ordered the thermobaric saturation of the coastal defenses, annihilating over 300,000 British troops in one stroke. He had been fully aware of the consequences, and his decision had been made with absolute clarity of mind.  Possessing this realization, Li Runshi forced himself to monitor the Belgian campaign. When he had not understood the depth of He Rui’s awareness, he had felt he could leave the decisions to his comrades on the front. Now, understanding that He Rui’s silence had not been born of ignorance, Li required himself to watch the progress. It was his order; it was his duty to witness its execution.  Every report meant ten thousand Belgian soldiers had been turned to charcoal. Li bore the weight of this visualization until, at last, after the fourteenth battle report, the news he had been waiting for arrived: "The Belgian army has begun to accept surrender. According to our intercepts, the new orders from the Belgian Command no longer demand that units fight to the last man, but allow them to decide for themselves."  A long, pent-up breath escaped Li Runshi’s lungs. He asked for the exact count. "The fourteenth, Chairman," the secretary answered immediately.  Li had thought it was the fifteenth. Learning it was one less than he feared felt like a thousand-pound weight being lifted. One fewer attack meant twenty thousand lives spared from destruction. The objective had been achieved with only fourteen strikes and approximately 300,000 dead. Combined with the 200,000 lost in earlier engagements, the total Belgian casualties were 500,000—far less than the 1.8 million initially calculated by the Military Commission.  Yet Li did not dwell on the numbers. He simply issued his next order: "Inform all officers and men of the World People's Liberation Army: if they resolve the issue of Nazi Germany cleanly and efficiently, it is likely that no further large-scale campaigns will occur. Whether we can deter other nations with ill intent from entering the war depends on our performance in the coming battles! For the sake of peace, I ask our comrades to fight with valor!"  With that, Li Runshi rose and walked out of his office. Outside, the world was awash in the greenery of April. Zhengzhou was in full bloom, pulsating with life. Standing by a window, Li felt as if he could still see He Rui standing there, smoking—that thin figure, radiating a calm self-possession that betrayed nothing of the man who held the fate of tens of millions in his hand.  Li Runshi was a man of exuberant passion; he had always found He Rui too cold, even misanthropic. It wasn't how he thought a leader who liberated the world should look.  Now that the old friend was gone, Li found himself understanding many things he previously could not. It was precisely because he could decide the life or death of hundreds of thousands at any moment that He Rui had carried a burden Li once found unimaginable.  The greatest difference between the two lay in their perception of power. Li Runshi’s experience had taught him to strike the strong from a position of weakness; He Rui possessed an innate mindset of the strong striking the weak.  In hindsight, He Rui’s assessment of the balance between domestic and global forces had been correct. But at the time, no one would have placed China in a position of superiority, let alone possessed the capability to plan on the assumption of genuine Chinese dominance. Not even Li Runshi could do it then; he simply couldn't see where that power was to be unearthed.  Having personally ordered the destruction of 500,000 lives, Li looked at the window where He Rui had so often stood and felt a profound sympathy for the man’s loneliness. He Rui had not believed he could "save" the people, for he believed the people already possessed genuine power—even if much of that power was born of human greed and the evolutionary impulse for status.  Even Li Runshi had once regarded these views as merely "interesting ideas." But once He Rui had unearthed those forces, China’s potential became reality, culminating in the world before his eyes.  He initially reached for a cigarette but decided against it, returning to his desk. He was not a man bound by tradition; though he had inherited everything from He Rui, he had no intention of merely following his rules. He had his own views, his own cognitions. Even out of respect for He Rui, he intended to formulate policy according to his own philosophy, pushing China toward the path he believed in. This was what He Rui had expected. He Rui had indeed established many policies that led people to believe the current economic and social model was exactly what he wanted.  In reality, the status quo He Rui had built was designed to win the Second World War. Had he lived, he would have personally overseen a total transformation of the country. He had chosen Li Runshi because he believed the future Li chose was the one most beneficial to China.  Li did not believe that the debt of gratitude should cloud his political judgment, but his relationship with He Rui was that of a revolutionary comrade and close brother-in-arms. The expectations of a like-minded comrade were the greatest motivation for him to keep moving forward.  Currently, the situation he and He Rui had discussed had returned to a phase that Li could manage with cool-headedness. China lacked the strength to stop the Soviet offensive into Nazi Germany, so they had to consider where to draw the border between the Chinese and Soviet spheres of influence within German-controlled territory.  At the subsequent Military Commission meeting, no one raised the issue of Belgium. It was clear that the destruction of hundreds of thousands of lives weighed heavily on everyone. Even Bai Qi, who had buried 400,000 Zhao soldiers alive 2,200 years ago, had earned a dark reputation for it. Modern Chinese had no desire to take pride in such one-sided destruction.  The Commission skipped over Belgium and turned directly to Nazi Germany. Li Runshi shared his assessment: "Currently, Germany’s main strength is concentrated in the North, centered on Berlin. the Soviet Union is destined to engage in a brutal war with the Wehrmacht in that region. Our forces will strike from the West, through Belgium, and from the East, through Hungary, to converge on Southern Germany. In my view, our forces should enter Austria while avoiding Czechoslovakia as much as possible..."  As Li spoke, several members of the Commission felt a sense of familiarity. He Rui had also been in the habit of outlining the broad direction and key points before inviting questions.  The issue at hand was clear. Xu Chengfeng asked, "Chairman, do you intend to cede Czechoslovakia to the Soviets? Or have they already requested it?"  As he finished, Xu noticed looks of disdain on the faces of many of his colleagues. Zheng Silang even chuckled.  Li Runshi asked with a lighthearted air, "Comrade Silang, what are your thoughts?"  Zheng Silang, always direct, replied: "I’ve dealt with the Mongols and the Russians. They aren't as straightforward as Chengfeng here. In my view, the USSR has almost certainly already launched an offensive into Czechoslovakia. But they definitely won't touch Austria. They wouldn't dare. And the hallmark of their culture is to grab whatever they aren't afraid to take."  As if to prove Zheng’s point, the latest intelligence was delivered to the members. Sure enough, the Red Army had entered Czechoslovakia but had not sent a single soldier toward the Austrian border.  Even without Zheng’s analysis, the report proved that Li Runshi’s assumptions matched reality. Xu Chengfeng asked bluntly, "Czechoslovakia was the industrial heart of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Do we truly intend to let the Soviets control it?"  "If we give it to them, they won't be grateful," Li explained. "But if we don't, they will certainly hate us." He did not enjoy this game of imperialist maneuvering, but reality left him little choice.  Xu Chengfeng accepted the explanation, though he couldn't help but wonder how He Rui would have handled it. Still, he didn't think Li’s approach was flawed; He Rui had always been a master of "prioritizing the big and letting go of the small," avoiding strategic burdens for China.  Czechoslovakia was too far away; China's reach was limited. To force a presence there would be a losing proposition. Years ago, after the Japanese revolution, He Rui had simply built the East Asian Coal and Steel Community to develop the Japanese economy, rather than forcing Japan into absolute submission. To do the latter would have drained Chinese resources—something He Rui never did.  If he had done so with Japan, he would certainly not let China take on a strategic burden in Czechoslovakia.  Thinking of this, Xu asked, "In that case, should we be wary of France trying to fish in these troubled waters?"  The question turned everyone's eyes back to Li Runshi. It was indeed a major concern. Li answered readily: "France very much wants to, but its Parliament will never allow it."
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The work of a national leader is to make judgments on the country's broad direction. Many assume this is not a difficult task—after all, is it not simply making choices?  Yet, making correct judgments about the future is anything but easy. As the saying goes: "Know yourself and know your enemy, and you will never be defeated." Knowing one’s own capabilities and effectively organizing and deploying them is difficult enough. Understanding the situation of foreign powers and making correct projections is harder still.  The reason He Rui’s prestige was so absolute was that he possessed this dual knowledge to a degree far beyond the reach of most of his comrades. He led them according to his own perceptions, which sometimes felt to those following him like "a blind man riding a blind horse toward a deep pool at midnight."  Even the most outstanding of his comrades only reached an epiphany after the events had concluded, realizing: "So, that was it." Most required several debriefing sessions after the fact to even begin to grasp what had transpired.  And then, of course, there were those who never understood at all. They cared little for the substance of the events, concerning themselves only with the benefits success brought: power, status, and the rewards they felt they were entitled to as executors of his will. They were content to rest on their laurels—the very reason why "heroes of the revolution" so often became loathed in their later years.  Li Runshi understood this well. Thus, he explained his reasoning regarding France to his colleagues on the Military Commission. During his life, He Rui had never concealed his logic, his methodology, or his practice of analyzing specific problems individually. This was not for show, but to empower his comrades and the Chinese people through "knowledge diffusion," strengthening their individual initiative.  Only through the emergence of stronger comrades could the unfit be weeded out. Initially, Li had found He Rui’s approach ruthlessly cold. Now, however, he understood why He Rui had always accused him of being "too kind-hearted."  The current members of the Military Commission, having survived this constant process of selection, easily grasped Li’s reasoning. There were two reasons why the French Parliament refused to wade into the conflict against Germany.  The Vichy government, though established by major capitalists and reactionary capitulationists, had at least built a presidential system that appeared normal to other nations. The President was elected by the people and appointed the cabinet.  However, such a system appeared fundamentally abnormal to the French. French politics over the past few decades had been a chaotic mess, yet one consensus remained: the French political parties and the general political climate would not tolerate the emergence of another Napoleon.  To the French parties, a normal presidential system was synonymous with dictatorship—an evil order designed to oppress the people. Consequently, the Parliament was currently united in its opposition to the President.  In this atmosphere of confrontation, whenever the President moved to declare war on Germany, the Parliament stood firmly against him. Their excuses were easy to find: for instance, there was no reason for France to endure further casualties in a war.  The Parliament acted this way both internally and externally. Lacking the strength to overthrow the Vichy government on their own, they sought external intervention. At present, the only power capable of such a feat was China. Many French parties had attempted to contact China, hoping for He Rui’s support to dismantle the presidential system.  He Rui had ignored them. After his death, they turned to the Li Runshi government. While Li’s administration was highly experienced in driving out colonizers and establishing people's regimes, they had no experience—and saw no necessity—in overthrowing another nation’s legitimate government. Thus, they too rejected the French parties' overtures.  Spurned by China, the French parties could reach no consensus on cooperation with the Soviet Union either. They believed that Chinese operations in Europe required French support, and thus opposed any plan to dispatch troops against Germany as a way to maintain their leverage. This was why Li Runshi was confident the French Parliament would never approve an expedition.  To the Chinese, for whom a centralized government was a fundamental cultural pillar, the actions of the French Parliament looked suspiciously like treason.  Fortunately, the members of the Commission were well-traveled and sophisticated. After an effort to understand the situation, Xu Chengfeng sighed, "It feels like a child throwing a tantrum, doesn't it?"  The description resonated with the others. Li Runshi smiled. "Previously, when France's military strength was formidable, we called such behavior 'imperialist savagery and irrationality.' Now that our overall strength completely eclipses theirs, the same behavior looks like the petulant meddling of a child. In essence, there is no difference; it is simply the model inherent in their political tradition."  Most of the Commission members felt Li had hit the nail on the head. From this analytical perspective, the seemingly chaotic France became entirely manageable. The French parties thought that by not helping China, they could cause trouble for Beijing. China indeed disliked trouble, but its strength was now absolute. If they could resolve the issue without French aid, then the infighting among the French parties actually served to prevent further complications.  Seeing that a consensus had been reached, Li proceeded with further arrangements. China would continue to help Africa elevate its productivity, thereby significantly reducing the pressure on Chinese long-range logistics. Africa, in turn, would export materials to China, earning the funds to purchase Chinese industrial goods and services, creating a virtuous economic cycle.  After the Military Commission meeting, Li convened a high-level economic session of the State Council. He found his patience for economic work to be far inferior to He Rui’s. He Rui had been tireless when it came to economics; even the most tedious or ambiguous problems received a minute analysis and solution under his hand.  But Li felt himself lacking. For instance, in this meeting, he sought to finalize the internationalization of the Renminbi. Even though He Rui had laid out the broad direction long ago, Li found the actual implementation daunting.  Fortunately, he was not alone in his struggle. The Premier, the Vice Premiers, the Finance Minister, and the Governor of the Central Bank all felt the weight of the task.  These comrades possessed stellar resumes, yet little of their experience had been accumulated in an environment where the Chinese Yuan was a global currency. The Pound, the Dollar, the Franc—these were the world’s currencies. Compared to them, the Yuan was still in its infancy.  Li Runshi worked to suppress his internal anxiety, engaging his colleagues in analysis and discussion. By the time the session adjourned, he felt exhausted. Had he been making strategic or military judgments, he would have felt no fatigue, no matter the effort. He loved that field and possessed the capability for it.  Economics, however, was not his forte. As he sipped his tea, Li realized He Rui had never lied to him. During his life, He Rui had claimed to understand military affairs, politics, and economics. In his view, since the world was run by makeshift governments—a "choice of a general from among the cripples"—his economic capability ranked higher globally than his political skill, which in turn outranked his military skill.  When he first heard this, Li had thought He Rui was joking. Instinctively, everyone regarded He Rui as possessing a terrifying military genius.  Now, sitting in He Rui's chair, Li finally saw the truth. He Rui possessed world-class economic skill, which had allowed his government to build the powerful economic system that enabled China to win the Second World War.  If the Li Runshi government wished to build a New World Order, it had to possess the economic capability to operate that order. Otherwise, as the saying went: "When status exceeds virtue, disaster will surely follow."  Truly feeling the power of economics and the corresponding burden it imposed, Li decided that whenever he found the time, he would devote himself to the study of economic theory. He might not enjoy it, but he knew he had no choice.
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Upon hearing that the Belgian army had surrendered on its own initiative, Hitler tightened his right fist. His left hand, afflicted by an uncontrollable tremor due to drug withdrawal, could not be closed. But Hitler no longer cared. Previously, to appear radiant before the public, he had accepted numerous injections. Now, he no longer required them; the German public was under constant firebombing by the Chinese Air Force, making large-scale rallies impossible.  Currently, northern Germany was facing a fierce onslaught from the Soviet Red Army, and Czechoslovakia and Slovakia to the east had already fallen into Soviet hands. The World People's Liberation Army was preparing a pincer movement from the east and west to deliver the final blow to the Reich.  Belgium’s surrender provided China with a stable staging ground in western Germany. At the news, Hitler could not help but shout: "Those spineless traitors!"  After his outburst, he felt the accusation was largely meaningless. Yet the rage made his head throb. Germany had once conquered nearly all of Europe; now, it was forced to fight a defensive war on its own soil against the invading WPLA.  The thought of being conquered by a Black army—whom he considered only slightly superior to the Jews—brought a wave of humiliation that submerged his entire being.  Before him, the high-ranking Nazi officials remained silent. To be conquered by a Black army was an end none of them had envisioned. Only the fact that Germany would be the last nation in Europe to fall to them provided a sliver of consolation. After all, the Germans had always looked down upon the Slavs, so the Soviet offensive was largely ignored by the Nazi elite.  Fortunately, Hitler was attempting to maintain his rationality. After a period of emotional condemnation, he asked with relative composure about the Siegfried Line. Positioned opposite the Maginot Line, any WPLA advance from Belgium would have to contend with this defense.  While the Wehrmacht excelled at the offensive, it did not mean they were unskilled in defense. The Siegfried Line was incredibly robust. In 1939, when Germany invaded Poland, France had not merely sat idle; they had dispatched the maximum force their logistics could sustain to attack the line.  That serious offensive had been bloodied against the Siegfried Line, suffering tens of thousands of casualties before being forced to withdraw. In He Rui’s view, it was an indisputable fact that the French military’s combat effectiveness was inferior to that of the contemporary German army. The claim of a "Sitzkrieg" or "Phony War" was merely a piece of British propaganda designed to undermine the French.  Back in 1923, during the war against Japan, He Rui had incorporated the design principles of the Siegfried Line into the construction of the Yalu River line. In terms of design, the Siegfried Line was a high-caliber military achievement.  The German High Command shared this view, and they immediately assured Hitler that the line would inflict catastrophic losses on the advancing WPLA.  Even as the Nazi elite were discussing the matter, the vanguard of the WPLA had already begun its assault on the Siegfried Line.  Unlike the Maginot Line, the Siegfried Line placed heavy emphasis on anti-armor defenses. Vast "Dragon's Teeth" zones consisted of reinforced concrete pillars over a meter high. These were cleverly designed: the attacker might think his infantry could hide behind the pillars to avoid fire, but the layout actually allowed defenders to utilize the gaps to easily slaughter the advancing troops.  In the Sino-Japanese War years ago, the Northeast Army had given the Japanese a bitter taste of how hiding behind such pillars only made them easier to hit. At a meter high, they also effectively blocked armored vehicles, forcing the separation of tanks and infantry.  However, in the face of thermobaric weapons, these ingenious designs became farcical. Or rather, precisely because the Chinese military understood the characteristics of such advanced lines so well, they had formulated targeted strategies to overcome them.  奠定胜局的命令刚下达，齐格飞防线被攻破的消息就传到了柏林。希特勒不得不再次召集刚走没多久的纳粹德国高层再次回来开会。  Göring brought two scientists with him. Knowing that discussing the ground war would only invite a berating, he invited the scientists to brief the Führer on the latest progress of the atomic bomb before Hitler could speak.  The scientists, unaware of the grim military situation, excitedly announced that preparations for a test blast were complete. The rage on Hitler's face vanished. He had heard several briefings on the atomic bomb and grasped the basic physics behind it.  Having finished the report, Hitler did not hesitate. He ordered an immediate test.  Although the experts noted that the nuclear material their colleagues had struggled to produce was only sufficient for two samples, Hitler insisted on the test.  After dismissing the scientists, Hitler seemed somewhat recovered. He issued a series of rebukes to the Army, though they were less severe than his earlier tirades. He had already vented his initial fury, and he knew in his heart that the Wehrmacht was no match for the WPLA. After all, the two had clashed in North Africa for a long time, and those Black armies were truly formidable. They had not only defeated the Germans but had virtually annihilated the British Afrika Korps in direct combat.  The meeting might have ended there, had Manstein not asked a question: "Führer, if the test is successful, will the second bomb be used on the Northern Front or the Southern Front?"  The question brought a chill of reality to the room. The Nazi leadership, Hitler included, realized they had not considered the specific execution of such a plan.  Assuming both devices functioned, one would be used for the test, leaving only one for actual combat. Germany now faced two enemies: the Soviets in the North and the WPLA in the South.  Hitler was stumped. His hatred was profound, yet when he thought of China, he felt a certain awe. When he thought of the Black soldiers, he felt only contempt. When he thought of the Soviet Union, he felt a deep, visceral loathing.  Comparing these emotions, his reason suggested striking the WPLA in the South. But his heart wanted to nuke the Red Army. The Slavs were more loathsome to him, yet they were also more "valuable" than the Black soldiers. From an emotional standpoint, a nuclear strike on the Red Army was more satisfying.  Maintaining a shred of rationality, he told Manstein, "Have the General Staff formulate a plan for me."  Manstein had no clear direction either, but receiving the order provided a measure of relief. On his way back to the General Staff, he quickly determined that a single nuclear weapon could not alter Germany's current fate. To maximize its effect, it could only be used to delay the situation.  The German front was deteriorating rapidly, driven by the relentless bombing and attacks of the WPLA. Delaying their offensive could theoretically grant Germany a breathing space, allowing them to concentrate their strength to deal the Soviets a heavy blow and gain a brief respite.  But this required a high level of national coordination—moving units and commanding a campaign while dancing on a knife's edge. If the WPLA were delayed but the rear was unable to rapidly shift units from the South to the North for a short, effective strike against the Red Army, the entire plan would be a joke.  Field Marshal von Manstein was considered a man who could perform the work of a third of the General Staff alone. By the time his car reached the underground headquarters, his reflections had led him to conclude that everything he was doing was little more than a farce.  Even if he utilized all his skill to draft a feasible plan for the use of the nuke, it would have no impact on the final outcome. Furthermore, there was another problem: according to the nuclear experts who had returned from America, just before the Oak Ridge site was to conduct its first test, it had been pulverized by the Chinese Air Force.  Those experts believed China already understood nuclear weapons and had likely mastered their application.  From this perspective, America’s failure to test its bomb might have been a blessing. Had they succeeded, China might have struck the US with nuclear weapons first. In other words, if Germany tested a bomb, China would likely strike Germany with one without hesitation.  If things reached that stage, the test would only place Germany in even greater peril.  At this thought, Manstein felt a sense of total despondency. He lost all interest in performing his duties.  Time passed in a flash. Another day had gone. Manstein received the latest news: at 2:11 AM today—April 12, 1945—Germany had successfully detonated a nuclear weapon at an underground test site in Thuringia.  Manstein felt as if a thin wire had been tightened around his heart. Although he was nominally religious, he had never felt much for God. But in this moment, he found himself wanting to pray—to seek the protection of an all-knowing, all-powerful deity.  It was now 9:00 AM German time on April 12th. At the bomber airfields in London, large contingents of Black WPLA soldiers maintained the highest level of security.  On the ground, the airfields were protected beyond all measure. In the air, fighter groups maintained a constant vigil, ready to intercept even German V-2 ballistic missiles.  However, Germany launched no attack on the airfields. At 9:04 AM, a squadron of bombers took off, heading for the test site in Thuringia.  China's seismic monitoring units in North America and Europe had established a rigorous surveillance system. The seismic waves triggered by the successful German test were detected by a series of stations around the country. Soon, stations in North America and Asia also received the signal.  Upon comparison, the nature of Germany's act was clear. Current Chinese equipment could determine the depth of the tremor; a source within one kilometer of the surface was unmistakable. Had a natural earthquake occurred at such a depth, all of Germany would have been reduced to rubble.  With the possibility of a natural event excluded, the alarm mechanism was triggered. It was still daylight in China when the Military Commission received the news. Li Runshi reached his decision: a nuclear strike on the Thuringia test site.  The members of the Commission knew the power of the weapon and hesitated. Finally, Xu Chengfeng asked, "Chairman Li, did the late Chairman ever speak with you about this?"  Li recalled his discussion with He Rui after they witnessed China’s first nuclear test before the war. He Rui had expressed deep reservations about the direct use of nuclear weapons. Now, Li realized He Rui’s concern was for densely populated cities. He would have had no such qualms regarding a strike on a test site with few civilians.  Had Li decided to nuke a city like Berlin, his own reservations would have been far greater. But this was an easy choice.  Li offered no explanation. He simply said, "Nazi Germany’s nuclear capability must be utterly destroyed."  At 9:44 AM local time, the special Chinese bombing formation arrived over the Thuringia test site. A small number of German fighters rose to meet them but were quickly annihilated. That any fighters were committed at all was proof of the value the Nazi elite placed on the target.  Inside the aircraft carrying the bomb, the crew saw no outward difference between the nuclear device and a conventional bomb. China had already completed the initial phase of miniaturization; the core device weighed less than 200 kilograms. With its glide apparatus, the total weight was under 300 kilograms—significantly smaller than the 500-kilogram conventional bombs common at the time.  The deployment process was no more complex than that of a standard bomb. China had conducted extensive research into glide bombs; they were no longer simple tail-finned munitions dropped into the air to fall where they may. With computer assistance, the bomb was divided into the body, the glide wings, and the tail fins. While this made operation more complex, the speed of a precision hit was much faster.  At 9:54 AM, the nuclear weapon, fitted with its glide apparatus, was moved to the bomb bay by its chain mechanism. If there was any difference, it was that while ordinary bombers were packed with munitions, this one carried only a single device.  With the order given, the bomb was released. All aircraft in the formation received a recorded command: "All crew members, don your dark glasses and immediately egress the area. Do not look back toward the drop zone."  The glasses had been prepared long ago. Hearing the repeated order, the pilots complied, pulling down their shades and turning their aircraft to the quickest exit path.  The only eight individuals who did not obey were the photographers at the four camera positions on different aircraft. They wore thick, specialized glasses, and their cameras had been modified for the event.  Beyond their eyewear, they were encased in thick radiation-proof suits. Even so, when another sun rose from the earth with the nuclear blast, it was so brilliant that for a brief moment, the sky turned to night, leaving only the rising sun on the ground radiating its blinding light.  Even in their safety zones, and despite their suits, the photographers felt as if they were being consumed by the intense brilliance.  The shockwave instantly leveled all surface facilities at the Thuringia base. The shallower, less robust tunnels collapsed under the violent tremors. However, most of the deep-seated facilities were not directly destroyed.  But underground facilities are complex systems requiring connection to the outside world for ventilation and other functions. The shockwave and high heat surged through many of the conduits, destroying them and plunging the underground base into a state of isolation and chaos.  In short, for several days at least, the underground site would be inoperable.  This was the conclusion of the after-action report and the subsequent inspection by Chinese experts. The report remained highly classified and was never publicized. But within the high command of the Chinese Military Commission, the comrades who saw it months later confirmed that He Rui’s assessment of "nuclear weapon uselessness" was sound.  In the moment, however, when the Nazi elite received reports of a suspected Chinese nuclear strike on Thuringia, most were terrified into silence.  Manstein did not attend the subsequent meeting. He received his briefing from General Guderian, who was visibly shaken—Guderian lacked the composure of Model and the restraint of Rommel. According to his account, the officials had waited for Hitler to speak, but the Führer clearly did not know what to say to boost morale. The meeting had simply fizzled out.  Manstein asked, "What do you think?"  Guderian seemed to want to answer, but in the end, he only shook his head, unable to find the words. Manstein saw only confusion and aimlessness on his face—a reflection of his own state of mind. He felt they should simply surrender. That China could conduct such a strike so rapidly proved they had the capability to nuke any part of Germany.  That they had not done so proved they only wished to destroy the Nazi regime, not the German nation.  Just then, an adjutant reported that Heydrich requested an audience. Guderian took his leave. Manstein hadn't truly wanted to see Heydrich, but having nothing else to do, he invited him in.  Heydrich was as cold as ever, yet his despondency was visible. He asked Manstein immediately, "Marshal, if we only look at ground combat, how long can we hold out?"  "If we resist to the end, ten days," Manstein replied, willing to be honest. "But what is the point of such resistance?"  Heydrich hesitated before answering, "To surrender now would prove the Third Reich was entirely wrong. Therefore, I ask the Marshal to coordinate as much as possible with the rural guerrilla warfare."  Manstein wanted to argue that such resistance was futile, but his adjutant burst into the room with the latest combat update: "Chief of Staff! The Red Army has broken into the fatherland! The border garrisons are pleading for reinforcements!"  Manstein glanced at Heydrich and saw a flicker of surprise. It made him realize that Heydrich, too, was truly rattled—he had been so focused on the WPLA that he had forgotten the Soviets.  Germany was now fighting both the WPLA and the Red Army. As for which was the greater threat, Manstein was convinced the Soviets would be the first to reach Berlin.
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Along the border between Germany and Poland, Soviet artillery fire cascaded over German positions like an endless deluge. Even the German officers who most despised the Slavs had no time for contempt now.  While the barrages were intensely fierce, the Red Army’s fire was more organized, scientific, and massive than anything the Wehrmacht had encountered thus far.  A current full-strength Soviet infantry division numbered over 14,000 men. Beyond its three infantry regiments, it directly controlled two artillery regiments (one cannon, one howitzer), an anti-tank battalion, and an anti-aircraft battalion. Each infantry regiment possessed its own organic artillery: a company of six 45mm anti-tank guns and a mortar company with four 120mm pieces. The three battalions within each regiment had their own support as well: an anti-tank platoon with two 45mm guns and a mortar platoon with four 82mm mortars. At the company level, each unit was equipped with three 50mm mortars.  This "Grand Artillery" doctrine was the Soviet equivalent of the Chinese "Grand Infantry" doctrine, and it had become a living nightmare for the Wehrmacht. Although the Red Army lacked the battlefield mobility and total air superiority of the Chinese, they compensated with overwhelming firepower that delivered crushing blows to any German unit they engaged.  Before the infantry ever stepped off, the Red Army commenced fire preparation with several times the intensity of the German return fire. In this phase, any German position not built to the most exacting standards was reduced to fragments along with its garrison. Once the infantry advance began, regimental artillery swept away any point of firm resistance. As the combat closed to near distance, the battalion-level guns continued the destruction at point-blank range.  No matter how much higher the German level of training was compared to the Soviets, flesh and blood could not resist high explosives. German lines were torn apart by the pitiless Soviet fire, their positions rendered unrecognizable. Then, the Red Army, sworn to the destruction of Nazi Germany, charged into the remains of the trenches and bunkers, engaging the Germans in brutal hand-to-hand combat.  By this point, the Wehrmacht had reached its limit in both numbers and morale. Faced with close-quarters combat against an enemy that outnumbered them several times over, they were utterly routed, even in bayonet charges.  Assessments of Soviet combat effectiveness varied depending on one's perspective, but in the Second World War, the Red Army had indeed found a mode of warfare that suited it. Sustained by the USSR’s immense production and organizational capacity, the forces plunging into Germany moved like a steamroller, crushing everything in their path.  Meanwhile, the Wehrmacht was suffering from a functional internal split. The forces in the North facing the Soviets and those in the South facing the World People's Liberation Army operated with zero coordination.  Field Marshal Walter Model, commander of the southern German forces, spat in disgust before throwing the latest battle report under his desk. The papers fluttering to the floor contained the news from the North, which Model could easily imagine. A fully matured Red Army should indeed be capable of such power, and as a master of defense, Model knew there was nothing he could do about it. His only concern now was commanding the southern forces against the pincer movement of the WPLA from the east and west.  By the third day of the engagement, a sallow-faced Model was waiting for the counter-attack he had so anticipated. Compared to the Red Army’s lack of mobility due to its heavy reliance on artillery, the Chinese-led WPLA, utilizing its technical equipment, displayed staggering maneuverability. In the WPLA, the elite units were organized exactly according to the table of organization of the Chinese National Defense Forces.  Every infantry squad was equipped with an infantry fighting vehicle. Beyond specialized roles like snipers and riflemen, every soldier was trained to operate not only a rifle but also RPGs, 60mm mortars, and recoilless rifles.  Overhead, the aircraft had shifted from jet fighters to propeller planes. While propeller aircraft were at a disadvantage against jets, they were the superior choice for ground support, where their lower stall speeds allowed them to maximize their destructive power.  Finally, Model received the report. The counter-attack units were in position, but the data made him wonder if his eyes were failing him. Twelve divisions were assigned to the strike, and the report confirmed that units bearing those twelve designations had reached their jump-off points. But the actual numbers were absurd. The best-performing unit consisted of two regiments that, combined, did not even equal the strength of a single full regiment.  The worst-off units consisted of only two "battalions" in name only. The rest had been lost to the relentless Chinese air strikes during the march. The armored units in particular had been annihilated in entire columns by Chinese propeller fighters.  Model felt the urge to curse. Although he knew it was not entirely Manstein’s fault, in his state of extreme despair, he wanted to scream at that "prodigal son" for exhausting the Wehrmacht's mobile reserves in the Polish campaign.  "Mobile reserves" refers to forces that can be pulled from the line at any moment to form a temporary strike group. An armored division can only exert its full power when at full strength. In normal combat, units are rarely full; it is a dynamic flux where equipment is destroyed and then repaired. But once the numbers fall below a certain threshold, an armored unit loses its inherent combat effectiveness.  Manstein had dealt the Red Army a heavy blow with his incredible counter-attack in Poland. But the Soviets had not been broken; they were still capable of throwing mountains of tanks, guns, and men into the next battle. The Wehrmacht, by contrast, had seen its industrial efficiency plummet under Chinese firebombing. Frontline losses could not be replaced. Manstein’s counter-attack, while brilliant, had left every panzer unit with less than a third of its nominal strength.  Once those remaining tanks were gone, the panzer troops could only fight as infantry. But every branch has its specialty; panzer crews cannot be transformed into effective infantry divisions overnight. Furthermore, the very design of this counter-attack was predicated on the rapid mobility and breakthrough power of armored divisions. Utilizing them as infantry made their participation a farce.  Regret was useless. Field Marshal Model decisively ordered the plan into execution. It wasn't that he wished to send his men to their deaths, but rather that since they had already suffered such losses on the march, recalling them would only invite a second round of strikes and further wasted sacrifice.  Model possessed absolute confidence in German training and command. These fragmented, battered units were small, but their sudden appearance might achieve an element of surprise.  He was right. The sudden appearance of numerous small units did indeed cause significant confusion within the WPLA.  The WPLA had fought many bitter campaigns against Rommel’s Afrika Korps in North Africa. When they were suddenly struck from the flank by a German force, the officers and men naturally assumed this was merely the vanguard of a much larger offensive.  To deal with these Germans, the rapid advance ground to a halt. The WPLA shifted to a defensive posture, calling for air support and aerial reconnaissance.  At least on the first day of the counter-attack, April 16th, the WPLA's advance was stalled. The German offensive seemed bizarrely top-heavy—a group of elite troops charging in like moths to a flame, with no follow-up. The frontline officers were convinced a larger conspiracy was at play.  At dawn on April 17th, after reviewing the battle reports, Marshal Cheng Ruofan, Director of WPLA Logistics, issued a new order: "Comrades, the Wehrmacht cannot conjure troops out of thin air. After the heavy blows we have dealt them, this counter-attack is but a spent arrow. It is nowhere near enough to halt our progress.  "Therefore, I order all units to continue their advance according to plan. Wherever you encounter a German attack, launch a full counter-strike on the spot. Once the immediate enemy is annihilated, resume the advance.  "Comrades, the end of the Nazi army is in sight. So long as we maintain our planned assault, the Wehrmacht will soon be utterly destroyed!"  With these orders, the WPLA units resumed their all-out push. The battle unfolded exactly as Cheng had predicted: once the immediate German units were crushed, no follow-up appeared. The Germans before them were like small stones—smelly and hard, yet easily pulverized under the WPLA’s treads.  Once the offensive regained its momentum, the German strikes appeared pathetic. By the afternoon of April 18th, the general offensive had returned to its smooth cadence. The distance between the eastern and western wings of the WPLA shrank rapidly: 280 kilometers, 230, 180. The air crews conducting shuttle missions could see both vanguards of the pincer within fifteen minutes of flight.  Model had fallen into total despair. The German southern lines were like paper, disintegrating under the WPLA's hammer blows. He had always known that a shell fired from the same gun had the same power, regardless of whether a Black or white man pulled the trigger.  Yet Model now realized his understanding of this fundamental rule had been flawed. He had always believed in Nazi racial theory—that there was a natural gap between Black and white. That the same weapon in Black hands would be less effective than in white ones.  China had always opposed this ideology. When the Chinese government attacked racism, they explained that the perceived "white advantage" was merely a result of longer training and more equipment. If Black and white men were given the same training and education, racial differences would yield no significant disparity in combat.  The gap between a brilliant commander and a mediocre one was unrelated to race. command capability varied wildly within the same nation and ethnicity. The combat power of a trained soldier and an untrained civilian differed just as greatly.  To link the advantage of early industrialization with racism was a shameful sophistry and a fraud. Only by shattering this deception could humanity enter a new civilizational future.  Previously, Model had viewed these Chinese arguments as mere political propaganda. Now, after personally suffering at the hands of a Black army, he finally realized the Chinese government was right.  Given his pride, although the proportion of Black officers in the WPLA was not high—most senior commanders were Chinese or Asian—Model did not feel he had been defeated by Chinese officers alone. In the current WPLA, the proportion of Black soldiers was nearly two-thirds. Model acknowledged that if Black people were inherently inferior, an army composed of two-thirds Black men would have been shattered by the Aryan Wehrmacht, regardless of their equipment.  Instead, the Black soldiers he faced not only operated their gear with expert skill but executed complex military orders and thoroughly defeated his own troops. This proved that with the same training, a Black man could become an elite warrior on par with any white man.  With this admission, the very foundation of Model’s Nazi ideology collapsed.  Seeing the Field Marshal so despondent, his adjutant, Major Bell, attempted to encourage him: "Marshal, we can still continue the fight in the Ruhr."  Model looked up at the anxious young major, seeing his own younger self reflected in those eyes. He stood and sighed, "I lead my men to fight with valor, yet I serve a government that has committed political crimes."  Major Bell was stunned. There was no shortage of officers cursing the Nazi government now that defeat was imminent. But the senior leadership had always maintained a veneer of loyalty and decorum. Never before had a high-ranking officer spoken of the government committing "political crimes."  Just then, Model walked to the center of the command post and shouted: "Attention! Begin execution of orders!"  The staff, Major Bell included, snapped to attention and faced the Marshal.  Model pulled out his pocket watch. It was a precise piece, a prize he had found in an old Parisian clock shop after the city fell. While not ornate, the shop owner had sworn with French theatricality: "This may not be the most precise watch in the world, but it is certainly among the most precise."  Model hadn't quite believed him then, but he wanted a souvenir of the conquest. That was five years ago. He hadn't expected the man's boast to be the truth.  "It is currently 19:43 on the evening of April 18, 1945. All personnel will synchronize their time to this mark!" Model commanded.  Once the staff had adjusted their watches, they looked back at him.  Model continued loudly: "All radio stations will now transmit using the fourth code set. The 23rd Army will disengage from the enemy and move southeast toward the Ruhr. The 1st Division of the 29th Army and the 2nd Division of the 33rd Army will serve as rearguard, leap-frogging to delay the enemy.  "Upon reaching the Ruhr, the 23rd Army will establish defensive positions to receive the rearguard.  "The 88th Corps will leave the 58174th Regiment as a rearguard and withdraw to the west..."  Even in defeat, Model’s command remained meticulously detailed. Had he not possessed the ability to direct units down to the company level, he would have been destroyed in the Soviet salients long ago. Directing at the regimental level was, for him, child's play.  Seeing their commander so composed, the officers at the headquarters felt a surge of renewed confidence. The orders were flashed out, and for the German troops suffering at the front, they were a reprieve from on high. They immediately began to move.
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After issuing the orders for his units to withdraw, Model did not stop. He turned to the staff officers in the command post and said, "Next, send a telegram to the General Staff."  One officer took notes while another prepared the transmission. All held their breath, waiting for the words of the Commander of the Army, Field Marshal Walter Model.  "From the Commander of the Army to the General Staff. Previous battle reports between our forces and the enemy have been forwarded. Now, I shall relay my assessment of this campaign. The victory of any army is built upon adequate armament, organization, and training. These, in turn, are founded upon the formidable economic strength of a nation. Therefore, regardless of ethnicity or race, any army capable of completing such training will possess corresponding combat effectiveness. No significant gap will emerge due to racial differences.  "Consequently, our discrimination against non-Aryan peoples and nations has led to our inability to make correct judgments regarding this war. War must be founded upon a correct national strategy, not upon an imagined view of the world. Recognizing the facts is terrifying; admitting them is painful. Yet the result of failing to do so is inevitably total defeat..."  Hearing Model’s words, many officers looked on in shock. Yet others remained composed, nodding in agreement. Most German officers were not fanatics but well-educated professionals. If Nazi theory were correct, given the Wehrmacht’s level of skill and its resolve to fight to the end, the Black armies should have been shattered long ago. Instead, the Black soldiers had proven themselves adept with their equipment and tactically superior at every level. To acknowledge reality was to acknowledge that Nazi theory was a lie.  Model did not deliver a long-winded tirade, nor did he launch a blistering attack on the government. He simply expressed his views with the same professionalism he always had. His statement was brief, yet every officer present felt the profound sorrow in his voice.  On April 20th, after two days and a night of relentless retreat, the southern forces finally reached the Ruhr. As Germany’s most vital industrial zone, the Ruhr produced the brown coal and coke used for steel smelting, while its byproducts yielded various organic compounds. This concentration of resources had made it the heart of German industry.  On April 21st, as Model’s convoy sped through the region, he saw that every factory in the once-prosperous Ruhr had been reduced to rubble. The power plants, as priority targets, had been struck by heavy ordnance, leaving massive craters in the ground where they once stood.  Passing a pulverized power station, the convoy encountered a group of civilians carrying various containers from a distance. judging by their direction, Model guessed they were coming from outside the city. Why would they travel so far in the middle of a war?  As he was thinking, the officer in charge of security suddenly shouted, "Aircraft!"  The convoy immediately ducked into a nearby concealed area. A large reason why the Chinese military was able to hammer the Wehrmacht so effectively was their complete air superiority. Just as Soviet artillery was attached down to the battalion and company levels, Chinese air support was available to even the smallest units. A single company, if its advance were checked, could call for immediate support from the sky.  Beyond that, the Chinese Air Force conducted "guard flights" day and night. Aside from supporting ground units, they patrolled along Germany’s railways, highways, waterways, and transport hubs. Any motorized vehicle or vessel spotted was attacked on sight.  Model felt no urge to scream in rage; he simply felt powerless. A German division might risk everything to reach its jump-off point, yet no matter how well they hid their march, they were invariably struck heavily before arrival. Had it not been for this air dominance, and had the war been a simple ground contest, the Wehrmacht would never have been defeated so ignominiously. At the very least, they would have inflicted ten times the damage on the Chinese.  Model and his men hid, and the German civilians joined them with practiced ease. Finding themselves under the same ruins, Model’s guards began a basic inquiry.  They learned that with the industry destroyed, the water supply had been severed following the bombing of the civilian waterworks. German industrial production had a long history of severe pollution; with the waterworks gone, residents preferred to walk several kilometers to fetch water from distant sources rather than risk the local supply.  Model felt a pang of sorrow. These civilians looked as if they hadn't bathed in months—filthy, gaunt, and sallow from months of food shortages. More than their appearance, although they answered questions truthfully, they pointedly avoided eye contact with the soldiers, as if terrified of being pressed into service.  Turning his gaze away, Model felt only a profound desolation. He remembered the march into the Rhineland, the annexation of Austria, and the heartfelt love the German people had shown the Wehrmacht then. Every soldier had been greeted with salutes, flowers, and even sweets.  He remembered the return to the fatherland after the one-month defeat of France. The crowds lining the streets, the cheering and applause—he could still remember it.  But now, five years later, the German people dared not even speak to their own soldiers.  The decision he had already made was now more resolute than ever. The Chinese fighters circled overhead several times without spotting anything and eventually departed.  Seizing the narrow window, the convoy resumed its journey. Upon finally reaching his headquarters, the communications officer immediately delivered Hitler’s latest order. Model didn't even have to read it to know what it said.  Sure enough, Hitler ordered Model to fight to the last man and the last gun. Model crumpled the telegram and tossed it aside. He turned to the assembled officers and said, "Gentlemen, I am now issuing orders to all units in the Ruhr region."  The officers rose, their nerves taut. Despite the unprecedented defeat and the staggering losses, under Model’s command, the southern and western units had reached the Ruhr with minimal cost. Even surrounded, the troops finally had a moment to breathe. Given Model’s tactical brilliance and his legendary composure under fire, the officers expected him to produce a miracle.  Thinking of the impending death struggle, many found it hard to breathe. Then they heard Model’s voice: "Given that all units have lost a functional chain of command and are unable to continue organized combat, I order, in my capacity as Commander of the German Army, that all units in the Ruhr and the Southern regions be disbanded on the spot. This order is to be executed immediately!"  The officers were stunned. If there was anything more unexpected than a hero's death, it was an order to disband. For those who had served under Model in the Soviet salients during the winter of 1942 and spring of 1943, the command was incomprehensible.  Back then, to defend against the Red Army, Model had personally directed tiny fragmented units amidst the fire. As the Soviets broke through at great cost, he would plug the gaps with these small units, turning crumbling lines into elastic new ones. In those battles, Model had been cold-blooded, treating his men as mere consumables to be thrown into the breach. That he would prepare a defense of the entire Ruhr, perhaps even utilizing the local population as human shields or cannon fodder, would have surprised no one.  To order the units to disband and find their own way to survive—this was an entirely different Model. Yet no one objected. Everyone realized he was offering the men trapped in the Ruhr a chance at life.  Model offered no further explanation. Seeing the communications officer dispatching the orders, he straightened his soiled uniform and walked toward the exit of the command post—a building that looked as if it might collapse at any moment yet remained stubbornly upright.  As he stepped out, footsteps echoed behind him. Major Bell, his adjutant, ran out and blocked his path. "Commander! Where are you going? I will organize a unit to escort you in a breakout!"  Model was touched by Bell’s loyalty, yet it only added to his sorrow. The WPLA, utilizing its massive armored fleet, had the Ruhr sealed tight. Surrendering meant a chance at life; a breakout was not a slim hope, it was a death sentence.  "Do not worry about me," Model said. "Since the units have disbanded, you should go your own way according to your own judgment."  Bell persisted. "Marshal, I will see you through the encirclement!"  Model shook his head and said solemnly, "A German Field Marshal does not become a prisoner. But a Major at such a time should live for himself. Thank you, Major. I have made my own preparations."  With that, Model called for his driver and departed by car. Bell watched the receding vehicle with a well of emotion, finally snapping to attention and saluting the car's silhouette.  The car headed for the outskirts. Perhaps because the Chinese air force had just finished their patrol, they did not return. The journey was peaceful until they reached the edge of a forest.  Model stepped out and dismissed his soldiers. Having received the order to disband, they guessed what he intended. While they did not stop his suicide, they refused to leave.  "Marshal, is there anything more we can do for you?" one soldier asked.  Model had reached the end of his tether. He removed his monocle, his eyes rimmed with red. Having never wept once in his adult life, he spoke with a choked voice: "I am utterly disappointed in the Third Reich. I am exhausted, and I need to rest."  With that, he checked his pistol, ensuring it was loaded. He stepped into the trees, leaving the soldiers looking at one another in confusion by the car.  They had expected some final words or a commemorative gesture before the end. But Model had not been gone long when a single shot rang out from within the forest. Judging by the sound, the Marshal had continued walking and then raised the weapon to himself without a second’s hesitation or pause.  The soldiers rushed into the trees. They found Field Marshal Model lying on the ground beside several large trees. A bullet had pierced his temple; he was dead.  The men marked the location, then returned to the car for entrenching tools. They dug a grave for their Marshal and, after a simple burial, placed a cross made of tied branches at his head.  Theoretically, the German forces in the south and west had ceased to exist with the order to disband. In reality, the vast majority surrendered. Only a handful attempted a breakout, and fewer still escaped the pocket.  News of Model's suicide reached Berlin via a staff officer from the "former command" still in the Ruhr.  Hitler, however, had no time to read the report. The Soviet Red Army was sweeping away all opposition, their vanguard already reaching the outer limits of Berlin. Along the way, the only units capable of a fighting retreat without being shattered were a few elite Waffen-SS divisions—particularly the 3rd SS "Totenkopf." Under the command of Theodor Eicke, the unit remained orderly even in defeat, conducting a leap-frogging rearguard with the "Wiking" and "Das Reich" divisions.  The regular Wehrmacht, by contrast, was surrendering en masse once defeated, showing no will to fight to the end.  While failing to annihilate these SS units was a source of regret, the Soviets noted they were all concentrating in Berlin. The Red Army immediately began outflanking the city. Mechanized units struck out left and right in a wide arc, cutting the roads south of Berlin. Infantry followed in rapid support, and by April 20th, Berlin was completely encircled.  According to Soviet intelligence, Hitler was within the city. The primary culprit for the agony of the Soviet Union was trapped. The Red Army was determined that not a single rat should escape Berlin; those who had committed atrocities on Soviet soil, along with their Führer, would be utterly destroyed.  When the news reached Moscow, Stalin did not treat it as his highest priority. His attention was focused not on the doomed Berlin, but on the meeting between the Red Army’s furthest scouting parties and the WPLA vanguard at the Elbe River.  The front reported that photos and film were being flown back. Stalin had just finished a stack of photos and was now watching the film with Kirov and Molotov.  In the footage, a troop of Soviet cavalry had dismounted. Across from them, the WPLA soldiers were in military jeeps and a single six-wheeled armored personnel carrier. The APC, with a machine gun mounted on top, looked exceptionally combat-ready.  Most of the WPLA personnel were Black. They looked on with curiosity at the Russians but appeared entirely composed. A few officers had Asian features—likely Chinese—and were seen conversing with their Soviet counterparts.  Sino-Soviet relations were those of neighbors. Kirov felt a wave of emotion seeing the two armies link up on German soil.  Stalin said nothing until the film of the friendly exchange and the trading of gifts concluded. When the lights were turned up, he returned to the photos. While the film captured the camaraderie, many of the photos were of the WPLA equipment.  It was clearly of the highest quality. Even without being an equipment specialist, Stalin could make that judgment by instinct. Chinese gear was fundamentally different from Soviet gear. Where the Soviet designs used simplification, the Chinese equipment appeared far more complex. Yet this complexity was not the over-engineered "patchwork" of German gear; the Chinese designs were noticeably more concise.  After making the comparison, any lingering thought of a conflict with China vanished from Stalin's mind. He judged that if he tried to seize more territory through friction, the Red Army would likely be beaten badly.  Since conflict was out of the question, Stalin turned to Molotov. "Will China’s attitude toward Turkey remain unchanged?"  Molotov sighed. The Central Committee knew they would not be sweeping through Eastern Europe. To avoid Soviet occupation, Bulgaria and Hungary had both turned to China. Turkey, which had remained neutral throughout the war, had been one of the first delegations to arrive in the Chinese capital for He Rui’s funeral diplomacy.  Turkey had feared China would sell them out to maintain relations with the USSR, only to find China guaranteeing that the security of legitimate national borders would be respected. Faced with the Soviets, Turkey showed no sign of backing down. They had immediately joined the Chinese-led UN order and requested UN protection for their territorial integrity.  The USSR was far more powerful than Turkey, and the traditional Russian habit was to create a *fait accompli* and then exploit it. But the Party had no intention of challenging China now and was forced to abandon its plans for Turkey, focusing its attention on Germany instead.  The traditional Russian diplomatic habit was described by the Chinese as "striking three times whether you have dates or not"—using intimidation to gain benefits.  He Rui was dead, but his successor, Li Runshi, was unshakeable. To every Soviet probe, the Chinese Foreign Ministry responded that since Turkey had never joined the Nazis, it was not an enemy nation. As a normal member of the UN, its legitimate territory was protected.  The Soviets knew well that the Ottoman Empire had lost vast lands in the Russo-Turkish wars. After World War I, the Empire had collapsed and modern Turkey was born. To reduce the number of surrounding enemies at the time, the USSR had signed border treaties with the new republic.  The Soviet government had not fallen, nor had the Turkish one. The USSR had no legal reason to demand territory, and China would never allow them to control Turkey.  "General Secretary," Molotov answered frankly, "China has stated they will not allow Turkey’s sovereignty to be violated."  Stalin was still unwilling to let it go. "What about the Turkish Communist Party? What is their attitude?"  Molotov smiled inwardly, though his expression remained solemn. "The Turkish Communist Party has announced that since the Third International has been dissolved, their goal is the maintenance of Turkish national interest."  Hearing that the Turkish Communists would not act as a vanguard for Moscow, Stalin felt a trace of regret. He turned his focus back to the siege of Berlin. "Comrade Molotov, do you believe China intends to strike at Berlin?"  Molotov was confident. While the He Rui government was ruthless, it never wasted resources on what was not essential. Taking Berlin was of immense importance to the USSR, but carried little meaning for China. Even if Germany were split in two, China had already won more than enough. They would not feel the need to "add flowers to the embroidery" at this point.  While the Li Runshi government had seen many personnel changes, Li himself had been a core member of the previous administration. Molotov had probed this as well and received word that if the USSR made a formal request, the WPLA would provide aid to the Red Army. Since the word came from Li Runshi himself, Molotov felt he could trust it.  "General Secretary, I do not believe China will contest Berlin. Our forces can proceed at full speed to prepare for the subsequent division of control."  Stalin, though still slightly unsatisfied, decided to follow Molotov’s advice. While the USSR had not gained everything it wanted, this was still an unprecedented victory for Russia. Compared to the past, when the "Gendarme of Europe" could enter Eastern Europe and Germany but could not stay, this was a triumph of historic proportions.  As long as they took Berlin and established a satellite state in eastern Germany, they could be satisfied. Ultimately, Stalin decided on a small piece of maneuvering: "Order Zhukov to advance as quickly as possible. But under no circumstances is he to trigger a conflict with the Chinese."
