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Prologue
There are families that inherit wealth, and there are families that inherit dreams.
The Ma family inherited something more difficult: resilience.
Across half a century of profound change, through prosperity and hardship, love and loss, faith and ambition, five brothers walked five very different paths. One became a physician who healed broken bodies; another built businesses amid shifting tides; one carried the burden of public service; one crossed the Pacific to help shape the future through technology; and the youngest turned away from worldly success in search of spiritual awakening among the mountains.
Their journeys carried them from quiet villages to great cities, from the mist-covered Qinling Mountains to the skyline of New York, from family courtyards illuminated by lanterns to the silent halls of ancient temples. Yet wherever life led them, an invisible thread continued to bind them together—the enduring love of family, the search for meaning, and the hope that one generation might leave the next a better world.
The Five Brothers' Dream is not merely the story of one family. It is the story of a nation in transformation, of ordinary people facing extraordinary times, and of the timeless questions that every generation must answer: What is worth protecting? What is success? What is home? And when history changes around us, what remains unchanged within the human heart?
This is the beginning of their journey.
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Chapter 50
A Young Man Takes Off His Police Uniform to Do Business
￼[image: Dingbat Diamonds Dingbat Diamonds]
“If wearing this skin means becoming no different from a gangster, then I would rather be nothing.”
￼[image: Dingbat Diamonds Dingbat Diamonds]
Once you understand the basics of narrative, you don’t have to follow all of the rules. In fact, some of your favorite books that you enjoy as a reader might break away from typical narrative structure. As the writer, you have the freedom to structure your book in whatever way feels most powerful and effective, even if that means breaking some of the rules.
 
As for Ma Chengzhi, after serving two years as an armed policeman in Aritai Town along the Old Silk Road on the outskirts of Urumqi in the autonomous region of Xinjiang, he was promoted to deputy chief of the town police station. He was brave, hard-fighting, unafraid of danger, and when an arrest had to be made, he was always the one who rushed forward first.
Aritai stood at the edge of the Gobi. In spring, wind and sand filled the sky; in summer, the sun cut down like a blade. Along the main street were restaurants, inns, and repair shops run by Han Chinese, as well as naan stalls, mutton stands, and small groceries run by Uyghurs. By day, people of different backgrounds bought and sold, haggled, and passed one another in the dust; children chased one another through the alleys. But when night fell, the vapors of liquor, gambling, resentment, poverty, and old injury began to rise out of every dark corner. By daylight the town was a market; by night, it was a den of beasts.
The police station stood behind the town government compound, a two-story gray building. On the wall were painted eight bright red characters: Loyalty to the People, Justice and Integrity. The words were vivid; the wall beneath them was blackened with age.
The first time Chengzhi entered Chief Han’s office, Han offered him a cigarette and smiled.
“I hear you can fight.”
Chengzhi answered, “A soldier obeys orders.”
Han narrowed his eyes. “Here, obeying orders isn’t enough. You have to understand the rules.”
“What rules?”
Han smiled, but did not answer at once. He pushed open the window and pointed toward the street outside.
“Do you see that? Dance halls, inns, black-market taxis, gambling tables, drug dealers, thieves, thugs, traffickers, smugglers. Which one of them doesn’t know the police station? Which one of them isn’t afraid of the police station? And yet, which one of them can survive without the police station?”
Chengzhi frowned.
Han blew out a mouthful of smoke. “This isn’t the army. In the army, friend and enemy are clear. You charge, and that’s that. Here it’s different. The bad ones can’t all be beaten to death. If they’re all gone, who will bring money? The petty cases can’t all be closed. If everything is settled, who will still listen when you call? Lock them up, let them out; let them out, lock them up again. That is called control. If you control them to death, the money dries up. If you keep them alive, everyone eats.”
Chengzhi felt his heart sink.
It did not take him long to see how the station worked.
There were already three deputy chiefs, each with his own territory. One handled dance halls, prostitutes, and prostitution cases; at night, bosses often brought him cigarettes, liquor, and sometimes envelopes thicker than either. Another handled road bandits, hooligans, thieves, and burglars; when he arrested people he shouted with authority, and when he released them he exchanged knowing glances. The third oversaw drug dealers, addicts, and human trafficking; he spoke little, but his eyes were the most venomous, and he had the most informants.
The criminals were not called criminals in their mouths. They were “old acquaintances,” “resources,” “connections.” Chengzhi understood then: on duty, they were gangsters in police uniforms; off duty, they were gangsters who had taken the uniforms off. The only difference was that, once clothed in police blue, they carried the sheen of the state.
New to the station, Chengzhi did not know how to flatter, nor would he take money of his own accord. So Chief Han threw him the hardest bone.
“You’ll handle ethnic disputes.”
Chengzhi paused. “Han-Uyghur conflicts?”
Han nodded. “Yes. Small ones are quarrels and fights. Big ones become mass brawls. Handle them too lightly, and the Han say you favor the Uyghurs. Handle them too harshly, and the Uyghurs say you are oppressing them. Each side has channels above. If either side makes a big enough noise, it becomes a political problem. You’re young. You can fight. You can hold the scene down.”