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Only a tiny fraction of the officers and men in the World People's Liberation Army possessed the ability to ride a horse into battle. This was not for a lack of talent among the African or Chinese personnel, but simply because neither Africa nor China was a major producer of quality steeds. Furthermore, while the Chinese budget had included funds for breeding stock since 1915, there had been no large-scale capital investment in horses.  With the proliferation of tractors in Chinese agriculture, large livestock had rapidly exited the farming sector. For the young generation of Chinese soldiers, the opportunity to ride a horse was practically non-existent.  Thus, as WPLA units drove their infantry fighting vehicles into German cities and villages, the sight of a troop of Soviet soldiers galloping toward them at high speed left them momentarily dazed.  From a distance, the galloping horses, the fluttering cloaks of the riders, and the raw display of vitality in the synergy between man and beast was a sight to behold. The cavalrymen bore lances on their backs and sabers at their saddles. Charging from the distance, they radiated a high-mindedness of those who lived for death. This inexplicable sense of moving beauty held the WPLA soldiers’ attention for some time.  The Soviet cavalry, for their part, had been tense upon seeing the WPLA units and their banners. But the WPLA was so inexperienced in the field of cavalry that they failed to perceive this nervousness.  Reaching the WPLA units, the Soviets leaped from their horses and saluted. Without bothering to check if the men across from them understood, they shouted in Russian: "This area has been liberated by the Soviet Red Army! In the spirit of friendship between our armies, we request that you advance no further!"  Having delivered the verbal declaration, the Soviets produced pre-prepared documents in Chinese and handed them to the Asian-featured officers.  It must be said that while the WPLA had shown a ferocity in battle that made the Wehrmacht bow, they were entirely inexperienced in the highly political game of "land grabbing." Thus, they unconsciously defaulted to accepting the Soviet declaration.  After all, the core ideology of the WPLA had always been to enter Europe, defeat the Nazis and Fascists, and liberate the European people. In all their political education and mission briefings, there was not a word about occupying European territory. In fact, they had been specifically educated not to commit acts of aggression.  Once the WPLA personnel understood the Red Army’s intent, they felt a degree of annoyance and confusion. Nevertheless, they exchanged pleasantries with their Soviet comrades, shook hands, and departed in their six-wheeled carriers.  Behind them, the Soviet cavalrymen—standing as tall and proud as they could—secretly let out sighs of relief. Their political commissars had indeed told them the WPLA was unlikely to trigger a conflict, yet they had also warned that the WPLA might forcibly evict them. To succeed, the cavalry had to display a supreme air of "righteous and bold" entitlement. Only then would the WPLA retreat.  Now that the commissars' advice had proven effective, the cavalrymen decided to continue the bluff. Few among them openly acknowledged the extraordinary friendliness the WPLA had shown them.  It wasn't that the Red Army soldiers were born villains who didn't understand kindness. But in Russian culture, such trust was a dangerous thing to voice. Furthermore, the Red Army held a profound respect—and fear—of the Chinese military.  Right before their eyes, those six-wheeled armored personnel carriers were incredibly nimble. In reverse, they displayed an ability to pivot on the spot like a tracked vehicle—a level of mobility for wheeled transport the Soviets had never even imagined.  Not only were they maneuverable, but they were remarkably stable, displaying excellent off-road capability on slopes, in wetlands, and on flat ground alike. Even from the outside, the design suggested a spacious and comfortable interior. Each was armed with what looked to be an 80mm gun and two machine guns—a formidable array of firepower.  In the Red Army's experience, a single Soviet tank might struggle against such a carrier, let alone a squad of cavalry.  Each carrier could transport an entire infantry squad. The Soviet scouts who had peeked inside during the friendly exchange noted that the WPLA squad carried a full complement of rifles, mortars, and other support weapons, along with ample ammunition.  To fight a squad of WPLA infantry supported by such a carrier, a single squad of Red Army cavalry was woefully insufficient. Those who had survived the blood and fire of the front knew that even a platoon would likely fall short.  Moreover, the WPLA could fight from within the vehicle, essentially possessing a miniature mobile fortress. In a race, the vehicle was no slower than a Soviet steed.  Many Soviet soldiers understood that the WPLA truly bore them no ill will. Had the Chinese-led force intended to fight for territory, many of these scouts would be dead.  Precisely because they knew their safety rested on the other side's goodwill, their understanding of that goodwill—as members of a civilization that viewed itself as European—was fundamentally different from the Chinese view. In their culture, they did not believe goodwill could overcome innate malice; it was a world where "hell is other people."  The fact that the land grabs had proceeded without incident and with considerable success soon reached the Soviet headquarters directing the siege of Berlin.  Zhukov, Chuikov, and the others received the assessment of the WPLA’s lack of hostility and noted on their maps that the USSR now controlled the majority of northeastern Germany. They instructed their forces: "Continue the advance, but under no circumstances is he to trigger a conflict with the WPLA. Do not fire the first shot."  In Russian culture, a lack of overt malice from the other side was interpreted as acceptance of the Red Army's advance. The culture of "yielding out of politeness" did not exist; for them, all courtesy was a diplomatic ritual adopted only after an intense struggle had forced a state of peace.  Furthermore, the attention of the high command was currently fixed on the siege of Berlin. The unit designations of the SS armored divisions within the city stirred a primal urge for slaughter throughout the Red Army. Too many Soviet soldiers and civilians had died at the hands of these Nazis. These units showed no intent to surrender, preparing instead for a defense of the capital. Without their total annihilation, Berlin could not be taken.  News of the Soviet land grabs did not reach Marshal Cheng Ruofan, Director of WPLA Logistics, until two days later, on April 23rd.  Before receiving the report, Cheng was occupied with two tasks. The first was the disposal of the equipment already in Europe. To arm millions of WPLA soldiers, tens of millions of weapons and hundreds of millions of spare parts had been shipped to the continent.  The WPLA had no plans for occupation; most of its soldiers would return home after the victory. The Logistics Department realized that shipping these weapons back to China would be a net loss.  This problem had first emerged during the Northeast Government’s war with Japan. Fortunately, that victory had been followed by the war to liberate all of China, allowing the surplus to be used for the newly raised national units. Later, the surplus from the Burmese campaign was used to arm local forces. Overall, the waste had been manageable.  But these tens of millions of pieces in Europe were another matter entirely. Given the shipping capacity required, it was far more economical to simply trade them or even push them into the sea rather than haul them ten thousand miles back to the Chinese mainland.  On this basis, Cheng and his department reached a decision: aside from using salvaged parts to maintain active equipment, they would directly donate the surplus to nations like Hungary to arm their new regimes, following the outcomes of Chinese government negotiations.  Hungary was already a major power in Eastern Europe, yet its wartime standing army was only 800,000. In peacetime, it would struggle to maintain even 200,000, meaning it could only absorb so much.  Although the African border settlements had been successful, they could not provide too many weapons to those new nations. As the saying went: "With a sharp blade in hand, the heart grows murderous." Newly formed nations lacked a sense of boundaries; give them too many guns, and they would inevitably fall to fighting one another.  The remaining options were North and South America. The five indigenous nations in Canada certainly needed arming against American pressure, but the NDF’s North American Command already had an inexhaustible supply of surplus and had no need for gear from Europe.  South America, meanwhile, showed little interest in full mobilization. After the initial fear of a Chinese invasion had passed, they were no longer concerned. Armies were expensive to maintain, even with free weapons. While they needed some new equipment, they lacked the capacity to absorb China’s retired stock.  This led to the second major question Cheng faced: which weapons were to be retired?  Fortunately, He Rui had long ago provided the research results for future force structure. Based on his views, the Military Commission had defined the military application scenarios for the next stage.  He Rui had predicted that it would take fifteen years for the two other Great Powers, the US and the USSR, to fully recover their strength. Between 1945 and 1960, China would only need to maintain a force of a certain scale to uphold its New World Order.  During those fifteen years, the focus of the Chinese military would be the integration of artificial satellites and new computer technologies.  Based on this, the Commission determined that the active force would be maintained at 2.3 million, with 1.3 million armed police and a reserve of 10 million. For China's population, this scale was negligible. Although China had been prepared to raise 30 million and had mobilized 6 million active and 12 million reserve for this war, the number of troops in sustained combat on the first line had never exceeded 3 million.  Reading the report for the next fifteen years of military construction, Cheng Ruofan was no longer surprised by He Rui's seemingly prescient vision. He felt only a gentle sorrow. Even in his final months, the man had been focused on the future of the nation and the world.  He Rui never demanded results from his comrades to glorify himself. Instead, he pointed the way and walked alongside them, surmounting the obstacles they deemed impossible and pushing both China and the world forward.  Based on He Rui's judgment, Cheng could form a basic assessment of future war risks and the boundaries of deterrence. Compared to these strategic insights, the equipment itself seemed less significant.  The Type 59 tank would remain the mainstay of the ground forces, to be continuously upgraded with auxiliary systems until its potential was exhausted. After fifteen years of accumulation, a major overhaul would result in a truly advanced new main battle tank.  Most other equipment, however, would shift to new models. The Air Force, for instance, was to enter an era of all-jet fighters. The Navy would gradually retire the carriers modified for jets over the next fifteen years, replacing them through technical iteration with larger ships using more advanced catapult technology—eventually reaching 100,000-ton supercarriers utilizing electromagnetic catapults.  Of all the equipment, the only one that truly caught Cheng’s interest was a ten-wheeled armored personnel carrier. As an officer with extensive combat experience, Cheng suspected this unit was a "playful" creation of He Rui’s.  Even though its annotations included futuristic tech like 4x4 missile launchers, the ten-wheeled IFV was not what the next phase required. Within the military technology Cheng was familiar with, such a weapon was impossible to realize. Yet he did not oppose its inclusion.  That He Rui’s vision could not be realized today did not mean it was impossible with the technologies of tomorrow. Seeing that He Rui could not resist such a fantastic concept made Cheng feel a touch of joy. At least it proved He Rui was a human being he could understand. Men, at a certain stage, invariably dreamed of "ultimate weapons" or technology beyond their time. Cheng himself had felt the same impulse at that age.  His improved mood soured upon reading the report of the Soviet land grabs. For a moment, he even regretted that his military education had been too idealistic. The WPLA instinctively viewed the Red Army as an ally—a thought that wasn't necessarily wrong—but the Soviet land grab was a blatant offense. That the WPLA had not immediately countered such behavior was a failure.  Ultimately, Cheng issued his order: from the moment this order is received, whenever the WPLA encounters the Red Army attempting to declare an occupation zone, they are to inform the Soviets that the WPLA does not recognize Soviet occupation of German territory. The Second World War was a just war against colonialism and racism; no occupation of another nation's territory would be acknowledged.  Having issued the order, Cheng telegrammed Li Runshi. Since he had not yet returned to China, he utilized the occasion to test the new Chairman’s mettle. He Rui had understood the nature of European civilization well and was adept at such struggles; he surely would have warned Cheng beforehand. Since Li had not, Cheng would test him after the fact.  Li Runshi had indeed not expected a major power like the USSR to behave so ungracefully. He had already passed a decision in the Politburo to negotiate military administration zones with the Soviets. His baseline was a division based on the nineteenth-century borders of the German states and provinces—a division that would grant the USSR approximately a third of Germany's territory in the northeast.  To convince the Politburo, Li had been forced to cite He Rui’s prior discussions on the matter. Only then did he gain unanimous support.  Now, with the reports of Soviet land grabbing, Li felt that Cheng Ruofan’s political awareness was extraordinary. Cheng's response both upheld political principle and pushed the Soviets toward a negotiated settlement.  But despite his admiration for Cheng, Li’s confidence in the Soviet Union had waned. Their actions thus far were quintessentially imperialist—at best, a "Red Imperialism."  Recalling He Rui’s assessments, Li had to admit that many of his predecessor’s seemingly biting remarks were merely accurate descriptions. Without a solid cultural foundation, the socialist system had not been enough to lift the Soviet Union onto a higher civilizational track.  Meanwhile, the Soviet Party, emboldened by the WPLA’s restraint, had turned its full attention to the capture of Berlin. The relationship between China and the USSR was now one of competition, but their relationship with Nazi Germany remained one of mortal enmity. The Nazis shared the assessment. The battle for Berlin was a bloodbath from the very start.  In the first wave of the assault, 200,000 Red Army troops annihilated vast numbers of SS units in a single day, but suffered such staggering losses that the entire force had to be rotated out for refitting.  In the Soviet-German War, it had been the Nazis—not the Red Army—who were the first to utilize "human bombs." Now, like a cornered beast, the SS continued this tactic, achieving frequent success in the confined urban combat of Berlin and inflicting horrific casualties on the Soviets.  While victory was inevitable for the Red Army, the Soviet Party was feeling the crushing weight of the price.  Stalin did not discuss the cost. He forced the agenda back to the integration of Eastern Europe. Romania, Czechia, Slovakia, and Poland were now Soviet-controlled. According to Russian tradition, these nations would become a buffer zone, their politics and economies subject to Soviet leadership.  To this end, Stalin prepared to convene a summit of these nations under Soviet auspices. "The meeting will be held the day after the fall of Berlin," he told the Politburo.  To use the total defeat of Nazi Germany as a display of power was classic Russian culture. The Committee members voiced their agreement.  Before the sycophants could begin, Stalin continued: "Furthermore, we shall establish a separate German regime within our zone of control."  Molotov heard this and wanted to speak, but he ultimately remained silent. The end of a war often meant that former collaborators became rivals. This was not a matter of human malice, but rather the simple fact that they had only cooperated because of a shared, more significant enemy.  Both the USSR and China had endured heavy external pressure and were forced to cooperate in many fields. Now, the shackles forged by the imperialists were being broken along with their makers. But China, the nation that had broken them, had emerged as the most powerful force on Earth—meaning China was now the greatest potential threat.  Regardless of the source, the Soviet Union had to meet the threat, and it had to do so by maintaining its independence and autonomy at all costs. To join an order built by China was, by definition, to lose that autonomy. The USSR could never adopt such a policy.  But Molotov also knew that China seemed to have no plan to split Germany. Therefore, any Soviet move to do so would meet with Chinese opposition. The public emergence of the Sino-Soviet conflict would likely begin right here.
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"Chairman, the Soviet Union wishes to begin negotiations on May 2nd regarding the division of occupation zones." Foreign Minister Li Shiguang relayed the latest critical task from his department.  Li Runshi signaled his agreement. Ending the war was his most fervent expectation at this stage. Even if it meant moving the struggle against the USSR into a different arena, the Chinese leadership was united in its desire to conclude the hostilities.  "Minister Li, are you certain you won't reconsider?" Li Runshi asked.  Li Shiguang shook his head. "I am prepared to retire. I’ve served for a long time, and I believe it is time for me to move on."  Li Runshi had hoped Li Shiguang would stay. Since 1928, his position as Foreign Minister had been virtually a constant. For seventeen years, he had been the face of Chinese diplomacy. Within the He Rui government, he held the record for the longest tenure in a single post. On the global stage, he was the most senior elder of the diplomatic community.  "What do you intend to do after you leave, Minister?" Li Runshi probed indirectly.  "I plan to teach," Li Shiguang answered decisively. "The political science department at Tianjin University has already extended an invitation. I’ll be colleagues with Principal Zhao once again."  Seeing his determination, Li Runshi said no more on the matter. He merely added, "When you see Principal Zhao, please tell him not to be consumed by grief. Tell him to take care of his health."  Li Shiguang nodded. Zhao Tianlin had been the first figure in He Rui’s Northeast Government to wield genuine academic influence, and one of the few core members who was older than He Rui. Born in 1886, he was only four years the Chairman’s senior, making him fifty-nine this year.  Following He Rui’s death, Zhao had suffered a profound shock and fallen seriously ill. He was currently in convalescence. Seeing the victory as a settled fact, the older comrades seemed to be fading away. Li Shiguang was filled with emotion. Since he was also leaving the government, he felt no need for decorum and sighed, "Chairman Li, lately I’ve been thinking of the term 'Destiny.' Though I do not believe in fate, there are some things I simply cannot let go of."  Though Li Runshi felt the weight of his companion’s mood, he answered firmly: "There is no destiny. The Chairman’s death was largely an accident. It was only because of his profound sense of responsibility and his grounded style that he made such thorough preparations beforehand."  Thinking of this made Li Runshi’s own heart ache. He spoke of something he had never shared before: "The Chairman once spoke with me about what work he might do after the victory. He said then that he might go to work at the United Nations. He wanted to give the UN a greater function in opposing aggression and stopping war. The Chairman never saw today’s victory as his endpoint; so long as he was capable of the work, he intended to continue."  The revelation lifted Li Shiguang’s spirits slightly. Yet the fact that He Rui would never see the day of true victory with his own eyes remained difficult to accept.  Seeing him still despondent, Li Runshi advised, "The war will not end quietly. This is a struggle over the future standards of justice for the world. The Red Army is facing the true reactionaries. One might even say these reactionaries are genuine, fanatical warriors with their own beliefs.  "I’ve said it before: when the direction is wrong, the more knowledge one has, the more reactionary they become. In this final phase of the war, this truth will manifest with a fierce clarity. Minister Li, you should observe the attitudes of other nations toward this."  Li Shiguang didn't quite grasp the implication and asked directly, "What value is there in observing the death-struggle of the losers?"  Li Runshi understood the reaction. He himself had struggled to understand He Rui’s pre-death assessment of the war's possible final battle. It wasn't that the ideas were far-fetched, but that He Rui was capable of viewing the situation through the eyes of the Nazis themselves.  "For the German people, the Nazi government was the party that rescued them from despair," Li explained. "Compared to the previous era of poverty, hunger, and hopelessness, their standard of living improved. The shortages of food and daily goods only emerged in the last three months. Since 1937, their life hasn't been bad—better, certainly, than under the Weimar Republic.  "The German people did not firmly oppose colonialism, which proves they were not advanced. They chose racism, which shows they lagged behind the times and failed to struggle against the barbaric elements of their own culture. Their error lay in supporting a party that used war to solve domestic problems. Their crime lay in participating in racial slaughter.  "However, from their own perspective, Nazism was their national movement. The personal corruption within that movement did not change the fact that Nazism, as a German movement, was working with all its might for the benefit of the German people.  "Thus, the performance of the die-hard Nazis in these final battles can, in a sense, be described as tragically heroic. Fighting for the interests of one's own people against perceived external oppression—that is a sentiment that easily finds resonance."  Li Shiguang pondered this for a long time before answering. "Chairman, I have decided to leave the Foreign Ministry, and I will not change my mind. But Chairman He made it clear before he launched this war of liberation: its true meaning is to build a new world. In that future world, no people will be trapped in a life of extreme, societal despair. Without such despair, extremist ideologies may still exist, but they will not trigger extremist social movements. I believe in your capability, Chairman Li, and in our comrades in the Center. I do not believe such extremist thoughts will find resonance with the youth of the future."  Li Runshi could only nod. Li Shiguang’s understanding was sound, yet his impending departure left Li feeling a sense of loss.  After leaving the President’s office, Li Shiguang gave no further thought to the battle for Berlin. He felt only a deep melancholy. Leaving a post one has held for decades is always a mournful affair. Furthermore, he was not a man prone to desertion.  He had served the nation for over twenty years, partly out of a genuine desire to see China escape its fate of being bullied, and partly out of a willingness to serve the He Rui government. Now that He Rui was gone, China had achieved goals far beyond even his most optimistic dreams, becoming the leader of the world. In an era where countless individuals sought to work for the Chinese government, his departure was not a retreat at the height of his career, but simply because he could no longer find a reason to stay.  Particularly as he felt the hidden undercurrents of struggle within the Party and the nation, he had no desire to be involved. Recalling his years in the government—that sense of moving forward together, where even comrades who disliked one another could cooperate with sincerity, often discovering that their rivals were also working with a deep desire to improve themselves and push China forward—it all moved him profoundly.  *Let my memory of this place stop here.*  Amidst his melancholy, Li Shiguang found himself caught in an irresistible fantasy. *If He Rui hadn't died, would the upcoming internal reorganization be more moderate?*  Though he sincerely hoped the struggle would not be so fierce, he had followed He Rui too long and was too well-versed in historical materialism to believe otherwise. He knew it was impossible.  One's position determines one's perspective. The foundation of their unity had been the ever-growing benefits brought by China's victory. Under He Rui's systems and policies, those benefits had been distributed fairly to all Chinese people. The more abundant the social resources, the less intense the internal contradictions.  But everyone's position was different; some were even in direct opposition. Once the external contradiction, previously prioritized, vanished, the internal contradictions—hitherto treated as secondary—would inevitably rise to the fore.  Li Shiguang could see no "gentle" way to resolve these conflicts. If one existed, it would have required He Rui to utilize his unparalleled post-war prestige to force the opposing factions to yield.  But he didn't believe that thought was correct. In thousands of years of Chinese history, there had never been such a case. He Rui himself was not a man for the trick of "releasing military power over a cup of wine."  That tactic involved granting feudal privileges to the elite. He Rui would never allow feudal privilege to take root in New China. He would have faced the contradictions head-on, without a shred of compromise on principle.  With a sigh, Li Shiguang even forgot his conversation with Li Runshi.  Meanwhile, in Berlin, the final steadfast supporters of the Nazi cause were, just as He Rui and Li Runshi had predicted, fulfilling their oaths with desperate courage. They were fighting for Nazism until their final breath.  Since the battle for Berlin began on April 22, 1945, the Wehrmacht had fought a bloodbath with the singular goal of inflicting maximum casualties on the Red Army.  Previously, recruiting suicide squads had been no easy task. No one wants to die. But now, after months of carnage, many Nazi soldiers actually craved death; it was the most direct means of escape from their despair.  Dying was easy enough now; a "suicide squad" was truly a journey from which there was no return. The "Panzerfaust 3" anti-tank weapon, developed using imported American technology, granted its operator few chances to fire.  The original German Panzerfaust was a single-shot disposable weapon. But after the Americans imported the design, they had developed their own version. During their war with China, the US had studied captured Chinese RPG-7s and developed new technologies.  As the US effectively exited the war, these technologies had been funneled back to Germany by American experts supporting the Reich. The German rocket launcher had been upgraded to the Panzerfaust 2, and then, during the siege, to the Panzerfaust 3.  Recently, there had emerged "miracle" operators of the Panzerfaust 3 who had fired ten times and destroyed five Soviet tanks while remaining unscathed. The result was a literal ring of metal—a circle of Soviet tank wrecks—surrounding the city of Berlin. These carcasses became new fortifications, granting the German suicide teams even more protection.  By April 26th, the Soviets began using infantry to lead the assaults, while utilizing heavy vehicles to tow away the scrap. The combat instantly became even more bloody.  The German hit teams found that they could now easily achieve a one-for-one exchange. With proper preparation, ten-to-one was possible. Seeing their deaths as a final act with such a ratio, the Nazi soldiers—already driven to madness by the war—became even more frenzied.  The Red Army, fighting deep within the city, found every door and every hiding spot a lethal threat. They had expected a broken enemy; instead, they found an opponent that had moved beyond brutality into total insanity.  By April 27th, although the Soviets had secured the outskirts and were constantly compressing the perimeter, their losses had exhausted their second wave of units. They were forced to rotate them out and commit their third wave. A significant portion of this third wave consisted of penal battalions.  In the Red Army, the members of the penal battalions were a desperate lot. They knew their only hope of washing away their perceived sins was an honorable death in battle. Faced with the SS units that had once been their greatest headache, the penal troops felt a surge of excitement.  Killing the Nazis who had frustrated even the "pure" Red Army units gave the penal soldiers a sense of value and meaning. When the two forces clashed again, the brutality reached unprecedented heights.  The SS sent out "human bombs"; the Red Army countered with its own. Both sides carried "Glory Bombs"—suicide grenades—and never hesitated to pull the pin and lunge at the enemy once they were cornered.  In just two days, casualties on both sides reached historic levels. Stalin had ordered that Berlin be taken by May Day. It was now April 29th; less than thirty-six hours remained.  Berlin was a hellscape. the smoke in the air never cleared; under the dim skies, the sounds of gunfire and the screams of men were constant. The Red Army pressed on with grim determination. In the non-stop slaughter, the soldiers had grown numb. they no longer fought with their minds, but with pure instinct.  Across from them, the German remnants felt the same. They knew victory was impossible and death was certain. Yet something kept them in the fight. Only in the heat of combat could they temporarily quiet the agony that threatened to consume them.  But the Germans were being ground down, and the Soviet offensive was relentless. The Wehrmacht finally lost the capacity to hold a city-wide line and retreated into the final stage: defending the core Nazi government buildings.  These reinforced concrete structures were incredibly stout, with vast basements for stockpiling weapons, ammo, food, and serving as infirmaries and morgues.  The fighting around these buildings was even more savage. After paying a massive price to break the perimeter and enter, the Soviets often had to launch a dozen charges just to open a single corridor.  Nevertheless, seasoned by years of various bitter campaigns, the Red Army pressed on, taking the buildings one by one. Ultimately, only the defense centered on the Reichstag remained. By this time, only twelve hours remained before the May Day deadline. The Red Army launched its final assault on the building.  From 1894 to 1933, the Reichstag had been the seat of the Imperial and Weimar parliaments, the heart of German political power. To the Soviets, it was the ultimate symbol of the Nazi regime. To the Nazis themselves, however, it represented the democracy they loathed; it had been left in ruins since the fire of 1933. Consequently, they had felt no hesitation in modifying it, transforming the magnificent structure into a fortress of unparalleled strength.  The bloodletting around the Reichstag reached a point where, in the final moments, die-hard Nazis and Soviet soldiers cast aside their weapons and fought with their bare fists.  Guns and bayonets were no longer enough to satisfy nerves that felt as if they were on fire. Only by beating an enemy to death with their hands could these final combatants find any mental release.  As the clock neared 11:40 PM on April 30th, the small hatch of the bunker not far from the Reichstag was opened. Hitler and his new bride, Eva Braun, stepped out, followed by the entire Goebbels family.  Hitler gazed into the distance, obscured by the haze of war. He spoke to Goebbels: "Thank you for staying with me until the end."  Goebbels’ gaunt face showed no hesitation. He gave a sharp Nazi salute and shouted, "Führer, it is my honor."  Hitler nodded, embraced his wife, and pressed the button on the detonator in his hand.  A moment later, the ground beneath the Reichstag heaved. The massive structure twisted, shattered, and then dissolved into a cloud of debris that was hurled into the sky.  Germany’s second nuclear weapon had been hidden in the deepest cellar of the building. Hitler had detonated it.  Despite the fog of war, countless people who had not yet slept saw a sun rise in the midnight sky. Thousands of soldiers who had managed to drift into a dreamless sleep in their uniforms also saw, in their final, searing dreams, their grandmothers reaching out a gentle hand to them against the backdrop of that brilliant sun.
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Within forty-eight hours of Hitler's decision to commit suicide—on April 28th—he received word that Benito Mussolini, the leader of the Italian Fascists, had been executed by firing squad.  Upon confirming the news of He Rui’s death, Mussolini had decided to lead a force to northern Italy to link up with local fascists and launch a counter-attack on Rome. At least, that was what he had told Hitler.  However, as soon as he entered northern Italy, he was betrayed by his own. A large Italian government force launched a fierce assault on Mussolini and his entourage once they were encircled. In a position of absolute superiority, the Italians proved themselves capable fighters. The German remnants with Mussolini suffered heavy losses and were forced to surrender. Mussolini himself was captured.  Hitler had assumed that Mussolini, having served as Prime Minister for so long and contributed significantly to the nation, would at least be spared the death penalty. He had not expected him to be summarily executed.  This result forced Hitler to the agonizing realization that he, too, would likely face execution after a show trial.  He had always maintained that he would rather die than surrender. It was for this reason that he had placed the second atomic bomb in the cellar of the Reichstag, not far from his bunker, and had excavated a secret tunnel connecting the two.  Aside from Hitler’s direct manual trigger, there were two other ways to detonate the bomb, though the remote detonator held the highest priority.  In his final forty-eight hours, Hitler allowed those of his staff who wished to leave to do so. He wrote his will and married Eva Braun.  Many regarded Eva as a vain woman, a master of romantic maneuvering. But from the moment her relationship with Hitler was finalized, she had remained steadfastly by his side. Even now, facing certain death, she showed no hysteria and made no attempt to flee. She completed the wedding ceremony and remained with him until the end.  On April 29th, Hitler ordered the guards to let no one else leave. At 11:00 PM on the 30th, he met with the remaining staff in the bunker. By this time, most of the senior military officers were gone; even Göring had departed days prior.  Hitler was not surprised. He had seen how the German officer corps had treated Kaiser Wilhelm II at the end of the First World War. The only thing that truly moved him was Field Marshal Model’s suicide. Upon hearing the news, he had remarked to Göring and Manstein: "If Model could do it, I have no reason to do less."  To his surprise, the civilian staff chose to stay. It gave Hitler a sense of the worth of the common German people. At the end of the first war, it was he—a mere corporal—who had sworn to liberate Germany and avenge the defeat. Of all the "great men" on high, not one had truly taken the people's suffering to heart. Even when they spoke of revenge, it was merely an excuse for personal gain.  After bidding the staff farewell, Hitler requested they remain within the bunker. He did not know that this act would save them; at the time, he simply felt they might lack the courage to face death, and that the bunker would collapse quickly under the nuclear blast, granting them a swifter end.  To reduce their suffering, he had thoughtfully gifted each of his secretaries a small vial of lethal poison, apologizing that he had nothing better to give them.  Finally, at 11:40 PM on April 30th, Hitler emerged from the bunker, accompanied by the entire Goebbels family. Goebbels had already decided on a family suicide, but upon learning of the nuclear device, he and his wife joyfully agreed to join the Hitlers in their final journey.  At the thought of taking tens—perhaps even hundreds—of thousands with them, Goebbels felt only delight at the prospect of such a brilliant death. He was briefly concerned that the device might fail and anxiously questioned Hitler in private.  Hitler, who loathed this instability in Goebbels' character, told him coldly: "You have only to follow me!"  At 11:40 PM, the Hitlers, the Goebbels, and their seven children stood outside the bunker, enveloped in the smoke and haze of battle. Visibility was so low, and the final madness of the war so intense, that no one noticed them.  Hitler pressed the button, and the nuclear weapon exploded. Exactly how he died, no one would ever truly know. That his final moments were recorded so accurately was only because the device had a yield of 11,000 tons of TNT. While it caused immense destruction, it was not enough to totally level the Führerbunker; it only rendered the structure impossible to open for several days.  It was four days later that the survivors within managed to force their way out. By then, the area within five hundred meters of the epicenter was virtually devoid of life.  Before midnight on April 30th, the earth had heaved like a bucking stallion. The Red Army never expected to witness such a spectacle: the Reichstag was shattered from below. Then, a column of heat and light erupted from the ground, illuminating the surroundings with a brilliance that blinded anyone who looked directly at it.  The intense radiation killed everyone within a kilometer of the surface. Infrared rays inflicted severe burns on anyone within 1.5 kilometers who was not in a deep shelter. Many exhausted officers and men, sleeping in their dreams of home, saw their grandmothers reaching out to them before convulsing and dying in their sleep.  Those who died in such dreams were the fortunate ones. The unlucky were jolted awake by the agonizing pain, dying within a week.  Further out, radiation claimed hundreds of thousands of Soviet soldiers and German civilians. As the energy of the fission reaction finally dissipated, a black rain began to fall from the sky.  The atomic explosion produced a massive mushroom cloud filled with radioactive dust. Mixed with the moisture in the clouds, this became a black rain that fell over the Berlin area. The water was highly radioactive, contaminating the rivers. Most refugees who drank it in their desperation died within days.  There is an old Chinese saying: "It is easy to die early, hard to die late." Within the radius of a nuclear strike, this phrase found its literal truth.  When the survivors from the bunker emerged four days later, in addition to the 100,000 who had vanished or died instantly, another 100,000 had perished in agony. Even the Red Army believed the city was cursed, withdrawing their forces forty kilometers from the epicenter of the blast.  The intensity of the ground radiation had significantly diminished. The bunker staff carried water and food. Though they knew nothing of the world outside, they had decided to speak to no one and get as far from Berlin as possible.  Stunned as they were by the unrecognizable ruins of the city, they fled. It was not until May 15th, when Red Army units equipped with Chinese radiation detectors began a thorough search of the bunker, that it was confirmed someone had survived. By then, the staff had vanished. The details of these events would only emerge in the memoirs of one of Hitler’s secretaries, who settled elsewhere and only revealed her identity in 1990, shocking the world.  Based on her memoirs, the final fates of the large number of core Nazi officials who vanished after the blast were finally established.  The full scale of the losses from the 1945 Berlin explosion was not disclosed by the Soviets until the following year. According to their data, 280,000 Red Army soldiers died instantly, with another 170,000 passing within three months.  While some historians argue that the actual number of Red Army soldiers directly killed by the blast was around 120,000—attributing the rest to the failures of Soviet command during the siege—these claims have never been officially accepted. As the primary force that eliminated Nazi Germany, the Soviet Union’s narrative is treated with universal respect.  On May 4, 1945, Grand Admiral Karl Dönitz, representing the remnants of the German government and its organized military, signed the document of unconditional surrender.  Though isolated pockets of German troops continued to resist, serious historians agree that the Second World War ended there.  The war had divided the globe into the Chinese-led liberation camp and the Euro-American Allies. Ultimately, the global liberation movement achieved complete victory. From that moment on, not a single colony remained on Earth; every oppressed people had been liberated from the yolk of colonialism.  On May 5th, Marshal Cheng Ruofan, having handed over his duties to his deputy, landed in the Chinese capital. Stepping off the plane, he found his old comrade Zhong Yifu waiting for him.  Before a word could be spoken, Zhong opened the car door. "Let’s go see the Chairman."  Cheng sat inside and replied, "Let me wash first. The Chairman wouldn't like it otherwise."  He Rui had never demanded special treatment; his lifestyle was no different from anyone else’s. There was only one exception: his habit of bathing. Whenever conditions permitted, even in the dead of winter with cold water, he would wash.  By 1930, this was no longer a luxury in Chinese cities; every worker in a state-owned factory had access to a bathhouse. It was simply that most lacked the habit.  But Cheng, having fought alongside He Rui for thirty years, knew the Chairman’s preferences well. So did Zhong. He gave a quiet instruction to the driver, and the car headed straight for the airport staff quarters, where Cheng utilized the bathhouse for a thorough scrub.  Smelling of soap and shampoo, Cheng changed into a fresh uniform and returned to the car. The two Marshals sat in silence until they neared their destination. Zhong finally spoke: "Ruofan, shouldn't you go to the Military Commission first?"  "No," Cheng answered calmly. "I’ve submitted my report. I am here to see the Chairman."  Zhong sighed inwardly. Cheng was a man of pure sentiment. To others, "a new ruler means new ministers" was a law of nature. To visit the late Chairman before reporting to Chairman Li or the Commission could easily be seen as a political maneuver. But Zhong knew better; Cheng had no such intent. Thus, he said no more, remaining by his side.  By doing so, Zhong was showing his loyalty to his friend, ready to speak up for him if anyone tried to exploit the situation. If he kept his distance, he would be unable to help.  The car stopped before the newly completed memorial hall. Zhong noted that the security was being handled not by regular army units, but by the Central Guard Regiment.  As they stepped out, Li Runshi emerged from the hall. Zhong felt a surge of tension.  Li walked up to Cheng. To Zhong’s relief, Cheng showed no sign of resentment and saluted first. Half the weight on Zhong’s heart was lifted.  When the salute was finished, Li stepped forward and shook Cheng’s hand. "Comrade Ruofan, you have worked hard."  "It is the victory of the world's people against colonialism, imperialism, and racism," Cheng replied, his emotions still far from the conversation. "I was but one of them."  The rest of the weight left Zhong's heart, though a new worry emerged. He knew Cheng’s character; these were his genuine feelings, but all he wanted now was to mourn He Rui, not discuss work. If Li pressed him, the response might not be so diplomatic.  To his relief, Li said, "I will take you to see the Chairman. You should tell him the good news yourself."  With that, Li turned and led the way into the hall. Zhong let out a silent breath. By his assessment, Li was a man of great magnanimity; if he chose to let a slight pass, he would never bring it up again. Seeing a potentially explosive situation resolved so smoothly, Zhong was finally at ease.  Within the memorial hall lay a crystal coffin. Within it, He Rui lay in eternal rest, his expression serene as if in sleep. Two meters from the coffin, Li Runshi stopped and stepped aside.  This small gesture raised Li even higher in Zhong’s estimation. So long as Li did not hold this against him later, Cheng was safe. Still, Zhong himself would have stayed behind Li. To visit He Rui was a privilege a Marshal could exercise at any time.  He watched Cheng walk to the coffin and reach out to touch its polished surface. Zhong felt a twinge of envy; to maintain such pure emotion while reaching the rank of Marshal was something he himself found impossible.  Cheng had eyes only for He Rui. He saw the crisp uniform without rank insignia and the bare head—the way He Rui had dressed for most of their thirty years together.  Thirty years ago, when they had first met, He Rui was a young man. The man in the coffin, with his pale, fine skin and absence of wrinkles, looked as he had then. He Rui, at fifty-five, looked only twenty-five—exactly the age he had been when they first met. The man in the coffin and the man in his memory merged into one.  The memories of those thirty years erupted. Overcome with grief, Cheng Ruofan leaned against the coffin and wept. He had "cried" several times since hearing the news, but his heart had been so burdened that the emotions were stifled; he had only shed tears.  Now, having brought the news of victory, he finally accepted that He Rui had gone after fulfilling his most magnificent task. The blockage in his heart was gone, and the tears flowed freely. At last, he truly wept.  He didn't speak of his pain or choke out reports. He simply cried—for the loss of a comrade who was like a teacher, for the years they had spent together, and for the future they would not share. It was the pure sorrow of loss.  Emotions are contagious. Everyone in the room found themselves weeping once more.  Cheng did not cry for long. After wiping his eyes, he prepared to leave. He noticed that his touch had left a slight mark on the glass. Recalling He Rui’s obsession with cleanliness, he pulled out a fresh handkerchief and carefully polished the surface until the mark vanished. Only then did he turn to Li Runshi. "Chairman Li..."  "Comrade Ruofan, go and rest first," Li interrupted him gently. "The Military Commission meets tomorrow. You must be there."  Cheng said no more. He saluted and left with Zhong Yifu.  Less than ten minutes after their departure, Molotov was led in. Beholding the crystal coffin, he stepped forward and bowed low.  This time, he showed genuine reverence. The power of nuclear weapons and the staggering casualties they inflicted had deeply shocked the Soviet leadership. But the greatest shock had come from the intelligence that China had already conducted a nuclear strike on the German test site, proving they not only possessed the weapons but the will and capability to use them.  The Central Committee now acknowledged that the combat effectiveness of the Chinese National Defense Forces exceeded that of the Red Army. With a population and industrial base several times that of the USSR, and possessing nuclear weapons, they decided that the Soviet Union must not challenge China in the short term.  The reason was simple. America had signed an armistice, and Germany was finished. China was now free to turn its full attention to the USSR. If the Soviet Union held such an advantage, they would certainly find a pretext to suppress China. As in Aesop’s fables, the wolf would find a reason to blame the lamb even if it were drinking downstream.  Having paid his respects to the man who had led China to total victory, Molotov returned to Li Runshi. His tone was as calm as he could make it. "I have been instructed by the Soviet government to discuss post-war cooperation. Regarding this just war, my government and the Party believe it marks the beginning of world peace."  Hearing this submissive tone from a man who knew the world had to have peace, Li Runshi replied heartily, "Indeed. Chairman He was a great pacifist. He built this peace."  Thinking of the wars He Rui had fought and the tens of millions he had slain, Molotov nodded respectfully. "In my life, I have never seen a greater builder of peace. I believe the peace Chairman He created will surely endure."
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Only after Molotov began discussions with China regarding the establishment of military administration zones in Germany did he realize that the Chinese were already fully prepared. He was pleased to find China willing to negotiate, yet he soon felt an immense pressure when it became clear that Beijing had no intention of allowing the USSR full dominance over the disposal of eastern Germany.  As Molotov had anticipated, the Soviet Union sought to alter Germany's borders. Compared to Germany, Poland was the primary object the USSR wished to control completely. Having already secured the territories east of the Curzon Line from Poland, the Soviets intended to compensate the Poles by granting them a portion of eastern Germany.  China initially opposed the move, arguing that such a redistribution of German land would trigger a violent backlash. At the very least, China would not give its consent.  In the world as it stood, there were few things that could be carried out if China opposed them. Forced into a corner, Molotov utilized every channel to negotiate. Ultimately, he proposed a solution to the Soviet Central Committee.  They would first divide the military administration zones and then establish a "new state" within the Soviet-occupied German territory. Afterward, they would sign a land-transfer agreement with this new government. This maneuver would avoid a direct confrontation with China.  By this time, the Soviet leadership was well aware of China's nuclear capability and had witnessed the power of the bomb firsthand. Since a direct conflict was out of the question, they approved Molotov's suggestion.  Bolstered by the response, Molotov entered the next round of negotiations with renewed confidence. Just as he thought the process might proceed smoothly, the Chinese side raised a new requirement: "Given the suffering of the Jews in Europe, China deems it necessary for Germany and Poland—the nations that most severely persecuted them— to provide land for the establishment of a Jewish state. This will resolve the Jewish question once and for all."  The idea of providing land for a Jewish homeland had been discussed by the Great Powers for years. The Soviet Union also harbored its share of anti-Semitism; to prevent internal unrest, they had already established a Jewish Autonomous Oblast in the Far East, effectively exiling their Jewish population to the border with China.  But the Chinese requirement struck Molotov as problematic. Although he knew a refusal was likely impossible, he asked cautiously, "Which specific land are we talking about?"  Li Shiguang produced a map. Molotov looked at it: the proposed region was centered on East Prussia and included a portion of Polish territory, totaling approximately 50,000 square kilometers. In Molotov’s memory, the area was described as marshland—not quite water, but certainly a wetland.  He knew the Central Committee indeed wanted East Prussia as a strategic enclave. He attempted to negotiate, but Li Shiguang was in no mood for compromise.  Although Li personally loathed the posturing of imperialism, he recognized that European civilization understood only that language. He spoke with a cold gravity: "I am issuing a notification, not initiating a discussion. If you insist on a discussion, I would prefer to discuss the question of the Baltic states."  The remark was not one Li enjoyed making, but seeing Molotov’s forced compliance brought a certain satisfaction.  Molotov was not angered by the imperialist tone. As Li had suspected, this directness allowed Molotov to grasp China’s attitude with absolute clarity. He stopped struggling and immediately telegrammed the Central Committee.  At the subsequent session in Moscow, Stalin finally displayed his fury, delivering a blistering denunciation of China's "imperialist actions."  The members of the Committee were all seasoned political animals. Sensing the wind, they followed suit, criticizing China for having abandoned its revolutionary path. Amidst the chorus of condemnation, all eyes turned to Commissioner Kirov.  In the current Party, Kirov was the only one with the stature to provide everyone—Stalin included—with a "step down" that wouldn't damage his own standing. Stalin’s show of strength was a necessity of his position, yet the members knew perfectly well that a military conflict with China was unthinkable. A single East Prussia was not worth a war.  Kirov waited for the others to finish their support for Stalin’s stance. Noticing the General Secretary growing impatient, he finally spoke: "The priority at this moment is Poland. China's imperialist behavior is a valuable lesson; it will allow the Polish people to fully recognize the imperialist nature of Beijing."  The remark earned Kirov considerable respect among his peers. To call for a retreat directly would be "capitulationism." By framing the concession as a way to expose Chinese "evil" to the Poles, he turned it into a form of ideological offensive.  Kirov was not finished. "Only the establishment of a new Germany can ensure European stability," he continued. "Currently, China is not obstructing this. I believe it is necessary to ensure this process moves forward smoothly."  Stalin, who had no intention of a direct clash, seized the opening. "And what of the new division of occupation zones, comrades? Any thoughts?"  In this round, China had indeed made significant concessions. According to the new standards, China was to yield nearly 100,000 square kilometers of its occupied territory. These were prime lands—highly industrialized and densely populated. In Soviet eyes, compared to the sliver of land required for the Jewish state, China was the one taking the loss.  When it came time for rhetoric, the Central Committee members were masters. But on matters of this gravity, they were also exceedingly cautious. After a period of discussion, they finalized their acceptance of the Chinese requirements.  On May 16, 1945, China and the USSR issued a joint declaration on the establishment of the Jewish Republic. The announcement met with little opposition within the United Nations; even the anti-Semites found it acceptable.  For the anti-Semites of Europe, their greatest desire was the expulsion of the Jews to "purify" their own social environments. As for whether the Jews were slaughtered, there were fewer true madmen in Europe than one might think.  Thus, from May 19th, WPLA units began their advance into East Prussia alongside Soviet forces. Simultaneously, the WPLA commenced its withdrawal from other sectors according to the new zonal boundaries.  By June 1st, the final partition was complete. The local German populations in East Prussia and the surrounding areas were subjected to total expulsion by the Soviet military. Hearing that the Chinese were leaving and the Russians were taking over, vast numbers of residents in eastern Germany also fled to the West.  On June 2nd, the International Military Tribunal for the trial of crimes committed during the Second World War opened in Nuremberg. The war had entered its final phase of reckoning.  So many high-ranking Nazis had vanished in the Berlin nuclear blast that they accounted for less than forty percent of the defendants. Another ten percent were members of various European fascist and Nazi groups. Fully half of those on trial were colonialists, including Winston Churchill.  The grounds for their trial were simple: during their administrations, they had oversaw numerous massacres and other atrocities in their colonies. They were charged with crimes against humanity.  Drawing on China's experience with the Asian International Tribunal established during the Sino-British War of 1927, the organization of the Great Trial proceeded smoothly. Representatives from every former colony flocked to Nuremberg to file complaints, providing a mountain of evidence and demanding severe punishment for the colonialists.  According to the rules established by the Chinese, the defendants were permitted legal counsel. Jurists from across Europe and the United States converged on Nuremberg.  Professor Zhao Tianlin, who had served as the executive chairman of the previous international commission, received a delegation of Western jurists who had come to China to "pay him a visit" during his convalescence.  Zhao was weak, yet he granted them an audience. The leader of the delegation was the son of his former law professor at Harvard.  The conversation was direct. Zhao sighed, "Had a standard been reached and signed by all at the Singapore Conference in 1943, things would not have come to this. At that time, Chairman He believed we should cast aside the burdens of the past and enter an era of peaceful development."  The jurists were filled with regret. Their primary hope then had been to "wait and see." As beneficiaries of colonialism, they had hoped to gloss over its crimes with a few innocuous statements rather than face genuine legislation, trials, and accountability.  Now that China had crushed all opposition through military force, matters that could have been handled gently now required a serious accounting. As the Chinese saying went: "Some things, if not placed on the scale, weigh less than four ounces. Once on the scale, even a thousand pounds won't hold them."  The jurists were pragmatic. They asked Zhao, "Professor, is there any path left for a more moderate approach?"  Zhao shook his head. "Once a case is established, it must follow its course. I believe many will hang this time. All are equal before the law; kings, prime ministers, and ministers alike must pay the price for their crimes."  Seeing the grim expressions of the experts, Zhao offered a small, forced smile. "Heh. I can assure you of one thing: China will not demand the death penalty for the sake of it. For the officers and men of the opposing side who fought in normal combat, China will guarantee their legal rights, provided they committed no war crimes."  The experts exchanged a look, but found no comfort in the words. They had studied He Rui; they knew he wasn't a man for random executions, but neither was he a man for retribution. Death depended solely on whether the captive had committed a crime.  But the legacy of five hundred years of colonialism was a mountain of sin. To truly pursue it meant a river of blood. At the very least, Churchill and the officials of the Colonial Office were destined for the gallows. The Belgian King and half of his cabinet would swing as well.  The death of these men carried a significance far greater than any execution of POWs. To trial colonialism was to trial almost all of Europe. Only a few, like Hungary, could stand tall and declare themselves clean.  "Dr. Zhao, can you help us defend those on trial?"  Faced with the plea, Zhao Tianlin found himself unable to answer immediately. He could defend them, but the fundamental logic of any defense would be anti-colonial. He worried that the Western experts might assume he could somehow subvert New China's standards of judgment.  While he doubted they truly believed that, he knew that desperate men—like a dog leaping over a wall—might convince themselves of anything.
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On June 3, 1945, Eleanor Roosevelt signed the order to dispatch troops to the four northwestern states. As she set down her pen, she felt a sudden surge of anticipation. She hoped for a swift federal victory that would force the Black veterans to surrender quickly. In the prevailing American mindset, Black soldiers were not considered particularly formidable. With a decisive victory, Eleanor believed she could leverage her prestige to turn and suppress the rising insolence of the Southern states.  In the South, the states had already designated Montgomery as their capital. Upon learning that Eleanor had signed the order, the Southern elite immediately raised their glasses in celebration.  Had Eleanor merely practiced systemic discrimination against Black people, her actions would have triggered nothing more than an internal debate among the establishment. But dispatching troops to suppress the northwestern states, where the Black veterans already held the advantage, was another matter entirely.  Even if the civil rights legislation enacted by the Black veterans was deemed illegal by most states, illegalities were occurring on a staggering scale in America every day; the Black movement was hardly unique in that regard.  The Southern states had exerted pressure within Congress specifically to goad Eleanor’s cabinet into initiating a civil war. Once the federal government fired the first shot of an internal conflict, it would effectively open the door for Southern independence.  The politics played by men and the politics played by women were not the same thing—or so the Southern politicians, who held Eleanor’s capabilities in low regard, believed. Seeing that she had fallen into their trap, the Southern grandees wasted no time in fully activating their machinery.  The Southern states began to stall their tax payments to the federal government. Simultaneously, utilizing gold and silver as collateral, they began issuing their own state currencies while restricting the circulation of federal US dollars within their borders.  Severing the economic ties between North and South was the necessary preparation for the operations to come.  Beyond economics, the South ceased providing manpower to the federal government. Their aim in goading Eleanor into the northwestern suppression was to force the North to continue consuming its own dwindling resources.  With the federal government forced to maintain a defensive line in the North against China while simultaneously suppressing an internal uprising, the breaking point was inevitable. Whether the North collapsed now or in the near future was of little concern to the South; they were content to wait, confident that disaster was coming for the Yankees.  The man who had proposed this strategy was Dan—once a Captain, now a Lieutenant Colonel. The original Southern plan for independence had been a simplistic attempt to "draw a circle and stay within it." Dan felt his fellow Southerners were being as stubborn and narrow-minded as they had been during the first Civil War. He had submitted his plan to the then-Colonel Bourbon—now Major General Bourbon—and secured his full support.  General Bourbon had been under immense pressure until Eleanor issued the marching orders. With the first phase of the plan successfully realized, his influence surged. He was now serving as the Chief of Staff for the Confederate Assembly of the Southern States.  Lieutenant Colonel Dan knew his plan was tearing America apart. He was well aware that such a split would be founded upon a sea of sacrifice. But after surviving the global war, he found he felt nothing toward such prospects. He had seen too much death; he himself was a man who had crawled out from under a mountain of corpses.  Upon returning home, he had tried to return to a life of peace. But that peaceful life was no longer a survival mode he could accept. The repetition of yesterday, every day, made him feel as if he were rotting and dying from within.  Only on the strategic level—moving tens of thousands of men, exerting every ounce of his hard-won knowledge—did he feel truly alive.  Before deployment, the federal army was certain that the Black veterans would resist, likely utilizing small-unit guerrilla tactics.  Thus, when the federal forces entered the Rockies and encountered the first ambushes, there was no panic. The commanders followed their pre-arranged plans, utilizing superior numbers and overwhelming fire coverage. America still possessed vast stockpiles of munitions, enough to deal a crushing blow to any opponent. By June 20th, as the federal columns cleared the mountain passes, they believed the hardest part was behind them.  On June 21st, the sky darkened with fighters. America was not the only nation with an inexhaustible supply of weapons; China’s stockpiles were far greater. Furthermore, the million-strong Black force in the Northwest were not mere recruits but battle-hardened veterans of the regular WPLA.  After centuries of oppression, and with their backs against the wall, these men were more than willing to die for their own liberation.  In the sky, jet fighters clashed with propeller aircraft once more. On the ground, American and Chinese-made tanks engaged in mutual destruction.  Within the Black military command, numerous WPLA volunteers—Black officers and staff—worked alongside the locals, more than compensating for any lack of senior command experience. On the front lines, WPLA veterans operated technical equipment, holding their own against the white federal army in the fields of artillery, electronics, and communications.  The federal government had committed 300,000 men to the campaign. Given the dilapidated state of the North, this represented a significant portion of their remaining strength. Had the enemy been anyone other than Black veterans, the senior military leadership would likely have refused to launch this operation, dubbed "Project Punisher."  From June 21st, after the Black forces completed a maneuver to lure the enemy deep into the mountains, the campaign raged for twenty days. Because the Black units had severed the transport links within the Rockies, the federal army lacked even the ability to flee once defeated. Ultimately, only a handful of white troops escaped the encirclement. The vast majority were either killed or taken prisoner.  When the news reached the North, the states were gripped by terror. Ironically, the supposedly "most racist" Southern states showed no fear. In their master plan, the best outcome was a restored Confederacy and independence. At the very least, they sought a new Constitution built upon their own principles.  If they achieved independence, they had no intention of including the four northwestern states in their Confederacy. If they succeeded in rewriting the Constitution, they demanded absolute state autonomy; whether the Northwest was Black-dominated was of no interest to them. In fact, a Black-dominated Northwest provided a convenient destination for the racial expulsions they planned to carry out internally, significantly easing the task of purging the South of its own Black population.  General Bourbon immediately outlined the next steps: do not seek to assign blame for the defeat, but instead demand that the federal government launch another offensive immediately.  In Washington, Southern congressmen went to work, while Southern capitalists launched a media blitz. Their message was simple: "Now is not the time for recriminations! The federal army must regroup and strike again! We cannot allow this act of 'self-direction' to spread across the entire United States!"  In this media campaign, the outlets controlled by Southern capital pointedly avoided labeling the Black civil rights movement as a "rebellion." Instead, they utilized the precise term "self-directed action" to define the Black veterans' movement.  To precisely guide public opinion, Southern capital hired numerous influential figures to write articles. To broaden their base of support, these figures even included left-wingers and members of the Communist Party USA—the very people the Southern elite loathed most.  The propaganda struggle was waged in the newspapers and through a series of live radio debates. The core objective was to make the American public accept the view that the Black veterans were merely "acting on their own initiative," not rebelling.  Lieutenant Colonel Dan, the architect of this approach, carefully monitored the public feedback with his team. He was delighted to see that as the campaign deepened, the Northern public was becoming divided. Some saw it as treason, while others were convinced it was merely a localized, self-directed action—similar to a revolt, yet fundamentally different.  This result thrilled Dan’s team. If the South sought independence, they had to avoid being seen as "rebels." To build that ideological foundation, they needed a pathfinder. The Black veterans were the perfect choice.  With the plan proceeding so smoothly, the team even found the leisure to discuss whether the Black forces would seize more states. The discussion was rational and calm. Most agreed that the Black population was too small; holding four states in the Northwest would be hard enough. If they truly wished to launch a counter-offensive, they would have to draw China directly into the conflict.  Dan’s team had already discussed this possibility. They believed that China's priority was not the entire United States, but rather the formal independence of Alaska and Hawaii. After another federal defeat, the Washington government would likely be desperate enough to seek communication with China, hoping for a guarantee of non-interference in the internal war.  This would be China’s opportunity to demand that the federal government recognize the independence of Alaska and Hawaii. After all, neither territory had attained statehood; they lacked formal legal standing within the Union.  Having concluded these discussions, the team refocused. The foundation for Southern independence had to be the extreme weakening of the Northern federal government—either through military and financial collapse or the total disintegration of its political legitimacy.  Dan and his colleagues were no longer the hotheads of the first Civil War. Most were students of He Rui’s political and military doctrines. Compared to the crude "cowboy" culture of traditional America, the Chinese methodologies they had learned were vastly more advanced.  In contrast, the federal government in the North had seen its best talents depart. The cabinet members remaining in Washington mostly believed that a "strongman" posture was the only way to retain public support.  In Chinese culture, there was a phrase that perfectly described such men: "A monkey wearing a crown."  Events unfolded exactly as Dan had predicted. The clique in Washington began mobilizing troops for another assault on the Northwest.  When the news arrived, a young member of Dan’s team, James Gan, approached him with a look of confusion. "Colonel, however foolish those people in Washington might be, they must know that sending more troops is effectively splitting the country. Why do they persist?"  Dan looked at the young man. James was talented but lacked an understanding of the stubbornness of older men and the bedrock of cultural accumulation. He answered with patience.  "Your assessment is correct, James. The politicians in Washington are not so stupid as to be blind to the problem. But in their eyes, the Black veterans gaining equal civil rights means their own power is being undermined. Those politicians cannot accept such a change. To them, a changed America is no longer America at all."  Seeing the anger on James’s face, Dan added, "They rely on the Constitution. And the reason we are building an independent Confederacy is that we loathe that same Constitution. It is that document that allows a foolish federal government to limit the freedom of the states.  "Only by shattering this hypocritical Constitution and allowing the people of every state to enjoy their own freedom can we create true happiness for the American people!"  The words struck a chord with the young and impulsive James. He nodded firmly and fell silent.  Dan turned back to his work, his expression a mask of professional detachment. But in his heart, he felt a twinge of guilt toward such a simple-hearted young man. Dan’s true concern was not "justice," but the fact that he was participating in momentous, world-shaping events.  During the war, he had rarely wondered why he was risking his life. It wasn't until his capture and his subsequent study of Chinese culture and politics that he realized he had been a mere pawn for those on high. The elite had thrown young men like him into the fire and forgotten them, for to them, millions of soldiers were nothing but consumables.  Thus, Dan had decided that he, too, would become one of those who stood on high, never again to be controlled by others. And he would see those current elites fall from their heights and shatter upon the ground.  The war had changed him profoundly. Its greatest legacy was that he finally understood what he loved and what he hated. And the definitions of that love and hate were no longer the standards forced upon him by his superiors, but his own choices.  Spiritual freedom was the only true freedom. Dan loved this freedom with all his soul, and he hated those who sought to constrain it—especially the high-born and the powerful.  The next steps were simple. When the next battle erupted, the South would expose the hypocrisy of the Northerners and the games they played to secure their power through war.  Once the American public realized the truth, the United States would either face a constitutional convention or simply explode. The end of the old elite would be as inevitable as death itself.
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The substantive outbreak of the American Civil War became the largest conflict following the conclusion of the Second World War. Li Runshi wished to devote more attention to it, yet he found himself with no time to spare.  In 1944, He Rui had withstood immense pressure to begin transitioning China’s industrial production from wartime service to normal social production. Like any major policy shift, this necessitated a purge of those who had extracted illegal profits under the previous regime.  In the He Rui government, most of those who had grown wealthy through illegal means had done so only because the state had been hesitant to "strike the rat for fear of breaking the vase." Now that the "rabbit" was dead, the time had come to "cook the hound." Investigations into their illicit activities had long been underway; they were merely waiting for the day when the findings could be publicized.  Li Runshi was forced to focus on these matters because the lawbreakers were entangled with many individuals of high standing within the system.  If it were merely a matter of bribing inspectors to pass off substandard goods for economic gain, the Ministry of Justice could handle it. Such crimes did not warrant Li’s time or energy.  What concerned Li were those who, amidst the social upheaval of the war, attempted to establish institutional models conducive to monopoly—namely, to bureaucratic capitalism, as well as to capitalist and feudal systems.  One such organization, formed by prominent businessmen, was the "Huashan Society." Li watched them closely. Based on the philosophy that "there is but one path up Mount Hua," the society argued that state-owned economies were inherently less efficient than private ones. Consequently, they proposed that for society to operate efficiently, social management should be handled more by enterprises and less by the government.  The rebuttal to the Huashan Society's ideology had been formulated while He Rui was still alive. He had commissioned an economic research department led by Li Runshi to compare the operating models of state-owned and private enterprises, resulting in a clear analysis of the political philosophies and "Chinese characteristics" behind each.  He Rui’s economic theories had often drawn criticism from those in Europe who called themselves communists. This was because He Rui acknowledged that in the pursuit of individual profit, private enterprises were far more efficient than state-owned ones. Therefore, once the rules of production were established, he insisted that state and private firms compete directly in the marketplace.  European "communists" generally believed that the ownership of production must be subject to moral evaluation and hierarchical classification.  He Rui held such views in disdain. He believed that competition in the field of production forced private enterprises to conduct "extreme experiments" regarding consumer demand.  For instance, take a simple bicycle. A private firm would find every possible way to satisfy the people’s needs, creating numerous specialized improvements. In this field, the primary goal of a Central Enterprise (SOE) was not to meet every whim, but to satisfy the basic needs of the people to ensure social stability. Only after meeting these fundamental—and already difficult—demands would an SOE consider the high-risk R&D required for expanded demand. Furthermore, such R&D would naturally lean toward low-cost production.  The equity of an SOE was held by the Center—it was state-owned—meaning its capacity for risk was inherently low. The leaders of an SOE bore immense responsibility; an investment failure was a burden the leadership could hardly sustain. Nor could the state simply lift this restriction and grant SOE heads a "death-exemption medal" for failure.  If a private venture-capital investment failed, the firm was devastated—perhaps even bankrupt. Thus, from an economic standpoint, it was only rational that they should reap high profits from successful R&D.  SOEs, conversely, had a low tolerance for failure. How to promote SOE efficiency under such conditions was a matter of systemic research for the state.  Li Runshi possessed a high level of understanding of these issues, which was why the Huashan Society drew his scrutiny. They intended to alter China’s economic system, and a change in the economic system would inevitably lead to a change in the political one.  The Huashan Society was relatively sophisticated among domestic capital groups. The majority of others were merely "bumpkin" parvenus or highly speculative ventures. Their political demands were far more primitive.  Due to their lower caliber, some of these groups proposed that since "those without permanent property have no permanent heart," the state-owned nature of land should be abolished.  Faced with such capital, Li Runshi felt an impulse to uproot them entirely. But recalling He Rui’s remark that he was "too kind-hearted," he quickly calmed himself.  Reflecting on He Rui’s policy-making and layout, Li felt his understanding of the man deepening. He Rui was indeed not a "good man." He Rui, the self-proclaimed anti-social, anti-human madman, did not view these capitalists as human beings but rather as tools or symbols.  According to research, the reason such "madmen" could commit appalling crimes was that their biological structure prevented them from empathizing with normal people.  He Rui’s policies were founded upon an understanding of humanity and human behavioral patterns derived from pure natural law. Ultimately, the resulting policies appeared quite uncomfortable to those sensitive to traditional morality.  Because they were built upon new theories of human study, the debates over "judging by intent vs. judging by deed" had been resolved with a complete, systemic explanation.  So-called "Free Choice" in the humanities did not exist. Biological functions naturally yielded to the influence of the material world. If anything was truly "free," it was the ability of the "self"—shaped by one's will—to reject the choices already made by one's body.  Recalling He Rui’s teachings, Li felt his inner self grow steady. He finally suppressed the urge to apply the "criticism of weapons" to the counter-revolutionaries and turned his focus to the universal promotion of New Chinese culture and lifestyle.  He Rui’s greatest expectation for Li Runshi was that he would create a completely new lifestyle under the socialist system—one that could compete with the capitalist lifestyle and emerge victorious.  To rely on the criticism of weapons would not only fail to win that victory but would turn the new lifestyle into a source of reaction.  Yet this was an incredibly difficult task. With his attention fixed on this goal, Li had neither the time nor the energy to consider the American "quasi-civil war."  While Li was preoccupied, the relevant departments handled the American situation according to their own designs. China’s current policy prioritized the establishment of the new economic order in Asia and Africa, followed by South and Central America.  With the global war just concluded, the leaders within the Li Runshi government believed that if China truly wanted a full-scale civil war in America, the best method was not to intervene personally but to provide the fuel to keep the conflict burning.  Munitions stockpiles in China were more than enough to sustain the Black veterans in the Northwest in their struggle for liberation.  The real way to help the Black veterans now was to assist them in building their capacity for governance. This included not only administration, justice, and military affairs, but also diplomacy.  Thus, the government dispatched experts to engage in deep discussions with the Black leaders. Ultimately, the four northwestern states accepted the Chinese advice and issued a declaration to the other American states and the world.  "...The Black people are merely fighting for their civil rights. As builders of America, Black people are inherently citizens of the United States.  "The four northwestern states are integral parts of the United States. The Black people are resisting oppression and slaughter; they have absolutely no intention of splitting the country.  "Therefore, the four northwestern states firmly oppose the racist murderers currently in Washington. We hope to awaken the courage and strength of all American states to uphold justice and prevent the ultimate disintegration of our nation."  The declaration from the northwestern legislatures concluded with the slogan: "To unity, not division!"  The declaration made every white American who saw it—particularly those in the North—feel exceedingly uncomfortable. Northern whites truly believed the Black seizure of power in the Northwest through force was a rebellion. Even if it wasn't a rebellion against the Union, it was a rebellion against white people. For a people who had always viewed Blacks as an inferior race, the idea of a Black revolt was more intolerable than Chinese control of the region.  Because of the reality of their defeat in the Second World War, American whites had been forced to admit that the Chinese were a race not inferior to their own. They could, therefore, accept losing to China with relative composure.  But Black people could not be equal to whites. Even if they had to admit to being racists or fascists, American whites could not accept equality with Blacks.  The officials in the Li Runshi government were well aware of this. While the Northwest issued its "non-secession" declaration, China continued to strengthen its military and administrative support for the four states.  In internal discussions, it was noted that if the Northwest did not fail militarily, the federal government might very well kick them out of the Union entirely. The comrades felt this might be the best possible outcome—much like the state China had forcibly established for the Jews in Europe.  The same large department was responsible for the Jewish state in Europe and the support for the American Northwest. When the workers grew tired, they would exchange stories of their respective missions.  The comrade handling European affairs spoke of the bizarre developments there. The European Jews had reluctantly accepted independence but firmly rejected the name "Israel." They believed that since their traditions dictated that Jews were destined to wander until the end of time, when Jehovah would lead them back to Israel.  Establishing a Jewish state now was seen as contrary to their religious doctrine. Yet the pressure of survival was so great that they realized they had to have a state to prevent another Holocaust.  Ultimately, they agreed to a state, but insisted it be called anything but Israel. For now, the European state was temporarily named the Kingdom of Judah.  Hearing this, the comrades in the North America department felt that the Black veterans were positively progressive compared to the Jews. In Chinese eyes, living one's life according to a book written by a "god" two thousand years ago was essentially a form of madness.  While China’s own Analects had been written around the same time, it was merely a book—one could choose to believe it or not. It had endured only because most found its concepts sound and learned much from it.  Having finished their exchange of "strange tales," the North American team returned to their work with renewed energy. They felt fortunate not to have been assigned to the European department. Dealing with a group of religious fanatics made them worry their patience would evaporate, and they would end up berating the "holy men" for their feudal superstitions!
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Time sped by, and soon it was July 1, 1945. A significant portion of the capitalist class engaged in economic activity approached the day with mixed emotions. For those who had expected the economic and political landscape of 1945 to undergo massive fluctuations, the current stability was a source of frustration.  The Asian edition of *The Economist* went so far as to lead with a front-page headline: "He Rui likely didn't expect his political influence to dissipate so quickly."  The long-established newspapers of the old industrial powers possessed keen political sensitivities and an irrepressible urge to stir up trouble. Facing the new global hegemon, the editors of *The Economist* cast aside all restraint. They sensed a familiar scent emanating from within China: the national capitalists who had risen during the He Rui era were becoming impatient for greater economic power.  Where there is a crack, there are those ready to pry it open.  The lead article could not, of course, directly insult the late Chairman. Instead, the editors argued that the hyper-centralization of the He Rui era should now give way to a period of decentralization. Decentralization, they claimed, was beneficial to the global economy. Their entry point was the World Bank system that He Rui had worked so hard to promote during his life.  In He Rui’s plan, the World Bank model drew heavily from the US Federal Reserve. Just as the Fed was composed of major American banks, the World Bank was to be composed of the central banks of all nations. To facilitate more effective consultation and cooperation, He Rui had even sent invitations to Fed bankers and economists during the war, asking them to lecture in China.  While the experts had remained silent during the conflict, they had arrived in droves once the fighting ended, providing extensive technical and structural support.  Using this as a pretext, the editors of *The Economist* argued that China required a systemic economic reform: selling the ownership of Chinese assets to international partners to construct a completely new economic model.  The article concluded with a sentimental projection of the future: "Only free finance can promote free economic development, breaking the barriers of global trade and creating a future world of peace and security."  The front-page piece immediately triggered a backlash among Chinese readers. Those willing to pay for a subscription to *The Economist* generally possessed a degree of economic literacy, and those who supported domestic capital recognized the subtext: an attack on the Li Runshi government. Furthermore, the attack was phrased in a way that resonated with Chinese culture, accusing Li of failing to "maintain the path of the predecessor for three years." It characterized He Rui’s basic policies as having been abandoned and charged that Li’s economic policies aimed to restrict the free flow of capital—a move that would inevitably fail to achieve the global financial order He Rui had intended.  Li Runshi had once remarked: "A party without factions is a palace of imperial thought; a party without wings is a house of bizarre curiosities." Even among those who supported decentralization, there were several factions. The most sophisticated belonged either to the "International Capital Faction" or the "Local Industry Faction." Their names alone revealed their origins.  Politicians the world over keep the specific details of their plans for their goals strictly confidential. When He Rui had begun full-scale war preparations in 1937, he had broken the plan down into numerous policies—"increasing leisure time," "universally raising the people’s cultural level," "stimulating the economy through infrastructure"—to make them palatable to the public.  In reality, his internal explanation to the Party was simply: "To combat the economic crisis, we must stimulate the economy through state investment." Within the entire Party, fewer than ten comrades knew the true objective of the plan, and fewer than five understood its overall structure.  Yet politicians never hide their underlying theories. In America, Roosevelt had utilized his fireside chats to ensure the public understood the theoretical foundation and internal logic of the New Deal. In Germany and the Soviet Union, the leadership exerted every effort to promote their core ideologies through articles and speeches.  He Rui had been doing the same in Japan since 1911. He wrote books and articles, commented on current affairs, proposed solutions to complex problems, and explained the social issues of the day. His prestige had been built brick by brick.  Consequently, the changes triggered by various policies and their secondary effects had been described clearly by He Rui in his numerous writings.  Just as capitalists only understood what it meant to be a bourgeoisie after the publication of Marx’s *Capital*, the Chinese bourgeoisie had rapidly attained "self-consciousness" through the vast body of knowledge He Rui provided. They began to recognize the difference between the International Capital and Local Industry factions and attempted to choose their side.  *The Economist*’s article deeply offended the Local Industry Faction. The rise of international capital meant the local industrialists would inevitably fall under its control. At this stage, they viewed the internationalists as a morally bankrupt class of rentier vampires who were willing to sell out national sovereignty.  The prospect of international capital carving up Chinese state assets to form a global alliance was something the local industrialists could not accept.  Private cursing was not enough. The Local Industry Faction immediately launched a counter-offensive in the press, exposing the nature of the internationalists and pleading with the Chinese people not to be seduced by them into a betrayal of the nation.  But the bourgeoisie remained the bourgeoisie. While hammering their rivals, the local industrialists did not forget to insert their own "private goods," cryptically expressing their own desire for a piece of the state-owned pie.  The leadership of the State Council understood the domestic bourgeoisie well and did not take these verbal skirmishes too seriously. In any normal nation, public power possesses an overwhelming advantage. Even in America, capital could not enact policy that affected the nation's foundation without the state’s approval.  Public power is not inherently pro-people or pro-capital; its policies are influenced by whoever can provide the resources required for its existence. Bureaucracies do not produce wealth; they must extract it.  The leadership under Li Runshi had a deeper understanding of this reality. Within the He Rui government, He Rui and many of his subordinates had been that rare breed of talent in human history who could personally conduct R&D and drive social progress. Thus, the government did not particularly care for the emerging bourgeoisie, as they had not yet become a significant force.  This was understood not only by the government but by the bourgeoisie themselves who had survived the past twenty years. Though they came from diverse backgrounds—some from old money—they were fundamentally different from the parvenus who typically rose after a traditional Chinese dynastic change.  Traditionally, a new central government would gain knowledge and human resources from the new elite, necessitating a deal of interests. The He Rui government, however, possessed its own knowledge and resources. It was the extraordinary performance of the men led by He Rui that gave the government its current absolute dominance.  Among these new capitalists, the Local Industry Faction were essentially the technical "disciples and grand-disciples" of the He Rui government regarding core technology. The internationalists, though they denied the lineage publicly, knew in their hearts that the men who controlled the core productive forces were also their teachers.  With their very heritage rooted in the current regime rather than the old era, the new bourgeoisie unconsciously acknowledged that the "New China Legality" promoted by the Li Runshi government was unshakeably correct. Since the government held this rock-solid legitimacy, the bourgeoisie could do little more than bark occasionally to see if they could fool a few minor officials. They held no expectation of truly influencing core government policy.  Li Runshi currently cared little for their opinions. He was occupied with two tasks: completing the construction of the New China Legality and promoting the Chinese-led world economic order.  July 14th was the day for the publication of the semi-annual economic data. The latest figures were so positive they took the State Council by surprise.  Once the data was out, the role of economic policy became easy to explain. An article titled *Chairman He Rui’s Phased Judgment Proven Correct Once More* was published in the *National Daily*.  The editors of the *National Daily* had no intention of engaging in a direct duel with the likes of *The Economist*. They felt the Western press was unworthy of such an honor. Yet the two articles corresponded perfectly, triggering an immediate discussion.  He Rui had argued that although China had achieved a full industrial chain encompassing every mainstream technical niche over twenty years, and possessed many brand-new industries, its history of industrialization was still brief. Thus, China’s new technology represented its future industrial advantage.  China’s *current* advantage lay in its capacity for large-scale production of cheap, low-end industrial goods. These were primarily labor-intensive industries like textiles and agricultural tools.  Following the liberation of Asia and Africa, the local productivity in those regions was low. What the people there needed most to raise their level of development was precisely these low-end goods.  With a massive supply of cheap metal farm tools, the productivity of the local agricultural populations surged. Beyond increasing yields per acre, the time saved allowed them to mobilize labor for irrigation and land reclamation, thereby increasing both local productivity and income.  With cheap textiles, the health of the liberated peoples improved as the rate of infection and injury dropped. Combined with the basic healthcare systems China helped them build, their health was further elevated, providing more labor power.  Because of this synergy, China solved its domestic employment issues through exports, enabling it to provide more development capital to the world. The liberated peoples, enjoying the dividends of industrialization, developed their own economies and naturally gained greater purchasing power, which in turn continued to elevate their national economic levels.  This was the fundamental theory behind the New World Economic Order established by China—and the inevitable result of its successful operation.  Although the *National Daily* made no mention of the "International Capital Order" proposed by its rivals, the data and the tangible sense of development spoke for themselves. The media offensive launched by the internationalists was easily neutralized by reality, failing to spark further debate.  Having won this round, Li Runshi pressed on with his policies. The only figures with the prestige to challenge him were the old Premier, Wu Youping, and the five Marshals. Wu was retired and had told Li privately: "Conduct your investigations. If you need me to step forward, just say the word."  Li trusted Wu Youping’s integrity implicitly. The high command of the He Rui government were mostly nationalists, but the proportion of idealists was staggering—estimated at between five and nine percent based on Li’s own personnel surveys during his time at the Party School. This was an extraordinary ratio. Idealists are defined by their faith—a faith that does not shift with leaders or social environments.  Wu Youping was one such man. He might overlook crime for the sake of the greater good temporarily, but once the situation changed, he would not hesitate to move against the offenders. As long as he breathed, he would not let them escape justice.  The five Marshals were likewise idealists. Though they were all in their fifties, they clung to their convictions. In their worldview, a prison was where a criminal belonged.  So long as the central leadership remained united on this front, Li Runshi’s path was clear. Soon, the various problems that had emerged during the war began to be systematically addressed. A large number of treacherous merchants fell from grace, followed by their collaborators within the system. For a time, the European media was in an uproar, with articles appearing daily regarding the "Great Purge."  The news naturally reached the Soviet Union, where it sent a chill down the spines of the cadres. They had their own share of "troubles" from the war years, and they feared that Stalin, ever the man of the iron fist, would follow Li Runshi’s example.  Having barely survived the Second World War, the cadres had no desire to end up in a prison cell or before a firing squad.  Unconsciously, a wave of opposition to Stalin’s heavy-handed rule began to stir within the Soviet Party and government.
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On August 4, 1945, the Soviet Union announced the establishment of the German Democratic Republic in the German territories under its control.  The news sent a shockwave through Europe. The nations of the East—Hungary, Bulgaria, and Yugoslavia—beheld the Soviet Union’s blatant attempt to challenge China for dominance on the continent and felt a wave of relief. Had Hungary not succeeded in drawing Chinese power into Eastern Europe before the Soviet occupation, these three nations would likely never have escaped being playthings of the Kremlin.  In Western Europe, the reaction was a mix of shock and delight. The prospect of a direct Sino-Soviet confrontation offered the West a chance for greater strategic breathing space. Yet they also realized that the Soviet offensive posture threatened to turn the continent into a battlefield once more. At the thought of Chinese and Soviet armored divisions clashing on Western European soil, a chill ran down many a spine.  The Soviet move also triggered alarm among the mid-to-high-level Chinese cadres who monitored the USSR. Amidst the surprise, Li Runshi published an article in the National Daily titled *The Difference Between Advance and Retreat in Eastern and Western Cultures*.  In the piece, he argued that in Western culture, taking a defensive posture is regarded as a retreat—and retreat is largely synonymous with failure. In Chinese culture, however, taking a defensive stance signifies "stability." And stability, in the Chinese context, often implies initiative and victory.  Following this analysis, Li wrote: "...In summary, it is likely that the Soviet leadership regards security as its highest-priority issue at present.  "In reality, the nations of Africa, Asia, and Latin America are secure. The former threats of war have been eliminated. Most of the world’s nations are concentrating their primary energy on domestic economic construction.  "From the perspective of Western culture, the Soviet actions are entirely unproblematic. Yet this view deviates significantly from the mainstream trend of global peace and development. Peace can achieve the greatest security, but the pursuit of security does not necessarily promote peace.  "China will devote every effort to the maintenance of world peace. This is our ideal, and it is the path most beneficial to our nation."  Stalin was incensed as he read the article. He finished it and immediately hurled the translation aside. He was consumed by displeasure; he knew He Rui had regarded Russia as too backward to even comprehend a higher level of civilization. Now He Rui was finally dead, yet his successor, Li Runshi, was singing the same tune—viewing the Soviet Union with the same condescension.  But despite his anger, Stalin had to admit that Li's mockery of Western civilization contained more than a few kernels of truth. The Soviet Union was indeed preoccupied with security once more. China was immensely powerful; not only did it possess its own ten-million-man army that had hammered the Great Powers into submission, but it also commanded nearly ten million allied troops tempered by the fires of war.  As the global situation stood, the combined strength of the West and the USSR was no match for the Chinese bloc.  Stalin pondered over his pipe for a moment. He felt he might have to continue applying pressure to Beijing. He loathed Li Runshi’s attitude, yet he knew the man spoke the truth: in a position of superiority, China was unlikely to initiate an offensive.  In Stalin’s view, as long as the USSR did not attack China directly, Li Runshi would not launch a military strike against them. There was vast room for maneuver between open conflict and their current relationship. So long as he didn't cross the line, the USSR could continue to stir up trouble.  Having settled on a direction, Stalin issued a requirement at the next day’s Politburo meeting: rapidly arm Romania and have them apply pressure along the line of control with Hungary.  During the war, Hungary had retaken much of the territory it had lost after the first war. However, under Chinese pressure, they had limited themselves to areas where Hungarians formed the majority of the population.  This state of affairs left Romania profoundly uneasy. The Soviets informed the current Romanian administration that if China were allowed to dominate the situation, Romania would likely lose even more territory. This was Romania’s greatest fear. The Hungarian lands they held had not been won by their own strength but had been gift-wrapped by the Allies.  With the lessons of history fresh in their minds, the Romanians believed that a single line drawn by the Chinese on a map of Europe could strip them of vast swaths of land—territory far more extensive than what they had taken from Hungary.  The leadership in Beijing was displeased to hear of the outbreak of conflict between Hungary and Romania. They understood the Soviet hand behind the scenes, but that a small nation like Romania would be foolish enough to act as a pawn was a nuisance for China.  They looked to Li Runshi, who appeared remarkably composed. "Comrades," he smiled, "struggle never ceases. Even if it does not erupt in the form of war, it persists in other modes. And the more sufficient the struggle, the more thorough the eventual solution.  "The Soviet Union’s current understanding of the world is flawed. Only through constant struggle will they have the chance to truly progress to a comprehension of a higher level of civilization."  While the leadership found his assessment satisfying, they waited for a more actionable plan.  Li was not a man for hollow talk. Having laid the theoretical groundwork, he continued: "In the Nuremberg trials, the verdict for Italy is nearing completion. Once it is delivered, we shall provide Italy with a series of industrial orders."  The remark triggered a diverse set of reactions among the economic cadres. Those focused on the domestic economy looked concerned; after all, giving orders to Italy meant fewer for Chinese factories. Instinctively, they saw it as bad news for local industry.  However, the comrades tasked with building the international economic order were thrilled. America, the USSR, and Europe were vital components of the global economy. An order that excluded them would be an incomplete system.  Hungary, Bulgaria, and Yugoslavia had already signed economic cooperation agreements with China, cooperating fully with investigations into their domestic industrial enterprises. China had already begun placing orders with them.  China currently controlled the economies of Asia and Africa and could satisfy their demands. It also met a significant portion of the trade needs of South and Central America. But Hungary, Bulgaria, and Yugoslavia were far closer to North Africa than China was. If they produced goods to Chinese standards, their transport costs to Africa would be significantly lower than China’s.  If a scientific economics existed, the most efficient utilization of productivity should be its primary pursuit.  Furthermore, drawing more nations into the Chinese-led system would only make that system more robust. While Hungary, Bulgaria, and Yugoslavia were not major European powers, they collectively possessed a population of some thirty million. Such a market and labor pool held significant value.  The officials handling the international order had no wish for war with the Soviets, yet they would never compromise on the principles of that order.  The Minister of Commerce asked, "Chairman, should we exclude the Soviet Union from the GATT system we are establishing?"  Li Runshi shook his head. "Do you think the Soviet Union would choose to join GATT according to the model we have established?"  GATT was not an unequal treaty intended to force weak nations to open their markets; it was the foundation of the entire international trade system. Li's words left many of his comrades confused.  But Li was certain, based on his discussions with He Rui. High-level struggle was his forte; the lower the stakes, the less he felt motivated to excel. He loathed the levels of discourse filled with human malice. He simply lacked the internal drive to "kill in all four directions" in such a base arena.  In a world where many were happy to wallow in the muck, Li might have the capability, but he was not that kind of man.  Back in the realm of high-level struggle, however, he was in his element. He explained to his comrades: "The Soviet Union, like us, seeks to remain autonomous and self-centered. Their natural resources support such a desire. But their population is insufficient, and their climate dictates that their light industry cannot compete with nations in temperate zones. Their inherent refusal to be subject to others means they cannot accept a global division of labor they do not lead.  "So long as Stalin remains in power, the USSR will not join GATT. Instead, they will attempt to create a Soviet-led equivalent. We would prefer they join us, but we lack the capability to force them into a system we dominate."  The final sentence brought a knowing smile to many faces. Indeed, the USSR was a Great Power, and China had no intention of a military conflict. As a sovereign state, the Soviet Union was free to determine its own economic policies.  Leadership made the decision, and the task fell to those skilled in execution. Many of these officials had risen to their positions through excellence in their specific fields. In private, they might be elegant or even kind, but in the performance of their duties, many were ruthless and would not stop until their objectives were met.  The working levels of several departments coordinated. First, the Foreign Ministry expressed to the USSR its "displeasure" regarding the conflict between Romania and Hungary.  Before the Soviets could respond, the Ministry of Commerce followed up with a suggestion that the USSR join the World Trade Organization (GATT).  In the highest levels of Chinese strategic thought, these two matters were related, but in execution, they were handled as distinct issues. China played a "single game of chess" but dealt with matters one by one.  The Soviet Party, however, did not see it that way. To them, receiving two such communications in short order—one minor, the second concerning the entire direction of the Soviet economy—implied a profound link.  The matter was discussed within the Party, yet no one dared reach a conclusion. Since 1921, foreign trade had been Stalin’s personal domain. His "Socialism in One Country" policy had leveraged Sino-Soviet trade to obtain the technology and equipment required for the Soviet Union’s meteoric rise.  Consequently, this field was a source of his personal prestige. To execute Comrade Stalin’s correct leadership in trade was expected; to decide trade policy was something even Kirov dared not do.  After much deliberation, Stalin finally decided: they would not join the Chinese-led GATT for the time being.  When Li Runshi’s prediction was verified, the respect his comrades held for him grew another notch. A National Chairman’s role was to point the direction, and Li’s judgment had proven superior to their own.  Li, however, had already set the matter aside. His attention had moved to the establishment of European blocs. At this stage, a "European Union" was neither feasible nor necessary. He hoped to see a Western Europe that took the initiative to form a Coal and Steel Community, while Eastern Europe formed a security cooperation system.  This would create a "European Triangle": the West, the East, and the USSR. China would only need to exert minimal force to keep this triangle from collapsing.  The level of European civilization was not high, yet in the arena of struggle, they were well-versed. So long as China genuinely desired peace on the continent, the European nations would be eager to invite this extra-regional power to participate in their affairs.  He Rui had once remarked on this phenomenon: "This is Europe’s new slave thinking."  The comment was biting, yet accurate. In his heart, Li Runshi was intensely curious to see just how far Europe would develop under such conditions.
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By September 2, 1945, the Italian sub-tribunal of the Nuremberg trials had completed its primary judgment of the Mussolini government.  Across Italy, the public converged on any place with a radio: village broadcast stations, urban street corners, and town squares. Whether they were members of the now-governing Communist Party, hidden Fascists, or the King himself—who already knew his political system was destined for change—all listened with bated breath for the final verdict.  The first announcements concerned domestic war crimes. Italy’s military actions in Ethiopia, Greece, and Yugoslavia were formally classified as acts of aggression. The Italian state was to bear responsibility and face corresponding punishment. Most Italians received this news with a heavy heart, letting out low sighs of resignation.  Next came the political judgment. The Italian Fascist Party was found guilty of war crimes abroad and at home, as well as crimes against humanity and genocide. It was branded a criminal organization.  At this news, the Italian leftists—who had suffered decades of persecution, exile, and murder—erupted in cheers. After twenty years, they could finally celebrate in the light of day.  Conversely, members of the Fascist Party and right-wing elements bowed their heads in despair. Branding the party an illegal organization meant total bans and purges within Italy. These men, who believed they had been fighting for their country, were now its pariahs and scapegoats. According to Italian political tradition, every ill would now be laid at the feet of the Fascist Party—even the things they had opposed.  Regardless of their political leanings, ordinary Italians felt the matter was far from settled. The subsequent broadcast, however, left them astonished.  The primary qualitative phase of the trial had concluded. The Nuremberg Tribunal would henceforth proceed with individual cases within these frameworks, without introducing new directions for prosecution.  While the public struggled to grasp the implications, the Italian leadership understood them perfectly. That the matter stopped here left them both surprised and relieved. The King, in particular, felt he had passed through the fire unscathed, as no calls had been made for his personal trial.  On September 4th, a collective summit was held between the Foreign Ministers of Italy, Ethiopia, Greece, and Yugoslavia. Italy formally acknowledged the illegality of its invasions and began discussions on reparations.  The Ethiopian Foreign Minister was visibly moved. While this was the second time Ethiopia had defeated Italian aggressors, the victory of an African nation over a European power was a source of immense pride.  The Greek Foreign Minister, as a fellow European, felt no such status barrier. He even cracked a joke at Italy's expense: "Without the Germans joining in, Italy would have been driven out of Greece by defeat long ago."  It was a sharp jab. In the initial invasion, the Greek army had performed admirably, dealing the Italians heavy losses and even forcing a retreat.  The Italian Foreign Minister, a member of the Communist Party and a veteran of the WPLA Logistics Department, was not provoked. Before the meeting, the Chinese mediators had privately informed him that Beijing did not advocate for immediate, crushing reparations.  "It is better to untie a knot than tie one," they had said. War reparations were more about an attitude than anything else; they would not be the "marrow-sucking" variety of the Treaty of Versailles.  With China’s backing, the Italian Minister felt more secure. Apologizing and admitting guilt were not difficult tasks for the state. So long as the reparations remained within acceptable bounds, he would not go down in history as the man who sold out his nation. He had no intention of countering the Greek Minister’s taunt.  As he had anticipated, the demands from Ethiopia, Greece, and Yugoslavia were not exorbitant. They only insisted on the right to seek private claims—reparation for individual citizens who had suffered illegal harm during the war. This was a request that could vary greatly in scale. The Italian Minister immediately agreed to the principle of apologies but insisted that such claims be handled within the Italian legal system.  On the question of jurisdiction, the other three nations showed no sign of letting Italy off easily. The four ministers engaged in a fierce battle of words.  Not far from the Foreign Ministry, at the Italian Ministry of Commerce, three old comrades from the WPLA were meeting as representatives of Italy, Greece, and Yugoslavia.  This meeting was far more cordial. All three agreed on the need to strengthen regional economic ties, expand trade, and revitalize their respective economies. Yet, despite their shared goals, they were uncertain how to turn this desire into reality. Inevitably, the three old friends began probing one another to see what each had managed to secure from China.  "Greece has many ports; surely you've already received investment?"  "Hardly! Italy's coastline is far longer, and your number of quality harbors dwarfs ours. It must be Italy that has the investment."  "Yugoslavia is vast and populous. If developed, it will surely benefit the people."  "Stop talking nonsense! You know the state of our domestic transport. Yugoslavia relied on its rugged mountains to fight the Germans, but those same mountains are a curse for development in peacetime. Think of the capital required!"  They chatted and probed, yet none could extract any concrete news from the others. Finally, the Greek Commerce Minister lost his patience and asked directly: "I hear France has proposed a Coal and Steel Community, and several leaders of the banned parties in Germany have already contacted Paris. If the West moves in that direction, what are we to do?"  The Italian and Yugoslavian ministers grew serious, fixing their eyes on the Greek. He continued: "Do we currently possess the economic conditions to form our own Coal and Steel Community? I’d like to hear your thoughts."  Greece possessed significant reserves of lignite, but Italy was virtually devoid of natural resources. They turned to the Yugoslavian Minister. He shook his head. "Our minerals are limited. If we must cooperate economically, a customs union is perhaps the only area where we can manage."  At the mention of a customs union, the others fell silent. There was no possibility of such a thing succeeding.  After further discussion, the three agreed they had to remain united in negotiations with China. They sought not only orders, but access to Chinese raw materials for their industrial development.  On September 6th, Italy reached an agreement with the other three nations regarding private claims. On that same day, the three Commerce Ministers met with a Chinese representative.  After listening to them for a while, the Chinese official spoke plainly: "Everything you have mentioned is covered within the framework of GATT."  The Italian Minister had studied the GATT protocols and received briefings from his staff. He replied: "Italy firmly supports GATT. But I recall a story: a small crucian carp was trapped in a puddle in a wagon rut. It pleaded with a passing Chinese sage for help. The sage said he was going to a great kingdom and would ask the King to dig a canal from a river hundreds of miles away to rescue the fish. The carp replied in fury: 'By tomorrow, you can find me dried up in the fish market!'"  The Chinese representative, surprised by the Italian’s use of a classic Zhuangzi fable, saw the other two ministers nodding in agreement. The Greek Minister added bluntly: "What we need now is for our domestic firms to start working, and for that, we need cheap raw materials. If we don’t get them immediately, our economy will collapse, and the new government’s support will plummet. Comrade, you wouldn't want to see the first Communist government in Greek history fail, would you?"  The plea did not make the Chinese representative arrogant, though he was certainly pleased. That the three representatives could enter into their roles so quickly was a good sign for the work ahead. He answered: "Minister Cheng is about to return to Africa to preside over operations. I believe you should speak with him regarding these matters."  The three ministers had long wanted to approach Cheng Ruofan for projects, but they had not been high-level enough in the WPLA to contact a figure of his stature. They hadn't even realized he had left Africa.  Thrilled, they inquired about his return to China. Learning he had gone to personally pay respects to He Rui, all three were moved.  "It is my great regret never to have personally met a figure as great as Chairman He," the Greek Minister sighed.  The Italian Minister, representing a civilization as ancient as Greece, followed up: "Those second-rate French politicians were allowed to see the Chairman, and they brag about it every time they return. It is truly unfair that we never had the chance. Unfair."  He then added, "Please, you must introduce us to the Marshal."  Cheng Ruofan was currently on a plane headed back to Africa. He had returned to the capital to mourn He Rui but had also received a mandate from the Party to serve as the supreme head of negotiations for economic reconstruction and cooperation with the European nations.  When he first heard of the appointment, Cheng had shown little interest. He had even questioned why a soldier was being put in such a political role. Li Runshi had explained that in European culture, the supreme commander of the occupying forces was expected to play this leading role. "When in Rome," Li had said, and Cheng was the most suitable candidate.  "Am I only responsible for the ceremonial aspects?" Cheng had asked.  Li Runshi had shaken his head. "Marshal Cheng, the organization believes you are fully capable of making the final calls at the executive level. The specific treaty details will be handled by the relevant comrades, but Europe needs a man of prestige to launch these reconstruction projects. Especially the reconstruction of Germany—it must begin as soon as possible..."  Recalling his conversation with Li, Cheng’s handsome brow furrowed slightly. The disposal of Germany was a momentous task. He Rui had shared a few thoughts with him before his death. America and the USSR were Great Powers; they would never submit to China. The European nations, however, were middle powers; without cooperation with a Great Power, their future would be difficult.  Cheng remembered that when he had expressed that Europe must atone for its crimes, He Rui had smiled bitterly. "Europe’s wealth lies in its early industrialization," the Chairman had said. "Science and industry are their greatest assets. Even if we demand reparations, they must be able to afford them. To ensure they can pay, we must first help them recover from the trauma of the war."  At the time, Cheng's mind had been full of military matters. He had remembered the words but had not prioritized them. Furthermore, he had never truly believed He Rui would die so young, before even seeing the total liberation of Europe.  The weight of the mission from the Center and He Rui’s final wishes placed immense pressure on him. Whenever he thought of the Chairman, the image of He Rui in his crystal coffin—looking as he had in his twenties—flickered in his mind.  Thirty years felt like a dream. At this moment of the dream's realization, Cheng had expected to be ecstatic, yet he found only a sense of relief. For this victory belonged to the people, not to him.  In these thirty tumultuous years, the days he remembered most were those spent in exhaustive political, economic, and military construction. The days of intense anxiety, unable to sleep because of problems identified in war games and exercises.  Even in victory, as he reviewed the post-war summaries, the columns of death tolls and the names of the fallen left him feeling a profound debt to those heroes. Many had spoken with him before their deaths; they had hoped only to see their country improved, their families' lives made easier, and a better future for their children.  None of these heroes had become soldiers for their own sake. And Cheng Ruofan was the man who had coldly calculated how many of them must die to achieve a military objective.  Understanding this with clarity, Cheng no longer felt any desire to claim the glory of victory for himself. The glory belonged to the people and the soldiers; for him, the war had brought only a heavy sense of responsibility.  So when Cheng was looking forward to a period of rest after the victory, he never expected to receive the news of He Rui’s death—his most important comrade.  To Cheng, He Rui was his leader, his teacher, and the "Origin Point" of his soul. No matter the problem, as long as he found that point, he could identify his own deviation and correct his course. Without He Rui, he was left to find those deviations and adjust his direction alone. Compared to the victory, Cheng felt what he had lost was infinitely greater.  Despite his low spirits, he forced himself to emerge from the negativity. On his return to China, he had witnessed the staggering changes occurring even in just a few months. China was developing at a lightning pace. The beautiful life that He Rui and his soldiers had dreamed of was becoming a reality on the tracks of rapid development.  Since he was still alive, he had a duty to continue. He would inherit the shared wishes of the departed and keep moving forward.  Casting aside his distractions—or perhaps burying himself in his work—Cheng looked at the latest report. One recommendation caught his eye, for it was marked as having been proposed by "Number 1."  "Number 1" was the codename for He Rui. Cheng had not expected to see a new suggestion from him now, and his heart quickened. The entry read: *Methods for the recycling and reuse of building materials from German structures destroyed during the war...*
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Napoleon I once remarked that the Prussians were hatched from a cannonball. While perhaps an exaggeration, the militaristic tradition of Prussia was deep-seated; utilizing military force to resolve problems was a foundational pillar of its culture.  Even though the World People's Liberation Army had utterly shattered the Wehrmacht, Marshal Cheng Ruofan had not truly understood the depth of this reality until he set foot on German soil.  The map of Germany had undergone a de facto redistribution. East Prussia, the ancestral homeland of the Prussian state, had seen a significant portion of its territory ceded to the newly established Kingdom of Judah. The eastern part of the country, centered on the former capital of Berlin, was now occupied by the Soviet Union as the German Democratic Republic. The region currently under Chinese control was effectively West Germany.  As Cheng toured West Germany, he discovered that despite its reputation for being "not militaristic enough" compared to the East, the public displayed a staggering seamlessness in accepting militarized organization. Tens of millions of West Germans rapidly and proactively aligned themselves with the military administration. From the requisition and distribution of basic supplies to record-keeping, the retained German officials at all levels proved not only cooperative but highly competent.  In fact, after the Chinese occupying forces introduced computerized management systems, the West German bureaucracy operated with an efficiency that bordered on the uncanny.  By contrast, when computerized management had been introduced to the Chinese government five years earlier, it had met with severe growing pains and various glitches. Even now, it barely functioned normally, facing constant internal friction and resistance.  But when Chinese soldiers with sidearms entered their offices, the German civil servants immediately executed their duties with solemn precision, showing not a trace of maladjustment. This performance left Cheng Ruofan in awe.  Personal impressions aside, Cheng’s objective was the efficient utilization of West German resources to complete a total transformation of the country. On September 10th, the Nuremberg Tribunal concluded its trials of German colonial crimes.  While Germany had its share of colonial sins, its territories had been limited and were stripped away entirely after the first war, making the task of establishing guilt relatively straightforward.  Once the monuments to colonialism were dismantled and streets renamed, the stage was set for the next phase of reconstruction: the trial of Nazi crimes and the elimination of their influence.  At this point, however, Cheng was forced to prioritize meetings with envoys from other European nations. Almost every one of them brought requests for stable raw material supplies and market access.  The Eastern European nations, with their weak industrial bases and limited export capacity, had their issues resolved relatively quickly. Western Europe was more complex. France, seeking the leadership of the West, was pushing hard for the Coal and Steel Community. Italy, meanwhile, was negotiating with both blocs but was visibly beginning to lean toward the West.  After a series of meetings, Cheng telegrammed the Center, reporting on the progress and suggesting: "Prioritize the utilization of West German industrial resources; rebuild the West German economy."  The leadership under Li Runshi quickly approved the suggestion. West Germany sat at the heart of Western Europe with a formidable industrial foundation; controlling it granted China immense influence over the continent at this stage. A rapid recovery of the West German economy could also be used to pressure other European nations into making economic concessions—particularly regarding Chinese investment and equity stakes in European firms.  He Rui had placed great importance on this during his life. Once a gap was opened in the ownership of European enterprises, China did not need to destroy them. It could influence their direction through its holdings, effectively infiltrating the European economy silently and comprehensively.  This method was quiet, yet devastatingly effective. For instance, if China wished to control the European automotive industry, it could offer export orders or market quotas for China, Africa, and Asia as a condition for equity stakes in European firms.  China did not require direct control over the European economy. By ensuring that specific firms willing to cooperate with China grew into industrial giants, it would naturally trigger an influx of European capital and talent, creating the necessary influence over the sectors China sought to manage.  From a national perspective, making sufficient influence was enough. This influence did not even require the European industry to obey Chinese orders immediately. It was enough that cooperation with China remained a permanent possibility within their development path.  This was a high-level form of statecraft. There are ten thousand paths a nation can take, but as long as one of them—cooperation with China—remains profitable and open, European firms would naturally gravitate toward it once other paths were blocked.  Having received the Center’s approval, Cheng set out to execute the plan with all his might. Orders were issued to German corporate heads who had been cleared of Nazi ties, summoning them to the current West German capital of Bonn for a conference.  While these entrepreneurs feared they might be sent to concentration camps or even executed upon arrival, they all reached Bonn by the September 19th deadline.  To their surprise, the meeting was not held on the 20th, nor were they arrested. Instead, they were left free to stay in hotels while waiting for news. This allowed the business leaders, many of whom had not seen each other in some time, to begin cautious exchanges.  The last such massive gathering had occurred over a year ago, when the Nazi government had ordered industrial adjustments to counter the bombing. Seeing old acquaintances alive after the firestorms brought a mix of joy and mourning for those who had perished. Soon, they began to speculate on the purpose of the meeting called by "His Highness."  Indeed, the European media had given Marshal Cheng Ruofan a nickname: "The Chinese Prince." During He Rui’s life, he too had been granted many titles by the Western press, the most popular being "The Chinese Elector," "The Chinese Khan," and "The Great Emperor of China."  In the European context, "Great Emperor" was synonymous with "The Great"—a title reserved for those whose status and influence far outstripped that of an ordinary monarch.  To the Europeans, Cheng Ruofan was He Rui's confidant and student, and the current supreme commander of Chinese forces in Europe. "Prince" was the title that most befitted his station.  The German business leaders reached no consensus in their discussions. To them, China was too distant and inscrutable. If there was one agreement, it was that any firm that failed to obey the orders of the "Chinese Prince" would surely meet a bitter end.  Cheng was not ignoring the entrepreneurs on purpose. He had just received a report from the West German administration stating that the blueprint for the reconstruction of Germany, which he had previously ordered, was complete.  Within the briefing room, Cheng had been listening to reports for five hours. As a senior officer, learning foreign languages—particularly those of potential adversaries—was a basic requirement. Cheng had focused on German during his academy days and, through subsequent study, had become fluent enough for normal communication.  Reconstruction was a highly technical field, and the translators worked to provide precise renderings of specialized terminology.  After five hours, Cheng finally asked a single question: "Exactly when did you begin this design?"  The German official answered cautiously: "Beginning in 1937, the urban planning department received the mandate for a total national urban redesign. In the subsequent reporting phase, the project was halted due to the exorbitant funds required for its execution. In early 1940, the task was restarted. By 1942, it was suspended once more following a report. If you count those two instances, this is the third time."  "Why was it restarted in 1940?" Cheng asked, though he already had an idea.  The official replied respectfully, "Report, sir: after the defeat of France in 1940, the capital pressure on the Reich was reduced, and the project was resumed."  The answer matched Cheng’s own conclusions, and satisfied that the man was being honest, he did not press further.  After a moment’s thought, Cheng ended the meeting. Once the Germans had left, he turned to the Chinese comrades responsible for infrastructure. "Have you calculated the scale of reconstruction required to meet the standard of every German household having a car?"  The infrastructure specialist hesitated. During He Rui’s life, China’s massive infrastructure boom had begun. The foundation of that construction was the assumption that every Chinese family would own a private vehicle. At the time, the sheer scale of the vision had left the planning departments speechless.  Most members of those departments were still riding bicycles or taking buses; few owned cars themselves. He Rui’s grand design was beyond their imagination.  Cheng’s current request did not shock them as much as He Rui’s had, yet seeing the current state of Germany, they wondered how a nation in ruins could enter an era where every home had a car.  Seeing their look of embarrassment and confusion, Cheng smiled. "We are currently trialing Nazi Germany, and we are trialing the colonial crimes of all Europe. Trials alone cannot eliminate colonialism, for the European public truly believes they reaped the benefits of that system.  "To thoroughly eradicate European colonialism, the people here must experience for themselves that they can live better without it. Only through such a comparison will they accept that colonialism was a historical crime.  "Giving the German public cars is not an extraordinarily high standard of living. Even Hitler knew that if people were to drive, they needed autobahns. If our urban design results in the German people crawling through gridlock—or being trapped in it entirely—it will cause massive losses. And by then, the cost of widening roads by tearing down buildings would be far too high!"  The logic was sound. While the specialists still found the implementation daunting, they accepted Cheng’s point. Finally, they promised: "Give us a week, Marshal. Although we will be borrowing most of the parameters and data from the domestic models, we will provide a self-consistent design in seven days."  "Thank you for your hard work," Cheng replied.  Just as the specialists were preparing to begin a marathon of overtime, Cheng added: "Develop the basic concepts, then bring in the Germans to work with you. I’ve toured the country; their population is simply not large enough. China can design cities for ten million people, but that is impossible here. The Germans know their own land; let them provide suggestions on population and supporting industries."  "Yes, we shall do as the Marshal requires," the team answered.  As they were about to leave, Cheng’s brow furrowed, and he called them back once more. "One more thing: you’d best bring in the comrades from the economic department. Monopolies are a severe issue in Germany. Your design must account for this. We must break the back of the German monopolistic system!"  Urban planning was complex enough; the inclusion of economic anti-monopoly concepts left the specialists looking at one another in doubt. Ultimately, they could do little more than offer a hesitant agreement.  Had the German entrepreneurs in Bonn overheard the exchange, they would have been convinced the title of "Chinese Prince" was well-deserved. Had He Rui not already been dubbed the "Chinese Emperor," they might well have called Marshal Cheng Ruofan the "King of Germany"—or even the "German Kaiser."  To plan Germany from such a height was an achievement that even the Emperors of the Second Reich had never reached.