Chengzhi knew this was not trust. It was a test, and it was a burden no one else wanted.
His first call came over a dispute between a Han restaurant and a Uyghur mutton stall over a stretch of pavement. Both sides had shoved and cursed half the day before finally reaching for sticks and knives. When Chengzhi arrived with his men, several dozen people had already gathered in the street. The Han restaurant owner had blood on his face and was pointing furiously at the other side.
“They’re bullying people! This road belongs to everyone!”
The Uyghur stall owner’s eyes were red. In rough Mandarin, he shouted back, “You smashed my stove first! You cursed my mother!”
The crowd grew thicker around them.
Chengzhi stepped into the middle and shouted, “Put everything down! Whoever moves again gets handcuffed first!”
Someone cursed, “You police only know how to scare common people!”
Another voice cried, “You’re taking their side!”
Anger rose in Chengzhi’s chest, but he forced it down. He knew this fire could not be allowed to burn wild. In a small town like this, many hatreds had not been born today. Rent, stalls, language, religion, poverty, wealth, outsiders, locals—old grievances lay like dry brush. A single spark could set the whole place aflame.
He sent the injured to the hospital first, then brought the leaders from both sides back to the station. All the way there, they continued cursing through the windows of the vehicle. Chengzhi sat in the front seat and looked out at the yellow sand blowing across the road. Suddenly he felt that he was not handling a case at all. He was carrying a basin of fire through a field of dry grass.
Such calls came again and again, each more difficult than the last.
The third time, it was late autumn.
At dusk, a north wind drove sand through the air. A brawl had broken out at the old market on the western side of town. It had begun with a three-wheeled cart brushing against someone in the lane, but old grudges were soon dragged up, and young men from both sides had summoned friends. When Chengzhi arrived with four officers, stalls had been overturned, fruit rolled across the ground, a mutton rack lay toppled in bloody water, and a dozen men stood facing one another with sticks, chains, and short knives. Women screamed. Children cried. Shops slammed down their shutters one after another.
Chengzhi drew his baton and charged forward.
“Stop!”
No one listened.
A brick flew out of the crowd and smashed into the windshield of the police car. Glass shattered with a crash. A young officer retreated in fear. Chengzhi, however, rushed straight to the front. He kicked down a young man swinging a knife, then turned and blocked an iron rod with his arm. The blow landed hard; half his body went numb. He gritted his teeth, seized the attacker by the collar, and threw him to the ground.
“One more knife, and I fire!”
His shout pressed the chaos down for a single moment.
But only for a moment.
From the rear of the crowd someone yelled, “The police are beating people!”
From the other side came another cry: “They have knives! Why aren’t you arresting them?”
The scene broke open again. Chengzhi saw two young men roll behind a stall, locked together in a struggle. In one man’s hand, something flashed coldly. Chengzhi lunged forward by instinct and grabbed the wrist of the one holding the knife. The man’s eyes were bloodshot, beastlike. He struggled fiercely, shouting words Chengzhi could not understand. Chengzhi pressed him down with his knee and was just about to wrench the knife away when he felt a sudden chill at his waist, followed by pain that pierced to the bone.
He looked down and saw the blade being pulled out from the edge of his coat.
Blood surged out.
“Chief Ma!” someone shouted.
For a moment, darkness swam before Chengzhi’s eyes. Yet he still held fast to the knife-wielder’s wrist. With all his strength, he pinned the man down and growled, “Don’t mind me first! Get the knives! Don’t let them charge again!”
Only then did the other officers rush forward. Warning shots were fired. Reinforcements and an ambulance arrived one after another. The chaos in the market was finally suppressed.
When Chengzhi was lifted into the ambulance, wind and sand blew so hard he could scarcely open his eyes. He saw the sky, gray and yellow; the crowd, blurred and shifting; some people crying, some still cursing, some standing at a distance and watching coldly.
At that moment he suddenly felt how thin his police uniform was. It could not stop a knife. It could not stop the hatred in men’s hearts.
At the hospital, the doctor said the blade had missed a vital point by half an inch. He was lucky to be alive.
Chengzhi lay in bed, thick gauze wrapped around his waist. Late at night, when the anesthetic wore off, pain rose in waves. He closed his eyes, but the cries from the market kept sounding in his ears. The Han shouting of injustice, the Uyghurs shouting of grievance, the police shouting for order, the women shouting for help—all the voices tangled together like a broken bell, ringing through him without rest.
Chief Han came to visit, carrying two boxes of supplements.
“Hard life,” Han said, sitting at the bedside with a smile. “That knife was worth it. The higher-ups heard about it. They said you acted decisively and helped maintain stability.”
Chengzhi looked at him. “What will happen to the two who used knives?”
“They’ll be locked up if they need locking up, sentenced if they need sentencing. But with this kind of thing, you can’t go too far. Both sides need to be soothed.”
“Soothed?” Chengzhi said coldly. “One dead today, two dead tomorrow—that’s what you call soothing?”
Han looked at him. “You’re still young, Little Ma. This water cannot be cleared with one strike of a baton.”
“Then we just let it stay muddy?”
Han lit a cigarette and said mildly, “Muddy water raises fish. If the water gets too clear, no one has anything to eat.”
Chengzhi suddenly felt sick.
After Han left, Chengzhi stared for a long time out the hospital window. There was a thin poplar tree outside, its branches whipped about by the wind. Moonlight lay on the windowsill, white as a blade.
He remembered how, when he had transferred from the armed police to the police station, he had still carried a young man’s fire in his chest. He had thought that with fists, courage, and a uniform, he could press down the evil of one place.
Only now did he understand: the greatest evil was not on the street, not in the thieves and thugs, not in the knives held by young men in a brawl. The greatest evil lay in a system of rules that treated crime as revenue, conflict as political achievement, and ordinary people as pawns.
If he stayed, what would become of him?
Either he would learn to take money, learn to close one eye, learn to arrest and release, release and arrest, until he became another Chief Han; or he would keep resisting, and sooner or later die in some alley, some market, some riot officially called a “dispute.”
Worse still, after enough calls, he might stop seeing people as people. He might begin to see only “Han,” “Uyghur,” “suspect,” “key target,” “stability risk.” Once a man saw the world that way, his heart would already be dead.
A few days later, Chengzhi could get out of bed.
Dressed in hospital clothes, he walked slowly down the corridor. A Han youth whose face had been cut by a blade sat on a bench in a daze. At the other end, an old Uyghur man supported his wounded son and spoke to him in a low voice. The two sides were separated by half a corridor, and neither looked at the other.
Chengzhi stood between them and felt a sudden sorrow. So much hatred, he realized, was not born in men by nature. Everyone wanted to live. Everyone feared death. Everyone had parents, wives, children. But poverty, prejudice, power, darkness, and profit pushed them layer by layer to opposite sides, until at last they took knives against one another.
On the day he was discharged, Chengzhi returned to the station to submit his report.
Chief Han thought he had come to claim credit. Smiling, he said, “Little Ma, rest well. Once your wound heals, this file is still yours. The higher-ups have a good impression of you. You have a future.”
Chengzhi placed a resignation letter on the desk.
Han froze. “What is this supposed to mean?”
“I’m quitting.”
Han frowned. “One stab wound and you’re scared?”
Chengzhi was silent for a moment. Then he said, “I’m scared. But not of the knife. I’m scared that one day I won’t be afraid of knives anymore—and won’t be afraid of human life either.”
Han stared at him. “Think carefully. Without this uniform, you’re nothing.”
Chengzhi lowered his eyes to the uniform on his own body. Slowly, he took off his police cap and placed it on the desk.
“If wearing this skin means becoming no different from a gangster, then I would rather be nothing.”
Han’s face darkened. “You’ll regret this.”
“Perhaps,” Chengzhi said. “But if I stay, I will certainly regret it.”
With that, he turned and walked out of the police station.
The wind outside was fierce, carrying sand that stung the eyes. On the street, the naan oven still burned; the Han restaurant still smelled of stir-fried vegetables; children still chased one another through the mouth of the alley. The world had not changed because of his resignation. But Chengzhi knew that, at least, he had stepped back from a darker road.
At the edge of town, he turned and looked once more at the gray building.
On the wall, the eight red characters—Loyalty to the People, Justice and Integrity—looked garish and absurd in the blowing sand. Chengzhi touched the wound at his waist, still not fully healed. The pain reminded him that in this life, a man must one day know what places he can no longer remain in, what meals he can no longer eat, and what power he can no longer touch.
In the distance, yellow sand rolled across the horizon.
He faced the wind and walked on. That knife had not taken his life. But it had cut open a wound in his heart, allowing him finally to see that the most dangerous thing in the world was not the edge of a blade, but the moment when people grow accustomed to darkness and mistake it for the rules of life.
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Chapter 51
The New Silk Road Reaches the Western Regions
 
The first time Ma Yide received Chengzhi’s call from the ancient Western Regions, rain was falling in Shanghai.
At that time, the online business platform he had founded, Silk Road, had only just put up its sign. The office was in a new building; the walls still carried the smell of freshly brushed lime. Rows of computers had been set out, and network cables wound beneath the desks like rivers not yet fully formed. The technical classmates from Tsinghua were bent before their screens writing code. Old classmates from the University of International Business and Economics were organizing English pages. Several young people gathered around a modem, listening to its thin sound of connection, as though hearing the future knocking outside the door.
When the telephone rang, Yide was discussing the homepage columns with someone.
“Hello, Yide? It’s Chengzhi.”
The voice on the other end was open and resonant, carrying the broad flavor of the wind from the ancient Western Regions. Ma Yide immediately laughed. “Second Brother! Aren’t you in Urumqi? How did you think of calling me?”
Chengzhi laughed loudly. “I resigned.”
“Resigned from what?”
“My public post in the Armed Police.”
Ma Yide froze, holding the telephone for a long time without speaking.
On the other end, Chengzhi seemed able to imagine his expression and laughed. “Don’t feel sorry for my iron rice bowl. Reform and opening has gone on for so many years; we cannot let you alone go down to the sea. You sold melons; I will sell jade. We Ma family men must have someone sell the things of the Western Regions out into the world.”