★


Chapter 986: The Great Trial (8)

Volume 9 — Chapter 28

❧ ❧ ❧


On September 21, 1945, the German entrepreneurs gathered in Bonn met Marshal Cheng Ruofan for the first time.  Prior to the meeting, many had expected to see an image from Nazi propaganda: a bloated Mongol lord. Instead, as Cheng ascended the rostrum, they saw a middle-aged officer of 178 centimeters, with a lean, straight posture and refined, handsome features.  His skin was healthy and smooth, and his every movement radiated both the severity of a career soldier and the grace of a scholar. Cheng’s appearance overlapped perfectly with the militarists’ ideal image of a Field Marshal. Had he grown the broad beard typical of European nobility, his portrait would have been one for the masses to worship.  Of course, a beard was not a necessity. Since the end of the first war, facial hair was no longer mandatory in Germany. The smooth-shaven cheeks and chins of the German high command were common sights.  As Cheng stood on the rostrum like a drawn blade, the entrepreneurs below felt a mix of tension and relief.  "Some Europeans look at the ruins of Germany today and lament that the nation is destined to sink into oblivion. I say that is nonsense!"  Cheng’s spoken German was mediocre, so he chose to speak in Chinese. His translators, adopting the vigorous style of the wartime German military, shouted his words. Cheng’s opening sentence sent a tremor down the spines of the assembly.  "The strength of any nation comes from within itself. The German people possess the capability to lead a better and happier life. Today, I am here to announce three immediate tasks: a comprehensive national census, a completely new urban planning and construction initiative, and the reopening of Germany’s factories. You have been summoned because I expect you to participate in these three projects based on your professional abilities and intentions."  The business leaders looked at one another. For a moment, they felt an illusion: that a German government still existed. Whether that feeling stemmed from memories of the Second Empire or the Third, the sense of a leadership truly intending to *do* things was palpable.  Though they did not yet realize it, the entrepreneurs had already subconsciously prepared themselves to work for this new administration.  "The Tendering Committee has begun its reorganization and will be fully operational shortly. You will soon be invited to participate in the bidding process—a system with which you are undoubtedly familiar.  "If there is anything unfamiliar to you, it will likely be the changes to Germany’s political system. The most immediate shift will be that German land and resources are now the property of the German state. The people possess rights of usage, not ownership."  At this, someone in the hall began to clap and cheer loudly. The policy of stripping the Junkers of their estates and distributing land to the common people had nearly passed the Reichstag before the Nazis took power. Like in any normal nation, such a policy enjoyed the fervent support of the German public.  Entrepreneurs made their profit from production; for them, having large amounts of land available for industrial use was a good thing. Furthermore, most acknowledged that universal land ownership for the commoners was a form of justice. Seeing "His Highness" prepared to push that justice with the point of a bayonet, a section of the German entrepreneurs felt a genuine sense of joy.  Cheng raised a hand to quiet the room and continued outlining the other policies of the German Administrative Committee.  Hearing the full scope of the proposals, the business leaders felt much more at ease. The core of these policies was the reconstruction of Germany, not its destruction or suppression. The plans were eminently practical. Most had been proposed and discussed at various times in German history, only to fail in the labyrinth of its governmental bodies.  Now, it was Cheng Ruofan who was pushing them—the supreme leader of the Chinese forces in Europe, wielding a military might unprecedented in German history. China had destroyed the Nazi regime by force; now, no one in Germany could resist Cheng’s orders by that same means. If these policies failed to materialize, it would only be because Cheng himself chose to abandon them.  Cheng's speech was brief. After he finished, administrative heads from both China and Germany stepped forward to detail the specific models and regulations. Germany had decades of experience as an industrial power; such details were nothing new to its business community.  By September 24th, the entrepreneurs departed Bonn for their respective headquarters. Upon their return, they found the Tendering Committee already in full operation.  Cheng, however, was no longer focused on the execution. His attention was captivated by news from America. The second federal expedition against the four northwestern states had failed. After their initial victory, the Black veterans were now filled with confidence and high morale.  The objective of the second federal strike had not been to retake the states, but to control the vital transport links in the Rockies and prevent the Black forces from expanding eastward. The Black veterans responded with all-out mountain guerrilla warfare, relentlessly harrying the federal columns. Ultimately, utilizing their air superiority, they annihilated two federal corps in the eastern Rockies.  Faced with such a defeat, the federal army was forced to withdraw from the mountains to the plains near the Mississippi River. Though they claimed to be preparing another offensive, it was clear to any observer that the federal military was incapable of further combat in the short term.  During these days, the Southern states, determined to seize their opportunity, had dispatched permanent representatives to Montgomery. The city was once again the political heart of the Confederacy.  News had reached them of another announcement from the Northwest: "We seek only equal rights for all American citizens; we do not seek to tear America apart. The threat to American unity does not come from the Northwest, but from certain factions in Washington."  Upon hearing this, the representative from Mississippi sneered, "Those Yankees in Washington can't even match the intellect of a Black man now."  The other Confederate representatives voiced their agreement. Eleanor Roosevelt’s cabinet continued to treat the Northwest as the enemy, labeling them with every possible slur. Logically, had the federal government accepted the Northwest’s demands for civil rights, the entire North would have turned against Eleanor. But politics requires "guts." The men in American politics were all local feudal lords; they kept a civil tongue in public, but they were well aware of the federal government’s true strength.  Based on her performance thus far, Eleanor had shown no guts—politically or personally. She was merely a woman who had inherited power and assumed order was a law of nature. But to men, order was something maintained through violence; there was no such thing as a "natural" order.  The reason for the two successive victories was not that the Black veterans were so strong, but that the Yankee federal government was so weak—weak enough that without Southern support, they could not even defeat a Black uprising.  The representative from Florida sighed. "Even that scoundrel Lincoln knew enough to unite with the Blacks at a time like this. Heh. A woman simply cannot get things done."  The Georgia delegate nodded heavily. "Exactly. After all, the Blacks were once the South’s slaves; at a moment like this, they prove themselves smarter than the Yankees."  The remark was delivered with absolute gravity. Yet to the ears of the assembled Confederates, it carried a bizarrely comic weight, and the entire hall erupted in laughter.  Jokes aside, once the laughter died down, the grandees discussed the recent developments. Since they had gathered, they had no other choice. With the federal government apparently at the end of its tether, the Confederacy had to act.  But mobilization had its own difficulties. The South had no shortage of manpower, but it lacked modern heavy weaponry. Southern industrial capacity was insufficient to arm a million-man regular army with planes and artillery. Even after taking over the equipment left behind by the federal government in the South after the global war, they had only managed to raise a force of 380,000 equipped with tanks and aircraft. Should the North manage to scrape together a million-man army at the final moment, the Confederacy would pay a horrific price.  While they hesitated over the timing of the strike, Major General Bourbon arrived with Lieutenant Colonel Dan and his other staff. The local lords’ eyes brightened at the sight of the Chief of Staff.  General Bourbon wasted no time. After a brief greeting, he spoke: "According to our surveys, the North has begun drafting unemployed veterans. Their strength will likely recover to 700,000 in short order. And a large portion of those troops will surely be used against us.  "We cannot wait any longer. Independence or a new Constitution—a decision must be made now!"  At the mention of a final decision, the murderous intent in the room faded, replaced by hesitation.  Watching their expressions, Bourbon glanced at Dan. Long ago, Dan had proposed two paths: independence or a new Constitution. Now, it was clear: the Confederates lacked the "ovaries" for independence and were leaning toward a constitutional convention.  The federal government lacked the strength to destroy the Northwest. Those four states held eight seats in the Senate and approximately fifty in the House. Currently, those seats sat empty, yet their vacancy did not affect the legality of the voting results. If the North was not prepared for another civil war, the internal weakness of the federal government made a new Constitution a strong possibility.  Seeing the feudal lords wavering, General Bourbon spoke up: "If you have not decided on war, then propose the bill in Congress!"  The US Constitution could be amended if a two-thirds majority in both houses passed an amendment, followed by approval from three-fourths of the state legislatures or conventions.  Yet to this day, American law contained no provision for the complete overthrow of the existing Constitution. In other words, such a proposal was illegal.  But hearing Bourbon’s words, the Confederate lords steeled their hearts and signaled their agreement. Southerners had guts. They feared death in battle, but proposing a new Constitution was a civil struggle, not a military one.  On September 29, 1945, the representatives of the Confederate states formally proposed a motion for a new Constitution. The news shattered the peace in Washington. The US media went into a frenzy of reporting, yet few of the major outlets dared to publish a commentary.  Many veteran Republican congressmen in the North felt the Southerners had gone mad. Initially, they had assumed the South merely refused to bear the burden of the war. A significant portion of the Northern Republicans also felt the federal defense plan was insane: it envisioned a permanent state of readiness for war with China in North America, with the objective of eliminating both the five indigenous nations and the Chinese presence.  The rational members of Congress believed America had to accept the Chinese presence in North America. But they were a minority; most could not stomach it. The US military had always been small because the nation had no powerful neighbors.  Now, with Canada replaced by five indigenous states, America shared thousands of kilometers of border with China. Chinese warships could be deployed in both the Pacific and the North Atlantic, ready to strike the Northern industrial zones at a moment's notice.  The Chinese mainland, meanwhile, was ten thousand miles away. Even if North America were turned into a bloodbath, China would remain unscathed. This reality left the Northern elite unable to sleep.  On October 2nd, as the session of Congress convened, the Southern representatives left their heavily guarded offices for Capitol Hill under massive protection.  At 9:43 AM, while the motorcade of Senator McCain of South Carolina was some three kilometers from the Hill, a man suddenly stepped from behind a tree. He dropped to one knee, aimed a Chinese-made RPG-7, and fired a single rocket at the Senator’s car.  The projectile struck the vehicle dead center, which instantly exploded into a fireball.  The man abandoned the launcher and vanished into the trees. The guards in the motorcade, seeing such a powerful military weapon in use, dared not pursue him. They could only shout frantically as they tried to extinguish the fire.  But Senator McCain was already dead, his body lying motionless in the backseat as the flames roared around him.  The United States was a feudal nation of sorts, with every state having its own power base and lords who competed through the parliamentary system. When the interests were aligned, they maintained a veneer of harmony. But when those interests clashed to the death, the assassination of a President or a batch of congressmen was a routine affair.  Even in the 1970s, a young man named Joseph Robinette Biden Jr. would topple an entrenched Senator to become the youngest in history at twenty-nine. Before he could even take office, his wife's car would be involved in an "accident," killing her and their one-year-old daughter and seriously injuring their two sons.  In America, when a power base's interests are harmed, they turn to assassination. Thus, when the news reached Montgomery, General Bourbon, though certain that war was now inevitable for independence, continued to encourage the Southern lords: "Tell the politicians not to fear! They must continue the struggle with the Yankees in the hall!"  In modern America, the local grandees rarely fought personally, preferring to secure their interests through the election of politicians. The Confederates in Washington were no different; the death of a few representatives did not threaten the lords' own lives.  If the politicians dared to disobey, they might escape the enemy’s fire, but their own backers had their own hit teams. In that case, it wouldn't just be the politicians who died, but their entire families.  The FBI handled domestic affairs, and this assassination was clearly an elite hit. The RPG-7 was a Chinese military weapon captured on the battlefield. Using it for a public execution made it impossible to trace the perpetrator through the weapon. If they pressed the investigation, someone would inevitably blame China. Given the public’s intellect at the time, they would likely believe Beijing had sent an agent to kill Senator McCain.  Recognizing it as a political hit, Director Hoover simply ordered that FBI protection be granted to any congressman who requested it. The investigation proceeded, but the leadership applied no pressure to the team.  After all, applying pressure now would only cause those who had ordered the hit to doubt the FBI’s neutrality. With the opposition utilizing military hardware for executions, Hoover had no reason to get involved, even if he didn't fear them.  Thus, when the members of Congress traveled, they were escorted not only by FBI agents but by entire teams of private bodyguards.  Before every session, the representatives arrived surrounded by retinues. Outside the Capitol, thousands of armed men with gun permits stood in dense ranks. They were divided into two factions according to their political stances, never mingling. In their isolated standoff, it looked as if war were about to break out in the heart of Washington.  At this time, the US media began to choose sides. In a pro-Confederacy outlet, an intensely moving article appeared: *Today, You Kill the Blacks. Tomorrow, is it our turn, the Rednecks?*  Had one not known the author’s background, they might have taken her for a leftist. In reality, the author was not even a man, but Margaret Mitchell, the author of *Gone with the Wind*.  The Southern propaganda effort was exceptionally well-prepared. Learning the lessons of the first Civil War, the South avoided an overt racist stance, opting instead for a "universalist" appeal.  This was the strategy formulated by their experts. Since the North would never accept equal civil rights for Black people, the South could launch a series of media strikes.  Initially, they hadn't been sure this approach would grant them an advantage. Now, they were certain: the North was in its worst-ever propaganda position. The Yankees had never truly intended to liberate the Blacks, and faced with a real challenge, their mask had slipped. They dared not promote equality and instead sought only to delay. The South’s explicit support for Black civil rights had turned the North into an object of contempt.  The news from America felt like a serial drama to Cheng Ruofan in Germany. What was happening there was reminiscent of the era of Yuan Shikai and the Beiyang faction in China.  Back then, Yuan Shikai had sought to become Emperor largely to re-centralize fiscal power. Now, American fiscal power had split completely between North and South. The Southern move for a new Constitution was an attempt by the states to reclaim that power. Once the states held the purse strings, the federal government would be a hollow shell.  Furthermore, the Confederacy sought to codify this fiscal power through a new Constitution, ensuring that even future amendments could not shake the states' control.  Cheng set the paper down, his heart racing. Years ago, the southern "rebels" in China had used the United States as an example for their "Federal Autonomy" movement. He had been young then, and though he felt they were trying to destroy the nation, he couldn't articulate why.  Now, watching the play of fiscal decentralization reach its climax in America, it certainly didn't look like a path to prosperity.  Calming his nerves, Cheng returned to the arrangements for West Germany. The performance of the Germans had earned his profound respect. Despite their defeat and the wreckage of their country, the German civil servants worked honestly under the military administration so long as they were paid—and they were very good at it.  Germany had been able to hammer its neighbors not merely through a militaristic tradition, but because its governmental operational capacity was one of the pillars of its strength.  Cheng did not know that the German officials were equally impressed by the capability of the Chinese administrators—particularly their application of computer systems.  The Germans were rigid and rule-bound, adequate at maintaining records, yet their efficiency had never been stellar; they were masters of "working to rule."  But the Chinese computer systems allowed for rapid data entry, storage, querying, summarization, and printing. Under Chinese management, the Germans' rigidity became an asset.  For instance, the national census began on September 25th. By October 6th, the survey and data entry were complete. It was established that West Germany had a population of 44 million.  Although the USSR occupied only a quarter of German land, Berlin was the center of German industry. Of the 66 million population at the war's end, 22 million lived in that quarter—a third of the total.  The German bureaucracy had little confidence in a rapid recovery given West Germany's population and economic base. Even setting aside the loss of life, many Germans looked at the piles of rubble and lamented: "Clearing this debris alone will take twenty years. Rebuilding a whole Germany is harder than reaching the heavens!"  Recalling the agonizing struggles after the first war, the Germans were truly in despair.  But Cheng had overseen the completion of the census in record time—an efficiency far exceeding that of Germany at its height. It gave the bureaucracy a sliver of hope. While the Germans always seemed to lead their nation into a ditch, the rulers this time were Chinese. Perhaps under them, Germany could truly solve the problems it had never been able to overcome.



★


Chapter 987: The Great Trial (9)