“Sell jade?”
“Hetian jade.” Chengzhi’s voice suddenly became serious. “I went back to Hetian for a while. Now I’ve opened a storefront in a tourist area in Urumqi, doing both retail and wholesale. Tourists buy, and jade merchants also take goods. But I keep feeling it is not enough. Aren’t you in Shanghai doing some online business platform called Silk Road? I wanted to ask: can this jade also go online?”
Ma Yide’s heart suddenly lit up.
He stood and walked to the window. Shanghai rain slanted against the glass. In the distance, tall buildings were hidden in gray-white daylight. At the other end of the telephone was Urumqi, the foot of the Tianshan Mountains, the west wind of ancient roads, jade stones, grapes, Hami melons, camel bells, and the windblown sands of the Western Regions. A name suddenly came truly alive in his heart—Silk Road.
He said in a low voice, “Second Brother, this call of yours has come at exactly the right time.”
Chengzhi laughed. “How so?”
Ma Yide looked out the window. “When I first named the platform Silk Road, I only felt it was classical, grand, and like trade. But now that your jade has arrived, I understand: this name is not decoration. It is fate.”
The ancient Silk Road had originally been the road from the Central Plains to the Western Regions, and from there to the farther world.
A thousand years and more ago, outside Chang’an, carts and horses rolled endlessly. Merchants took leave of the city gates and traveled west along the Hexi Corridor, passing Dunhuang, going out through the Jade Gate Pass and Yangguan Pass, and entering the great desert and Gobi. Wind and sand filled the sky, camel bells rang long, and camel caravans followed one hump after another, carrying silk, tea, porcelain, lacquerware, and also the craftsmanship of the Central Plains and the light of Eastern civilization. They crossed the territory of today’s ancient Western Regions, passed the Flaming Mountains of Turpan, passed Kuqa, Kashgar, and Hetian, crossed the Pamirs, and continued toward Central Asia, Western Asia, and even farther Europe.
On that road there was not only silk.
There were blood-sweating horses, grapes, sesame, spices, jade, glass, music, Buddhist scriptures, and people of different faces, different languages, and different faiths. Merchants carried goods, and also news. Monks carried sutras, and also culture. Envoys carried state letters, and also the imagination of distant places. The Silk Road was not a simple commercial route. It was a road where civilizations met, a human river trampled into the yellow sand by countless footprints, horse hooves, and camel bells.
And today, was not what Ma Yide wanted to build another Silk Road?
Only the ancients relied on camels, while people today relied on networks; the ancients watched the stars to determine direction, while people today watched screens to connect the world; the ancients carried goods across the desert, while people today sent information onto lines. A thousand years ago, Hetian jade had to follow camel caravans out of the Kunlun Mountains, across the Gobi, and into the Central Plains. A thousand years later, perhaps the photograph, origin, price, certificate, and story of one piece of jade could travel from a computer in Urumqi to Shanghai, Hong Kong, New York, and Paris.
The more Ma Yide thought about it, the more excited he became.
He immediately said to Chengzhi, “Second Brother, do not hurry to sell only goods. Hetian jade cannot be sold like ordinary stones. It must become a brand; it must tell a story. We will begin with your storefront and make it Silk Road platform’s first Western Regions model.”
Chengzhi was silent for a moment on the other end. “You make it sound good, but I do not understand computers. In our shop, we only know how to look at jade, negotiate prices, and greet tourists. Selling online to the whole world sounds like The Arabian Nights.”
“The Arabian Nights also came from the Western Regions,” Ma Yide laughed. “What are you afraid of? The ancients dared to lead camels into the great desert. Are we afraid of one network cable?”
Chengzhi laughed at his words. “All right, then come to the ancient Western Regions and take a look. When you come, I will show you the best jade, and I will also treat you to grapes, Hami melons, and roast lamb, so you will know what the real Western Regions are.”
Before long, Ma Yide once again set out on the road to the ancient Western Regions.
This time was completely different from the year when he had traded Hami melons. Back then, his heart had contained only the difference between two mao and two yuan, and he had been as anxious as a flame. Now, sitting on the plane and watching, beneath the clouds beyond the window, the Gobi, snow mountains, and oases gradually reveal themselves, he already carried a larger map in his heart. He no longer wanted merely to sell one batch of goods. He wanted to reconnect a place, a product, and an ancient trade route to the internet.
The wind of Urumqi was still dry and strong.
Chengzhi came to pick him up, wearing a dark jacket. He stood tall, and between his brows and eyes there remained the heroic air of his Armed Police background, only his face had been darkened by the sun, and his smile was more like a merchant’s now. When the two brothers met, they first embraced heavily. Chengzhi patted his back and said, “Yide, you never expected this, did you? Back then I stood guard with a gun; now I greet customers with jade stones.”
Ma Yide looked at him. “A gun guards the borderland; jade connects the world. Second Brother, this does not count as changing professions. It is another way of keeping the law.”
Chengzhi paused, then burst out laughing. “You really know how to speak now. You sound like a boss.”
Chengzhi’s storefront was in a tourist area of Urumqi. Shops lined the street: carpets, Yengisar knives, dried fruits, ethnic flowered caps, jade wares, one after another. In the air were the wheaten fragrance of baked naan, the oily aroma of lamb skewers, and the sweetness of raisins and almonds. Uyghur girls in bright skirts passed before the shop, silver ornaments tinkling. Old men sat at the doorway drinking tea, their beards snow-white, their eyes quiet. Tourists carried cameras and looked east and west, as though one foot had stepped into an exotic painting.
The shop was called Kunlun Jade Pavilion.
The storefront was not large. In the glass cases were white-jade pendants, green-jade bracelets, raw pebble stones, jade plaques, jade Buddhas, jade Guanyins, and small pieces carved into camels, grapes, lotuses, and pomegranate patterns. Under the light, the color of the jade was warm and moist. Some pieces were white as fat, some gray within green, and some had skin colors like the sunset glow over a riverbank in autumn.
Chengzhi took a pebble stone from the cabinet and handed it to Yide.
“Look.”
Ma Yide received it. It was faintly cool in the hand, fine, steady, and dense. The jade did not show off, yet it seemed to have a layer of inner light slowly透出 from deep within the stone.
Chengzhi said, “This came from the Hetian River. Jade from the Kunlun Mountains, washed by river water for decades, for centuries, becomes like this. Good jade is not bright for others to look at. It is kept in the hand and in the heart, and slowly understood.”
Ma Yide listened with rapt attention. “That sentence must be written on the webpage.”
“Webpage?” Chengzhi laughed. “You truly plan to put these things inside a computer?”
“Not merely put them there,” Ma Yide said. “We must explain clearly what Hetian jade is, what mountain material is, what river-polished pebble material is, what skin color is, and why Chinese people love jade. A gentleman compares his virtue to jade: warm, moist, and lustrous. This is culture. Foreigners may not understand at first, but they understand stories, quality, and rarity.”
Chengzhi rubbed his chin. “Then how do we speak of price? With jade, every piece has its own price. It is not like raisins, so much per kilogram.”
Ma Yide nodded. “So it must be layered. Low-priced standard items can be clearly priced, such as small pendants and small ornaments. Mid- to high-end jade materials and carved pieces can be made into catalogues for customers to inquire. Wholesale to overseas Chinese gift shops; retail to collectors. Do not seek to make it explode at once. First, test the road.”
Chengzhi frowned. “What about photographs? If the photographs are bad, the jade dies.”
“Find a professional photographer,” Yide said. “White background, natural light, detail pictures, size, weight, origin description. Then make Chinese and English pages.”
“And payment? How do foreigners pay?”
“We can study wire transfers and credit cards later. In the beginning, we can use bank transfers, overseas agents, or first do inquiries. At the early stage, the platform is not afraid of being slow. What it fears is being false.”
At the word false, Chengzhi’s expression immediately became serious.
“That is what worries me too. The jade trade has deep waters. Some people pass off Russian material or Qinghai material as Hetian material; some dye the skin; some make things look old. If jade is sold online, and customers cannot see the actual item, trust is even harder.”
Looking at him, Ma Yide slowly said, “That is precisely the opportunity. Selling jade online—the first thing is not selling cheaply, but selling trust. Second Brother, you come from the Armed Police, and from the Ma family. We can make ‘trust’ into our signboard. Every piece of jade will be numbered, photographed, and registered with its source. If a certificate can be issued, issue it. What cannot be exaggerated must absolutely not be exaggerated. Better to earn less than sell a fake.”
Chengzhi was silent for a long while, then nodded. “I like those words. If Hetian jade has its reputation ruined by fakes, that would be spoiling something left by the ancestors.”
Ma Yide smiled. “What did the ancient Silk Road rely upon to travel far? Not only the endurance of camels, but also the trust kept by caravans. If a merchant cheated someone in Dunhuang, and word reached Kashgar, who would dare travel with him again? Today the network is even faster. Cheat once, and the whole world knows.”
Chengzhi slapped the counter. “Good! We will do it as you say.”
In the following days, Ma Yide went with Chengzhi to Hetian.
That was the journey on which he truly felt the four words Silk Road gain flesh and blood. When the plane landed, the Kunlun Mountains lay quietly across the horizon, snow peaks silver-white, the Gobi vast, and the oasis like a green jade pendant set among yellow sands. The Hetian River flowed slowly past. On the riverbank, people bent to search for jade, and sunlight made the stones shine. In the bazaar, human voices surged; jade stalls, naan ovens, shops selling raisins and walnuts were crowded together. Uyghur old men greeted them in not entirely fluent Mandarin. Children ran through the dust. The colorful skirts of young women were like flowers in the wind.
Chengzhi took him to see jade farmers and small workshops he knew.
A Uyghur master sat by the window carving jade. His fingers were rough, yet his movements were as fine as embroidery. He was carving a grape pattern. The jade was bluish white, and the grapes were round and full. The master smiled and said, “The grapes of the ancient Western Regions are sweet; jade grapes must also be sweet.”