Volume 9 — Chapter 29

❧ ❧ ❧


German industrial expertise was of a high caliber. After China provided the technology for aerated bricks and the equipment to pulverize the masonry from the ruins, it took only two weeks for German firms to begin producing the required materials.  Marshal Cheng Ruofan was seated on a train headed for Frankfurt when he finished reading the latest intelligence on the American congressional struggle. The Confederates had proven surprisingly timid; faced with the Yankee threat of war, they had ultimately abandoned their demand for a new Constitution.  But the Yankees had paid a heavy price for their victory. The "Great Compromise" had resulted in a ruthless stripping of federal fiscal and diplomatic authority in favor of the states.  According to the latest intelligence, federal troops could now only be deployed in the event of a direct foreign invasion of the Union. Even if a declaration of war was passed by Congress, the federal wartime regulations would not apply to any state whose legislature did not explicitly vote to join the conflict.  The federal military budget could only be passed with the unanimous consent of the states; if a new budget failed to pass, the previous year’s funding levels would automatically be maintained.  Federal taxes followed a similar rule: they required approval from the individual state legislatures. If a state failed to pass the federal tax bill for the coming year, the federal government was forbidden from collecting taxes within its borders.  As for regional issues, they were to be managed by "Consultation Conferences" organized by the states of that region. The federal government’s role was reduced to providing staff to service these conferences as requested.  Cheng Ruofan could not help but sneer as he finished the report. The core of this arrangement was virtually identical to the "Federal Autonomy" model proposed by the southern rebels in China decades ago. In China, that movement had failed. But in America, federal power had been so thoroughly weakened that the nation was now closer to a loose confederation.  Setting the documents down, Cheng sighed. He was struck by the strength of the unifying forces within the United States—enough, it seemed, to prevent a total disintegration despite the hollowing out of the center.  He then found himself pondering He Rui’s policy regarding the four Black states in the Northwest. What role had He Rui intended for them in this as-yet-unfinalized compromise?  Whether the goal was to split America or merely to demonstrate that China would not personally foment secession elsewhere, such simplistic explanations felt inadequate to Cheng. He believed He Rui’s decision was intended to help Black Americans secure equal civil rights. Yet even this felt like it lacked depth. He Rui was not a man for mysticism, and over-analyzing him was unwise, yet Cheng truly wished to know the Chairman’s strategic judgment regarding the Black states.  Even if it were merely a test, He Rui was not one to drop a piece on the board without a range of contingencies in mind.  By the time the train ground to a halt, Cheng had still not found a satisfying answer. Flanked by his guards, he stepped onto the platform. Emerging from the unrecognizable wreckage of the station, he found a second motorcade already waiting.  The lead vehicle flew a sickle-and-hammer flag—the banner of the German Communist Party (KPD).  The KPD was an established force in Europe. Following the First World War, it had developed rapidly, briefly becoming the largest party in Germany.  However, its downfall at the hands of the Nazis was not merely due to its inability to offer immediate political solutions. The party had been riddled with Trotskyites. Trotsky’s theory of global revolution held that every nation should pursue its own revolution while the USSR exhausted itself providing support. In the event of a capitalist war, the Red Army would strike to defeat the European governments and establish a magnificent global socialist union.  In Cheng’s view, the KPD had been profoundly naive. Adopting the Trotskyite line had inevitably pitted them against Germany's own national interests. And since the Trotskyites themselves could never truly deliver on the promise of global revolution, their detachment from reality had allowed the Nazi Party to eliminate them with ease.  Cheng chose not to board the KPD vehicle, opting instead for his own car. Passing through endless fields of rubble, he reached his destination: a factory that continued to operate amidst the ruins.  The guards at the gate were stunned to find Marshal Cheng Ruofan arriving in person. They hurried inside to announce him. Before long, several locals accompanied by Chinese officials stationed in the city approached the motorcade.  Cheng studied the Germans. They were gaunt and efficient-looking, though hardly impressive in appearance. Their hands and sleeves were stained with oil—the mark of true workers.  The Chinese official, responsible for surveying enterprises across West Germany, saluted Cheng and spoke: "Marshal, these men are representatives of the local Autonomous Workers' Union."  Cheng nodded, his interest piqued. A significant portion of the firms in Frankfurt had been owned by die-hard Nazis. Many of these owners had either fled, been arrested, or committed suicide after the war, leaving the enterprises without leadership.  In some of these cases, the workers' unions had organized themselves to keep production running. Cheng was here to tour several of these firms.  Regarding these self-organized industrial enterprises, Cheng had already reached a decision: provided they were not too far out of line, they were to be promoted as models!  Cheng addressed the German workers standing beside the Chinese representative. "Good day."  The union members were clearly tense, yet they managed a calm reply: "Good day, Excellency."  Cheng smiled. *Well, they're nervous after all.* He continued in German: "Gentlemen, would you permit me to tour your factory?"
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The news of Marshal Cheng Ruofan visiting an industrial enterprise taken over and operated by a workers' association quickly caused a sensation in Germany. This was particularly true of the published photograph: the Marshal was not in the center, but in a secondary position.  The core, most prominent area of the photograph was occupied by male and female workers. They wore the common attire of their class, stained with oil and dust. The men wore flat caps, the women headscarves. Against a backdrop of factory machinery, both men and women stood straight, their gazes resolute.  The photograph itself radiated the sentiment that "the workers possess the power." In the accompanying news report, Cheng Ruofan’s praise for the unions' organization of production and participation in management felt to the broad German working class like a sudden beam of sunlight piercing a cloudy future.  In the old Germany, the working class could never hope to control the means of production. Now, with the bourgeoisie having suffered a crushing blow, the workers found that by joining a union, they could secure employment—a prospect far better than anything they had known before the war’s end.  While most workers lacked the courage to act immediately, they hoped someone else would try. Soon, encouraged by community organizers, groups of workers began returning to the industrial zones of their cities to see if any operational factories remained.  Cheng Ruofan’s visit had been calculated specifically to encourage the German people to take this path. At this stage, Germany’s industrial machinery and machine tools had been largely devastated. After all, it was a Chinese-led offensive, and Cheng held absolute confidence in the combat effectiveness of his air force and his own command.  But this was no longer an obstacle. Even if the number of salvageable German machine tools was insufficient to restart industry, Chinese firms were currently operating at full capacity, and the shipping lanes from China to Europe were wide open.  In January 1945, work had officially begun on the project to widen and deepen the Suez Canal, as per the treaty between China and the Republic of Egypt. By October, thanks to China’s formidable engineering prowess, the canal had been widened to 800 meters with a maximum depth of 15 meters.  Ten-thousand-ton vessels now traversed the canal without hindrance, and cargo ships exceeding 40,000 tons could pass with ease. Trade between China and Europe was no longer a problem.  In fact, the West German Administrative Committee led by Cheng Ruofan had already placed a massive volume of orders. The first cargo ships were already in the Mediterranean and were expected to reach Germany by early November.  The West German elections concluded on October 15th. No single party emerged with an overwhelming majority: the German Communist Party (KPD) secured 24% of the vote, while the Social Democratic Party (SPD) took 27%.  In the history of German elections, because their voter bases overlapped significantly, the SPD had always been the KPD’s primary rival rather than the reactionary parties of big capital.  This time, the majority of the KPD membership were veterans of the World People's Liberation Army, many of whom had been educated in Chinese universities. Overnight, the party conducted an analysis of the voting patterns.  While the KPD's rivals feared the power of the Chinese occupying forces and dared not openly brand the Communists as traitors who had "invited the wolf into the house," they had all hinted at it during the campaign.  The analysis revealed that of those who voted for the KPD, half were traditional supporters, while the other half were the families and relatives of former Nazi Party members. To gain more support and achieve full governance, the KPD had to win over the SPD voters.  Having determined their future direction, the KPD discussed their immediate course of action. Under the German electoral system, only a party or coalition holding a majority of seats could form a cabinet.  Judging by the composition of their respective bases, the SPD was unlikely to poach KPD voters. Therefore, seeking a coalition with the SPD was the best strategic choice.  After deliberation, the KPD took what appeared to be a dangerous step, issuing a public statement: "Germany requires immediate reconstruction. Rather than exhausting our strength in inter-party strife, we should cooperate and begin the work at once. Therefore, the German Communist Party proposes the formation of a coalition government with the Social Democratic Party."  The decisiveness of the move stunned the nation. Combined, the SPD and KPD held 51% of the vote—enough to form a cabinet. In the past, German parties would have engaged in a lengthy period of political haggling and complex trades of interest.  To the ordinary German, party politics was synonymous with the "dirty transactions" of politicians. This perception had been a major factor in the Nazis' rise to power.  The KPD statement offered the public the possibility of a clean and efficient solution. While many still harbored reservations about the Communists, they felt that this election might actually bring about change.  But the SPD was an old, established party. In their view, the KPD was merely angling for benefits, and they had no intention of being out-maneuvered.  Party politics has its own internal logic, and from that perspective, the KPD’s statement was highly unwise. As the second-largest party, failing to court other factions to secure a majority was a serious error.  Furthermore, the KPD's move intensified the sense of crisis among the smaller parties. If the two giants joined forces, the minor parties would lose all opportunity to join the government and secure posts.  Utilizing traditional political maneuvering, the SPD prevaricated with the KPD while vigorously courting the smaller factions. By October 22nd, the SPD announced it would form a coalition with four other parties, representing 53% of the vote—enough to form a cabinet.  The KPD was not surprised. The distinction between friend and foe is sometimes decided not by oneself, but by the enemy. With the nationalization of land, the political forces supporting the traditional Junkers had lost their economic base entirely.  Extremist parties were barred from the ballot. A 53% coalition meant that 47% of the parties were now the opposition. How to coordinate within that 47% became the KPD’s immediate focus.  Politics is built upon an economic foundation, and here the KPD held the advantage. The German people had always viewed the KPD as supporters of a people’s regime and a socialist path. Establishing worker-managed production enterprises was the KPD’s home turf.  Soon, KPD members were fanning out to the grassroots to begin their work. At this time, all German firms faced a common problem: a lack of equipment. This was true for the worker-managed firms as well as those aligned with the SPD.  When a massive influx of Chinese equipment was unloaded in German ports, the KPD-controlled enterprises secured priority for loans and equipment through the tendering processes. As they rapidly resumed production, their supporters gained income and their confidence stabilized.  On November 16th, a formal request for a referendum was issued in Alsace and Lorraine to determine whether the two regions would remain within Germany.  Alsace and Lorraine were German-speaking, yet their populations had leaned toward France for two centuries and had spent most of that time as French territory.  Regardless of the "class" of their ticket, France had secured its place among the victors. As a victor nation, France sought to decide the ownership of the two regions through a popular vote.  The French government had first made this demand to He Rui while he was still alive. At the time, France had been unwilling to intervene personally, so He Rui had given no definitive answer. Now, France had reached an agreement with the Li Runshi government and was prepared to act.  This placed the SPD-led coalition government on the hot seat. The French had proposed more than just a territorial claim; they had offered an agreement for a European Coal and Steel Community. If the German government agreed to the referendum, France would sign the ECSC pact, formally ending the state of war between the two nations.  To discuss the matter, the SPD government had to bring it to a vote in the Reichstag. Several parties within the coalition immediately announced their firm opposition. The alliance began to fracture.  The SPD was forced to lobby intensely, but both their coalition partners and the right-wing opposition were united against them. Many parties declared they would withdraw from the government if the SPD accepted the French demands.  Cheng Ruofan watched with detached interest. He saw that despite the immense pressure, the SPD did not abandon the resolution that offered a strategic escape from Germany’s isolation.  Strategically, a Franco-German alliance would form an economic bloc capable of dominating Western Europe, fundamentally altering the continental balance of power. For the SPD to persist was a good thing for Germany.  But every political decision carries a price. Especially after the SPD had branded the KPD as a party that "sold out German interests," their own current position made their voters see them as the true "traitors" ceding national territory. This image was devastating for the SPD.  Cheng had initially expected the SPD to buckle under the weight of public opinion. Politically, they were well within their rights to do so. But realistically, the move was unavoidable, for France had secured China's tacit approval.  In his instructions from the Chinese government, Cheng had been told that if Germany did not accept the referendum, France would dispatch troops to Alsace and Lorraine. So long as the French military did not exceed those borders, the Chinese forces were to remain inactive.  On November 27th, the SPD forced the motion onto the Reichstag floor. The nation was in an uproar. The coalition partners all voted against it and publicly announced their withdrawal from the government.  Left with no other option, the SPD turned to the KPD, requesting the formation of a coalition. The KPD did not hesitate and immediately voiced its agreement.  The SPD then played a final trick. On December 1st, just before announcing the dissolution of the government, they brought the motion to the floor again. This time, with KPD support, the "yes" votes reached the required threshold.  Having secured the vote, the SPD then abandoned all talk of dissolving the government and continued to rule as if no prior promises had been made.  The KPD rank-and-file were furious, but the Central Committee had reached a consensus. Even if the KPD took power now, they would be unable to prevent Alsace and Lorraine from returning to France. Furthermore, from the perspective of national interest, a rapid return to the European economic system was the only way to solve Germany’s dire economic crisis.  The Committee members suppressed the anger of their followers. While their newspapers hammered the SPD's political maneuvering as "vile and shameless," they funneled all their energy into economic development.  The political caliber of the KPD finally earned Cheng Ruofan’s recognition. In subsequent industrial orders, he began to favor them significantly. After all, the KPD stood with the German working class, while the SPD leaned toward the bourgeoisie. In choosing between the two, Cheng found he had little alternative.  On December 26th, the seemingly settled contradictions in America erupted with sudden violence. The US Constitution could be amended with a two-thirds majority in both houses followed by approval from three-fourths of the states. Faced with an amendment that would effectively transform the federal government into a confederation, the Northern congressmen finally closed ranks and voted it down. The constitutional reform failed.  Though the Southern Confederates had proven timid in the past, they knew that the failure of the amendment meant the end of any peaceful resolution.  Faced with no alternative, the South resorted to military struggle. Twenty-seven states issued the "Declaration of Happiness of the American States" in Montgomery. Regardless of its flowery name, the document’s content was clear: the twenty-seven states no longer recognized the federal government. Henceforth, they would act toward the "happiness of their own peoples" as the Confederate States of America.  The twenty-seven states established three new military staffs—Army, Navy, and Air Force—coordinated by a Joint Chiefs of Staff. Major General Bourbon was appointed Chairman of the Joint Chiefs.  Eleanor Roosevelt had not expected such a decisive response. Her cabinet had analyzed that after the constitutional failure, the South would find other means to pressure the government. After all, the Confederates had been so close to success; they only needed another lever.  Now, there were no other possibilities. Of the forty-eight states, four were Black-dominated. Twenty-seven had formed the Confederacy (USB), and the remaining seventeen remained within the USA.  The world was in an uproar. America had split not just into USA and USB, but with the possibility of the four Black states forming a "USC." A once-mighty global power had vanished, replaced by three distinct political entities in an instant.  Upon receiving the news, Cheng Ruofan immediately recalled He Rui’s prediction of a "USC." Sitting at his desk, he began writing his analysis. Although a fire blazed in the fireplace, he felt a sudden chill. After decades of service, he had never expected to feel so world-weary.  Realizing this, he felt a deep regret. He Rui was gone; even at a momentous time like the splitting of America, there was no one with whom he could truly and joyfully discuss the event.  *When there are no heroes in the world, meddling children make their names.* Cheng had once thought he might be one of those "children," but now he saw the entire world as a makeshift operation. He was certainly not the worst among them.  After a period of despondency, his sense of duty reasserted itself. He picked up his pen and resumed his report. Over the past thirty years, He Rui had never flagged in his work. It was a quality Cheng admired and one he felt he must emulate. As a Party member and a civil servant, he had a mission to complete.
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As Hu Xiushan’s vehicle traversed the streets of the capital, the changes surrounding him suggested he should feel astonishment, yet he found no such emotion within.  Thirty years ago, back in Siping, He Rui had told them that within three decades, China would become powerful beyond belief. At the time, Hu had thought that as a man just entering his fifties, he would surely live to see it.  The period that had truly felt transformative, a time of "heaven and earth being overturned," had been his thirties and forties. Winning the war against Japan, winning the war against Britain, signing the full cooperation agreement with France—during those ten years, China had charged into fields once thought to be the exclusive domain of the West. Every day brought new, head-scratching problems, yet development progressed at a lightning pace.  To the fifty-year-old Hu Xiushan, the current development of China felt merely like a continuation and a breakthrough built upon that past foundation. While exhilarating, it was entirely predictable. There was no longer any sense of the sudden or the unexpected.  Everything He Rui and his comrades had promised the people thirty years ago was now a reality before his eyes. Everything promised twenty years ago was currently coming to fruition.  But the future world He Rui had described ten years ago was only just beginning to take shape. Hu Xiushan did not yet possess full confidence that it could be realized.  What truly surprised Hu was that he felt no genuine joy or anticipation for such a future. Was it that, having passed fifty, he had lost the capacity for excitement? Or was it because this future was... too tedious? He couldn't quite fathom his own heart.  The scenery itself was certainly not beautiful. The dim sky was choked with smog, and the broad streets were lined with construction sites. Half of the main road had been dug up, and workers were currently pouring concrete for a massive drainage pipe, nearly two meters wide and a meter high.  Previous layouts of the capital’s drainage had been flawed; during heavy rains, the streets turned into rivers. While Zhengzhou was not prone to frequent downpours, the increasing standard of living meant that any flood caused escalating losses. After a rain, the streets would be thick with garbage-laden sludge that emitted a foul stench under the sun.  Beyond the water systems, work was proceeding on a massive subway network. Every major intersection was cordoned off with bamboo barriers, and thick steel plates were laid over the roads to prevent the surface from being crushed by heavy machinery.  The sight reminded Hu of a military airfield. It seemed the engineering skills accumulated during the war were being put to use in urban construction. The steel plates weren't pretty, but they were practical. With his extensive experience using them, Hu was certain they solved many real-world problems, and China now possessed the economic strength to afford them.  Recalling the clear skies and fresh air of the North American indigenous nations, Hu had to admit that while the fruits of industrialization were real, the price was significant.  As He Rui had said, the new energy revolution was not just to solve industrial problems but to address the living environment of the Chinese people. If pollution continued to worsen, Chinese cities would become unfit for human habitation.  Entering the large conference room of the Military Commission building, Hu found Chairman Li Runshi and the other members already waiting. After warm handshakes, they took their seats.  "Comrade Xiushan," Li Runshi began, "the geopolitical situation envisioned by Chairman He has now been fully realized. The Commission looks forward to your recommendations for the future."  A sense of melancholy washed over Hu. Thirty years ago, he had learned geopolitics from He Rui. Initially, he had seen it as an all-encompassing science. But as his knowledge grew more systematic and his experience deepened, he had concluded that geopolitics was simply a theory better suited to military science, and nothing more.  As a soldier, Hu had seen the future that the realization of He Rui's geopolitical vision would bring.  From a military perspective, Asia was now a collection of small and medium nations; no single power possessed overwhelming strength in any region. Japan was strong, but it was no Great Britain.  Britain sat within sight of the European continent, choking its maritime lanes. Facing a fragmented Europe, it had countless opportunities for intervention. Japan, however, was relatively distant from the East Asian mainland, separated by Korea. Furthermore, China was a massive, blood-unified state with two thousand years of history.  While Japan would count as a Great Power in any other region, its geography dictated that it was destined to be a "small nation" in the shadow of China. It could only play a significant role if China itself were in a state of near-terminal crisis. So long as China remained functional, Japan had no opening.  The Indian subcontinent had returned to its historical norm of fragmented states, and the Middle East similarly lacked a decisive power. None of these nations possessed the capability to challenge Chinese military dominance in their regions.  Furthermore, Chinese dominance was not for colonial purposes but for the maintenance of order and the opposition to war. Thus, China did not need to maintain massive overseas garrisons; a limited military presence was enough to manage the situation.  Most of Africa was under Chinese trusteeship. In the ongoing border settlements, China had avoided creating any new states that possessed natural defensive barriers and only a single front to guard. Thus, a small number of troops could ensure the security of the continent.  South and Central America had been defined by a century of border disputes; overall, there was no possibility of a single power unifying the region.  The only two nations currently capable of causing trouble were the Soviet Union and the United States.  The US still possessed the resources to be a global power, but it had lost its two-ocean barrier. With the establishment of the indigenous nations to the north, the US was vulnerable to a fatal blow at any moment.  From a geopolitical angle, the US was caught in an impossible deadlock. Utilizing military threats against the northern states would be a costly and futile endeavor. The true threat to America was not the northern states themselves, but the Chinese mainland ten thousand miles away.  The moment the US attacked the northern states, China would launch a fatal strike against the US. If the US attempted to strike the Chinese mainland, it would be intercepted by the islands of the vast Pacific. Long before they could reach Chinese soil, the Chinese forces stationed in the northern indigenous states would launch a devastating strike against the American industrial heartland around the Great Lakes, just a few hundred kilometers away.  If the US chose the path of peace and attempted to build relations with its northern neighbors, it would have to account for the slaughter of tens of millions of North American indigenous people and seek their forgiveness.  The probability of that was negligible. The evidence of the genocide was too vast and too damning. The weight of that blood debt was enough to deny the very moral existence of the United States as a nation.  Any nation that lacks a moral foundation for its existence is inherently a "criminal nation" until its sins are fully atoned for. Hu could see no possibility of America clearing that debt within the next century.  So long as the sin remained, America would never earn the forgiveness of its neighbors. It would remain perpetually under the shadow of a Chinese military strike, unable to project power globally.  As for the Soviet Union on the northern tundras, its high latitude placed it too far from the equator. In the Pacific, it faced China and Japan; in the West, it faced Germany and France. In the Black Sea, it faced Turkey. The USSR was a nation that appeared to have maritime access but in reality lacked the right of free navigation.  A nation that lacks the right of free navigation can hardly talk of global power projection.  Hu knew that the twenty or so men in the room were well aware that He Rui had finalized his global geopolitical vision thirty years ago and had completed the vast majority of it before his death.  The only remaining variable was the United States. Hu believed America might eventually end its internal split, but even if reunified, it could never return to the high level of federal power it held in 1943.  Unable to resist, Hu finally asked the question on his mind: "Is the purpose of the Nuremberg Trials to thoroughly bury the old world order?"  "Only by codifying the evil of the old order can we allow the liberated peoples of the world to define the value and meaning of the new one," Li Runshi answered readily. "Only then can they understand what can be forgiven, and what must never be accepted."  Hu admired the judgment. If the North American indigenous people accepted the narrative that the European massacres were for the "promotion of civilization," then the Chinese military presence in North America would be seen as "opposing civilization." All of He Rui's efforts would be rendered valueless—even seen as a return of barbarism against civilization.  Hearing Hu's high-level inquiry, Li asked, "How does Comrade Xiushan assess the current progress of the geopolitical situation?"  Finding Li's response in line with his expectations, Hu replied: "When Chairman He formulated the geopolitical landscape, it was not based on military conquest, but on global economic development. This is why China can fund its military using only the tax levels of the war years.  "I believe the Center is promoting a new global economic order to allow every nation to develop rapidly, thereby grounding geopolitics upon a stable and growing global economy."  Li Runshi was struck by the calm answer. The Marshals educated by He Rui indeed possessed an extraordinary vision, understanding the interplay between economics, politics, and the military. Yet he also felt a sense of melancholy. He had often witnessed conversations between Hu and He Rui; long before they spoke, the trust between them was absolute. Compared to that level of revolutionary friendship, Li knew his relationship with the Marshals was merely that of normal comrades.  Hu would not stab him in the back, but neither would he grant him unconditional support. At the level of National Chairman and Marshal, everyone analyzed the other's intent with cool deliberation. He Rui’s ability to simply say "go east" and have Hu trust him completely was a level of trust that was, in its own way, abnormal.  The meeting concluded in a spirit of unity. Hu was granted two days of leave and prepared to depart. As he walked out, he encountered Xu Chengfeng.  "Any plans for the next few days?" Xu asked casually.  Sensing the probe, Hu replied frankly, "I intend to go and see the Chairman."  "Together?" Xu asked.  Hu hadn't particularly wanted to go with Xu; aside from his mood, he suspected Xu wanted to discuss state affairs. But it was not the time to refuse. He nodded. "I was planning on tomorrow afternoon..."  "I'll contact the comrades at the memorial hall," Xu followed up immediately, leaving no room for a refusal.  "...Fine," Hu agreed. They reached the exit, shook hands briefly, and boarded their respective cars.  Because they were headed in different directions, the cars drove off in opposite paths, growing ever more distant.
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He Rui’s memorial hall was only open to the public in the morning. In the afternoon, Hu Xiushan and Xu Chengfeng walked into the silent space. The staff remained at a distance, watching from afar as the two Marshals stood side-by-side before the crystal sarcophagus.  Even when Hu stepped forward to lightly touch the glass, no one moved to stop him. After all, he was an old comrade-in-arms who had followed He Rui for thirty years. During the Chairman’s life, the two had spent countless hundreds of nights working together.  Of course, the most practical reason was that Hu carried no metal objects. Had he approached with a hammer, even a Marshal would have been tackled by the guards.  Hu stood in silence for a long time before finally removing his cap and saluting. He turned to leave.  Xu Chengfeng spoke then. "Xiushan, I do not believe Chairman Li’s recent decisions align with the Chairman’s original line."  "I believe we should obey the decisions of the Center," Hu replied immediately, lacking his usual habit of careful deliberation.  "The Chairman's policies were always dedicated to unleashing the subjective initiative of the masses," Xu offered his own perspective.  Hu replaced his cap and turned to fix Xu with a steady gaze. "Chengfeng, what I mean is that we simply do not possess the capacity to judge the direction of the future. If we did, it wouldn't have taken us until the end of the Pacific War to finally grasp the Chairman's geopolitical vision. I am certain now that before he ever returned from Japan, he had finalized his entire strategic framework. And the foundation of that framework was a new global economic order. Thirty years later, I still haven't fully digested all of it. Have you?"  Hu rarely spoke at length, but his words struck Xu like a blow, leaving him with a sense of sudden dread.  Among the five Marshals, Xu Chengfeng was regarded as the most gifted leader. Even at the Baoding Military Academy, he had been a "Grade A" student, the cream of the crop. Compared to Cheng Ruofan’s "Grade C" status, Xu was considered steady and reliable. Compared to Hu Xiushan’s "Grade B," he possessed a distinct advantage in decisiveness and efficiency.  But Hu had his own strengths: he never made judgments based on imagination. Whatever he voiced was rooted in hard reality. In this instance, Xu was forced to admit the truth: he still could not say he fully understood the strategic vision He Rui had completed thirty years ago, let alone possessed the capability to execute it himself.  Yet Xu had been harboring these doubts for some time, and he wanted to speak his mind with his old friend. During He Rui's life, Xu had felt that "speaking foolishly" was, well, foolish. While Cheng Ruofan often indulged in such naive outbursts, Xu felt no need to emulate him. Now that He Rui was gone, Xu discovered to his shock that the ability to speak foolishly was actually a form of happiness.  To the world, Xu Chengfeng was a founding father, a Marshal of the Republic, and a brilliant commander who had never tasted defeat. He was a figure from legend. His words were truth; to everyone but He Rui, his name was synonymous with being correct.  Yet Xu knew well that faced with an unknown future, he was as bewildered as any ordinary man. Despite his vast experience and ability, there were simply too many things he felt uncertain about. His life’s record of victory and his sterling reputation had been built upon his ability to perfectly execute the resolutions of the Center.  Realizing this, Xu asked, "Has the time truly come when the Chairman's policies must be adjusted?"  Hu felt a touch of regret for his old comrade. In his view, of the five Marshals, Xu Chengfeng was the one most distant from He Rui. This wasn't a matter of character; He Rui had always said Xu was an idealist.  If there was a flaw, it was that Xu's ideals were too nationalistic. Nationalists easily fall into the trap of viewing China as a unique, special case—believing that China’s distinctiveness alone accounted for its rise. This was unscientific.  Hu believed China’s distinctiveness was merely the result of individuals who stood up at critical junctures throughout its millennia of history, allowing the nation to summarize its past and distill its history into a civilization.  Though he lacked confidence in his own academic depth, Hu did his best to explain. He Rui was gone; there were few people left who mattered to him, and Xu was one of them.  "Chengfeng, if China did not follow objective laws, it would have perished long ago. To find those laws amidst the chaotic complexity of reality is the work of politicians and strategists. Since we have both established that we are neither, we must naturally obey the resolutions of the Center. To make decisions on politics and strategy is their duty."  Xu knew exactly what Hu was saying. He realized that, however unconsciously, he had overstepped the boundaries of his power. Yet he could not master his emotions. He started to speak several times, only to fall silent. As he struggled for words, Hu pointed toward the crystal coffin.  "Chengfeng, the Chairman’s status was always higher than ours. Why did you accept that so frankly for thirty years?"  The question stunned Xu. No one had ever asked him that before, and he had never asked himself. After a long silence, he let out a heavy sigh. "I... I never gave it a thought."  "Were you obeying him as a superior, or as a man? Were you obeying his cause, or following the many ideals he pointed out?" Hu continued.  Xu felt the question should be simple, yet as he pondered it, he realized with shock that he had never truly followed He Rui’s *ideals*.  "The Chairman was great not because of the magnitude of his achievements, nor because his schemes were unmatched and his person invincible. He was great because he adhered to his ideals and never stopped learning and developing. Chengfeng, if you possessed those same ideals, you could do what he did." Hu’s tone turned sorrowful; he was disappointed in Xu, and that disappointment caused him a sharp pang of pain.  Xu remained silent for a long time. Finally, he whispered, "I cannot do it."  Hu’s mood lifted slightly. For the first time in thirty years, he saw the formidable Xu Chengfeng in such a submissive state. Usually, Xu radiated a presence of absolute confidence and reliability—a general with the world in his mind. Such a display of uncertainty was unprecedented.  "Brother, the reason you didn't dare voice your views openly in the meeting isn't because you were afraid of being rejected. I believe you simply wanted this current era of glory to last a little longer. But you also know that if the current system isn't adjusted, a massive crisis is inevitable!" Hu was speaking from the very bottom of his heart now.  Xu answered quickly this time. "I... I truly was somewhat unconvinced."  "If you trust the Chairman’s vision, you must trust his judgment of our comrades," Hu replied. "I have read Chairman Li’s speeches. A 'Full Industrial Chain' is a highly adversarial model. While China can use that advantage to crush the global industrial powers, we must be prepared for the entire world to unite against us. Not out of malice, but out of a primal instinct for survival. The new world order the Chairman envisioned was one where every nation has the space to develop and progress, not one where they follow behind China begging for scraps. Chairman Li clearly understands this strategic vision.  "I know we have worked hard to reach this pinnacle, and we naturally want to enjoy the view and talk of our triumphs. But economics is a cold reality. If you are unemployed today, you go tomorrow tomorrow. We have just struck down colonialism and imperialism; do we intend to immediately trigger mass unemployment and despair in Europe?  "I promise you, a despondent Europe will become a font of chaos. War will erupt again and again until they can truly solve that problem."  Xu was silent. He knew Hu was right; he had indeed hoped for a China that stood on high, looking down upon the globe. With his confidence in the military, he believed China could crush any European revolt at will.  But he also knew that this was not He Rui’s vision for the future. He Rui had envisioned a world where every nation, European ones included, could earn a better life through their own hard work.  A "better life" was not one of idle enjoyment, but one where people had the time and ability to continue learning and progressing, giving their lives positive value.  If China became a global vampire, its sheer size and strength would soon leave every other nation skeletal and gasping for breath. Forget progress; they would be lucky to survive.  "But that means China must sacrifice a great deal extra," Xu offered a weak objection.  "China has been disrespected for five hundred years because we contributed too little to the world," Hu countered. "Sacrifice is painful, but China is part of the globe. Only by creating a better world can China live better itself.  "I never thought of the Chairman as an unfortunate man, for he gave so much—and he never gave for the sake of personal reward. To give for reward is a path that inevitably ends in tragedy. China must never do such a thing; it would only harm us.  "But to give for the sake of human progress is never a mistake. Chengfeng, I spoke with many African comrades in North America. They had only been liberated for a few years. Given their status and ability, they could have led comfortable lives in Africa. Yet they went to North America to fight, and many died there.  "They did not die for a reward, but for the liberation of Black Americans. And their sacrifice yielded a positive return. Now, Black Americans finally realize that their happiness is not a gift from others, nor is it found in self-abasement.  "I saw it with my own eyes: those who were once branded an inferior race performed brilliantly in the fields, in the factories, and on the battlefields of land, sea, and air. They appeared 'clumsy' only because they had lacked the time and conditions to acquire skills through labor. Labor creates the human being!"  "And what of competition?" Xu asked. To this day, he still believed China had to win every contest to ensure its unshakeable position.  Hu smiled bitterly. "I must say, I also believe China must win. But what truly drives human progress has always been cooperation. If we are to move human civilization into a new era, we must learn the art of global cooperation. Despite my own concerns, I have decided to support Chairman Li’s views."  With that, Hu no longer lingered and walked out of the memorial hall. He was surprised at how much he had said to his old friend. He had never considered himself a man of words; he had simply spoken his heart.  Regarding that final question, Hu did indeed fear a Chinese failure in competition. But he felt that rather than treading upon the rest of the world, it was logically superior to help them develop.  He Rui had once said with absolute confidence: "China’s natural advantages dictate that the limits of other nations are not the limits of China. China's limits are not found in territory or resources, but in whether its civilization can continue to break through to a higher level, and keep breaking through."  Hu loved that vision of confidence and hope. As the Li Sao lamented: "The road ahead is long and far; I shall seek the truth high and low."
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The German portion of the Nuremberg Trials completed its qualitative phase on December 3, 1945. With Germany’s war crimes, crimes against humanity, and colonial crimes formally defined, a vast number of arrested Nazi party members were sentenced. Due to Germany’s limited colonial history, those specific charges were the fewest in number among all the convictions.  While the sentences for war crimes and crimes against humanity were exceedingly heavy, the majority of the German people felt as if a great weight had been lifted. Whatever sentences the millions of detained soldiers and Nazi members faced, their families finally knew what the future would look like.  The German General Staff, identified as the fountainhead of the war, was dissolved, and its senior officers were held accountable. The regular Wehrmacht was identified as an accomplice to war crimes and crimes against humanity, yet the ordinary soldiers who had not participated in massacres began to be released. These men formed the majority of the military; their return solved the shortage of robust labor, yet it caused the unemployment problem to deteriorate.  While the Administrative Committee worked to address these issues, Marshal Cheng Ruofan found his attention drawn to developments in America. Eleanor Roosevelt had been impeached by the congressmen who still adhered to the "USA," demanding her resignation.  According to American law, a President could not be tried during their term. So long as Eleanor did not resign, she could remain in office. However, things had reached a point where even the most stubborn individual would feel a degree of responsibility. When the resolution for her impeachment passed unanimously, Eleanor Roosevelt announced her resignation.  The seventeen states remaining within the USA were all Republican strongholds. The Republicans clung to the Constitution; they first elected Thomas Dewey as Speaker of the House. Eleanor’s Vice President succeeded her, waited for Dewey’s election as Speaker, and then resigned. According to the system, Dewey then became President of the United States.  Upon taking office, Dewey immediately dispatched negotiators to the four northwestern states while simultaneously pushing a Civil Rights Act through both houses of Congress. Although the Republican Party was under immense external pressure, the act still nearly failed within their own ranks.  It was only after the Northwest issued a second proclamation, declaring the four states to be an inseparable part of the United States, that the Republican-controlled Congress passed the Civil Rights Act by a narrow margin.  The act mandated that within the USA, all citizens were equal. Regardless of color, race, or faith, all enjoyed identical civil rights, including the right to vote and stand for election.  With the passage of this law, though it made no specific mention of Black people, the era of racial oppression within the Union was effectively over. Theoretically, Black citizens were now equal to whites, capable of electing representatives and even a President.  On December 6th, the USA convened its Congress. Media from around the world descended upon Washington. When eight Black senators appeared before the Capitol, the flashes of the photographers’ cameras were constant.  The Senate served as America’s Council of Elders; regardless of population, every state was represented by two senators. Their six-year terms—three times longer than those of the House—were intended to shield them from the whims of elections, allowing them to exert their influence and represent their states' demands within the legislature.  President Dewey’s primary task was the restoration of American unity. The USA, which had shrunk to seventeen states, recovered to twenty-one thanks to the Republican compromise, achieving a reunification of the North rather than being squeezed between the West and South.  That day, both houses of Congress unanimously passed a resolution refusing to recognize the Confederate States of America (USB) and granted President Dewey war powers.  Had matters only reached this stage, Cheng Ruofan would not have been surprised. When He Rui had predicted the three-way split of America, he had also emphasized the immense power of the unifying force within the country. Had the Republican congressmen not so thoroughly rejected the Southern attempt to transform the Constitution into a confederation, the South might never have seceded.  On December 8th, Cheng received intelligence available only to his rank: the Dewey administration had dispatched an envoy to China to discuss the status of Alaska and Hawaii.  Finishing the report, Cheng let out a short laugh. "Heh!"  It was not a laugh of mockery toward Dewey, but rather a realization that the move had come far too late. Had Eleanor Roosevelt been frank enough to discuss the two territories with Beijing, the South might have found it difficult to initiate its independence movement.  Setting the report aside, Cheng refocused on European affairs. Even if Dewey were moving in the right direction, there was no guarantee his administration possessed the clarity to reach a deal.  China’s current stance was not one of control over Hawaii and Alaska, but of support for their peoples to regain their independence. The question for America was merely whether to recognize that independence.  If the US agreed, China’s next requirement would be a demilitarized border between the USA and the five northern indigenous nations.  This would be a bitter pill for America to swallow. Yet the current split in the nation gave Dewey a genuine opportunity to resolve these issues. Whether he chose the path of peace remained to be seen. China’s attitude was consistent and unyielding.  Throughout December, Cheng was busy and content. West Germany was faring well. The referendum in Alsace and Lorraine was held under UN supervision, free from violence or interference. The inhabitants voted overwhelmingly to join France.  On December 16th, the day the results were announced, the West German SPD government recognized the outcome. France, West Germany, Italy, Belgium, the Netherlands, and Luxembourg signed the Paris Agreement, declaring that all border and territorial disputes between the signatories were resolved.  On the 17th, the same nations signed the European Coal and Steel Community Agreement, effective for fifty years. With this, the political landscape of Western Europe was essentially settled.  On the 18th, France and Germany signed an agreement to open their borders and restore normal trade. France was rich in agricultural products, while Germany possessed a significant industrial advantage. The agreement finally ended Germany’s economic isolation.  January 1, 1946—New Year’s Day in Europe, the Start of the Year in China. The nations of Europe finally enjoyed a peaceful holiday. On January 7th, Marshal Cheng Ruofan received the statistical reports. They showed that Germany, by importing grain from France, had temporarily closed its domestic food gap. German industrial exports to France, meanwhile, ensured the trade balance remained stable.  But the German economy currently possessed two "hidden" pillars. The first was reconstruction. Other European nations were industrial powers that had conducted their own large-scale infrastructure projects. Every time they did so, they claimed to be building for the next several decades. Thus, when Germany claimed its reconstruction was based on a fifty-year standard, the rest of Europe heard the boast but did not believe it.  Everyone exaggerated; why should Germany be the exception? Furthermore, most Europeans who had seen the country believed the cost of such a project was beyond Germany’s current means. In this atmosphere of universal skepticism, the reconstruction remained a "hidden" pillar.  The second pillar was exports to South America and Africa. These regions had increased their exports to China and were now holding significant reserves of Chinese Yuan. But as the currency of a new hegemon, the Yuan's influence currently lagged far behind China's military might. Consequently, South and Central America were eager to spend their CNY as quickly as possible.  The West German government emerged as the European regime that most firmly supported the Chinese Yuan. In its trade with Latin America, it even prioritized the currency.  Cheng was so moved by this section of the report that he rose and began pacing the room.  Years ago, after He Rui won the war against Japan, those comrades who no longer feared the Japanese had shouted for them to be driven out of Korea. He Rui had smiled and told them: "No need to fight. We shall win Japan over. For Japan will become China's most valuable asset."  From the 1926 revolution until today, He Rui's words had been proven true. And now, Germany had suddenly become another such asset.  For Germany, accepting CNY allowed them to access the raw material channels China had established. They were not sacrificing themselves for Chinese interests; they were prioritizing CNY for their own benefit.  But for China, Germany—a nation with a century of industrial trade ties around the Atlantic—was a vital contributor to the global circulation of the Yuan. The nations of Latin America trusted Germany more than they trusted China. So long as the Yuan could be used without restriction to buy German goods, their willingness to hold the currency surged.  Only a trade that benefited both sides could endure. Germany was indeed destined to become one of China's most important assets—not through Chinese coercion, but through its own choice.  As his excitement cooled, an image flickered in Cheng’s mind: him telling He Rui of this latest realization. He had always done so after understanding the Chairman's ideas. And every time, He Rui would scratch his head and offer sincere praise: "Well done. You’ve finally understood. Keep working, keep progressing."  Cheng knew it was only his imagination. Yet the scenes were so vivid they felt as if they were truly happening. His nose stung, and he almost wept.  Now that no new memories could be created, Cheng suddenly realized that he had never been treated as a subordinate or a tool. His exhaustive service to the nation had been his own choice, not a stepping stone for He Rui's glory.  He Rui was the same with everyone. He never believed he could "save" anyone; he merely did his utmost to provide the environment where others could utilize their abilities and progress through labor.  A truly great cause was always the result of the collective efforts of countless individuals. He Rui had understood this long ago. He was never high and mighty; he had leaned down so that those willing to move forward could step upon his shoulders.  Marshal Cheng Ruofan stood in a daze, letting the memories and realizations wash over him. Finally, with a sigh, he returned to the report.  With his perspective shifted, he saw things more clearly. Most hard-working Germans were unaware of their status on the national stage and would likely never understand it. Cheng was much like them; his only difference was that he had learned from a mentor how to understand the struggles of states and had been granted the opportunity to work at that level.  Even so, the German laborers continued to move forward, working without cease. It was upon the hard work of these millions that Cheng, as the supreme commander in Europe, could exercise his diplomatic and political skill.  In his heart, his conviction was reaffirmed: even if he did not feel gratitude toward the laborers, he had to respect them. Only by standing with the workers could one possess genuine power.  In the capital, global data was being synthesized into a report for Li Runshi. Li was also filled with emotion. By his own sense of finance, he had not believed the funds for China's massive urbanization would be available. Yet the report showed that the 1946 funding was secured—so long as the State Council did its job, trillions of CNY would be in place.  China's future development was based on every family owning a private car. Currently, the urban population had reached 70%, and the industrialized population was near 80%.  Every urban community featured a kindergarten, a primary school, and a middle school. The high school enrollment rate had reached 50%, with others attending technical schools. These were astronomical sums, yet the 1946 requirements were met.  If every year could be like this, even the most seemingly impossible grand plans would eventually become reality.  Li Runshi was no longer excited by such a future. As President, his job was to utilize his insight into the future to constantly adjust the nation's course and turn these grand plans into reality. It was his work, and his duty.  The future world, in Li's eyes, was still filled with upheaval and even suffering, yet he could see that humanity was continuing to move in the direction he believed in.
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On January 27, 1946, the Dewey administration of the USA reached an agreement with the Chinese government regarding the independence of Hawaii and Alaska. The United States acknowledged the right of the peoples of those two regions to determine their own futures through referendums; in exchange, China stated that it did not currently recognize the Confederate States of America (USB) as an independent nation.  While many Americans cursed the Dewey administration as traitors who had sold out national interests for personal gain, the Northern elite did not oppose the President. Upon the signing of the agreement, Dewey immediately summoned the recalled General Marshall—now Chairman of the Joint Chiefs—along with the Air Force Commander and Admiral Nimitz to the Oval Office.  The three senior officers wasted no time on pleasantries. They fully supported the President’s decision. America’s primary task was reunification, and for that, they required a strategic window. Only China could grant such a window to the USA. To earn that chance, a deal had to be made.  Hawaii and Alaska were not states of the Union. To trade such peripheral interests for the recovery of the forty-eight states of the mainland was, given America’s current strength, a stroke of immense good fortune.  President Dewey, a man who had built his career on fighting organized crime, was known as a tough and proactive politician. Yet during this meeting, he mostly listened in silence as the three commanders outlined their plans.  Currently, the USA consisted of only twenty-one states, while the Confederate forces held twenty-seven. Despite the numerical disparity, the industrial and economic strength of the North far outstripped that of the South.  The leadership of the Army, Navy, and Air Force all agreed: the worst possible outcome would be a long, drawn-out war. The optimal path was to shock the Southern leadership into returning to the Union. This required a demonstration of power that would leave them staggered.  Once the briefing concluded, Dewey spoke: "Proceed with the plan immediately. The federal government will grant you its full support."  "I would also ask that you invite the Southern leaders to a meeting, Mr. President," Marshall proposed, outlining the first step of the Joint Chiefs’ plan.  "I shall travel to Montgomery myself," Dewey answered frankly.  The expressions of Marshall, Eisenhower, and Nimitz turned solemn. For the President to enter the Southern states at this time carried the very real risk of being detained. That Dewey was willing to risk his person for the sake of unity spoke to a formidable courage.  Of course, Dewey had never known fear. As a prosecutor, he had relentlessly hammered the mob and survived numerous assassination attempts. Only a man of such mettle would dare enter the dragon’s den.  Word soon reached the USB elite that Dewey was requesting a meeting in the South. The grandees were a mix of tension and dismissal. Generally, they were inclined to reject the visit.  Only Chief of Staff General Bourbon insisted on accepting. Even knowing Dewey’s intent was to talk them out of independence, he argued that receiving the President of a foreign power with full honors would be a propaganda victory for the South.  But Bourbon had another motive he kept to himself. The Confederate General Staff had initially assumed China would not stand by and watch the USA reunify the South. In American culture, creating trouble for one's enemies was common sense. With the nation split, a mere hint of Chinese pressure would keep it divided into three. Bourbon could not fathom why China had abandoned this leverage over the North simply for the sake of referendums in Hawaii and Alaska.  But since China *had* done so, Bourbon had to prepare for a bloodbath with the North. Since Dewey dared to come, he surely brought some momentous threat. Bourbon wanted to know exactly what his rival was capable of.  On February 4th, the Confederate States formally invited President Dewey to visit. As his plane touched down in Montgomery, the airfield was lined with Southern crowds waving the Confederate Cross. When the short-statured Dewey emerged from the hatch, the crowd roared, waving their banners and singing the Confederate anthem.  Gazing out at the sea of blue, white, and red, Dewey felt no anger. His mission was to negotiate with the Southern elite; once that was achieved, he had no other needs.  At the conference table, the Southern leaders were arrogant. Dewey ignored the slights, merely inviting the South to send reliable representatives to observe a nuclear test.  At the mention of "nuclear weapons," most of the Southerners were confused. But General Bourbon’s expression flickered. He had heard rumors that during his final term, Roosevelt had indeed been developing a weapon of unprecedented power, though the details had been sparse.  Having delivered the invitation, Dewey endured two days of cold mockery and ridicule from the Southern leaders with extraordinary patience. He told himself he was merely dealing with a group of mobsters who considered themselves legitimate. In his experience, such men eventually ended up in his courtrooms, facing decades of hard time.  During those two days, the Southern elite used every means to gather intelligence on the "atomic bomb." But the Oak Ridge site, part of the Miami Project, had been firebombed by the Chinese Air Force using thermobaric weapons. Only a handful of scientists and high officials had reached the safety of the deep bunkers; the vast majority of workers and technicians had been vaporized.  No matter their efforts, the Southerners could obtain no valuable data. Ultimately, they had no choice but to agree to send observers.  Dewey then stated his condition: "I do not care what rank or status your representatives hold. My only requirement is that they be men you trust implicitly. For what is about to happen will exceed your wildest imagination."  Hearing Dewey refer to them simply as "The South," most of the Confederate elite shot him looks of disdain; a few simply spat on the floor.  Seeing his mission accomplished, Dewey had no intention of remaining for further insults. He rose and said, "Farewell, gentlemen."  Watching his small figure depart under the escort of his massive bodyguards, some of the Southerners considered killing him then and there. But as high-ranking officials, they knew he had come as an invited guest. Murder was out of the question—publicly, at least. Many hoped someone else would act according to the American tradition of local vendettas and take the President out in private.  But no such attempt occurred. Dewey’s plane took off safely and landed in Washington. Once back in the Oval Office, he unleashed a torrent of abuse against the "Southern slave owners."  His cabinet joined in, eager to see the Southern elite flayed alive. For the first fifteen minutes of the meeting, the room was filled with nothing but the most creative and vulgar vitriol.  Once the air had been cleared, the Secretary of State presented the list of other nations invited to the test. At the top was the Soviet Union, followed by France, Italy, the Netherlands, Belgium, and the other members of the ECSC. Even the West German government was on the list, though the cabinet doubted they would have the courage to attend.  Beyond the Soviets and the ECSC, invitations had been sent to the Eastern European nations. This was a clear attempt to "pry at the foundation" of the Chinese sphere. China’s frontier currently consisted of Hungary, Bulgaria, and Yugoslavia.  Although Turkey did not seek an alliance with Beijing, it relied on Chinese support against the USSR. Thus, the Secretary of State argued that while America’s nuclear program had been shorter than China’s, they had to demonstrate that the US possessed a power that could potentially protect these nations.  On February 16th, the delegations from the USSR and the ECSC (minus Germany) arrived in America.  The US had planned to demonstrate the weapon on February 18th. But in the early hours of February 17th, the US Seismological Bureau detected a new signal. It was similar to the seismic waves triggered by previous Chinese nuclear tests, with its source right at the surface.  But the intensity of this tremor was vastly greater than any previous test. The scientists who had survived the Oak Ridge bombing looked at the data and simply refused to believe it.  The Eastern European representatives and the other foreign observers who had come to witness China’s test of a Hydrogen Bomb felt as if they were in a dream. The mushroom cloud from the megaton-level blast and the ring-clouds spanning dozens of kilometers left the military experts among them feeling as if their minds were no longer sufficient to the task.  With the global war so recently concluded, these men understood the power of explosives. But this was beyond common sense. They truly realized how terrifying a nuclear war would be.  With existing technology, it was impossible to "erase" a city spanning dozens of kilometers. Even with unlimited conventional ordnance, the defenders could fight on through underground tunnels and utilize the ruins as perfect cover for guerrilla warfare.  But the Hydrogen Bomb China had just demonstrated could "wipe away" an entire city. And with the city, every human soul within it—from the head of state to the common citizen—would be indiscriminately turned to ash.  Even if the leadership reached a deep bunker, the capacity of such shelters was limited. The army would have no chance. A head of state who commanded fewer than a thousand men was a leader in name only.  Seeing the deterrent effect had been achieved, Li Runshi invited the guests to a banquet. There, he declared with resonance: "China has always been a guardian of civilization, not its destroyer. Our future responsibility is to prevent war and promote peace, not to launch conflicts that would once again lead humanity toward destruction."  The words did not truly move the foreign representatives. Nations newly liberated from colonialism knew the nature of Great Powers well. They were accustomed to industrial leaders and their propaganda organs preaching peace while preparing for war.  They did not believe in China’s peaceful rhetoric. After all, the recently deceased He Rui had conducted the largest war in history, completing a magnificent global expedition in just four years.  Li Runshi understood their skepticism. He continued with even greater force: "The Chinese government announces to the world: China will never be the first to use nuclear weapons, and will never use them against non-nuclear states. We shall strictly control the proliferation of nuclear weapons and ensure they never fall into the hands of those who seek war. China has acted thus in the past, and shall act thus in the future—steadfastly maintaining world peace!"  Hearing such an explicit and unprecedented commitment, the nations were truly moved. In the thirty years since 1915, while the He Rui government had fought many wars, its international credit was impeccable. Every conflict had been clearly explained, and the reasons never hidden. Even in victory, China had fulfilled its promise not to expand its territory by a single inch.  With Li Runshi’s public pledge, there was at least no precedent for doubting its reliability.  The news was reported worldwide. President Dewey read it, his lips moving as if in silent curse, though no one could hear the words.  Despite this "strike to the head," Dewey did not alter his schedule. On February 18th, when the atomic mushroom cloud rose over the US test site, the foreign observers looked on with strange expressions. They were indeed touched, but not terrified by the strength America had displayed.  Dewey’s primary target, however, was not the foreigners. He studied the sallow faces of the Southern representatives for a moment, and seeing the naked fear they could not hide, he felt a surge of pure joy.  These detestable Southerners were all wearing the insignia and nameplates of the Confederate States. Many had the Confederate flag sewn onto their hats. Whether meeting USA officials or foreigners, they immediately presented business cards headed with "Confederate States of America." Their insolence had left Dewey disgusted.  Now, as he watched them reduced to "humming and hawing" in their interactions, Dewey felt a satisfaction beyond words.  At the dinner, Dewey announced: "The American government is willing to protect all peace-loving nations. This is our tradition."  One foreign journalist could not contain himself and shouted: "Mr. President, do you think the Indians and the Black people would accept that view?"  Though America was strong, everyone knew it had just been beaten by China. Isolated by two oceans, it lacked the means to project power into Europe. The各国 delegates couldn't help but smile at the reporter's question.  The American officials’ faces soured, but they were powerless. Dewey remained composed. He answered loudly: "In protecting its citizens, the American government has indeed faced many conflicts. These have led to tragedies.  "But such things occur in the history of any nation. Chinese history records countless massacres; two thousand years ago, China committed the crime of burying 400,000 prisoners alive in a civil war. Such war crimes are common to all nations.  "Human progress lies in experiencing suffering and then moving forward. In America today, Black people have gained citizenship. The Indians possess reservations where they hold full administrative and judicial authority, completely free from federal interference.  "Progress has made America a beacon of civilization and a benchmark for human morality. America has always been willing to provide peaceful protection to other nations; so long as they face aggression or oppression and request our aid, we shall come to them.  "This is the American tradition and the ideal we uphold. Gentlemen—past, present, and future—America will stand firm for world peace."  Diplomatic rhetoric is always polished. Dewey did not believe his own words, but he was sincere in offering a "Nuclear Umbrella" to the invited nations.  Since their defeat, American scholars and elites had been reflecting on the causes of failure. One key conclusion was that America had failed to lead a security agreement for the North Atlantic economic circle. Before the war, Britain and France had blocked American influence in Europe, forcing the US to support Germany to break the deadlock. Now, Britain and France were weak, and Germany was shattered and occupied by China and the USSR.  The strategic situation in Europe was dire. They faced an aggressive neighbor in Russia and an extra-regional power in China. The American elite believed Europe desperately needed a force to balance the influence of those two.  Of course, Dewey’s "umbrella" was not a selfless gift. If Europe wanted American protection, they had to stay out of the US Civil War. The Northern elite knew that with their current industrial base, they might not be able to produce even one atomic bomb a year. The bomb was a deterrent for the South and for any nation daring to intervene.  In a meeting of his core cabinet, Dewey stated firmly: "Whoever dares to split America, we shall fight them to the end!"  On February 20th, the Confederate representatives returned south with a mountain of fresh photos and film.  In this nuclear test, USA federal army generals and colonels had basically come to watch. Seeing the immense power of nuclear weapons, these federal officers felt their morale surge, replacing their previous hesitant despondency. Some of the less intelligent officers even asked if they could use nuclear weapons to defeat the Chinese.  Such fools were left to the military to handle. Dewey had accepted the independence of Hawaii and Alaska precisely because he had seen secret reports that China had long possessed nuclear weapons but chose not to use them.  This meant America could not win a conventional war, nor a nuclear one. They had already suffered from Chinese missile attacks. The US military had begun its own R&D into ballistic missiles and nuclear warheads.  The cabinet agreed that the military's plan was feasible, provided the technical hurdles were cleared. Yet they also knew that with China's lead, they would likely miniaturize warheads for missiles far sooner than the US—if they hadn't already. America’s best option was peace with Beijing.  On February 27th, the Dewey government quietly proposed talks to the Southern government. Two days later, on March 1st, the Southern government, calling itself the Confederate States of America, low-key agreed through secret channels.  At the negotiations, the USA representatives were assertive. They stated clearly: "If necessary, we shall not hesitate to use the atomic bomb against those splitting America. Unless you refuse to concentrate your forces, a single bomb will annihilate any rebel army within dozens of kilometers!"  Faced with such a blatant threat, the Southerners erupted in curses. But there was a difference in their tone; they were cursing the air, using "f***" without a direct target. It was the mark of men who were truly afraid.  The federal negotiators then softened their tone. "...The rights of the American states are protected by the Constitution. Regarding strategic choices and military budgets, we agree that the states should have a greater say."  Aside from historical grievances, the primary driver for secession was the price the South had paid for Roosevelt's New Deal and the prospect of funding a massive federal defense line in the North. They simply refused to bear the fiscal burden.  Hearing the federal side offer flexibility on this point, the Southerners finally began to talk seriously.  Meanwhile, at Confederate Headquarters, Lieutenant Colonel Dan spoke with an exhausted yet powerful voice: "Gentlemen, I stand by my assessment. If war breaks out, it will be a conventional war, not a nuclear one. According to our intelligence, under Roosevelt, the federal government used nearly a third of national electricity to produce nuclear material.  "To that end, the power from Hoover Dam was funneled entirely into research. Now, Hoover Dam is under our control. The Yankee power plants have been repaired, yet they still face severe shortages for civilian and commercial use. This proves that their production speed is slow!"  Dan slammed his hand on the table. "Gentlemen—to fight or not to fight, I shall obey the General Staff. But I can guarantee: if we strike now, the North’s production and supply are at their absolute weakest. I have said my piece!"  The room was silent, save for the sound of heavy breathing.  After a long pause, General Bourbon spoke: "I shall relay this assessment to the Congress. As for their choice... I, for one, believe we should strike now!"
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On March 6th, the Confederate States of America formally delivered its response to the USA: "The Confederate States of America, as an independent nation, will not surrender. However, based on our long shared history, the Confederate States are willing to establish a 'special state-to-state relationship' with the United States of America."  President Dewey studied the Southern envoy sitting across from him. The boy looked as if he hadn't yet seen his thirtieth year, yet he wore the silver oak leaves of a lieutenant colonel. In Dewey’s experience, the Southern gentry loved nothing more than granting themselves military titles—everyone was either a major or a colonel. Although intelligence reports indicated that this "Lieutenant Colonel Dan" was a graduate of West Point, Dewey preferred to view the rebel across from him as a crude and unrefined Southerner.  After sizing up the relatively lean young man, Dewey asked, "Does the South persist in its rebellion?"  Dan replied with absolute composure: "The Confederate States believe that the North and South can establish a more constructive relationship. A 'special state-to-state relationship' can perfectly accommodate two nations within a single framework."  As a prosecutor, Dewey had dealt with countless mobsters who spoke in riddles and lies. Dan’s words were a transparent attempt to secure Southern independence under a thin veneer of diplomacy. Dewey had no intention of entertaining such games. "The Confederate States do not exist," he continued. "There is only one United States of America in this world."  Facing Dewey’s oppressive gaze, Dan showed not a flicker of cowardice. "That is your opinion, not the view of the Confederate States. The Confederacy exists within our hearts."  Sensing Dan’s intransigence, the corners of Dewey’s mouth curled into a cold, mirthless smile. It was the smile of a tiger about to strike. "Colonel," he asked, "do you understand what your attitude represents?"  Before traveling North, the Confederate Congress had passed a resolution: they would not yield to Northern intimidation. With the backing of his government, Dan felt his resolve steady. He answered politely, "It represents our commitment to defending our freedom with our lives and our courage."  Watching Dan's calm reaction, a surge of fury rose within Dewey. He wanted nothing more than to smash the boy’s head against the desk. But his persona as a prosecutor led him to attack from a different angle. "Colonel, is rebellion the oath you learned at West Point?"  Dan had survived the crucible of the global war; death no longer held any terror for him. But Dewey’s posture of moral superiority grated on him. He answered coldly: "The United States, as the entity that established that oath, was the first to betray the people. When you sent tens of millions of citizens onto the battlefield like chess pieces, you failed to realize that those soldiers were ordinary people—human beings with their own wills. In your eyes, we were merely cannon fodder, consumables. Even now, you have not changed. That is why you refuse to grant power to the states. Because the states, acting in their own interests, would never support your decisions for war."  As he spoke, Dan watched the expressions flicker across Dewey’s face: disdain, irritation, and then a sense of grievance—the reaction of a high-born lord bitten by an ant crawling in the dirt.  Dewey realized then that he had misjudged the man before him. Dan was no mere thug; he was a true rebel. Thugs did not speak of blood and casualties with such level-headedness. Only a warrior who had faced life and death could look so calmly upon a future civil war that promised hundreds of thousands, perhaps millions, of dead.  Since the South had sent such a man as its envoy, Dewey concluded that they had indeed decided on total war.  "Take Mr. Dan away," he ordered his secretary.  Meanwhile, Li Runshi had received the intelligence and convened a meeting of the Military Commission. Marshal Zheng Silang raised the first question: "Does the Confederacy intend to annex the United States?"  No one present believed the South had such ambitions. The US was a federal system where each state was effectively a sovereign entity. While conflicts between them were common, annexation was impossible under the political principles both sides claimed to uphold. Furthermore, land was not the primary source of conflict; America was vast and underpopulated. What the Americans cared about was the ability to market the products of their land. Disputes over territory were usually centered on water rights or exceptionally fertile soil—resources that were scarce everywhere. The kind of dry land that China considered "decent" was plentiful in America and hardly worth fighting over.  Since their assessments were aligned, the members turned their eyes to Li Runshi. Previously, it had been He Rui who provided the explanations; now, it was Li’s turn.  "The South cannot defeat the North in a conventional, large-scale war to secure independence," Li explained. "If they seek to shatter the federal army, they must utilize regular forces operating from their home soil in a mode of mobile and guerrilla warfare. They must adopt the tactics of: *Enemy advances, we retreat; enemy camps, we harass; enemy tires, we attack; enemy retreats, we pursue.* These tactics were first proposed by Chairman He in his writings, yet there has never been a real-world instance of their application on such a scale.  "Viewed holistically, this is the only path to a Southern victory. Currently, the North requires the South’s markets and resources. To repeat the scorched-earth policies of the first Civil War would deny the North any potential gain while plunging it into a total fiscal crisis. Once the Northern economy collapses, secession will become a settled fact.  "Total independence is the South's highest objective."  Zheng Silang nodded; this was the answer he had hoped for. America was not China. For a Chinese, unification was the only acceptable outcome, making it difficult for Zheng to think in American terms. Li’s explanation resolved his strategic doubts. With his clarity restored, Zheng felt no desire to intervene in the American conflict.  Li looked at the others and saw a similar sense of detached indifference. "Does anyone believe we should intervene?" he asked.  Without even looking at one another, the members shook their heads. They shared Zheng’s view: let the Americans fight it out among themselves; China had no interest in the fray.  Sensing their mood, Li felt a trace of regret. Although He Rui had styled himself a "conservative," as a revolutionary he had possessed an innate, aggressive initiative. Had He Rui faced this civil war, he would never have passed up the chance to intervene. And his intervention would not have been a mere brawl; he would have treated America as a grand chessboard, using the conflict to thoroughly "clean up" his opponents—not out of malice, but out of strategic necessity.  Li admired He Rui’s communist conviction, and he felt his colleagues lacked that same revolutionary initiative.  Looking at the situation thus far, He Rui’s maneuvers had already broken the US into three. The departure and return of the four northwestern states had delivered a fatal blow to American racism, securing equal rights for Black citizens decades ahead of any normal timeline.  While China could indeed stand by and watch the war erupt, a more active approach might trigger further social breakthroughs in America. It was not impossible to strike a crushing blow against the deep-seated American feudalism—perhaps even to destroy the system entirely.  But Li knew his own limitations. His political prestige was not yet at the level where he could command all of China into a total war footing, uniting a billion people in the East and West Pacific for a single objective. To intervene in America now, he lacked both the prestige and the "bottom line" to absorb a failure. Any setback could lead to his rejection by the Party.  Since the Commission was unwilling to act, Li lacked the resources for a grand maneuver. He would have to proceed slowly.  Three days after reaching this conclusion, a letter arrived from Marshal Cheng Ruofan at European Command that made Li’s eyes brighten.  Cheng also mentioned the "Sixteen-Character Formula." Furthermore, he informed Li that he had discovered several senior Wehrmacht officers who had studied these very tactics. He was currently vetting them, preparing to dispatch them to America.  Finishing the letter, Li felt he understood why He Rui had favored Cheng Ruofan above all the other Marshals. Cheng’s greatest strength was his "pure heart"—he simply wasn't afraid of trouble.  If Cheng were the one leading the initiative, Li felt there was a real chance for success.  Ultimately, Li replied with three words: "Understood. Proceed."