Ma Yide’s eyes lit up.
“Second Brother, look—this is our story. Hetian jade can carve grapes, camels, snow lotuses, Hami melons, Silk Road caravans. This is not only jade ware. It is the calling card of the ancient Western Regions.”
Chengzhi nodded. “Then what about grapes, Hami melons, almonds, walnuts, and dried figs? Can these also go online?”
“Of course,” Ma Yide said. “First use jade as the brand opening, because jade has culture, value, and story. Once the platform runs through, dried fruits can have standard packaging; raisins can be graded; Hami melons can explore origin preorders and cold-chain logistics. In the past, when I sold Hami melons, I failed on transportation. Now, if we use the network for advance orders, ship in batches, and find professional logistics, it will not be the foolish method of back then.”
Speaking of Hami melons, Chengzhi laughed. “You still dare touch melons?”
Ma Yide also laughed. “I dare, but no longer the way I did before.”
The two brothers stood in the evening wind of Hetian. In the distance, yellow sand had been dyed gold by the setting sun. Beneath grape trellises came the laughter of children, and the roof of a mosque reflected the sky’s light. Ma Yide suddenly had a strange feeling: ancient caravans perhaps once rested in such evening wind, merchants lighting fires, checking goods, and speaking of tomorrow’s road. Today they no longer led camels, yet they wanted to send these jade stones, melons, dried fruits, and the local customs of an entire place onto another invisible road.
After they returned to Urumqi, trial and error began very quickly.
The first batch of photographs was bad. Under the lights, the jade turned green; white jade looked like plastic; the skin color was distorted. Chengzhi grew so anxious that he cursed the photographer. “Where is this Hetian jade? This looks like glass!”
The second batch of descriptions was too long. The technical classmates said the pages opened too slowly and the pictures could not upload. Calls from Shanghai came again and again. “President Ma, the server cannot support it. The images must be compressed.”
There were jokes in the English translation too. Someone translated “jade’s raw material” so awkwardly that foreign customers could not understand. Yide had no choice but to have someone who understood the trade rewrite it as: river-polished nephrite jade from Hetian. Chengzhi looked at that string of English and scratched his head. “That is far too long.”
“It does not matter if it is a little long. First, we must make it clear.”
They also worried about logistics. If jade was sent out and broke, what then? If it was lost, what then? If the customer said the item received was not the original, what then? In the end, Yide set the rules: high-priced jade pieces would not be directly mailed for the time being; first, inquiries had to be confirmed. Ordinary small pieces would use wooden boxes, shock-absorbing cotton, and registered parcels. Before every item was shipped, photographs would be kept on file. All customer letters would be registered uniformly through the Shanghai platform.
On the day the platform went online, Chengzhi specially remained in the Urumqi shop.
On the computer screen, the words Silk Road · Ancient Western Regions Hetian Jade Column slowly opened. At the top of the page was a large image: beneath the snowy Kunlun Mountains, a caravan of camels, like silhouettes, walked across golden dunes; beside it lay a warm and lustrous piece of Hetian jade, its surface carved with grapes and auspicious clouds. The title read:
From the Kunlun Mountains to the World—Hetian Jade Steps onto Today’s Silk Road.
Chengzhi stared at the screen for a long time without speaking.
On the other end of the telephone in Shanghai, Ma Yide asked, “Second Brother, do you see it?”
Chengzhi’s voice was a little hoarse. “I see it.”
“How does it feel?”
Chengzhi laughed once. “It is as if my little shop has suddenly been moved beneath the whole sky.”
A few days later, the first overseas inquiry arrived.
It was from a Chinese customer in Canada, asking about the size and price of a white-jade peace buckle and whether it could be sent to Toronto. Chengzhi printed out the email and held it in his hands, looking at it again and again, as though looking at a document from an ancient caravan.
He immediately called Yide. “Someone really asked! Canada! Do you think this means it has succeeded?”
Ma Yide was excited too, but pressed it down. “Do not rush. The first order must be handled steadily. Photographs, size, price, shipping fee, packaging—confirm everything clearly. Better to be slow by one day than wrong by one step.”
Chengzhi laughed on the other end. “I know, I know. Before ancient caravans left Jade Gate Pass, they also had to check the camel saddles.”
Hearing this, Ma Yide laughed too.
At that moment, two young men of the Ma family, one beside Shanghai’s Huangpu River and the other beneath Urumqi’s Tianshan Mountains, seemed to hear at the same time the ancient camel bells and the sound of modern network dialing woven together.
The Silk Road was finally no longer merely a term in history books.
It came from the dust of Chang’an, from the murals of Dunhuang, from beneath the grape trellises of Turpan, from the jade stones of the Hetian River. It passed again through the commercial tides after reform and opening, through computer screens, English webpages, international emails, and the ambitions of young people, and once more spread toward the world.
Ma Yide understood that Chengzhi’s Hetian jade was only an opening.
In the future, the ancient Western Regions’ raisins, Hami melons, almonds, walnuts, carpets, ethnic musical instruments, and handicrafts might all go out through the network. Uyghur old artisans could go online. Jade farmers by the Hetian River could go online. Fruit farmers in the Grape Valley of Turpan could also go online. Places once separated by mountains, rivers, and deserts were being connected by an invisible road of information.