★


Chapter 994: The Great Trial (16)

Volume 9 — Chapter 36

❧ ❧ ❧


"Defendant Erich von Manstein, of the nine counts brought against you: "Charge of supporting the Nazi regime's war crimes: Guilty. "Charge of supporting Hitler's crimes against humanity: Not guilty. "Charge of indirect complicity in crimes against Polish civilians and military during the Polish campaign: Not guilty. "Charge of inhumane treatment of Soviet prisoners of war in Belarus during the Soviet-German War: Not guilty..."  The presiding judge systematically announced the verdicts. Manstein listened in silence, his composure unruffled.  Since his capture, Manstein had reflected deeply on his past. He felt guilty—particularly after learning that Hitler had detonated a nuclear weapon in Berlin, nearly obliterating the city center and causing hundreds of thousands of casualties. In his own eyes, Manstein was indeed guilty.  However, his perceived crime was not engaging in war, but rather choosing to support Hitler. The Führer had inflicted immense losses upon Germany, much of it intentionally after it was clear the war could not be won.  Yet Manstein did not regret his career. As a German officer, obedience to the government was his highest duty—particularly a government determined to wage foreign war. It was a responsibility he could not refuse.  Because his own sense of guilt diverged from the Nuremberg Tribunal’s findings, he cared little for the judge's words. The tribunal allowed defendants to appeal their sentences, and Manstein intended to review the formal judgment once his mind was clearer.  He followed through on this thought. After the session ended and he was returned to his cell, he ate his prison meal before finally opening the document.  Of the nine charges, seven had been dismissed. He was found guilty only of supporting Nazi war crimes and executing Soviet political commissars and Jews. Manstein found the verdict acceptable; the Wehrmacht’s atrocities on the battlefield had been little less than the SS’s. If the Wehrmacht were "better," it was only because they had committed fewer non-combat killings.  This was not due to a higher moral standard, but because the SS, driven by a deeper ideological commitment, proactively handled the liquidation of the Soviet populace. The Wehrmacht had simply been happy to let the SS do the dirty work. Had the SS not existed, the regular army would have had to do it themselves.  He had just finished reading when a guard entered, informing him he was required to step out. Manstein briefly considered the possibility of being murdered under the cover of night, yet he rose and followed the guard as if nothing were amiss.  As a senior officer, even in prison, he received special treatment. His sector consisted of individual cells. As he traversed the long corridor, he glimpsed familiar faces through the small viewports: Rundstedt, Guderian, and many other high-ranking officers. Whether they were the "Red-Pants" of the General Staff or the "Muddy-Legs" generals from the front, the Nuremberg Tribunal had shown little discrimination between them.  Passing through an open yard, Manstein reached the visitor’s area. In a spacious room, three Chinese officers were waiting. Upon seeing him, they rose and saluted. "Good day, Marshal."  Manstein did not reply or return the salute. He simply studied them: one lieutenant colonel and two majors. In any modern military, these were middle-ranking officers responsible for technical or administrative tasks. Their presence suggested nothing of monumental importance.  With this thought, Manstein took the seat clearly left for him. The Chinese officers showed no offense at his rudeness. Once he was seated, they sat opposite him. The lieutenant colonel began in fluent German: "Marshal, we have come to seek your guidance on a specific matter."  The officer finished, and one of the majors pushed a file across the table. Seeing the symbols and seals on the cover, Manstein was taken aback. It was a Top Secret document—one that only a handful of the Reich’s elite could have seen before the defeat.  Under the bright lights of the room, Manstein paused for a moment before opening the file with a touch of nostalgia. By the second page, his heart began to stir. It was a document from Reinhard Heydrich, detailing a plan for mobile warfare using regular forces within the German mainland.  In the Third Reich, Heydrich was the only Nazi leader Manstein had held in relatively high regard. He recalled their discussions on the use of nuclear weapons; at least in those talks, Heydrich had shown no intent to use them within Berlin.  Most of the Nazi elite would not have made Hitler's choice—Göring certainly wouldn't have. But Göring’s restraint was born of a fear of death. Heydrich’s was born of a hope, however faint, of winning a dignified surrender for Germany.  Closing the file, Manstein asked with a trace of emotion, "Is Heydrich still alive?"  The three officers exchanged a glance. The lieutenant colonel answered: "Heydrich remained in Berlin during the explosion. He was injured by the blast and then poisoned by the radioactive black rain. He was alive when the Soviets captured him, but we understand he passed away within three weeks due to excessive radiation exposure."  Manstein was unfamiliar with the specifics of nuclear weaponry and didn't fully grasp the terminology. Yet hearing that Heydrich had died so soon after his capture brought him a sense of relief for the man. Had he lived, the Russians would have flayed him alive. To die early was a mercy.  The lieutenant colonel was clearly not here for a eulogy. Seeing Manstein fall silent, he asked which members of the Wehrmacht were most familiar with this specific plan.  Manstein sensed immediately that the Chinese were looking for recommendations of personnel they could "utilize." He replied calmly: "The concept of mobile warfare in this plan was derived from Mr. He Rui’s own papers. Germany never possessed the capability to execute such a model. I do not believe anyone in the Wehrmacht meets your requirements."  Hearing that Manstein wished to keep his former subordinates out of the affair, the lieutenant colonel noted the Marshal’s high level of awareness. "May I ask for your own views on mobile warfare, then?" he pressed.  Manstein had never had the chance to meet with high-level Chinese officials. He had always envied Reichenau’s meeting with Li Runshi.  Recalling Reichenau’s account of that conversation, Manstein had initially thought Li was boasting. In hindsight, however, almost everything Li had projected strategically had come to pass. China had indeed armed ten million former colonial subjects and trained them into elite soldiers capable of mastering modern military technology. The regular Chinese Army had handled the high-tech sectors, fighting side-by-side with the WPLA to crush the West.  Regarding this, Manstein felt Germany’s defeat was well-earned. China had equipped the WPLA with its own standard gear, showing no discrimination based on their origin. When the Wehrmacht fought alongside its Eastern European allies, they had never granted them full sets of German equipment.  While Germany had faced shortages, they might have managed it had they prioritized the relationship. It was a matter of attitude. China had the strength and the correct attitude; its victory was legitimate.  Facing the expectant gazes of the Chinese officers, Manstein decided on a small test. "I have read Mr. He Rui’s paper," he said. "In my view, he established an extreme combat environment. One side is an industrial power—or at least enjoys its full support—while the other is an agricultural nation. The latter is at a total disadvantage, yet its resistance leadership is organized according to a true industrial model. Is this not a paradox?"  The statement was made with significant depth. Every word was true, and he had no intent to play word games. Had he asked this of a middle-ranking German officer, they might have answered, but not in a way that Manstein would find valuable.  The Chinese lieutenant colonel pondered for a moment before answering: "If you view this through the lens of China in 1915, you will see that the situation in the Northeast at the time matched that setting perfectly. From what I have personally heard, that paper was actually based on one of the many plans Chairman He formulated during his time there.  "It appears extreme only because the opponent was weak. Had the opponent been stronger, with a broader vision—or had China’s luck been worse—such a scenario might well have occurred."  Manstein was not entirely convinced by the answer, yet he found the officer remarkable. That the man could grasp the question showed he possessed a command of logic and methodology. That he could answer with internal consistency showed he was capable of analyzing specific problems individually.  Although the officer couldn't resist a touch of praise for He Rui—which Manstein disliked—he chose not to nitpick. A man who had beaten the world would hardly be a mere braggart. Considering extreme scenarios was the hallmark of a professional.  "In that case," Manstein continued, "surely the Chinese military has a better grasp of the subject. Why seek the opinion of a German?"  "Because we do not understand the Western comprehension of this mode of warfare," the officer replied. "According to our observations, under the predatory Western mindset, war is not seen as a means of creating a more advanced economy. The system of mobile warfare is not merely about combat; it includes utilizing the conflict to build local, small-scale economic models adapted to an environment of 'weak versus strong.'  "An advanced industrial-revolutionary organization utilizes the destruction of traditional economic models caused by the war to unite the population against the invader. They seize local dominance and establish a more efficient local economy, eventually linking these areas to form a powerful regional government.  "The essence of this model is to first conduct a revolution against oneself—to transform—and then defeat the enemy.  "...I wonder what the Marshal thinks of this?"  Manstein was momentarily stunned. Several thoughts stirred in his mind. But seeing the lieutenant colonel’s sudden look of uncertainty at the end of his speech, he felt a touch of amusement. Even when a young man hit the nail on the head, he naturally wavered when faced with questions that required the perspective of absolute power to answer.  Since the officer looked unsure, Manstein did not answer immediately. He reflected on the points raised—one of which was Heydrich’s tenure as Governor-General in Czechia and Poland. His method of rule had been to align himself with the common people.  At the time, Manstein had merely seen it as a sign of political talent. Now, hearing the Chinese officer’s words, he felt a sudden epiphany.  Heydrich had certainly studied He Rui's works; every member of the Nazi elite with a shred of substance had done so. Hitler’s secretary, Rudolf Hess, was said to have collected every one of the Chairman's books.  If he considered Heydrich through the officer's framework, it was true that he had destroyed the old economic order in the occupied territories and replaced it with a more efficient model. At the time, other Nazi leaders had complained to Hitler that the Poles were living better than the Germans.  Manstein had been incensed by those complaints. Poland was a vital logistical hub for the Eastern Front, and Heydrich’s role there was indispensable. No one else could have done better.  Now, he began to understand why Heydrich had achieved such success. The Poles certainly hated Germany, and they held no love for Heydrich. He had simply destroyed the old order and offered a new life. If the Polish workers had cooperated, it was for their own benefit.  Realizing this, Manstein recalled asking Heydrich why, knowing defeat was inevitable, he had pushed his plan for national mobile and guerrilla warfare so feverishly.  He couldn't recall the exact words, but the gist was: "This mode of combat is the legacy the Third Reich leaves to the German people. It is a wealth that will merge with the national spirit. This is the true value of the Reich."  At the time, Manstein had thought Heydrich mad. He still did—yet he now saw that the madman’s vision was not without merit, or even immense value.  ...The Third Reich simply lacked the strength to realize such a magnificent ideal. And an unrealizable ideal is merely the raving of a madman.  "Marshal, you have a point?" the lieutenant colonel’s voice broke the silence.  Manstein raised his head. "The Wehrmacht has no understanding of this," he answered readily. "Those who truly understand are within the SS. But in my view, you need not look for them; only the SS high command truly grasps these concepts."  With that, he signaled the end of the conversation. Whether the Chinese wished to cooperate with the SS was no longer his concern. Had the officer not said something of value, Manstein wouldn't have offered even that much explanation.  The lieutenant colonel took the hint, offered his thanks, and rose to leave.  Back in his solitary cell, Manstein lay awake for a long time. He had lived through two world wars, seen Germany’s rise and its despondent fall.  Compared to Germany, the national trajectory of China was something he envied. Since 1901, the nation had known no defeat. Despite its many internal problems, it had won war after war, its strength growing with each victory.  Germany prided itself on its philosophy, and Manstein agreed it was a powerhouse in that field. Yet this only created a deeper confusion for him. Philosophy could not explain why the fates of Germany and China had diverged so sharply.  Before falling asleep, he decided to write a letter to Marshal Cheng Ruofan, the supreme commander of the occupying forces. It was not a plea for his own fate; he simply wanted to understand.  The lieutenant colonel’s way of thinking had left a deep impression on him. If this young man was representative of the new Chinese generation, then their education had been extraordinarily successful. And behind that education must lie a powerful system of knowledge. Manstein was certain Cheng Ruofan possessed an even deeper awareness.  Four days later, as Manstein was considering whether to waive his right to appeal—which meant accepting a seventeen-year sentence—the guard delivered a letter to him. He was in a foul mood at the prospect of more years in a cell.  Opening the large envelope, he found a meticulously addressed inner envelope with Chinese characters on the cover. Though his Chinese was non-existent, he guessed it was Cheng’s reply.  His mood brightened instantly. Inside were two versions of the letter: one handwritten in Chinese, the other typed in German.  Reading with anticipation, Manstein was quickly drawn in. Cheng Ruofan had addressed his questions directly.  "...Lord Manstein, in my humble opinion, the reason Chinese culture appears to lack philosophical analysis is that over our millennia of history, our sages synthesized the lessons of countless events—the rise and fall of dynasties, the collapse of states—to reach a direction for human social development: harmonious coexistence.  "This direction is the foundation of Chinese civilization. Regardless of China’s strength or weakness, the civilization adheres to this stance. Whether it is historical materialism or class analysis, such knowledge is rapidly absorbed into our civilization once it reaches us, becoming a part of our overall direction.  "Conversely, concepts like aggression and colonialism cannot be accepted by Chinese civilization, for they run counter to the direction of harmonious coexistence.  "Many within China are currently reflecting on the Age of Discovery. In our simulations, even had China contested the seas in that era, it would not have engaged in genocide or mass slavery. Such acts are anathema to our civilization.  "China does not lack philosophy; rather, philosophy is inherently an offensive intellectual weapon. The tenets of Chinese civilization loathe war, making our thinking appear to run counter to philosophy, or perhaps overly focused on social concepts.  "From a philosophical standpoint, human survival is built upon the development of human society. A healthy society is the foundation for human progress; China will not sacrifice the root for the branch.  "Our ability to struggle in all fields requires no further elaboration. Yet even in victory, China's priority remains how to ensure the healthy development of the entire world, rather than indulging in the revelry of triumph.  "The stable development of society requires constant attention. This is our historical legacy, and it is our philosophy. While the principle is understood by all, few nations are willing to elevate it to a mandatory level of execution.  "And Chinese civilization through historical experience, has reached a conclusion: 'Aim high to achieve the middle; aim middle to achieve the low.' This is not a conclusion derived from philosophy, but a law derived from the experience of millennia and countless lives. Philosophy is merely a cognitive tool; it lacks the strength to defy such laws.  "If one looks only at results, Chinese civilization has endured for ten thousand years. Two thousand years ago, a Chinese historian openly admitted in his work that the history of five thousand years prior was so distant that even he, with his records, could not fully grasp the details.  "Therefore, I believe you need not worry about the problem of German philosophy, for it has not yet withstood the test of history.  "Finally, allow me to speak in the tone of a philosopher: since you were not born alongside the universe, you have no reason to expect to endure until its end.  "Respectfully yours."  Manstein read the letter twice before setting it down with a bitter smile. As a German, he had to admit he envied Cheng Ruofan. As a Chinese, Cheng could naturally see himself as the heir to a ten-thousand-year civilization. He could even acknowledge that his own historians two millennia ago were confused by the history of five millennia prior.  Furthermore, Cheng did not seem to believe that even Chinese civilization would endure forever. Human society would outlast any single nation.  Yet beneath this touch of envy, Manstein found he had no rebuttal.  If China truly took human society as its object of concern, then the West was indeed guilty. And in the world of reality, China was conducting its Great Trial.
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Marshal Cheng Ruofan had originally intended to dispatch a group of German officers to the Confederate States of America. However, after hearing Manstein's assessment of mobile warfare, he temporarily shelved the plan.  Despite this setback, Cheng had not abandoned his intention to sow the seeds of revolution within the new American Civil War. But for the moment, he chose to wait for a more suitable opportunity rather than forcing the issue.  The opportunity arrived sooner than he expected. On March 16th, the West German government held a secret meeting in Hamburg with the Confederate representative, Lieutenant Colonel Dan.  The files delivered to Cheng revealed that this "Lieutenant Colonel Dan" had once been a prisoner of war in China. This fact made it difficult for Cheng to judge the level of trust the Confederacy placed in him.  While the West German government did not report directly to Cheng, all its important documents were accessible to the relevant departments within Chinese European Command. Thus, after finishing his routine work, Cheng pulled the records of the secret meeting and found a most intriguing dialogue.  Lieutenant Colonel Dan had told the West German representatives: "If the Federal Republic of Germany does not wish to become a target for infiltration by the United States, it should support the Confederacy. For the Confederate States have never been China's enemy, and strategically, we have no need to become one..."  *A very interesting young fellow,* Cheng thought to himself.  In the subsequent exchange, Dan had explained the Confederacy's requirements: to escape the cycle of war and focus on commerce. The USB relied primarily on the sale of grain and cotton—commodities the entire world required. Even if competition existed, there were no profound contradictions.  The USA in the North was different. Its internal economic structure dictated that it must constantly expand its global markets, or else face recurring economic crises. To resolve those crises, war was an ever-present option. At the very least, the North would constantly stir up trouble worldwide. In Europe, the USA would inevitably cooperate with the United Kingdom to infiltrate Germany.  Cheng was forced to admit that Dan possessed a global perspective. Furthermore, Dan's words were intended not only for the West Germans but for Chinese European Command as well.  If the Confederacy failed in its war for independence and America eventually reunified, Dan's prediction would likely come true. Even with Alaska and Hawaii independent after their referendums, a contiguous United States of over seven million square kilometers would remain a formidable power, yet one unable to solve its internal economic instability.  In Cheng's own reflections, he preferred a unified America unless the civil war served to advance a domestic revolution. China needed external pressure and models to learn from.  However, the exchange of personnel between China and America was limited, which was why Cheng struggled to reach a more detailed judgment.  Thinking of this, a strange realization struck him. He Rui’s private contacts with the West had been no more extensive than his own, yet the Chairman had always made unerringly accurate projections.  Cheng realized then that in the year since He Rui's death, he had barely found the time to truly remember the man. He then felt that this thought was also not quite right.  During his life, He Rui had shared many visions of the future, but at the time, Cheng and his comrades had dismissed them as flights of fancy. They respected He Rui and assumed he would live well into his seventies or eighties—there was plenty of time for the future to happen. They had humored his "weird ideas" just to keep their leader happy.  It wasn't until He Rui passed away that they realized every single "prophecy" was becoming a reality. Even after his death, the Chairman’s words continued to manifest. Cheng had once thought He Rui possessed a sense of humor and a love for idle thought. Now, looking back, he realized He Rui had been a man of terrifying, constant gravity—a man so serious that he seemed "boring" in his singular focus on the truth.  To only truly see He Rui after he was gone left Cheng feeling a deep melancholy. Even through this new lens, he could see just how unshakeable the Chairman's convictions had been.  After a period of reflection, Cheng reached a decision. Since he couldn't fully grasp the reality of America, he would resolve the issue according to his own beliefs.  On March 17th, Lieutenant Colonel Dan received a mysterious communication. To be precise, it was a slip of paper tucked inside a napkin, which he discovered upon opening it for lunch. On it was a single typed sentence: "Please come to the rear entrance of the hotel at 2:15 PM."  With his small team of five in West Germany, Dan was not worried about assassination. It would have been too easy to kill him. Since arriving, his greatest hope had been to establish a link with Chinese European Command. Knowing how difficult that was, he was determined not to let any opportunity pass.  After consulting with his team, Dan reached the hotel’s rear entrance at the appointed time. There was no one suspicious in sight. Before he could begin a search, a young boy ran up and handed him an envelope, speaking rapidly in German. Dan, unable to understand, opened the envelope to find another slip of paper and a Chinese banknote. The note instructed him to head to a famous street in Hamburg and to give the note to the boy as payment.  Finding this playful method encouraging, Dan handed the two-yuan bill to the child. The boy clearly recognized the currency and departed happily.  After receiving two more instructions from random passersby along the way, Dan found himself before a small church. The building was in disrepair, but beside it, a new structure was nearing completion. Dan noted the three Chinese characters on the plaque over the entrance: "Liuyun Guan" (流云观). During his time in the POW camp, he had studied Chinese culture and knew that "Guan" usually denoted a Daoist temple.  Gazing at the crumbling church being replaced by a Chinese temple, Dan felt a mix of curiosity and a slight discomfort.  But there was no time for such thoughts. Following the latest instruction, he entered the empty church and found a final note in the shrine: "Enter the confessional."  The confessional consisted of two small adjacent booths, separated by a wall with a screen of small holes, allowing the penitent to speak with the priest without seeing his face.  Dan entered the booth from the front of the church. To his surprise, he found a brand-new chair inside the dilapidated stall. He couldn't help but smile; the preparations were indeed meticulous. Hearing no sound from the other side, he sat quietly, his mind drifting to recent events.  He had left Mexico by sea on March 7th, as the US Navy had blockaded the Confederacy's Atlantic routes—a move mirroring the first Civil War.  On March 10th, the Dewey government had issued a call for a consultation conference. The Confederacy had ignored it. On March 15th, federal land, sea, and air forces had launched an offensive against the South.  Although Dan had only reached Berlin on the 15th, the Confederacy had finalized the communication with European Command on the 7th. He had been moving at a frantic pace.  Just as he was thinking this, he heard movement in the booth beside him. A voice asked in English: "Colonel, do you have something to say?"  Dan answered frankly: "The United States in the North is China's enemy. The Confederate States are not."  "What is it the Confederate States seek?" the voice continued.  "We are not ignorant of the value of centralization," Dan answered decisively. "But above the power of the state must be the free lifestyle sought by the American people."  The voice on the other side paused. Dan sensed a moment of surprise. After a while, the person continued: "In the history of Chinese political struggle, there is a central point of conflict called 'competing with the people for profit.' Who 'the people' are is the core question. By my understanding of America, your 'people' are the local feudal grandees who inherit their fathers' power, not the ordinary citizens struggling to live. Colonel, who do you believe the American people are?"  Dan was stunned. He had never expected to hear such a grounded, analytical remark from a Chinese Marshal. He had reflected deeply on America and read extensively. When the Constitution was framed, the "people" were at most those citizens with the right to be elected.  As the nation developed, the definition had expanded, yet politics remained in the hands of the local power bases. Dan knew that without his mentor, General Bourbon, he would never have achieved his current status.  But Dan did not lay bare his heart entirely. He asked calmly, "Do you believe the freedom of the American people is without value?"  These were his genuine feelings. He believed he had gone to war to pursue a free lifestyle; had he merely wanted to survive, he would never have left home.  Furthermore, Dan felt the person on the other side should understand this. In the POW camps, the Chinese had promoted their own version of a "correct lifestyle."  If the Chinese military were not also fighting for their own expected way of life, Dan did not believe they would have been so courageous on the battlefield.  The silence on the other side stretched out before the voice spoke again: "Are you carrying a secret mandate?"
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On March 19th, before boarding his ship to depart Hamburg, Lieutenant Colonel Dan returned once more to see the "Liuyun Guan" under construction. Arriving in the vicinity, he found the abandoned church beside the temple swarming with German workers. They had erected towering scaffolds and were dismantling the structure from the top down; the roof was already entirely gone.  Cranes continuously lowered bricks and other materials to the ground, where merchants were already haggling over their quality and price with the demolition crews. In the adjacent open space, trucks and handcarts waited to haul the salvaged masonry away as soon as a deal was struck.  Dan watched for a while, finding the bustling activity a stark contrast to the desolate silence of his meeting there two days prior. He walked to the entrance of the Liuyun Guan and stopped. The great doors stood wide open, and dozens of Germans dressed in Daoist robes hurried in and out.  For a moment, Dan felt his worldview waver. A sense of profound doubt welled up within him. Was China, having conquered Europe militarily, now seeking to conquer it through religion?  With this question in mind, he entered the temple. The interior lacked the cavernous, vaulted ceilings of European cathedrals, consisting instead of low-rise buildings that radiated an Eastern elegance.  Several Daoist acolytes were receiving guests. While most spoke only German, a few were fluent in French or English to accommodate foreign visitors like Dan.  An acolyte briefed Dan and the other English-speaking guests on the temple's internal structure. The main hall was dedicated to the portraits of the Three Pure Ones: the Celestial Worthy of the Primordial Beginning, the Celestial Worthy of the Numinous Treasure, and the Celestial Worthy of the Way and Its Virtue.  The rear courtyard served as the residence for the priests. On the site of the church being dismantled, a complex would be built for the priests to preside over cultural exchanges, intellectual study, and various services including marriage blessings, wealth rituals, and geomancy consultations.  It was clear that these acolytes had been rigorously trained; their delivery was smooth and their answers practiced.  Through their interactions, Dan grasped several key points. The Liuyun Guan itself was a religious structure, a place for the priests to reside, meditate, and honor their ancestors.  The planned complex, however, was not a religious building, but a social space for interaction between the priests and the public. In Germany, at least, it fell within the commercial category.  As for the essence of Daoism, the acolytes' answers left Dan staggered. Unlike mainstream religions that posited a subjective, personal God, Daoism viewed the essence of the world as the "Dao"—a non-subjective Way. The Three Pure Ones were thus not gods in the Western sense, but "Ancestral Masters"—pioneers in the pursuit of the Dao.  "...From the Daoist perspective, every individual is a product of the Dao," the acolyte explained. "Whether you believe in the Dao or in another religion, you remain part of it. The Great Way possesses no subjective opinion of you." The German boy's voice was melodic, making even the harsh German language sound comfortable.  The English-speaking visitors were left speechless. Dan finally asked, "What is it that one seeks to cultivate through Daoism?"  "One cultivates the 'Dao Heart.' Once reached a certain level, the way one perceives the world changes completely. A single event is viewed differently by a practitioner—much as a primary student uses arithmetic, a secondary student uses algebra, and a university student uses calculus. They all face the same problem, but their means of resolution are different."  The explanation resonated with Dan. He was skilled in mathematics and could indeed utilize calculus for military calculations—a rarity among an American populace that often struggled even with standard English.  That a simple acolyte could speak such words intrigued him. He wondered at the level of the men who had trained them.  Having toured the grounds, the final step was the presentation of gifts. The group was led before a Chinese Daoist with a topknot, dressed in deep blue robes. He was introduced as Priest Changxin, and he offered small tokens to the visitors.  Dan had studied some Chinese culture. When it was his turn, instead of accepting the gift, he clasped his hands in a traditional bow. "Good day."  Changxin noted that the foreigner’s posture was imprecise, yet that he knew the gesture at all was impressive. He returned the greeting with a Daoist salute and spoke in Chinese: "Limitless Celestial Worthy, this benefactor..." He then switched to English. "To what do I owe this honor?"  "I have heard that China possesses the art of divining the future," Dan replied. "I would ask the Master to perform a divination for me."  "Heh. To meet is to share destiny. Our art allows for one divination a day, three at most. I have performed none lately, and sensing an impulse of the heart, I shall cast one for you." Changxin ordered an acolyte to bring three copper coins, a container of yarrow stalks of varying lengths, and a divination board. He handed the coins to Dan and instructed him to throw them three times. Then, he had Dan shake the bamboo container and scatter the stalks across the board.  To the Europeans, the scene was one of pure mysticism. Not only did the English-speaking group remain, but other visitors crowded around to watch the old Chinese priest. For a moment, Dan felt a surge of unease at being surrounded by strangers, particularly from behind—a soldier’s instinct.  Changxin, noting Dan’s change in expression, remained silent as he carefully studied the configuration of the stalks. He then led Dan away from the crowd and into a private room.  Closing the door, he invited Dan to sit. The scent of aged mugwort filled the air, and Dan felt his heart begin to settle. Changxin pulled out several printed pages and, seeing Dan was composed, began: "You have cast the Kun Hexagram. My own cultivation is shallow, but observing the position of the stalks, I judge that the path of your quest is difficult to discern in its sequence. However, starting from the Upper Six may be best."  He arranged the pages in order, numbered them in the corner, stapled them together, and handed them to Dan.  Dan was confused. Through questioning, he learned that Changxin was using the I Ching (Book of Changes)—a text composed thousands of years ago, not a story the priest had invented on the spot.  Each hexagram had a name and six lines of text called "Yao," followed by a final instruction on "utilizing the Yin." The I Ching posited that Yang symbolized change and Yin symbolized stillness. Yet, in reality, all things were in a state of constant flux; the environment was changing, and the self was changing. Even if one strived for immobility, stillness was merely temporary. One had to wait patiently for the opportune moment when events shifted in one's favor.  As a man of science from West Point who mastered calculus, Dan found the philosophical impact of this impersonal explanation to be profound.  Just as he was about to ask more, Changxin smiled. "Benefactor, I cast divinations on an impulse, yet I have no love for interpreting them. If you are truly interested in the Book of Changes, I have a bilingual copy I shall gift to you—let it mark the end of our shared cause and effect. We shall end here for today."  The priest rose, bowed with a "Limitless Celestial Worthy," and departed.  As Dan stood in a daze, holding the bilingual I Ching and the stapled pages, an acolyte entered politely. "Sir, the rest of your group is waiting for you outside."  Reluctantly, Dan departed. His heart was in turmoil during the return journey. Back at his quarters, he finally opened the pages. On the first sheet, the text read:  "Supreme success. Perseverance of a mare brings luck. If the superior man takes the lead, he will be lost; if he follows, he will find a master. To the southwest he will find friends; to the northeast he will lose them. Peaceful perseverance brings good fortune."  Dan frowned as he pondered. Then, a feeling like an electric current surged from his spine to his brain.  "Perseverance of a mare." On his first reading, he took it literally—he had ridden a mare. And on that day he met General Bourbon, the General had given him a mare to ride home... fulfilling "finding a master" after being "lost."  "Southwest he will find friends; northeast he will lose them." His new Confederate friends were almost all to the southwest of his home, while his old West Point classmates were clustered in the northeast, in Washington and New York.  With trembling hands, he turned to the second page:  "Upper Six: Dragons fight in the wilderness; their blood is black and yellow."  The line struck him like a physical blow. The scent of war was unmistakable. It left his skin prickling with dread.  Amidst his shock, he remembered the priest’s mention of "utilizing the Yin," which he said was important. He hurried to the final page of the thin packet. It too contained a brief Chinese text with an English translation.  The Chinese was only three characters: "Li Yong Zhen" (利永贞) — "It is advantageous to persevere forever."  The English was equally brief: "Never ever give up."  Thinking of the long and grueling war ahead, Dan felt this was a divine guidance. The war that had erupted would not be won easily; only by persevering could victory be achieved.  Feeling his doubts resolved, Dan instinctively closed his eyes and prayed in his heart: "Thank you, my God. Thank you for your guidance."
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"Poor Mexico, so far from God and so close to the United States."  This quote is generally attributed to former Mexican President Porfirio Díaz (1830–1915), but it was actually Nemesio García Naranjo of Monterrey who was the first to record it in writing. García Naranjo, a man of broad professional accomplishment—lawyer, journalist, author, historian, politician, professor, and scholar—mentioned in an article that he first heard the phrase in New York in 1926, spoken by Father Carlos Heredia.  Following the outbreak of the second American Civil War, Mexico erupted in celebration. Oppressed by the United States for decades, the Mexican people were convinced that a divided America was a boon for their nation. On March 18, 1946, when the government of the United States formally demanded that the Mexican government "honor its obligation to prevent the export of goods from the insurgent Southern forces through Mexico," the response from Mexico City was profoundly dismissive.  The Mexican President stated: "Mexico does not recognize the national status of the Confederate States of America." In Mexican eyes, this was a statement that granted the Americans significant face.  In the United States, however, the words were interpreted differently. In the context of traditional American foreign policy, such a statement carried a double meaning: the Mexican government acknowledged the existence of a political entity called the Confederate States, and it merely "currently" withheld recognition of its independence.  Such a perfunctory attitude was naturally unsatisfactory to the USA. After an intense internal debate, the American diplomatic mission forwarded its initial assessment back to Washington. The Secretary of State immediately instructed the delegation to find a way to persuade Mexico City to issue an explicit pledge forbidding any Southern exports through its territory.  During the first Civil War, the North had successfully blockaded the South’s Atlantic routes. But the world of 1946 was a different place. In 1860, Mexico had neither the interest nor the capacity to provide a transport corridor for the South. In 1946, however, the railways along the border were pouring a steady stream of Southern grain and cotton into Mexico, to be exported through its ports.  Before the split, the US Navy could have blockaded Mexican ports and seized their vessels at will. Even now, the USA possessed enough naval strength to do so, yet Mexico was no longer a state that could "call to the heavens and find no answer, cry to the earth and find no path."  If the Mexican government so desired, it could simply appeal to China to "uphold justice." In the American tradition, the one with the power to uphold justice was invariably the strongest, and the strongest always sought to maximize its own interests.  How to counter Chinese intervention in North America was a question that the US State Department simply could not resolve. Ultimately, the government ordered Ambassador John Leighton Stuart to find a way, by any means necessary, to gauge the true attitude of the Chinese government.  Upon receiving the order, Stuart immediately requested a visit with Zhao Tianlin. Zhao was at a sanitarium on the coast of Jiangsu when he received the telegram. He had collapsed earlier in the year, and many had feared he would not survive; Zhao himself had felt his end was near. Yet he had pulled through the most difficult stage and was now slowly recovering.  After reading the telegram, Zhao was reluctant to see Stuart. Domestic policy toward the United States was currently caught in a struggle between different interest groups.  During He Rui’s life, the Chinese economy had developed at a breakneck pace. At different stages, old interest groups had dissolved and reorganized into new ones as production and commercial models shifted.  With the victory in the Second World War and the emergence of a global market, these groups had undergone another round of fission and realignment. Broadly speaking, the two major factions were the "Financial Faction" and the "Industrial Faction."  The Financial Faction argued that Chinese finance must rapidly cover the globe, becoming the core through which global capital flowed, thereby establishing the Yuan as the primary global currency.  The Industrial Faction sought to have Chinese goods occupy every corner of the international market, using global orders to solve the problem of domestic unemployment.  While their goals appeared complementary on the surface, a fierce struggle for dominance had emerged. The core of the Financial Faction’s policy was that capital was supreme. China should cooperate with global capital. If a conflict arose between financial and industrial policy, the latter must yield.  The Industrial Faction took the opposite stance: financial policy must serve the needs of industry.  The struggle for dominance has always been the most intense in history—whether between powerful ministers or rival heirs. Whenever the question of policy dominance was raised, the result was almost always the liquidation of one faction, or a "strike at both sides" by the ruler, resulting in mass dismissals or even a river of blood.  Zhao Tianlin had been away from the center of power for some time. Looking at the current situation, he actually felt a degree of pity for Li Runshi.  With a sigh, Zhao felt that He Rui had died far too early. During his life, Zhao had always considered He Rui’s political and military genius to be matchless. Only after his death did Zhao have an epiphany: He Rui’s true, peerless talent had been in economics.  Under He Rui, the Chinese economy had indeed grown rapidly. But what had grown even faster was the central government’s fiscal operational capacity.  Before going to the Northeast, Zhao had been a Doctor of Laws from Harvard and President of the National Peiyang University, handling capital in the hundreds of thousands or millions of silver dollars. He was no stranger to high finance.  Yet within just three or four years in the Northeast, the annual budgets Zhao was responsible for had exceeded a hundred million dollars. By the time he was Vice Premier for education, science, culture, and health, the annual budgets were in the tens of billions.  This had been the reason for his resignation: the office of Vice Premier carried a responsibility so vast that Zhao felt he could not sustain it.  Zhao could not, yet He Rui could handle it with ease. Through policy formulation and the selection and training of talent, he had grown the Chinese economy into a trillion-dollar colossus. Managing an economy of that scale relied upon the formidable economic departments of the central government.  Interest groups were not merely cliques of "evil" industrialists or financiers colluding with corrupt officials in dark rooms, swearing blood oaths. Even in the agricultural era, no man of substance engaged in such nonsense. While such petty groups existed, they had long since been systematically uprooted.  Genuine interest groups were founded upon the development of industrial productivity—partnerships between upstream and downstream production units based on the specialization of every link in the chain.  For instance, the industrial groups had undergone repeated rounds of competition, fission, and reorganization under He Rui’s industrial policies. Currently, they consisted of thousands of large state-owned, joint-stock, and worker-cooperative enterprises, supported by hundreds of thousands—even millions—of small and medium firms providing components and services.  If the Financial Faction’s policies gained dominance, and foreign firms were allowed to open their equity to Chinese capital, then Chinese capital would naturally invest in the most efficient enterprises, regardless of whether they were Chinese or foreign. It would then use its influence to open markets for those firms to ensure they thrived and returned maximum profit to China.  In that process, certain domestic Chinese industries would inevitably be devastated, facing bankruptcy as they lost policy support to global capital realignment.  But was it wrong to oppose global capital layout for the sake of industrial interests? Zhao did not think so.  He Rui had said long ago: if you destroy the industrial capacity of every other nation, the global economy cannot develop, and the wealthy markets of the West will collapse. China would have won the war only to inherit a global depression... what would be the point?  Conversely, was it right to sacrifice domestic industry for the sake of global layout? Certainly not. If China developed the world but hollowed out its own industry, leaving its people to live on the "welfare" and scraps provided by finance?  That was exactly what Rome had looked like as it fell.  Both the financial and industrial groups knew that a healthy development required cooperation and healthy competition between the two sectors.  During He Rui’s life, all these groups believed he could grasp the direction and the critical points of development, ensuring that every sector thrived. Even when the process of "eliminating backward capacity" caused pain, that pain was eventually resolved through technical progress, new industries, adult re-education, and a nationwide social insurance system—solving the problems of productivity through the growth of productivity itself.  Zhao had known all this while He Rui was alive, yet it hadn't truly sunk in. He had assumed He Rui would live to eighty, not die at fifty-five. With his ability and prestige, He Rui could keep any debate within reasonable bounds. If the radicals in any group jumped too high, they would be suppressed by their own peers before he even had to act.  As for whether Li Runshi could match He Rui’s performance, Zhao hoped so—even hoped he might do better—but he lacked confidence. He did not see in Li Runshi the temperament of a "successor dictator."  Li was promoting "Democratic Centralism," where the members of the Standing Committee shared responsibility for their respective fields. This was a profound reform of the system He Rui had established.  Under He Rui, many matters were never even brought to a meeting for discussion. Things that weren't discussed were, by definition, less than four ounces.  With the United States as an example, it was indeed a Great Power, yet while He Rui was alive, a single order for war could result in casualties exceeding six percent of its total population. Conversely, since he judged strategically that China should not eliminate the US, its mainland was spared a total invasion.  Under the Li Runshi government, such matters were brought to the table. And to be brought to the table was to be "placed on the scale." Matters that seemed to weigh less than four ounces when handled individually could weigh over a thousand pounds once placed on the scale of collective debate. This meant that internal maneuvering within the new government would be far more intense than under He Rui.  Thus, Zhao was puzzled by Ambassador Stuart's approach. Stuart was a scholar born in China and steeped in its culture, though he had returned to the US for his higher education. Surely, Zhao thought, the man wasn't so simple as to miss the point.  After much deliberation, Zhao’s heart softened. Regardless of the conflict, neither side in the American Civil War intended to harm Chinese interests. Zhao had graduated from an American university; that "scent of incense" made it impossible for him to be indifferent to America's future.  He instructed his secretary to telegram Stuart with his address at the sanitarium. The telegram went out in the afternoon; by the following morning, a travel-worn Stuart appeared at his door with a bouquet of flowers.  After being invited in, Stuart could barely contain himself. Following a few polite greetings, he jumped straight to the question of how China would respond to the American request.  Zhao was prepared. He asked directly: "Mr. Stuart, do you recall the discussion during the 1937 academic exchange regarding whether Chairman He was a dictator?"  Stuart was momentarily taken aback. He remembered it well. Given his deep immersion in Chinese culture, he felt it was a topic best avoided in a Chinese setting.  After a moment’s hesitation, he answered frankly: "I believe that great debate and the subsequent cultural comparisons were of immense value."  Zhao nodded. "I agree."  During that 1937 exchange, the foreign scholars had reached a "blurred consensus" that He Rui was a dictator.  The moment the view was voiced, it met with fierce opposition from Chinese scholars. In the Chinese cultural context, "dictator" carried profound negative connotations—thoughts of "the lone man," "the tyrant," or "the usurper." To the Chinese, "dictating court affairs" implied a policy of pushing a line at the expense of others.  The Chinese scholars argued that since He Rui’s policies were universally beneficial and provided for the common good, he could never be called a "dictator."  The foreign scholars had been nonplussed. In Western culture, "dictatorship" was a management model, unrelated to the effects of policy. Based on their systems of thought, since He Rui was the core policy-maker, the direct author of many laws, and the final arbiter of almost every decision, he fit the definition of a "chairman" perfectly.  This unpleasant debate had triggered a massive discussion on political culture and morality, resulting in countless papers and keeping a generation of political commentators in business.  Zhao asked Stuart directly: "Mr. Stuart, do you believe Chairman Li is the same kind of 'Chairman' as He Rui?"  Stuart had thought long on this. Based on his team’s analysis of open intelligence, while Li Runshi had inherited the most absolute power, he was far more "democratic" than He Rui.  Shaking his head, Stuart sighed, "I believe Chairman Li is a genuine Chairman."  Zhao disliked this American way of looking at things and spoke plainly: "Since it is no longer the opinion of a single Chinese Chairman that decides America's fate, any proposal from the US government will, once it reaches the meeting table, become a trigger for struggle among China's various interest groups. These groups do not fight for the sake of fighting, but to implement the line they believe most effective for China's economic and national development. I fail to see, Mr. Stuart, how you intend to achieve your goal."  Sensing he might be being too alarmist, Zhao added in a gentler tone: "Of course, perhaps it is because I too have an affection for America. I assume you hope the Chinese government will stand firm in not recognizing 'two Americas' and not practically promoting such a policy. I wonder if I have understood your intent correctly?"  Stuart was touched. He had always felt that Zhao harbored an affection for the US, and these words confirmed it.  Stifling his emotions, he spoke as calmly as possible: "Mr. Zhao, I hope that China and America can move past the impact of the war and restore a friendly relationship. The United States is already prepared for full cooperation. I believe you can sense that we have truly acknowledged China as a great nation and the Chinese people as the equal of any other race.  "I have come... first, to visit you. But if you are willing, I would ask your guidance on how to conduct a beneficial discussion and cooperation with this current Chinese government from a position of peace and friendship."  Hearing Stuart’s humble tone, Zhao was satisfied that the man was indeed deeply influenced by Chinese culture. He felt much more at ease.  Since Stuart was someone he could communicate with, Zhao spoke: "My suggestion is this: you must demonstrate a genuine sincerity for strategic-level cooperation. Only then is it possible for the power of decision to shift toward Chairman Li."  Stuart knew he lacked the authorization for such a statement and could not answer. Finally, he asked: "Mr. Zhao, as a close comrade of Chairman He and a friend to Chairman Li, could I ask you to privately convey some of America's views to him?"  Zhao found the request desperate but also offensive. He replied: "Starting with Chairman He, China’s national policy has been entirely insulated from personal relationships. Even if the decision-making model appeared personal, the process was never influenced by emotion. I believe your understanding of China is still too colored by the 'Old China' mindset of the Qing and Beiyang eras. Let me emphasize one thing: this is New China. The entanglement between the public and private in politics has been fundamentally altered."  Stuart felt his heart skip a beat. He had lived in China through the Qing, the Beiyang, and the He Rui eras. From the start of the current regime, China had suddenly become something else entirely—a change so vast it was as if it were a different nation.  Mastering his sense of powerlessness, Stuart asked: "Mr. Zhao, may I assume then that certain interest groups in China believe a divided America is in China's interest?"  Zhao felt a wave of pity for the man. After a moment’s thought, he answered: "What follows is my personal opinion. Within the Chinese government, of all those who have seriously considered the American question, likely only Chairman He believed a unified America was more beneficial to China. I trust you can understand why.  "As for Chairman Li’s views, I do not know them, nor do I have any desire to.  "If there is anything that can move the Chinese government, it is Moral Integrity. Although the government of New China is fundamentally different from those of the past, it did not destroy Chinese civilization; it restored it to its greatest height and continues to advance it upon a foundation of industry never reached before.  "You must understand, Mr. Stuart, that in Chinese civilization, the highest value is not simple victory or defeat, but Morality!"  Zhao’s voice grew resonant. "In other words, even those who believe a divided America is a material benefit to China would be willing to forgo that short-term gain if they were convinced the United States represented the more advanced, more civilized side.  "Lincoln used every ounce of propaganda in the first Civil War to convince Europeans that the North was the more civilized side. But this time, America is facing China, and Chinese civilization is not European. If America cannot convince the Chinese people that the United States represents a more desirable civilization, they will default to economic interest.  "I know that the Chinese moral view appears 'abnormal' to American culture. But I believe you understand what I am saying."  Zhao fell silent, watching Stuart. He had expected a rapid response, yet Stuart remained silent for a long time.  Just as Zhao began to wonder if the man had missed the point, Stuart’s expression shifted into a smile of weary resignation. After a long period of reflection, he chuckled. "Heh. Mr. Zhao, China is currently trialing the old world of Europe. I had hoped America might avoid such a trial. Now I see that we too are destined to be judged, are we not?"  Zhao felt a great weight lift. He had been unable to bring himself to say that a Great Trial was coming for America. For the many Americans who believed in the End Times, such a judgment wasn't a problem.  But for a man like Stuart, so influenced by China, the prospect was difficult to stomach. Zhao hadn't wanted to provoke him. Hearing Stuart say it himself was an immense relief.  Stuart’s face moved from resignation to a tragic clarity, then back to resignation. It was clear he was undergoing a profound internal struggle.  Finally, he shook his head and regained his composure. Just as Zhao thought the meeting was over, Stuart spoke with a sentimental air: "Mr. Zhao, do you think Chairman He achieved the level of 'loving others'?"  Zhao had no intention of encouraging false hopes. "When I discussed the concept of 'loving others' with him, he told me quite seriously that he was an anti-social, anti-human madman. He said if there was one thing that could give him simple joy, it was likely the total destruction of humanity."  Stuart’s eyes lit up. "Mr. Zhao, are you certain he was not a believer?"  "Of course!" Zhao answered definitively. He was ten thousand percent certain that religion could never have been a spiritual crutch for He Rui.  Hearing such a certain answer, Stuart’s expression shifted to one of genuine joy. "If that is so, then his decisions are in perfect accord with the attitude of God. God loves humanity, and thus it is out of disappointment that He might seek its destruction. It is the Will of God."  The scene almost made Zhao laugh, but he held it back.  At the very least, Stuart had not only understood what had to be done, he had found a reason why it must be done. Having persuaded the US Ambassador, Zhao felt he could finally give himself an accounting. The anxiety born of his affection for America could finally be laid to rest.