This was not simple buying and selling.
It was making the faraway no longer far, making the borderlands no longer silent, making the ancient Western Regions speak again in the new age.
Deep at night, Ma Yide stood in the Shanghai office and looked at the map of China on the wall. Shanghai was in the east, the ancient Western Regions in the west, and between them lay ten thousand li of mountains and rivers. He slowly traced his finger from Shanghai to Urumqi, then to Hetian, as though walking along an invisible trade road.
He said softly:
“The ancients used camels to carry silk toward the world; we use the network to send China’s mountains, rivers, and products toward the world.”
Outside the window, Shanghai’s lights were like a sea.
And in the distant ancient Western Regions, the moon over the Tianshan Mountains was bright, snow lay upon the Kunlun Mountains, evening wind gently stirred beneath the grape trellises, and Hetian jade shone quietly beneath the lamp. The ancient road had not died; it had only changed direction. The camel bells had not ceased; they had only become the sound of keyboards.
Today’s sea of commerce was waiting for a new Silk Road.
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Chapter 52
Trade of Ten Thousand Ages Enters Ten Thousand Homes
During those days when he discussed putting Hetian jade online with Chengzhi, there was in fact another, heavier stone pressing all the while upon Ma Yide’s heart.
Goods could be photographed, stories could be written, webpages could be designed, and customers could send inquiries from Canada, America, Hong Kong, and Singapore. But when matters truly reached the step of completing a transaction, the problem stood coldly before them like an iron gate: how was the money to be paid?
On the ancient Silk Road, caravans could carry gold and silver, could barter goods for goods, could obtain credit at relay stations through the trust of acquaintances. But in the modern world of the internet, before buyer and seller had ever met, separated by thousands of mountains and rivers, who would pay first, who would ship first, and who would bear the risk? Overseas customers asked directly: “Can I pay online?” Domestic buyers were even more practical: “Whom do I send the money to? What if the goods do not arrive? What if the money is taken and disappears?”
Each time Ma Yide saw these questions, his heart tightened.
America already had PayPal. That kind of third-party payment method was like setting up a temporary bridge between buyer and seller: the buyer first placed the money on the platform, the seller shipped the goods, and after the buyer confirmed receipt, the money was released. It sounded simple, but once it landed in China, it was not simple at all. China’s banking system was dominated by state-owned banks. Fund settlement, foreign exchange, account management, clearing channels—each step had rules. If a private internet company said that it too wanted to “manage money,” even if only temporarily holding it in custody, it would make people’s hearts jump.
Ma Yide once slapped the table in the Shanghai office and said, “Without payment, Silk Road is only a shop window. No matter how beautiful the window is, it is only for people to look at, not for people to buy.”
At that time, Zhide had only recently returned from Stanford in America, carrying with him the sunlight of Silicon Valley and the sober clarity of Tsinghua. Unlike Yide, he did not strike the table with force. He merely pushed his glasses upward and drew a process on the whiteboard: buyer, seller, platform, bank, confirmation of receipt, dispute handling, refund mechanism, risk reserve.
“Second Brother, technically it can be done,” Zhide said. “The difficulty is the system.”
“The system also needs someone to break through it.”
“Breaking through is possible, but one must not crash to death.” Zhide said calmly, “We are not trying to go around the banks. We need to invite the banks in. We are not playing hide-and-seek with regulators. We must let the regulators understand what we are doing.”
This sentence made Ma Yide remain silent for a long time.
His original merchant’s instinct had been to run first and speak later. But Zhide’s technical instinct was that once the underlying architecture was wrong, the higher the building rose, the worse its collapse would be. The two brothers argued several times. Yide was anxious, saying the market would not wait, and the Americans had already gone ahead. Zhide was cool-headed, saying finance was not selling Hami melons: if one cart of melons went bad, at most one lost money; if an entire payment system went bad, credit would collapse, affecting thousands upon thousands of households.
In the end, they tentatively named this payment platform suited to the Chinese market “Bebebo.”
The name had been proposed by a young female employee in the office. She said, “When people hand money over to us, they should feel as though they are entrusting a child to someone reliable. Bebebo is intimate, easy to remember, and also carries the meaning of a precious thing being safe.” At first, Ma Yide felt the name was too soft and not grand enough. But Zhide said, “What payment fears most is coldness. Trust sometimes begins with a gentle name.”
And so Bebebo remained.
But the name was easy to decide; the road was difficult to walk.
They first went to speak with banks. After the branch president of the first bank listened, he smiled politely, yet slowly closed the lid of his teacup. “President Ma, your idea is very good, but our bank cannot casually open this kind of settlement channel for a private website. Money comes in and goes out—who is responsible? Who recognizes customer disputes? Who bears it if fraud occurs?”
The second bank was even more direct. “Are you trying to run a bank?”
Ma Yide grew anxious. “We are not trying to run a bank. We are helping banks expand online transactions.”
The other party shook his head. “You can say that to us, but if you say it to those above, they may not necessarily feel at ease.”