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Ambassador Stuart took his leave of Zhao Tianlin. On the journey back to the embassy in Beijing, he finished his report to the US State Department. No one would believe the United States had transformed into a paragon of morality overnight, and Stuart was no exception. But a media war did not particularly care for facts; so long as other nations could be convinced that America had become a new country, even if the reality was quite different, the round was won.  Upon reaching the Chinese capital on March 26th, local time, Stuart stepped off the train only to find railway workers cheerfully hanging banners in the station’s underground passages.  He paused to watch as a banner was hoisted into place. It read: "Congratulations on the successful launch of China's first artificial satellite!"  "...It succeeded?" Stuart’s heart was a tangle of emotions. China had been promoting the launch for weeks, focusing on the Long March 1 carrier rocket.  Stuart knew well that the Long March series was derived from the ballistic missiles China had developed during the Second World War. America was a powerful nation, unlike the "weaklings" of Europe; China’s missiles had been dropped directly onto American soil during the conflict.  The US Embassy possessed a professional analytical team whose conclusions had not been pleasant. If China could put the 203-kilogram Dongfanghong I satellite into its intended orbit—with a perigee of 441 kilometers and an apogee of 2,368 kilometers—then it could launch missiles from its bases in the Northern Indigenous nations to cover every square inch of the United States.  Shaking his head, Stuart led his entourage through the jubilant crowds back to the embassy. Upon his arrival, a dossier was placed before him. All official Chinese propaganda centered on "Humanity’s first step into the Great Voyage of Space" and "Setting sail for the sea of stars."  The satellite was framed as a purely civilian device. The official rhetoric made no mention, explicit or implicit, of any military application—a sign, Stuart noted, that the Chinese government’s propaganda organs remained steady and composed.  An embassy staffer brought in a radio. "Mr. Ambassador, according to the schedule, the satellite is now over Asia. The onboard communication equipment is reportedly operational..."  The Dongfanghong I was no mere hunk of iron; it carried advanced communication gear capable of receiving and transmitting signals.  China was now the world’s hegemon, with military and civilian bases across the globe. As the satellite passed over a region, a ground station would beam a signal to it; the satellite would receive it and then broadcast it back to a vast area on the surface.  Stuart could grasp the explanation, but his scientific understanding was insufficient to fathom the underlying principles. Fortunately, the staff produced diagrams and even used a method described in a Chinese newspaper—cutting and folding the paper along printed lines—to create a physical model.  With the model before him, Stuart had a sudden epiphany. A ground station’s signal reached only a small area, just enough to reach the satellite’s path. The satellite’s broadcast back to Earth, however, covered a vast expanse. As long as a ground station tuned its receiver, it could capture the satellite’s signal for a significant period and then relay it to local radios.  Lacking a foundation in communication science, Stuart looked at the grim expressions of his professional team and asked, "What does this mean?"  "Mr. Ambassador," a technician replied, "it means China can bypass the communication systems of every other nation on Earth and broadcast directly to the entire world."  Understanding the gravity of the development, the technician’s face was sallow.  Stuart felt he was hearing a contradiction. First, he was told they used ground station receivers, but then he was told they could bypass other nations' systems?  The technician understood his confusion and continued: "The embassy possesses its own radio equipment. Such equipment can receive the signals sent by the Chinese satellite directly. This radio here is currently tuned to the embassy’s own signal."  With that, the expert turned up the volume. A voice immediately filled the room. It was Li Runshi.  "...The world is yours, as well as ours, but in the last analysis, it is yours. You young people, full of vigor and vitality, are in the bloom of life, like the sun at eight or nine in the morning. Our hope is placed on you..."  Stuart listened in silence, yet he heard a sudden roar of cheers from the street outside. Before he could ask, the expert explained: "This is a live broadcast, Mr. Ambassador."  "...You mean Li Runshi is sitting in his office right now, and anyone in the world with an antenna can hear him?" Stuart asked.  The expert felt Stuart lacked a talent for science and chose not to correct him, merely nodding. "That is correct, sir. Though beyond the antenna, they would also require a Chinese-produced radio."  "And if China wished to issue an order to its troops on the other side of the planet, they could do so using this satellite?" Stuart hypothesized.  "Indeed," the expert agreed. Stuart knew little of the technology, yet his grasp of its application was sound.  "If we were in the same technological league as China two or three years ago, we have now been left completely behind, haven't we?" Stuart pressed.  "...Yes," the expert answered reluctantly. It wasn't that he doubted Stuart’s conclusion, but rather that he felt such a crushing sense of defeat that he no longer wished to discuss the matter.  Stuart ignored his mood; he actually felt a strange sense of relief. China had not hidden its achievement but had displayed its technological dominance to the world. Such a demonstration would surely deliver a massive shock to the government and people of the United States.  Currently, while America had been forced to accept defeat, it had not been truly humbled. The prevailing view was that China had simply prepared for war earlier, and that the US failure was a matter of insufficient preparation. Many believed that had the US begun full mobilization five years earlier, the outcome would have been different.  This emotional refusal to accept reality had prevented Washington from truly deciding to end the state of confrontation. But the successful satellite launch could well shift that mindset—or at least force Washington to abandon confrontation in favor of cooperation for the time being.  Meanwhile, Li Runshi's speech had ended. Stepping out of the broadcast booth, he thanked the staff and returned to his office.  No. 7 Renmin Road served as the Chairman’s official residence. He Rui had never been one for personal style; when he lived here, the white walls had been bare of decoration, and the furniture and bookshelves had been strictly utilitarian. Li Runshi shared this lack of interest in material things; upon moving in, he had merely adjusted the layout to suit his habits.  Sitting on a sofa piled high with books, Li suddenly thought of Cheng Ruofan in Europe. Years ago, he had gone with Cheng to receive the laser gyroscope project, and their conversation then had left a deep impression. Several of the technologies used in today’s launch could be traced back to that era.  Li Runshi had never been a believer in the supremacy of weaponry. While China’s satellite and electronic progress led the world, it did not strike him as anything extraordinary.  During that conversation, Cheng had explained China’s model for electronic R&D, and Li had found it illuminating. It was the continued development of that model across every field that had yielded today's results.  A secretary brought in the latest economic statistics, but Li did not open them. Before his death, He Rui had written a report on the prospects for future technological development, and Li had decided to follow the path his predecessor had laid out. Since He Rui’s passing, a wave of technical breakthroughs had proven the feasibility of his vision.  Twenty years ago, He Rui had remarked that in two decades, China would push for every family to own a private car. Li hadn't taken the comment seriously at the time. He never expected that he would be the one to guide the Chinese people through that stage.  The paths for both electric and internal combustion technologies had been cleared, and the urban planning designs for a motorized society were complete. From R&D to production, the nation was a hive of activity.  Beyond internal drivers, the global market provided a powerful engine for growth. Global raw materials, bulk commodities, and a surge in overseas demand were constantly elevating the consumption power of the Chinese people.  The growth of productivity, the transformation of production methods, and the rapid accumulation of wealth had irreversibly shattered the customs, cognitions, and universal morality of traditional Chinese agricultural society.  The late He Rui had long ago foreseen this future. His expectation for Li Runshi was that he would provide a new lifestyle for the society to come.  Whether during He Rui’s life or after his death, Li had never voiced his true judgment of the man. To do so would have invited terrible political consequences.  In Li’s view, He Rui was an extreme Idealist. Of course, his idealism was of the most sophisticated variety. And because it was so elite, it manifested as an equally high-end Materialism.  To He Rui, humanity was merely one product of the world’s evolution. From the functioning of the body to the development of the brain, from class analysis to the mapping of biological instincts onto social behavior—it was all a supremely Materialist stance.  Yet Li still could not categorize He Rui as a Materialist.  The more elite the Idealist, the more "mad" they became. It was an inevitability. Yet this did not mean they were incompetent.  To high-level Materialists, the elite Idealists appeared as men of supreme learning and composed self-restraint. Because they could construct models that perfectly mapped onto the real world, they appeared brilliant and extraordinary.  Particularly in chaotic times, an Idealist like He Rui, who could utilize Materialism as easily as breathing, would always be able to size up the situation and achieve victory from a distance.  But! He Rui was still not a Materialist.  In Li’s eyes, He Rui had first become conscious of the world and only then was forced to acknowledge its existence. A true Materialist, without exception, first acknowledged the existence of the world and then set out to explore it.  When He Rui called himself an anti-human, anti-social madman, Li fully agreed with the assessment. For he realized that the world He Rui saw was one he had constructed within his own consciousness, not the one that truly existed.  Every man has his talent, and He Rui’s was an extraordinary capacity for mental construction—a power so great he could build a system within his mind that overlapped perfectly with reality.  Li felt that He Rui must have realized long ago that even if his system and reality were identical, he could never cross the boundary between Idealism and Materialism.  For He Rui could never accept a reality that existed regardless of his own consciousness.  A "correct lifestyle" leading to the future was a fine thing. But without one, would life not simply continue?  Contradiction and struggle are unrelated to consciousness; they are objective existences. That is Materialism.  For an Idealist like He Rui, he could not bear the thought of the people suffering once more. Li shared that wish.  But He Rui could not face the prospect of that suffering. Li believed he could. This, he thought, was why He Rui always called him "too kind-hearted." In an Idealist's cognitive world, that which they do not acknowledge should not exist. But to a Materialist, even if they do not approve of a struggle, its existence is an objective fact. One must struggle against the problems that have occurred, rather than racking one's brains to imagine how to avoid future tragedies.  In the conscious framework of a truly elite Idealist, cognition precedes objective existence. This was why He Rui had called himself a "conservative" while viewing Li Runshi as a true Materialist revolutionary.  想到那次交谈，李润石感觉很惋惜。他觉得何锐这一生中最大的心愿，有可能就是成为一个真正的唯物主义者。但是为了拯救中国，何锐始终没有时间为自己而活。没有时间让自己去突破唯心主义与唯物主义之间的界限。  Thinking of this made Li feel a profound regret. He Rui's achievements were beyond reproach, yet his life had not been the blaze of glory the world perceived. From a purely personal perspective, it had been a tragedy—or at least, a life of profound resignation.  But that resignation had not been of He Rui's own making. When China and the world were in agony, personal resignation was no longer significant. For those with ideals, morality, and courage, there was no choice but to stand up.  Because he did not believe in a spirit in the heavens, Li made no attempt to commune with He Rui in his mind. He simply decided that he would not attempt to create any "new lifestyle."  Since human society was steadily advancing toward a state of wealth where every individual had the time to think, Li’s mission was to promote and universalize the philosophy of Materialism—giving more people the chance to become true Materialists. And to use that powerful tool, Materialism, to labor, to struggle, and to live.
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From March 18th to March 24th, the first phase of the United States federal offensive proceeded with remarkable smoothness. It was not until March 25th that their logistical supply lines were struck by a powerful counter-attack from the National Army of the Confederate States.  In the first Civil War, the Northern army had moved on horseback or on the feet of its infantry, sustaining both men and animals through foraging and plunder along the way. Maritime and rail transport had provided the necessary munitions.  This time was different. The modern federal army utilized armored vehicles and trucks. The Confederate forces launched a series of fierce strikes specifically targeting the federal supply lines and logistical hubs.  In the sky, the air forces of the Union and the Confederacy battled for dominance. On the ground, tanks and armored vehicles from both sides engaged in a death struggle. With both combatants possessing ample equipment and ammunition, the carnage was immense.  The Joint Chiefs of Staff had long prepared contingencies, and the initial federal counter-attacks were orderly. When the Army General Staff learned that the Southern forces were pushing northward along the Great Plains, they were not surprised. With massive mountain ranges to the east and west, the vast central plains were the logical route for a Southern counter-offensive.  However, on the 26th, two Confederate cavalry divisions achieved a breakthrough and continued their advance northward, leaving the federal staff confused. Did these Southern "rednecks" truly intend to rely on a cavalry charge in 1946?  Tanks and trucks had replaced the horse because they could carry the heavy firepower of the modern age. The 100mm guns that served as the mainstay of the US artillery required a team of horses just to move; a 150mm piece required even more animal power. A soldier with a rifle had been a formidable deterrent in 1860, but his effectiveness in 1946 was vastly reduced.  Yet the subsequent developments placed the Northern forces under significant pressure. The climate of the South was far milder than the North, and its plains were vast. Beyond the traditional crops of cotton and corn, alfalfa and other suitable forages were grown extensively. The Southern ranches held far more horses than the North, and naturally, their cavalry strength was superior.  These two Confederate divisions did not use their horses to assault major towns. Instead, they bypassed urban centers to strike the rail lines across the Great Plains. A few kilograms of explosives were enough to shatter a rail; a single rider with four horses could carry 60mm and even 80mm mortars to destroy the switch stations at rail junctions.  The Southern cavalry did not seek to hold key points; they focused entirely on the destruction of transport infrastructure. With the bulk of Northern strength either deep in the South attacking cities or guarding their own lines, the cavalry exploited the brief opening to its fullest.  By March 28th, General Eisenhower, the Air Force Chief of Staff, reviewed the latest reports and immediately contacted General Marshall, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs and Army Chief of Staff, requesting an emergency session.  Marshall's voice on the telephone was calm as ever. "On what grounds?"  "The situation in the Air Force has deteriorated," Eisenhower answered anxiously.  "Fine. Your office?" Marshall asked.  An hour later, Marshall entered the Air Force headquarters. The files were ready. He did not sit, but immediately began to read while Eisenhower smoked in grim silence beside him.  After a few minutes, Marshall set the documents aside. "Ike, is the South truly prepared? Or is this merely a short-term advantage in pilot numbers?"  Eisenhower had finished the internal assessment, yet the results left him reluctant to speak.  To prevent intervention by external powers, the USA in the North had funneled its limited power resources into nuclear development. This had resulted in a severe electricity shortage, crippling the production capacity for conventional equipment.  The South, however, possessed the Hoover Dam and faced no such shortage. Furthermore, after the Chinese firebombing of the Great Lakes, the aviation industry—which required far fewer raw materials than tanks or trucks—had been prioritized for relocation to the safer South. Under their reorganized power supply, the South’s aircraft production was now equal to, if not greater than, the North’s.  In terms of personnel, the first core wave of elite US pilots—the cream of the crop from the wealthy Midwest farms—had been exhausted in the Pacific. The second wave, drawn from both North and South, had been ground down during the North American campaign against China.  Most of the surviving third-wave pilots shared a common trait: they were highly individualistic and struggled with the discipline required for modern aerial combat. The industrial North produced pilots from the working class who were naturally more disciplined, but their numbers were few. In contrast, the South possessed a vast numerical advantage in this third wave.  Eisenhower hoped the current federal disadvantage was merely a matter of Southern numbers. But a significant portion of his staff believed the Southern aviation industry was actually capable of sustaining its strength.  Their reasoning was sound: fighters required regular maintenance. That the Southern fleet remained in such good condition implied not only proper upkeep but a steady supply of replacement parts. Had the Southern industry collapsed, the state of their aging aircraft would never have yielded such results.   Eisenhower mastered his emotions before answering Marshall: "I believe the Southern aviation industry is likely more robust than we anticipated."  Marshall remained silent, needing time to suppress the frustration of this development and consider his next move.  Even without Alaska, the United States possessed over seven million square kilometers of territory. Both North and South held areas of over three million. In such a vast expanse, the Army was entirely dependent on its supply lines.  The South did not seek to conquer the North, so it had no need for cross-border operations; its logistical pressure was far lower. If the Northern Air Force fell into a position of inferiority, its supply lines would be constantly threatened. The North lacked the strength to raise a three-million-man army capable of defending itself against air attacks over the long term.  Having weighed the disadvantages, Marshall asked, "Can you maintain operations for another month?"  "I believe so," Eisenhower replied.  Marshall gave his judgment: "We have already taken Montgomery, the Southern capital. Next, we shall focus on the Southern industrial zones. Once they fall, the South will be unable to continue."  On March 2nd (typo in raw, likely intended April 2nd), Lieutenant Colonel Dan crossed the US-Mexico border and rushed back to the Confederate Joint Operations Command in the Texas capital. The news he received was not encouraging. The federal Army, supported by naval aviation, was pushing down the East Coast, targeting several vital Confederate shipyards and industrial bases.  Though the Confederate National Army resisted fiercely, the federal objective was clear: destroy the Southern industrial centers and cripple their war potential.  Upon reading the latest reports and learning of Dan’s return, General Bourbon sent a telegram: "Proceed to San Francisco, California, immediately."  Ignoring the exhaustion of his journey, Dan requested a plane and headed for San Francisco. As he descended toward the city, he saw vast numbers of factories already back in operation, and his heart lifted.  Before the war, America had possessed two great industrial zones: the Great Lakes and the West Coast centered on California. The West Coast had been the first to be struck by the Chinese, yet it had also been the first to recover.  Under the divisions of the first Civil War, California would have been part of the North. But this conflict was different. The Southern stance was one of firm opposition to the disastrous results of the North’s war and a refusal to bear the crushing taxes of a continued confrontation with China. These were issues that could only be resolved through a new Constitution or a clean break.  Former enemies now stood under the same banner, united by shared interests. Otherwise, California would never have aligned itself with the "Lone Star Republic" of Texas.  What bound them together was the Confederate system, which limited federal power and provided a mechanism for states to secede from the Confederacy. The original US Constitution had contained no such provision, and after the first Civil War, Lincoln had utilized war and amendments to explicitly deny any right of withdrawal.  General Bourbon met Dan in the offices of the Rockefeller Consortium in the San Francisco Bay Area. After introducing him to the industrial grandees, the General emphasized: "This is a top graduate of West Point and a pupil of Matthew Ridgway. Had the General not intervened, he likely would have died in a Yankee black site."  The Southern lords were intrigued and asked for Dan’s assessment of the war. After a moment’s thought, he began: "Before coming to San Francisco, I assumed the Confederacy’s industrial strength was inferior to the North’s. Now, I see the gap is not so large. Supported by California’s production, our National Army is fully capable of sustaining a mobile war for years, until the North is ground down by the very conflict it initiated."  Hearing Dan advocate for such a brutal and prolonged struggle, the industrialists grew somber.  Dan was undeterred. "This war will not be won or lost quickly," he continued. "The North knows its own weakness: it lacks the strength to occupy our territory completely. That is a fact. We must utilize this opening to pull and stretch their forces until the Yankees are broken by their own war!"  He concluded with confidence: "Gentlemen, this is a Protracted War! I suggest you all read Chairman He Rui’s *On Protracted War* and *National Defense and Mobile Warfare*."  At the mention of He Rui, a representative of the Rockefeller interests laughed. "Heh. We are not military men, Colonel. Perhaps you could summarize the contents of these books for us?"  "If you have the time, gentlemen," Dan replied with certainty.  The industrial lords exchanged looks and nodded in unison.  "Please, begin," the Rockefeller representative said.  "The Soviet-German war was a conflict between two industrial powers," Dan began his lecture. "Even if the German side was industrially superior, there was no fundamental technological gap between their equipment..."  He Rui’s *On Protracted War* was not long, but it was incredibly concise. When Dan finished, the industrialists felt no joy; rather, having heard the core of the difficulties laid bare, they felt the weight of the pressure.  Dan understood their concern. "The war will promote the total industrial development of California," he explained. "And the Confederacy looks forward to that growth. If the war is lost, whom do you think the Union will favor: California or the Great Lakes?  "Given the Union’s foreign policy, do you believe they can build a good relationship with China and join the global market Beijing controls?  "The Confederacy’s greatest weakness is its recent founding. But diplomatically, that is also its greatest strength: it has no history of hostility with the rest of the world. Once the war ends, we can immediately establish relations with China. Gentlemen, trust in the foundation of our nation. Peace is the only basis for our continued development."  The industrialists knew how much General Bourbon valued Dan. Hearing him discuss development from a national level, they felt no offense; instead, they saw him as a young man of extraordinary talent.  "Colonel," one of them said, "you mentioned *National Defense and Mobile Warfare*. Could you tell us of that as well?"
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After leaving the Rockefeller Center in the San Francisco Bay Area, General Bourbon asked, "Colonel, what do you think?"  "Are our liaison representatives in the factories all in position?" Dan asked in return.  "They are, but we currently lack enough personnel who truly understand corporate management," Bourbon answered frankly.  Dan made no immediate comment. During his time in Germany, he had received a degree of attention from the "West German" authorities. On the voyage back to the Confederacy, he had undergone an intensive "compressed training" for middle and senior officers led by members of the German Communist Party who had served years in the WPLA.  "Compressed training" did not dwell on specific administrative tasks; it focused on the education of internal logic and methodology. Industrial nations possessed the capability for total mobilization, which involved far more than merely inducting men into the military. The bulk of the work lay in integrating a nation’s production and transport capabilities into the machinery of war.  This mode of mobilization was built upon an understanding of the nature of the conflict: who is the enemy, who is the friend, and what are the enemy's characteristics, strengths, limits, and current state.  Dan had participated in extensive practical work over the previous two years, and this training had given him a profound understanding of what his actions truly meant. It had also led him to a conviction—and a decision. Seeing that the General had fallen silent, Dan spoke again: "Chief of Staff, I request to be sent to the border regions to oversee the establishment of local bases. My objective will be to implement a strategy of mobile warfare and guerrilla resistance integrated with the local populace."  General Bourbon fixed Dan with a sharp gaze. The briefing Dan had given the industrial titans earlier had not matched his expectations, yet he currently lacked any other means of instilling confidence in those same giants.  By every measure, the South was industrially inferior to the North. The federal objective was a traditional frontal offensive against Southern cities, industry, and ports. They chose the traditional path because it was the one most validated by history.  During the first Civil War, the South had attempted guerrilla operations behind Northern lines once the invasion began, but those efforts had quickly faltered.  Hearing Dan volunteer for such a mission now, Bourbon pondered for a long time before finally making up his mind. "You may go. But the General Staff cannot provide you with much support."  "No problem," Dan replied instantly.  "Boy... you... take care of yourself," Bourbon added, his resolve wavering for a brief, fatherly moment.  "I will ensure you hear good news soon, sir," Dan answered.  On the return journey, Dan had conducted extensive war games with the small KPD team that had trained him. Overall, the North lacked the strength to shatter the South in a single wave; the South could hold the Western mountains. However, the eastern states were likely to collapse first under the Yankee onslaught. Once resistance in the eastern plains ended, the West would inevitably be forced to capitulate.  The simulations suggested that the only means of stopping the North was a campaign of mobile and guerrilla warfare in the East and Central regions. If the federal blitz could be stalled, the West could continuously funnel equipment and supplies to the front, sustaining the struggle.  Dan did not underestimate the industrialists; he did not assume they knew nothing of war. On the contrary, he believed that with proper education and training, they could become excellent officers. Thus, he had not tried to fool them with rhetoric about Southern bravery; instead, he had pointed the way using He Rui’s *On Protracted War* and *National Defense and Mobile Warfare*.  Only if these men believed the South possessed a viable model for victory would they truly grant their support. Dan believed the traditional model of war was insufficient to convince them.  By mid-April, both the United States and the Confederate States had declared to the world their respective visions for a "New America."  Intriguingly, both sides proclaimed their commitment to anti-fascism and anti-racism. Furthermore, both emphasized anti-imperialism and a foreign policy centered on maintaining peace and opposing war.  The Chinese leadership paid little heed to these pronouncements. Li Runshi’s first internal anti-corruption sweep was entering its final phase. A vast number of officials and business figures had fallen, many of them prominent individuals.  The impact of the purge was immense. Pro-capital media attempted to frame it as a case of "a new ruler means new ministers" to guide public opinion. The state media immediately countered, declaring that anti-corruption was a long-term, arduous task and that there would be no "campaign-style" purges. In this atmosphere, many across the country felt that the long-anticipated "reckoning" was finally beginning.  Li Runshi had no intention of a campaign-style purge. He published a signed article in the *National Daily* outlining the characteristics of the current era: "...While the problems in China's economic development are many, their essence lies in our transformation into an industrial nation. The people have gained advanced productivity from the industrial system, creating immense wealth. The culture, customs, and morality founded upon traditional agricultural production can no longer satisfy the people's needs for self-improvement or for peace and prosperity in a modern industrial society..."  Following this article, the *National Daily* and provincial papers launched a series of pieces on the subject. Radio and television media followed suit, producing extensive comparisons of life under different modes of production.  He Rui had returned to China in 1915—only thirty-one years ago. In 1946, there were still some three hundred million people who had reached adulthood before his return. These three hundred million could provide a mountain of concrete facts. The propaganda department needed to invent nothing; they only had to conduct interviews and comparisons to produce undeniably real data.  While Li Runshi believed He Rui had never truly become a Materialist, he still held the man in profound respect. He Rui had often told him: "The propaganda department is an offensive organ. The moment it becomes just another office, it becomes a hall of the King of Hell." As a former Director of Propaganda himself, Li agreed wholeheartedly.  Thus, from the beginning, Li emphasized: "This comparison is not for 'recalling bitterness to appreciate sweetness.' It is to utilize Materialist logic and methodology to view the events of the past. From a political standpoint, 'recalling bitterness' is for the sake of stability.  "The development of productivity inevitably leads to social change, and change leads to instability. Only by understanding where the changes come from can we realize what the people truly need now.  "So long as the Party and government adhere to the attitude of serving the people heart and soul, we need not fear the impact of social change on stability. We are part of the people; their feelings are ours.  "As the vanguard, the Party must face change head-on and understand its impact on the people. We must use a Materialist attitude to grasp the underlying contradictions and how to address the problems they trigger.  "The purpose of this comparison is to allow the people—and ourselves—to see the substance of the changes. We must understand the major contradictions that have ended, those that are occurring now, those that have emerged from secondary contradictions, and those born of the new conditions.  "If we want the people to truly understand what is happening, we must oppose the model of 'recalling bitterness'!"  Li emphasized this "opposition to recalling bitterness" several times during the offensive propaganda campaign.  As a revolutionary and an experienced politician, one of Li’s primary goals in this campaign was to "unite the majority, maximize friends, and minimize enemies." Only through comparison and by guiding the people's understanding could the philosophy of Materialist Dialectics be truly universalized.  "After three years in charge, even the dog is hated." The Civilization Party had been in power for thirty years since 1915. Its various policies had inevitably accumulated a vast reservoir of grievances. No matter the scale of the achievements, those grievances persisted. This was why even a man like former Premier Wu Youping, whose work was beyond reproach, had been saddled with the nickname "Wu Song" (a reference to the corrupt Ming official Yan Song).  Only by reviewing and reflecting on the He Rui era could China move past that phase and into a new one. This was not only to give an accounting to the comrades of that era but to prevent the formation of false expectations that would burden the new age.  The campaign lasted from April to June, and the results satisfied Li Runshi. The most important objective—establishing the concept of "New China"—had been thoroughly achieved.  Li sought most of all to unite those born after 1920. Now twenty-six at their oldest, they were the most receptive to the new. This was why he had addressed his satellite broadcast to the youth.  Twenty million of this generation had served in the Second World War, and the entire generation had been part of the total mobilization system. They had been tempered by collective education and the baptism of fire. The victory had led them to truly accept the ideals of the new era, possessing a desire to build the motherland and experience a better life, along with the skills for social cooperation.  The feedback was clear: this generation accepted the concept of New China. They viewed the He Rui government as the founder of a new nation, not as a continuation of the old Beiyang regime.  Through the systematic media campaign, the youth understood that both the Beiyang and He Rui governments were merely different stages of a continuous Chinese history. They were linked by sequence, personnel, and blood.  But between New China and Old China, there lay a chasm. The standard for that chasm was simple: was China the China of the powerful, or the China of the people?  Beyond the victory in ideology, the success of the policy explanations also pleased Li. For instance, the public finally grasped the logic of land reform.  The land redemption policy had successfully completed nationalization, granting people equitable rights of usage. The buyouts had also provided a massive influx of capital to the public, forming the basis for the subsequent development of small commodity economies.  Because the land revolution had been so successful in eliminating the contradictions of private ownership, the public rarely praised it. Instead, the two to three million deaths during the struggle against the resistance were used as ammunition by the urban petty bourgeoisie and small landlords to attack the government.  Amusingly, while the small and medium landlords had resisted most fiercely, the great landlords—those who truly understood the nature of private property—had mostly yielded immediately.  In interviews, these great landlords—their faces technically obscured—gave the land reform high marks. They believed He Rui’s policy of "asset restructuring for bankrupt rural areas" had struck at the very heart of the rural crisis.  While some local and even central propaganda officials lacked the theoretical depth to handle this part of the campaign, overall, the public understanding shifted from a "Benevolent Governance" perspective to one of "Asset Restructuring."  Li cared whether the "restructuring" was seen as benefiting the people or the "asset owners." If the former, the deaths of millions were a personal tragedy for those who opposed social progress. If the latter, they were a social tragedy.  By using historical materialism to define good and evil, social and personal tragedies could be distinguished, and problems truly resolved. This had been Li’s goal. He knew He Rui had never bothered to defend himself, but the regime bore the duty of telling the truth to the people.  He Rui had died before he could conduct such a campaign; during his life, other major contradictions had taken precedence. Now was the time for a final verdict. Without one, the bones of the past would rot and become a breeding ground for poisonous pests.  Perhaps because the people had awakened, or because the campaign was so successful, the expected opposition remained quiet.  With no rivals to challenge them, the propaganda department shelved many of its more detailed plans, particularly regarding the comparison of living standards—a field ripe for debate.  Since three hundred million adults from thirty years ago were still alive, the standards of the past were clear. By 1946, the life of an ordinary citizen surpassed that of a small landlord three decades prior.  Thanks to social progress, commoners could eat tropical fruits in the winter. In every category of life—food, clothing, shelter—the urban masses now enjoyed a social existence that outstripped what even the great landlords of thirty years ago could command.  These changes could not be explained by "restructuring" alone; they required an understanding of the nation’s capacity for development.  Before 1924, the old elite had neither the capacity nor the will for national development. The people had the will but lacked the capacity. This universal powerlessness had led to total despair.  New China possessed both. But initially, it lacked national power—hence the revolutionary war. Victory had paved the way for high-speed development.  In that development, the He Rui government had employed officials from the old era and cooperated with domestic and foreign capitalists and imperialists for mutual benefit. But the essence of that development was fundamentally different.  Exploitation, corruption, and crime had occurred during those partnerships, even acts of national betrayal for personal gain. Yet these could not be viewed through the lens of a simple "enemy vs. friend" contradiction. To guide these discussions, Li had penned his article *On the Ten Great Contradictions*.  By June, public interest in the campaign had waned. At the level accessible to the masses, everything had been said and understood. Higher-level issues were beyond their grasp and thus held little interest.  It was only then that pro-capital media finally began to challenge the state outlets.  Simultaneously, the Nuremberg Tribunal concluded its trials of Britain and Belgium. Winston Churchill, the British Colonial Secretary, and many other British and Belgian officials and leaders—including the Belgian King—were sentenced to death.  The news triggered celebrations across the globe among those who had suffered under colonialism and imperialism. While they had long wished for the deaths of these criminals, a formal death sentence was a moment of supreme justice.  Nationalist newspapers in China published letters from readers demanding the restoration of ancient tortures: the execution of nine generations, lingchi, and waist-chopping.  Li Runshi had prepared for this. The *National Daily* immediately published an article: *To Forget the Past is to Betray History, but to Dwell in it is to Forgo the Future*.  "...The old era is part of human civilization. No matter how bloody, brutal, or shameless, it must not be denied or forgotten. But civilization must progress, not be shackled by the past.  "Torture is for the sake of making an impression. To immerse ourselves in the torture of the old elite is to remain stalled within their era.  "Citizens, revolutionaries: Execute the ringleaders, release the followers. This is not a compromise with evil, but a judgment of the past as we stride into the new era..."
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Churchill was carried to the gallows.  During his time as Prime Minister, he had imagined he would face death with the unruffled composure of an aristocrat. But that belief had begun to crumble the moment the Nuremberg Tribunal categorized the British colonial massacres as crimes—as crimes against humanity, war crimes, and murder. Churchill realized then that everything he had strived for would be nailed to the pillar of shame.  He attempted to maintain a veneer of dignity while his death sentence was read. But when his appeal was rejected and he was led to the gallows in prison fatigues, Churchill began to struggle.  The executioners were strong men. Though he resisted, they soon subdued him. As he was pressed onto the trapdoor and the noose slipped over his neck, Churchill finally broke. "Please, spare me!" he sobbed.  The hands holding him suddenly let go. For a fleeting heartbeat, Churchill felt a sense of relief, imagining his plea had found purchase. In the next instant, the executioner pulled the lever. The two trapdoors beneath his feet swung downward. Churchill plummeted into the empty air, brought up short by the rope.  He was a heavy man. The impact of his falling weight caused the stout cord to emit a faint creak. The sisal fibers, produced on a former colonial plantation in Southeast Asia, were exceptionally strong—the rope was smooth, supple, and more than capable of bearing twice his weight.  The force of the drop snapped Churchill’s cervical vertebrae, killing him in moments. He was left to hang for ten minutes to ensure the deed was done. His body was then lowered, certified dead by a coroner, and handed over for burial.  Immediately, the next condemned man—the British Colonial Secretary—was led into the chamber.  It must be said that the hanging of these once-mighty figures did not trigger an extraordinary public reaction. The true shock had occurred during the qualitative phase of the trials; once the crimes of colonialism were established, Churchill was seen merely as one of many perpetrators and executors. He was no longer unique.  The trial of an era holds value; the individuals within that era are often insignificant.  On August 14, 1946, one month after Churchill's execution, a referendum was held in the former United Kingdom. Before the war, the home population had been around 44 million. Despite eight million casualties, the return of colonists from Australia and Canada had actually pushed the population to 45 million.  The referendum concerned the future of the nation's political system. European observers expected Britain to become a republic. However, the outcome was a surprise. Due to the massive loss of men, the home population now consisted of 25 million women and 20 million men. Among eligible voters, women numbered 18 million to the men's 11 million.  The result: 80% of female voters supported the retention of the Monarchy.  French observers remarked with typical acidity: "While men create systems, it is women who are the truly conservative backbone of institutions."  A near-identical result occurred in Belgium, where over 80% of women also voted to maintain the monarchy.  The Chinese government offered no comment. China sought to destroy colonialism and imperialism; whether a nation chose a monarchy or a republic, socialism or capitalism, was its own concern. Beijing saw no necessity in intervening in such matters for the sake of global revolution.  The primary issue facing the Li Runshi government was not the European referendums, but the fact that under the He Rui administration, 70% of China’s population had already become urbanized.  A census in March 1946 revealed a population of 752.19 million, with 526 million living in cities and towns. The industrial demands of the Second World War had pulled this vast multitude into the secondary and tertiary sectors.  With the war over, shifting industrial demand and the demobilization of millions of soldiers placed immense pressure on employment. Whether to persist with urbanization became the center of a fierce policy debate.  Li Runshi himself was not a fan of a policy that saw over 80% of the people in cities. He believed investment should be funneled into underdeveloped regions rather than widening the gap and forcing migration to high-investment zones. The Chinese people, as the masters of socialism, should go to every corner of the nation that required their labor and construction.  But Li met with significant opposition, even from his own supporters. These comrades argued that the industrial path He Rui had set required the concentration of population in cities.  "Chairman He’s vision for the future was that during high-speed growth, the people move to the cities to earn wealth," they argued. "During economic fluctuations, they might return to the countryside. But the rural areas and small towns cannot provide high wages, social services, or a modern social environment. The people will inevitably leave them again for the great metropolises.  "Fleeing the city, and then fleeing *back* to the city—in this cycle, the traditional rural model will continue to dissolve, eventually resolving the urban-rural divide once and for all.  "Our task is to prioritize the creation of a social environment and system within the large cities that befits an industrial age, while strengthening industrial clusters. To accelerate investment in the countryside now would be a massive waste of efficiency."  Li Runshi had anticipated this confrontation. While many spoke of a "reckoning," they often framed it as a struggle of good versus evil. In Li’s view, the struggle was between "Efficiency First" and "Equity First."  The He Rui era had undeniably prioritized efficiency. Even though the social security systems were successful and the rights to labor and education had elevated the people’s productivity and intellect, the problem of inequality had become severe.  This inequality permeated every aspect of life. Li did not believe they should persist with the efficiency-first line; the time had come for an equity-first approach.  Since the opposition used He Rui’s views as their starting point, Li turned the Chairman’s own words against them: "Is the plummeting birth rate caused by this efficiency-first policy a result we are forced to accept?  "In my view, we are far from the stage where we must sacrifice demographic development! Equity is the guarantee of long-term efficiency. Before the war, we had no choice but to prioritize efficiency. But that urgent need is gone; the priority of equity is now the greatest demand of our time."  The internal debate raged until the Second Plenum in 1947. In 1946, China’s economic growth hit 11.4%. These stellar figures proved that domestic demand and resilience were such that many in the efficiency faction found it impossible to sustain their stance.  Furthermore, six months of debate over a single major policy had left most of the leadership exhausted.  At the Second Plenum, a compromise was reached. The "Equity Faction" led by Li Runshi pledged to fully execute He Rui's industrial development plans. In return, the "Efficiency Faction" supported Li's "Universal Development" (Equity) proposal.  Li Runshi was a great Materialist, yet he was also an idealist. He viewed He Rui as an Idealist, solely because He Rui’s autocratic style—that "this will work if we just do it" approach—was an Idealist mode of governance.  The success of one or two genius Idealists can influence the world, but it can never change it. He Rui’s autocratic model could ensure thirty years of success, yet because that success could not be replicated, any successor attempting to continue it would inevitably lead the nation to disaster.  Li understood now why He Rui had insisted on supporting him. Only true Materialism was the correct path. He Rui knew this, yet before 1946, it had not been his primary mission.  As a Materialist, Li had analyzed He Rui and reached a high-risk decision. For a genius Idealist like He Rui, his views in certain fields did not affect the nation's fundamental direction; thus, Li could risk accepting his industrial planning.  In March 1950, Li Runshi was smoothly re-elected as Party Chairman. During the Fifth Five-Year Plan (1946–1950), the Chinese economy grew at an annual average of 12.9%. Supported by this explosive growth, the equity policies yielded significant results, though they left little impression on the public at the time.  The economic boom inspired a fierce confidence in the people, leading them to believe that all progress was natural and that a fairer environment was a right, not the result of state effort.  It was in this same year that the American Civil War finally concluded. In mid-1947, a massive federal offensive had seemed poised to shatter the Confederacy. However, the mobile and guerrilla tactics implemented by Major General Dan in the North had taken hold. Resistance from the local populace inflicted unsustainable losses on the federal supply lines daily.  The USA was forced to pull its main strength back to the border for "pacification" operations. By early 1948, the North had even resorted to a "Three-Alls" policy in the border regions: "Kill all, loot all, burn all."  When the Confederacy published evidence of these war crimes—particularly the captured "Three-Alls" directives—the world was in an uproar.  In truth, the moment the federal army was forced back to the border, its original strategic plan had failed. The Southern industrialists, initially lukewarm in their support, recognized this and recommitted themselves to the cause.  By late 1948, the Confederate National Army had annihilated the federal heavy formations within their territory in two major campaigns, pushing the front back to the border.  On April 17, 1949, the North launched another massive offensive aimed at the Southern heartland. Yet after fierce combat, they failed even to achieve a tactical breakthrough, let alone their strategic goals.  On September 12, 1949, the Confederacy, utilizing the fully mobilized border states, launched an offensive into the West named "Eagle of the Rockies." By October 20th, they struck Salt Lake City, the North’s largest Western logistical hub.  On November 2nd, Salt Lake City fell. Almost none of the northern defenders escaped. Eight divisions of the Black National Guard from the four northwestern states entered the fray, engaging the Southerners in mountain warfare and finally stalling their advance.  On November 6th, as the Western campaign ended, the South launched "Operation Hurricane" in the East. Their goal was to seize the key passes of the Appalachians and bisect the eastern USA, setting the stage for a final decision.  Operation Hurricane culminated on January 10, 1950, with the conclusion of the Second Battle of Gettysburg. Supported by a superior air force, the Confederacy defeated the federal army at a massive price.  But双方的战斗力都已经到了极限。 (But both sides had reached their limit). The Dewey government hinted to China that it desired mediation, while simultaneously threatening the Confederacy with nuclear strikes.  China did not propose a plan to split the country. Instead, responding to the needs of both sides, it mediated a "One Nation, Two Governments" peace.  First, only one nation—the United States—would exist, composed of the forty-eight states.  Second, the nation would possess two domestic governments, North and South, each joined by their respective states.  Each government would elect its own President. These two Presidents would alternate power every four years, representing the government of the United States of America.  While the result was a formal split, the governments and scholars of the world did not view China as having divided America. Any serious academic understood that China was merely the mediator. Had any other power taken the role, the nation would likely have split permanently into USA and USB. The Chinese solution was a "brake" on the disintegration.  Though a total split seemed likely in the future, for now, a veneer of peace and unity was maintained. As a mediator, China had done its absolute best.  In 1955, Li Runshi was elected to a third term as CCP Chairman. The Sixth Five-Year Plan had just concluded with an average growth of 11.1%.  The European Recovery Plan, conducted jointly by China and Europe, had also finished. Over ten years, Europe had received 92 billion CNY in aid—finance, technology, and equipment. 90% had been grants, 10% loans.  In return, the European nations signed agreements allowing Chinese equity in their firms. China gained technology, while its holdings provided the basis for industrial cooperation. This ensured European firms a stable share of the global market, providing the twin engines of reconstruction and development.  From 1945 to 1960, Europe and the world enjoyed fifteen years of uninterrupted high-speed growth.  In 1962, Western Europe began to experience simultaneous economic stagnation and inflation. In 1963, the United States faced the same crisis.  Beyond the industrial powers, the rest of the world also hit a bottleneck after two decades of rapid development.  In 1964, the latest Chinese census revealed a population of 1.00894 billion—making China the first nation in history to surpass one billion people.  By 1965, the Western industrial powers, plagued by two years of stagflation, feared the end of capitalism was at hand. They looked to the Chinese elections, hoping this nation of a billion could step forward and solve the global economic crisis.  The despondent Western academics even proposed: "Marx defined modern capitalism and thereby created the true capitalist system. China chose Marxism; it thus has an obligation to provide a new solution!"  In 1960, the West had mocked Li Runshi’s fourth term. In 1965, they remembered he was the comrade He Rui had trusted most—a great revolutionary, politician, and philosopher. They looked forward to his re-election, hoping he would utilize the brilliance He Rui had so admired to solve the world.  In 1965, Li Runshi was elected to his fifth term. On that day, whether in daylight or darkness, people gathered around their radios and televisions. They waited for the live broadcast over the Chinese-led global satellite network to hear the newly elected Chairman’s speech.  Twenty years had passed since He Rui’s death. Though the world lived in the reality he had created, the man himself seemed to have been forgotten.  Rapid growth had accustomed people to rising incomes and convenience. They had no heart for remembering a creator. The name He Rui only endured because it appeared on a few questions in history exams.  Only the living could solve the problems of the present. Unless He Rui rose from his grave, few gave him a second thought. The world waited for the man who held the greatest power to announce his solution.  Li Runshi knew the weight of the billions of expectations resting upon him. At this moment, he found himself thinking of He Rui. Some things require time to prove their value.  Nineteen years ago, he had accepted He Rui’s industrial plans for the sake of internal unity. Now, his assessment of the man had shifted. Not regarding Idealism or Materialism—the more he learned, the more certain he was of He Rui's Idealism. And the more he feared the threat it posed.  Fortune and misfortune are intertwined; the higher one climbs, the harder the fall. Had He Rui wavered for even an instant in his political arrangements, the China he had pushed to the pinnacle might have been dragged into a terrible abyss by that very same status.  Over the past twenty years, Li had struggled against the first generation of leaders and the constant surges of Idealist thought. With prosperity had come individualism and consumerism. Though he had never intended to create a "correct lifestyle," practice had forced him to provide one for the people to choose. It was a turn he had never expected.  Many opposed him; many supported him. Amidst it all, He Rui’s positive influence remained.  In hindsight, He Rui’s judgment at every critical juncture had been correct. Yet the driver of those judgments had not been Materialism, but subjective imagination. He Rui was so powerful that he had achieved success and correctness, yet he had never broken the boundary to become a true Materialist—a truly great man. The thought always left Li with a sense of profound regret.  He looked at his speech notes, stood, and walked toward the rostrum.  The next step would be completed by all those who continued to move forward. Li Runshi possessed that confidence.
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"...Adhere to the communist ideal... unswervingly follow the socialist path... implement the philosophy of serving the people heart and soul..."  On the day after Li Runshi’s inaugural address for his fifth term, foreign analysts across the globe highlighted the key passages of his speech.  "...In social management, apply new technological means to enhance the capacity of administrative systems..." "...Devote full effort to the development of the mobile communications industry..." "...Push forward the construction of the Information Superhighway..." "...Environmental protection must be placed in a position of priority..." "...Increase investment in new energy industries; accelerate development through internal competition and policy support..." "...Engage in industrial cooperation with all nations; through planning, ensure China’s growth becomes the engine of world development, sharing the dividends of our rise with the entire planet..." "...Establish a World Aerospace Cooperation Center; strive to complete the manned moon landing project by 1970..."  Since China became the global hegemon in 1945, the inaugural speeches of its President had served as the bellwether for the world economy. For those with the capacity to analyze the nuances of the rhetoric and a deep understanding of the Chinese operational model, these addresses were a treasure trove of commercial opportunity.  Twenty years had passed. The analytical teams of the major industrial powers had undergone at least three iterations. The first occurred between 1948 and 1950, as China finalized the construction of GATT, the World Bank, and the Global Security system. Dedicated "China Departments" were carved out of existing intelligence agencies.  The second iteration took place between 1958 and 1960. In 1958, Chinese personal computers hit the market. No longer were intelligence analysts required to sit beside massive mainframes in server rooms; the PC shifted the office from centralization toward decentralization.  In this world, while China was the undisputed hegemon, the strength of the US and the USSR remained formidable. Both possessed their own computer industries and network infrastructures that far surpassed the rest of the world.  In 1960, China’s civilian network was officially commercialized, and the United States followed suit with lightning speed. The ability to communicate with institutions and scholars without leaving one's desk triggered a total transformation of the analytical trade.  By 1962, the Chinese-led World Communications Committee completed the geosynchronous satellite communication system. From that point on, the speed of information acquisition surged once more, leading to the third iteration of analytical models.  The initial results of the analysis of Li Runshi’s 1965 speech were quickly ready. Overall, the address remained grounded in domestic Chinese development. The primary focus of global cooperation remained industrial layout.  Among the Western nations, none had reaped greater dividends from China’s global layout than West Germany. Like Japan, West Germany had fully integrated its industries with Chinese planning, securing a significant share of global sectors.  In 1945, Europeans visiting West Germany had lamented that it would take twenty years just to clear the rubble. In fact, West Germany had utilized Chinese aerated concrete technology to transform that rubble into a source of new building materials. Leveraging the funds and technology from the European Recovery Plan—known in Europe as the "Cheng Ruofan Plan"—and working from comprehensive blueprints, they had built a brand-new West Germany.  Because China dominated the global market, securing a piece of China’s industrial plan meant securing a piece of the world’s industry. This allowed the West German and Japanese economies to grow at a staggering pace.  In just twenty years, West Germany had not only fully recovered from the devastation of the war but had reached unprecedented heights, becoming the premier economy of Western Europe and the engine of the continent.  Consequently, while its population was far smaller than that of the US or the USSR, the number of analysts in West Germany rivaled those of the two giants.  The first-phase report from West Germany suggested that after twenty years of equity-focused policies, the Li Runshi government was showing signs of shifting back toward a priority on efficiency. This shift caused a degree of concern within the German analytical departments.  Once the report was submitted, the West German government convened a meeting. In 1950, the German Communist Party (KPD) had won a landslide election, securing a majority in the Reichstag and forming a cabinet independently. Over the following fifteen years, while the traditional Social Democrats (SPD) had occasionally denied the KPD an absolute majority, the Communists remained firmly the largest party. This had led the left wing of the broader social-democratic movement to "defect to the Communists."  It wasn't just the leftists. Generally, those who advocated for "Materialism" and "Scientific Rationality" tended toward the right. After comparing the traditional SPD with a KPD-led Germany built on worker participation in production and management, these right-leaning figures also joined the KPD. This injected a streak of cold Materialism into the party, making the internal meetings of the German government exceptionally rational.  Such rationality placed immense pressure on subordinate departments. Based on experience, the analysts knew the cabinet meeting would likely last three days. During those three days, the department didn't need overtime; they needed relaxation to prepare for the intense work to follow.  The married staff hurried home to their families, while the single ones chose their own means of unwinding.  Those left on duty were a bit more unfortunate, yet they had their own pastimes. Some surfed the web, visiting adult sites. Others lay lazily on sofas with books.  Beside a Chinese-made color inkjet printer, two men were printing out adult images they had downloaded. It wasn't that these single men were particularly lecherous; the color printer was simply a novelty, and given the artistic atmosphere of Germany, images of beautiful women were a natural choice.  Before the images were finished, a third man approached. "Hurry up. I need to print a book."  "What book?" the two asked, puzzled. The printer in an analytical department was a consumable; it produced enough material daily to bind a dozen books. They weren't confused by his desire to print a book, but by his desire to do so during their legitimate "slacking" time.  As the first few pages emerged from the printer, the other two set aside their images and began to read intently. It was a long-form report by a British journalist titled *The West German Economic Miracle*.  German development was the envy of all Europe, and the journalist’s perspective was unique. He identified two key factors: the presence of Chinese garrisons and the successful introduction of Chinese Daoism.  The Chinese garrisons ensured West Germany’s national security, allowing the nation to focus entirely on the economy without fear of foreign invasion or a resurgence of domestic right-wing militarism. Not since the formal establishment of Prussia had the German lands enjoyed such genuine security.  The introduction of Daoism, however, was a more surprising success. Germany possessed a highly developed philosophy, and its intellectual circles had long wished for the collapse of Christian culture. Yet despite numerous reformations in German history, they had never managed to topple Christianity.  Until Daoism entered Germany under He Rui’s layout. The situation was fundamentally altered.  Daoism, like Christianity, posited a supreme existence. But its supreme was the non-personal "Dao," not a personal god in human form.  Like the Creator, the Dao was the source of the world. But unlike Christianity, everything in existence was part of the Dao; there was no hierarchy or master-servant relationship between humanity and the ultimate source. This allowed humans to establish a direct relationship with the ultimate core of the world without the need for an "End Times" or a "Final Judgment." It freed humanity from the shackles of the Christian God.  Driven by internal need, Daoism had developed in Germany at a staggering pace since 1945. Many were genuinely attracted to its philosophy and became practitioners. Even more adopted it simply to avoid the social stigma traditionally attached to atheism in Germany.  The massive shift in religious demographics also altered the traditional Christian forces. The conservatives became more radical, turning toward fundamentalism. But the German intellectual community was already weary of such things, leading to a rapid decline of fundamentalist influence, which devolved into far-right groups like the "Christian Falange."  The more progressive Christian elements adopted Daoist ideas to launch their own reformation. They attempted to explain God as a non-conscious entity similar to the "Great Dao," while describing Jesus Christ as a "radical quasi-communist reformer."  Daoism did not collect tithes. And if the reformed German Christians re-defined Jesus as a radical socialist, how could they justify a tithe?  Tithing was something only the "evil Papacy" would do!  The "Reform" faction argued that a true Christianity should not collect taxes. Any entity that took money was to be defined as a "commercial organization."  Regardless of the turmoil within the religious circles, the influence of religion in Germany dissipated with incredible speed. The proportion of Christians plummeted from over 90% in 1945 to 31% by 1965.  In 1937, at its pre-war height, there were fewer than a hundred "genuine" Daoists with Chinese lineage in Germany. By 1965, 57% of the population identified as Daoist. Whether they followed the Quanzhen or Zhengyi schools, or some other variant, no one in Germany particularly cared.  Another 12% identified as Buddhist or other faiths. 7% of the population openly declared themselves Materialists with no religious belief.  The British journalist concluded: "...Germany has, in the past twenty years, become a truly secularized nation. Religion has lost its decisive influence. This has made Germany increasingly like China in its social structure.  "It is true that Germany is more secure and far wealthier. Yet it appears to have lost its own traditions.  "To trade tradition for the present... is it worth it?"  The German youth in the office had been reading with relish until that final paragraph. Their faces fell. None could find an immediate rebuttal, and their annoyance only added to their displeasure.  Finally, one of them sneered, "Britain is so impoverished these days; they should worry more about where their next meal is coming from."  The other two, thinking of Britain’s stagnant economy, burst into laughter at the aptness of the jab.  After three days of relaxation, the department heads returned from the cabinet meetings with a mountain of tasks. The cabinet believed that while the Chinese government might be shifting its tilt between efficiency and equity, it was entirely possible that China could maintain high efficiency *while* remaining equitable.  Over the past two decades, while the growth of West Germany and Japan had been astonishing, neither had surpassed China. That their development seemed more impressive was merely a matter of scale: China’s population exceeded one billion, while Japan held eighty million and West Germany sixty million. They were simply not in the same league.  Any wealth divided among a billion people would appear negligible. For instance, China’s 1964 steel production reached a staggering one billion tons—yet in terms of per capita accumulation, it had only just reached the levels of the Northern United States. Still, in the forty years between 1924 and 1964, China had produced more steel than the rest of the world combined over the previous five centuries.  High-speed growth, rapid increases in production efficiency, an equitable social distribution, and super-scale infrastructure development—the path China had chosen was one that traditional Western economic theory predicted would stifle capital liquidity. Yet the Chinese economy thrived, with 97% of families owning their own homes.  Thus, the cabinet required more effective analysis, not easy conclusions.  But the reality continued to exceed their expectations.  In the latter half of 1965, the Chinese government dispatched delegations worldwide for extensive negotiations. A new round of industrial layout began, with low-end, labor-intensive industries accelerating their departure from China.  According to Western experience, such an exodus would inevitably cause mass unemployment. To solve this, China was expected to appreciate the Yuan and transition from an industrial producer to a financial power, purchasing cheap goods from the globe.  But in 1966, the West discovered the reality was quite different. Over the past forty years, China had built a natural advantage in labor-intensive sectors. As the lowest-tier industries left, the remaining sectors did not vanish; they transitioned into capital-, tech-, and labor-intensive hybrids.  Simply put, a factory that once produced buttons manually now did so with massive automation. The vast workforce either retired or underwent adult vocational training to enter high-end electronics assembly lines, becoming a new breed of industrial worker.  From a traditional perspective, training a button-maker to assemble mobile phones was an enormous investment that, from a purely capital standpoint, was not worth the cost.  But the Chinese policy of equity focused on individual development. Every adult received two months of mandatory re-education annually, during which they were paid their basic wage.  Germany followed a similar system and understood its execution well. Their pride in their high-quality labor force was built upon exactly such investment.  To the German analysts, the problem wasn't the Chinese worker, but the fact that Chinese industry had achieved a total breakthrough.  Since 1940, China had used its industrial breakthroughs to seize the initiative on the battlefield. Since the war’s end, it had remained at the absolute forefront of new technology. Europe had lost not only the war but the race for science and industry as well.  By 1968, a flood of global capital began flowing into Chinese government bonds. Li Runshi, reading a paper titled *Discussions on the Correction of Terminology* by a joint Sino-European research group, felt a degree of impact.  The paper categorized government bonds as a field of "rent-seeking." In Chinese culture, rent-seeking carried a heavy negative connotation.  Rent-seeking refers to non-productive profit-seeking activities designed to monopolize social resources or maintain a monopoly position to extract economic rents without engaging in actual production.  Bonds do not produce profit. The state issues them to raise capital for industry or other state sectors, providing the investor with a stable, risk-free profit.  He Rui had always emphasized that all enterprise involves risk. If a "risk-free" profit appeared, it meant the risk had been transferred. Consequently, risk-free profit would inevitably lead to an accumulation of problems that would explode as the transferred risks reached a breaking point. Such an explosion would trigger a profound crisis.  In the He Rui era, this risk had been nominally borne by the government, and practically by the state-owned economy. After his death, it had been sustained by the industrial plans he left behind. Because Li Runshi had adopted those plans, the risk was nominally his government’s, but remained practically the state’s.  Li had tried to change this but failed. The Chinese government was the most powerful and resilient organization in human history; if it were unwilling to bear the risk, no private capital would do so at the current low rates of return.  The risk of industrial development had nothing to do with whether a system was socialist or capitalist. Had capitalism possessed a more effective means of resolving industrial problems, China would not be leading the world by such a margin.  This was the source of Li’s regret. He Rui had solved problems through an "Idealist" mode—pre-supposing the problems and imagining the paths to their resolution.  Even twenty years after his death, He Rui’s pre-death concepts allowed China to keep industrial risk at a manageable level, solving problems with speed and efficiency.  But to rule a nation this way was to invite catastrophe.  During his tenure, Li had done his best to eliminate Idealist tendencies within the leadership. He had also utilized education to universalize Materialism across the nation with significant success.  Yet some things were beyond his power, or even that of a powerful state. The greatest problem was success itself: if a project succeeded, everyone was happy. Post-action reviews analyzed flaws and issued reprimands, and since the goal was met, these were accepted.  But what if it failed?  Failure meant a massive loss. How could a single individual bear the loss of a nation?  Investments in the hundreds of millions far exceeded the capacity of any individual to repay. Not to mention the lost time and the cascading impact on related industries.  China had compressed two hundred years of development into forty and emerged as the world leader. The failures other nations could absorb were fatal in such a compressed timeline.  Given the rate of population growth and the rapidly rising living standards, China *had* to maintain high-speed growth to meet its needs.  At such a time, let alone economic stagnation—merely failing to grow fast enough—was a political responsibility Li could hardly bear. Not even a resurrected He Rui could have borne it.  Li, with his vast experience in struggle, knew this well. From 1924, He Rui had only ruled for twenty years. Li’s own tenure had now far surpassed that.  In his twenty-three years in power, the reason he remained unshakeable was that China’s average growth had remained above 9%. Living standards rose, and the per capita wealth of the people continued to climb.  As a Materialist, Li knew that once growth faltered, the people would not accept it.  It had nothing to do with whether a system used "grand narratives" or a spirit of sacrifice. In the war, not only the Chinese but all peoples had shown staggering bravery and sacrifice.  Nazi Germany, the supposed representative of evil, had pioneered the use of "human bombs" when facing superior Soviet forces.  People do not reject sacrifice; they reject *meaningless* sacrifice. More plainly: the people do not accept failure.  On a national level, the people do not accept the failure of the government’s policies!  Li had sought to eliminate He Rui’s "Idealist" influence, hoping to ground the Party and government in a Materialism that could match He Rui’s invincibility.  Yet after all their efforts, he had failed to reach that goal. Before the momentum He Rui provided was exhausted, Li had still not identified a clear, viable path to keep risk within manageable bounds through Materialism alone.  Of course, from an administrative standpoint, he had plenty of options. He could shift the policy tilt back to efficiency, allowing those driven by greed to bear the risk.  Had he done so, He Rui’s prophecy would have come true. Those bearing the risk would demand extraordinary profits, triggering an ideological shift. Individual pursuit would override social value, rendering the concept of equity a joke.  In such a scenario, Li’s only choice—his only duty—would be to propose a "correct lifestyle."  The resulting chaos would last until the people realized the "capitalist roaders" were beyond redemption—until their tolerance for inequality reached its limit and forced the policy back toward equity.  Of course, there was another way. If he could find another "He Rui"—another man capable of managing the risk—then the next leader could, like his predecessor, coldly utilize the efficiency-seekers as tools to drive growth until the next transition point.  But Li never considered this. If he had, he would not be a Materialist, but an Idealist.  In 1969, Li Runshi chose not to stand for re-election. The news shook the world; everyone understood that a new era had begun for China.  Summer 1979, Hunan. A heavy rain had just ended. Li Runshi opened a window, watching the last of the puddles on the road outside his retirement home. A car pulled into the courtyard.  A man in uniform stepped out. On his collar were no stars or bars—only the national emblem beside embroidered pine and cypress branches.  The man strode into the living room as Li emerged from the elevator. "Ruofan! You’re a rare guest," Li greeted him happily.  Cheng Ruofan did not look happy. He merely nodded and handed Li a file. Inside were several pages of text and a USB drive.  Computer technology had reached the 14nm process, and the "U-disk" had replaced traditional storage for the youth. But Li still preferred the feel of paper. He read the documents first before asking, "You want me to make a statement?"  "Not entirely. I’m just... lamenting," Cheng replied with regret.  "Come, let's go upstairs."  Li’s computer utilized a forty-inch screen, the font size set to 300%. He read with ease. After the first few pages, he stopped. "Is this real?" he asked, turning to Cheng.  "Yes. The child was killed." Cheng’s face was like ice, his voice just as cold.  Both men had seen enough death to last ten lifetimes. The number of people killed by their orders exceeded the number most humans ever saw.  Over the years, with the universalization of networks and mobile internet, murders over online disputes were not unheard of. The file showed that the victim was one such casualty.  "Why are you so focused on this one?" Li asked directly.  "Because I feel this has exceeded the bounds of the acceptable," Cheng answered with absolute seriousness.  Li sensed something special about the case. Cheng would never have intervened for a stranger otherwise—let alone dragged him into it.  "I’ll need to read the whole thing," Li said.  Cheng nodded. If Li were willing to read it, it meant he was taking it seriously.  "I’ll take a walk downstairs. Take your time, Chairman." Cheng turned and left the study.  Li’s retirement home in the outskirts of Changsha was comfortable. Simple plants grew in the yard. A calico cat was prowling its territory; seeing Cheng, it stopped and looked up.  The cat was clearly a "social butterfly." As Cheng knelt and called to it, it approached, rubbed against his hand, and soon rolled over to show its belly under his practiced touch.  They played for a while before the second-floor window opened. "Comrade Ruofan, please come up," Li called out.  Cheng took the elevator back up. The cat, not yet satisfied, followed him in and walked with him into the study. As he sat, it took its place by his feet, rubbing against his trousers.  Li looked grim. "Has there been an investigation?"  "I don't know," Cheng replied coldly. "I only hope it isn't what I fear!"  Li’s gaze flickered to the cat, then back to the screen. The victim’s online handle had been "Three-Flowers-at-the-Peak Cat." Looking through the details, Li’s mood darkened. The coincidence of the name only added to the complexity of his feelings.  "Has there been a massive leak of personal data at this stage?" he asked.  "I fear it is something worse," Cheng persisted.  Li nodded. It seemed this would be a long conversation.  The cat jumped onto the sofa. Sensing his own tension, Cheng reached out to stroke it. It purred contentedly and curled up on his lap.  To the background of the cat's purring, the two men began their discussion in the summer afternoon.
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"The future network possesses a memory."  He Rui had once spoken these words to Li Runshi and Cheng Ruofan. Both had forgotten the phrase until the advent of the internet age, when different events at different times had brought it screaming back to their minds.  Cheng Ruofan had compiled the various articles posted by the netizen known as "Three-Flowers-at-the-Peak Cat." Li Runshi noted with a sigh that the young man’s digital footprints ranged from reputable sites to foreign adult forums.  As a man, Li could understand the biological impulses involved. Yet he felt the youth should have devoted his time to more meaningful pursuits—was discovering the real world not more valuable than indulging in fantasies before a glowing screen?  The adult forums "Three-Flowers" visited were few, mostly specialized communities. Li’s attention was soon drawn away from these to the user’s other posts.  It was clear that the young man was a member of the "keyboard politician" fraternity. The emergence and development of the internet had expanded the scope of social exchange at a staggering pace. Before the network, a person's social circle was small; an ordinary person might speak with only twenty people in a lifetime. To know a hundred was to be a man of the world.  Now, one could easily "meet" hundreds and read the words of thousands without ever leaving home.  Though Li still regarded He Rui as an Idealist, his estimation of the man continued to rise. Even thirty-five years after He Rui's death, Li’s evaluation of him was still climbing.  To derive the silhouette of the future from pure imagination—and to have every prophecy match reality with such precision—was a feat Li found breathtaking. He had to admit that He Rui, as an Idealist, had mastered the tools of Materialism to a degree of absolute perfection. Idealists were not bound by the constraints of Materialists; their thoughts could soar, skipping the necessary links of logic. But when that imagination aligned with the laws of reality, the result was a degree of overlap that left even the most sophisticated Materialist in the dust.  Coincidentally, "Three-Flowers" held the same view. According to his bio, he was a student of psychology, specializing in brain mapping, adolescent psychology, and behavioral correction.  He Rui had described many "frontier fields" to Li—hypotheses born of his imagination. Of these, brain mapping was the one Li had most resisted, second only to molecular biology.  It wasn't that Li had a grievance with He Rui; it was that racism had been branded a reactionary view in the modern world, yet the soil for its growth remained. These two hypotheses were pure science to He Rui, yet in the hands of others, they would inevitably be weaponized to provide a "theoretical basis" for the inherent hierarchy of mankind.  However, "Three-Flowers" shared He Rui's mindset; his posts showed no trace of racial bias. He was a man who addressed facts as they were.  As a "keyboard politician," Three-Flowers was neither a Party member nor a civil servant, yet he published numerous political commentaries.  Li was preoccupied by this phenomenon—a challenge the Civilization Party now faced. Those joining the Party today were increasingly utilitarian, seeking to leverage the system for personal gain. Had they not lived in the internet age, they might have achieved elite status through organizational channels alone.  The digital age had shattered the barriers of information and education. Those with limited social skills or interest in the establishment, yet possessed of a hunger for learning, had joined the loose networks of the internet. The web provided them with access to knowledge and insight across every level.  This universalization of knowledge had empowered everyone. In a thread discussing China’s leadership, Three-Flowers had written:  *He Rui is a genius of Idealism; Li Runshi is a great man of Materialism.*  *A genius needs only a "one" in the decimals of probability—no matter how many zeros precede it, they can realize that infinitesimal possibility.*  *All of He Rui's policies appeared unremarkable in hindsight. Analyzed through Materialism, the conditions for them were simply realities that others either failed to recognize or lacked the courage to believe in. He Rui simply envisioned the goal and, at the precise moment action was required, did what had to be done.*  *He is called an Idealist because the world does not truly work that way; the world is an interaction between reality and individual perception. Thus, Idealists are destined eventually to fail before reality.*  *But there are geniuses—individuals with such extraordinary imagination that once their innate talent and their neural pathways align with objective laws, they can reach judgments that are infinitely close to reality.*  *The difference between a genius and a great man is that the genius's work is irreplicable. A great man is different; they provide logic, methodology, and a model for linking theory to practice based on Materialist principles. Ordinary people can study the path they point out, effectively enhancing their own understanding of the world's essence. They allow the masses to move from a spontaneous state to a self-conscious one, lifting themselves to a new height.*  Li finished the post and paused the screen. He turned to Cheng Ruofan. "Are you worried the tragedy is related to this?"  Cheng shook his head. "I don't think anyone would dare do it so openly. If it were truly about this content, we would have felt the shift."  Li detected a lack of confidence in Cheng’s voice. After 1970, when Li declined to stand for re-election, the government’s policies had changed significantly. The tilt toward equity had been replaced by a "User Pays" model.  If one calculates from 1915, during He Rui’s thirty years of revolution, China transformed from an agricultural nation to an industrial one. From 1945 to 1970, the Li Runshi era utilized He Rui’s industrial plans to maintain high growth while promoting equity.  The massive wealth accumulated over those fifty-five years had empowered the people to consume, and the internet age provided them with unprecedented information to fuel that consumption. Consequently, the past decade had seen an explosion of consumer goods and services. This unprecedented domestic demand had left the rest of the world’s economies in China’s wake.  Not only at home, but Chinese consumers had made over 800 million overseas trips in ten years, swarming every corner of the globe. From cities to villages, plains to mountains, land to sea—wherever a history book mentioned a name, the Chinese consumer wanted to be there.  This consumption shared the dividends of China’s rise with the world, yet it also created countless deceptive gimmicks and shallow trends.  Many loathed these developments. The emotional view was that "rites and music have collapsed, and hearts are no longer ancient." The rational view was: "Rational consumption, restraint of impulse."  When these debates escalated, they often turned into "mutual flaying"—a mess of half-baked theories and erroneous concepts. Eventually, the struggle took the form of pitting He Rui against Li Runshi—two flags of supposed ideological opposition, held up by those who ignored the facts of their actual partnership.  In truth, those involved and those who lived through it knew there was no such opposition.  Thus, Li had to wonder if someone was fueling the fire behind the scenes—stirring the pot for personal gain.  From an interest-based analysis, some promoted consumerism for profit, others for political achievement. Academically, many made shocking pronouncements to secure their status. Some sought to hijack public opinion to build their own influential systems of thought.  Li supported laborers earning a good living through their work. He did not oppose new, legitimate business models that reduced circulation costs to gain profit. Even his struggle against those who sought to create "technical barriers" was a form of progressive engagement with the "laggard drivers of progress."  *But while a monk may be a misguided fool who can be taught, a demon in the guise of a spirit is a disaster.* Li could not support those who manipulated human nature and manufactured consumer habits or ideologies to extract interest from others. Such people were simply evil.  He Rui had been ruthless against such elements in his time. In the struggle against those who profited through deception and inducement, He Rui and Li Runshi were in complete agreement.  After a period of talk, Cheng shared his overall view: "We must start with the leak of personal data. I hear the killer’s parents are members of the establishment who used official data systems to dox the victim."  Li said nothing, merely nodding. A political struggle required a "hook"—an angle that most people could agree upon. Of course, if a significant portion of the establishment believed that "public power is for private use," that would be another matter entirely.  Cheng continued: "In the old China, only a few could use their own or their family's wealth to live as they pleased. Chairman He foresaw this era, yet he never had the chance to guide the people's thinking through it. I have always believed he expected you, Chairman Li, to utilize your skills as a philosopher in this age."  "...Comrade Ruofan, do you believe I should have changed policies sooner?" Li asked the question he had long avoided.  Cheng nodded. "I have realized you would never make that choice, for that is the Idealist model. Chairman He believed in pushing for technical breakthroughs to create this era, and then having a philosopher like you point out the 'correct lifestyle' amidst the people's confusion to solve the social issues.  "From a Materialist perspective, that is a flawed path. Social development will never be exactly as He Rui envisioned. Yet, I must admit, I often feel an impulse to believe the situation might unfold exactly as he predicted."  Li shook his head. "Society has not yet reached that stage. To force it there would only ensure its development diverged wildly from the vision. My stance remains unchanged; had Chairman He been alive, I would have voiced my opposition to him directly."  "...But in my eyes, Chairman He’s expectation for you *is* exactly what you must do now, is it not?" Cheng’s heart remained unsettled.  "Chairman He’s imagination for the world's development left a deep impression on me," Li replied. "I have seen the reality of industrial impact on social life overlap with his vision with incredible precision. But to treat imagination as reality is not the attitude of a Materialist."  Li let out a sigh. He reached into his desk drawer for a cigarette—something he hadn't touched in years—and offered one to Cheng before lighting his own. Enveloped in the smoke, as they had been in their youth, Li felt the nicotine counter the anxiety of his thoughts.  "I have always believed," Li continued, "that Chairman He wished to become a true Materialist. It was only the social environment of the time that denied him the chance. To solve the problems quickly, he was forced to use the talents he possessed. While the direction of China’s development was fundamentally altered, his personal expectation remained unfulfilled.  "His hope for the China of the future was a new era where every individual mastered Materialism. In such a China, Idealism would exist only as a tool, a mode of thought—not like He Rui’s... or rather, not as the unconventional means a genius was forced to adopt in desperation.  "Only when the Chinese people keep their feet on the ground, acknowledge problems, face them, and solve them—that is the future he hoped for.  "From a Materialist viewpoint, I propose a methodology for understanding and a path for resolution to address the problems before us, not to act as a fortune-teller making definitive pronouncements.  "Some of the judgments made by this 'Three-Flowers' cat have a degree of merit. Geniuses do not make 'definitive pronouncements'; their judgments are built upon their capacity for imagination. To judge a man a genius is to deliver a final verdict on his life. He Rui’s greatness lay in his courage to bear the risk he knew existed, thereby pushing the real world toward development and progress. That is a completely Materialist attitude.  "The appearance of He Rui was China's good fortune. To *wait* for another He Rui would be China's misfortune."  Cheng nodded reluctantly. He understood the logic, yet his deep bond with He Rui made Li's detached assessment difficult to stomach.  Li knew his friend’s feelings. In his own mind, had the man not been He Rui, and had he not achieved such historic success, Li would have analyzed his "Idealist" actions as a negative case study. He refrained from doing so only because He Rui’s achievements were so deeply woven into the fabric of New China that Li lacked the means to keep such a critique within the bounds of a purely academic discussion.  In Li’s view, perhaps in another fifty years—when China had reached the era He Rui dreamed of, where everyone had mastered Materialist Dialectics—only then could a truly thorough and definitive verdict be delivered on He Rui.  Li set the thought aside. He turned to Cheng. "We must continue the revolution—in economics, in thought, and in culture."  "A... Cultural Revolution? Why not a 'Correction of Terminology'?" Cheng was confused.  "The development of productivity has caused a total transformation of society, shattering the lifestyle built upon agricultural production. The foundation of the old China is gone. Those we now oppose merely borrow the vocabulary of the past. We are not fighting the rising dregs of history; we are struggling against a newly emergent attempt to limit and imprison the minds of the people. This is a genuine revolution."  Li crushed out his cigarette. He seemed to have regained twenty years of vitality; his arm swept through the air with power, as if brushing away an invisible shroud. "The people must master their own destiny to continue their development. As Materialists, as the vanguard of the revolution, we must carry it through to the end!"  Cheng Ruofan had come seeking a struggle, yet Li’s attitude exceeded his expectations. He wondered if the scope of the battle Li envisioned was not too vast.  Li understood his thought without a word. He smiled. "Heh. Comrade Ruofan, we struggle against policies—perhaps even only parts of policies.  "For a state, a failed policy or a policy adjustment is routine. For human society, it is common as dirt. A government fails when its policies fail. A nation fails when it can no longer produce effective policy.  "Heh. Have you lost your confidence in China?"  The words cleared the last of the doubt from Cheng’s heart. He nodded and quipped, "I haven't lost confidence in the nation. I'm just getting old."  Li stood and walked to his desk. After a moment’s thought, he took up his pen.  Cheng rose and moved to his side. He watched as Li’s pen flew across the paper in an elegant, sweeping hand:  *So many deeds cry out to be done,* *And always urgently;* *The world rolls on,* *Time presses.* *Ten thousand years are too long,* *Seize the day, seize the hour!* *The four seas are rising, clouds and waters raging,* *The five continents are rocking, wind and thunder roaring.* *Our force is irresistible,* *Away with all pests!*
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In 1985, a wave of commemorative events swept the globe to mark the fortieth anniversary of the victory over colonialism and fascism.  Li Runshi delivered an address. The victory of the Second World War, he stated, was a magnificent triumph for the liberation of the entire world. It was not only the vast colonies that had been freed, but the people of the industrial nations as well.  The speech was highly regarded worldwide. Before the end of that war, the world had been a place of constant conflict; the interval between the two world wars had been a mere twenty years.  In the forty years since 1945, however, no large-scale war had erupted. By the standards of the pre-war era, the skirmishes that had occurred were little more than minor border incidents.  As the world’s hegemon, China had maintained global peace for four decades—an achievement that earned it a grade far above passing.  Economically, every nation had seen significant development. Even the poorest African states had entered the agricultural age, possessing economic systems that, while not high-yielding, were sufficient to sustain their national finances.  Thus, the anniversary was celebrated with particular fervor in Africa. During the Second World War, tens of millions of Africans had joined the World People's Liberation Army, throwing themselves into the cause.  The price had been immense: 910,000 African officers and men had sacrificed their lives, while another 2.75 million had been wounded.  Yet the African people loved that war and took pride in their contribution. Before its outbreak, three million Africans had been murdered or tortured to death by colonizers annually. Three million deaths every year—yet in the world of that time, those lives were treated as dust, their passing unknown and unremarked.  The 3.66 million African casualties of the WPLA, by contrast, each possessed a photograph and a complete personnel file. It was the largest archive of its kind in African history, a testament to the era when Africans were treated with genuine equality.  The African delegations to China included not only heads of state but vast numbers of WPLA veterans. Most of the WPLA’s core leadership had passed away by this time. Marshal Cheng Ruofan, the former Director of Logistics, was gravely ill, yet he insisted on delivering a speech from his hospital bed, thanking the revolutionaries of the world for uniting to liberate mankind.  The formal end of the Second World War was recorded as May 4, 1945. On May 1st, 1985, the African leaders arrived in the Chinese capital and entered the He Rui Memorial Hall to pay their respects to his remains.  While every home in Africa did not yet possess a television, at least one in four urban families owned one. In the countryside, every village had at least one set. Through the live broadcasts, the majority of the African people saw He Rui for the first time in their lives.  By this time, six-year compulsory education was universal in Africa, and half of school-aged youth finished middle school. Based on descriptions in history books and low-resolution photographs, they had imagined He Rui as a towering, majestic military leader.  In the propaganda of the African left, He Rui was portrayed as a laborer, no different from a worker, farmer, or herdsman. Thus, the images on African posters tended toward this ideal.  They were shocked, then, to find that the man who had won the Second World War and lay peacefully in his crystal coffin was a handsome youth with pale skin, smooth features, pink lips, and long eyelashes. In the African aesthetic, he possessed the appearance of a refined noble scion.  This visual impact, while startling, only deepened their interest in the life of the man himself.  Another nation with a profound interest in He Rui was the Soviet Union.  During the forty years of peace, the performance of the Soviet government had been unsatisfactory to its own people. The high command of the Soviet Party had decided upon a path of radical internal reform.  Stalin had passed away in 1956. In 1955, Kirov had been forced into retirement due to failing health. This had triggered a fierce power struggle over the succession. Upon Stalin’s death, a faction led by Khrushchev staged what amounted to a coup, executing Beria and purging Molotov and Zhukov. This had fundamentally destroyed the fragile institutional stability that had been under construction.  Soviet culture inherited the Russian legacy, which was rooted in Mongolian traditions. After the fall of the Eastern Roman Empire, Mongolian court traditions had fused with Byzantine culture to shape the Russian elite.  In a culture already lacking the concept of high-level political stability and existing in a frozen environment where "white disasters" (blizzards) could strike at any moment, Stalin’s institutional model had indeed strengthened the USSR's resilience. It had produced great results. Yet this unprecedented cultural height had been limited by the inherent weakness of Soviet civilian industry.  Low-quality civilian goods could not generate profit. Even if economic cooperation with China kept living standards respectable, the USSR was forced to compete with China in the East and with Western European prosperity in the West. The engine of the Soviet economy remained heavy industry.  The problem was that the industrial level of China and Western Europe exceeded that of the USSR. Furthermore, in its pursuit of national security, the Soviet Union had funneled enormous effort into nuclear research and development.  In Russian culture, possessing a nuclear weapon naturally implied using it to threaten others. During the Khrushchev era, the Politburo assumed that threatening China would trigger a response—one they expected would be a simple military escalation. They never expected China’s actual response: the total suspension of all heavy industrial orders and cooperation.  The Soviet government knew well that the public who had lived through the global war did not believe China would attack them. Had China intended to do so, they would have acted long ago.  Thus, while the government attempted to paint China as a security threat, they could never make the narrative stick. Instead, they tried to frame China as a "quasi-enemy" state that sought only to suppress Soviet influence.  Under this propaganda, the Soviet government increased its conventional military spending. While this stimulated heavy industry, it saddled the nation with a crushing burden.  By 1984, when a new General Secretary took office, a consensus for reform had formed within the Party.  Over the previous forty years, the USSR had repeatedly attempted to learn from the Chinese model, with poor results. Consequently, they decided to import reform ideas from the West.  Radical internal reform required a peaceful external environment. The West pledged its firm support, and a Soviet delegation traveled to China to seek Beijing’s public backing as well.  The task was not difficult. Successive Chinese governments had maintained a policy of demilitarized borders with the USSR to preserve their geopolitical interests. Thus, the Soviet delegation quickly received everything it sought.  In June 1945, with their surroundings stabilized, the Soviet Party began the process of "Shock Therapy."  As the reforms commenced, Western governments and media were effusive in their praise.  By this time, Li Runshi’s health was failing, and he lacked the strength to provide continued analysis for Chinese society. Consequently, a significant portion of the Chinese public—who had come to see the post-war order as the natural state of things—assumed the Soviet reforms would succeed.  By April 1986, after a year of "Shock Therapy," a new class of oligarchs within the Soviet Party had seized immense wealth. The national riches accumulated over seventy years had fallen entirely into the hands of the elite.  Within the various republics, the leadership of the Russian SFSR had long felt that Russia was sacrificing too much for the Union—that its wealth was being siphoned off to sustain the other republics.  Once the national wealth had been transferred to the Party elite, the Russian leadership decided to shed the burden. They sought to transform the USSR into a loose Commonwealth of Independent States without fiscal transfer payments, thereby ending the drain on Russia.  There was a precedent for this: "One America, Two Governments" had proven an excellent means for the American states to escape internal fiscal transfers.  The Soviet Union had attempted the Chinese model of a centralized unitary state, but every attempt had only cost Russia more and was eventually abandoned.  As the USSR transitioned from a single state to a loose commonwealth, the international order established after the Second World War began to undergo a violent transformation.  Li Runshi never expected that before his life ended, he would witness the disintegration of the Soviet Union. In a daze, he recalled what He Rui had once told him: "If you are lucky, you will see the collapse of the USSR. To deny the Soviet Union is to deny the socialist system it built. When that happens, not only the state but the Party itself will be destroyed."  Recalling it now, Li could clearly see He Rui’s expression at the time. It hadn't been the look of a man performing a calculation; it had been the look of someone who had seen the event with his own eyes. He Rui had been trying, with absolute gravity, to explain to Li the theoretical causes of that collapse.  Li wanted to smile bitterly, but he found he lacked even the strength for a sound. Turning his head with effort toward the white ceiling, he sighed in his heart: *Has the world once again overlapped with the pre-judgment of a genius Idealist?*  Yet he felt a touch of joy. He had been worried about the growing number of voices in China questioning and opposing the global fiscal transfers. Since the policy of transferring wealth through the World Bank had been He Rui’s creation, and Li had been its staunchest executor, his opponents had lacked even the chance to "wrap themselves in the tiger's skin" of the Chairman's legacy. They had been forced to turn to nationalism for support.  The collapse of the USSR and its Party was a perfect case study. It allowed the Chinese people to see exactly what kind of catastrophic chain reaction a systemic collapse would bring.  On December 25, 1986, the sickle-and-hammer flag of the Soviet Union was lowered from the Kremlin, replaced by the tricolor of Russia. The USSR vanished from the map.  The following day, December 26th, Li Runshi passed away.  The day after his death, the National Chairman of China delivered a televised address: "...China shall unswervingly follow the socialist path and unswervingly maintain the healthy development of the global economy... We shall maintain stability and never waver..."  The shock of the Soviet collapse was greater than anyone at the time could have imagined. Conventional wisdom held that since China was also a communist state, the fall of the USSR and its ruling party would deal a fatal blow to the Chinese path.  Yet by 1988, global capital had cast its vote with its actions. While a significant amount had fled China in 1987, it returned in 1988 with redoubled enthusiasm.  Meanwhile, in the United States, industrial competition from China and Europe had driven the nation to the brink of a new civil war between the urban centers and the suburban/rural belts.  The Confederate government in the South, focused on agricultural exports, remained culturally conservative and socially stable. The news of the Soviet collapse served as the final catalyst for the already divided nation; the Confederate States formally declared their independence.  This time, the United States of America lacked the will to maintain a nominal unity by force. Nuclear weapons could destroy the world, but they could yield no profit. The population of the Northern industrial zones could no longer be transformed into soldiers for another grand campaign. The American middle class had no desire for a war over a name.  In 1989, the two nations that had once seemed capable of joining forces against China had both split. From that moment on, China stood as the world's sole superpower.  On September 30, 1999, the first manned Mars exploration vessel reached the Earth-Moon Lagrange point. It was poised to begin humanity’s first landing on another planet in the solar system. The launch was scheduled for the following day—China’s National Day. Far from meeting opposition, the move enjoyed near-universal support from all nations.  The journey alone would take a year, yet the astronauts were filled with confidence. They hailed from Asia, Africa, America, and Europe. Messages of support poured in from every corner of the globe, wishing the mission success.  The African members of the crew received a particularly high volume of blessings. In the current world, Africa remained a relatively weak region, yet its people had never given up hope.  The New Order He Rui had established for the world was one based on fiscal transfers. Africa possessed resources, people, and a market, making it a trade-deficit region. The industrial nations reaped a massive surplus from it.  Under the rules He Rui had established, these developing nations received an annual refund of their trade deficits from the previous years.  But the money was not a gift.  To receive the subsidies, these nations had to follow development plans approved by the New Order’s evaluation bodies and successfully execute them.  Africa had followed this path step-by-step. They had begun with agriculture and irrigation, raising their level of food security. They had moved on to transport infrastructure and the development of administrative capacity. Then came the elimination of pollution and environmental protection. Finally, they had turned to new energy sources like solar power, using the abundant energy to smelt seawater, piping fresh water into deserts and wastelands. They produced grain on once-barren sands and returned original riverbeds and water sources to the forest, protecting the planet's biodiversity.  None of this had been easy. Africa’s foundation had been weak. The push for productivity and social progress had been marked by intense internal struggle, coups, and even bloody civil wars.  But it had all been worth it. Under the global order He Rui built, Africa had achieved staggering progress. By now, its level of development approached that of Russia.  The Russians still saw themselves as the masters of the former Soviet lands, the core of the Union. Through that lens, the collapse had cost them a hundred million people—sixty million of whom shared close ties of blood.  Russia had briefly prospered by selling energy, but with the explosive growth of Chinese new energy in the 90s and the maturation of related technologies, the global prices of oil and gas remained low. Consequently, even without external military pressure, the Russian economy remained stagnant.  Fifty-five years had passed under the Chinese-led peace. Russia faced no military threats, yet its once-fervent nationalists had devolved into "Skinheads" attacking foreigners within its borders. Such thugs lacked the capacity for war and instead drove away foreign investment.  With a hundred million people lost and an economy only thirty percent of its Soviet peak, the result of this economic defeat was a loss greater than those of the two world wars combined.  Even more tragic was the Russian mindset. It wasn't a case of "drawing a sword and finding no rival"; Russia was simply left to dwell on its past glory while the rest of the world forgot it.  In contrast, solar-rich Africa, surrounded by the Indian, Atlantic, and Mediterranean oceans, lacked neither energy nor the source for seawater smelting. Even with only fifteen percent of the Sahara and Southern Africa reforested, the continent had fundamentally escaped the scarcity of energy, water, and food.  As a developing region, Africa’s rise had catalyzed a total evolution of its domestic politics. Its vibrancy and burgeoning growth were beyond anything the decaying Russia on its frozen plains could match.  And the space achievements of the Soviet era had become a burden for Russia, leading the proud nation to refuse participation in the Chinese-led global space program.  After all, Russia remained a power compared to Europe, Japan, or Korea. But compared to China, it could only occupy the status of a former "Golden Horde." It was a reality the Russians simply could not accept.  On October 1, 1999, nozzles across the spacecraft’s hull issued a precise, pale blue flame under the control of quantum computers. Already moving at high speed within the Earth-Moon system, the Mars-bound vessel began to accelerate.  On the global live stream, comments scrolled across screens everywhere: "Our journey is the sea of stars!"  It was the sincere wish and the genuine expectation of the vast majority of humanity.  In the next moment, the major network companies disabled the comments. For next, the Mars exploration vessel entered the Earth's shadow from the satellite's perspective.  Moments later, under the expert operation of the broadcast crew, the ship emerged from the darkness. On the edge of the blue planet, the brilliant light of dawn flickered, illuminating the vessel's silver hull.  As the magnificent dawn filled the screen, a line of text appeared for all to see:  "Dear friends, the Dawn of human civilization has descended!"  **The End.**
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