When they came out of the bank, Shanghai was in a winter night. The wind on the Bund was cold, and the Huangpu River flowed dark and heavy. Lights reflected upon the river surface like gold foil shattered by wind. Ma Yide wrapped his coat tighter around himself, his heart both anxious and bitter. When he had done housing renovation and subleasing in urban villages, landlords had been hard to negotiate with and tenants hard to manage, but those had all been difficulties within the smoke and fire of ordinary life. This barrier now was like facing an invisible high wall. Written upon the wall were two words: credit.
Zhide, however, was steadier than he was.
He led the team in revising the proposal again and again, writing Bebebo as a pilot internet transaction guarantee tool rather than a financial institution. He designed the flow of funds into bank-supervised accounts, with the platform not directly misappropriating or using the money. Every transaction would have a number, a trace, and could be followed. Risk-control clauses, customer real names, merchant qualification review, abnormal transaction freezing mechanisms—each item was added one by one. The whiteboard was erased and rewritten, written and erased again. Late at night, the office lights were often still on; instant noodle boxes and coffee cups piled in the corners of desks; programmers, exhausted, fell asleep on keyboards while the screens still flashed blue.
Looking at his younger brother, Ma Yide suddenly felt that Tsinghua and Stanford had not been studied in vain.
It was not that Zhide did not know how to take risks. He simply wanted to take risk apart, number it, model it, and then lock it in a cage.
The true turning point came from the Shanghai municipal government.
At that time, Shanghai was eager to build itself into an international metropolis, and was also searching for breakthroughs in the new economy, new technology, and new trade. Though the Silk Road platform was still not large, it had an imagination powerful enough to move people: allowing small and medium-sized enterprises across China to connect their products directly to the world market; allowing Hetian jade from the ancient Western Regions, small commodities from Jiangsu and Zhejiang, light industrial goods from Guangdong, and Jiangnan silk to be displayed, inquired about, and traded online. Without payment, all this was only half a bridge. If payment could pass through, it might become a new commercial road.
At one briefing, Ma Yide did not speak too many technical terms.
He only placed two pictures before the leaders.
One was a map of the ancient Silk Road, from Chang’an to Dunhuang, from the ancient Western Regions to Central Asia, caravans crossing the desert.
The other was a network diagram of the Silk Road platform, with Shanghai connected to Urumqi, Hetian, Hangzhou, Canton, and also overseas buyers.
He said, “What ancient trade routes feared most were two things: the road being broken, and trust being broken. Today, the road of the internet already exists, but credit has not yet been repaired. Bebebo is not trying to seize the banks’ rice bowl. It is trying to build a credit relay station for Chinese e-commerce.”
The meeting room was quiet for a moment.
A city leader looked at the picture and slowly said, “This metaphor is good. A relay station is not a kingdom outside the court. It is an institutional arrangement for merchants and travelers to pass safely.”
This sentence was remembered by Ma Yide for many years afterward.
The Shanghai side began coordinating banks, information-industry departments, and financial regulatory positions, reporting upward layer by layer. Materials were submitted and then returned; expert demonstrations, risk assessments, pilot scope, fund supervision, protection of customer rights—each item had to be revised. Central approval was slow in coming, and the air inside the office grew tighter day by day. Some worried that policy might suddenly tighten; some advised Ma Yide not to touch payment for now, but only do an information platform. Others said privately, “This matter is too big. A private company like yours cannot shoulder it.”
Ma Yide also wavered.
Late at night, he often stood alone before the window, looking at the lights of Shanghai. The buildings along the Huangpu River stood lit one after another, like the masts of a new age. He thought of the rotten melon water at Canton North Station, of the first rent he had collected in an urban village, and of his father saying that beyond money accounts there were also heart accounts. If the payment platform succeeded, a great door would open. If it failed, they would not merely lose money; they might lose the credit of Silk Road as well.
Once, he asked Zhide, “Fourth Brother, are you afraid?”
Zhide stared at the screen and only after a long while said, “Yes.”
Ma Yide laughed. “You can be afraid too?”
“I am afraid we are too early, and also afraid we are too late,” Zhide said. “Too early, and the system cannot receive us. Too late, and others will have built the road first. But Second Brother, someone has to lay the first plank between system and market.”
Hearing this, heat rose in Ma Yide’s chest.
Several months later, the approval finally had a result.
The central authorities agreed, with the support of Shanghai, to conduct a limited pilot: funds would enter designated bank-supervised accounts; the platform would only bear the functions of transaction guarantee and information matching, and could not arbitrarily retain or misappropriate customer funds; transaction data would be reported regularly; the dispute-handling mechanism would be filed in advance; cross-border payments would require separate approval.
When the news arrived, the office first fell into silence, then erupted in cheers. Some slapped tables; some wiped their eyes; some rushed into the corridor and shouted, “Approved! Approved!” Zhide alone remained seated before the computer, lowering his head to submit the final line of code. Then he let out a long breath.
Ma Yide walked over and patted his younger brother’s shoulder.
“Bebebo has come alive.”
Zhide lifted his head, and there was light in his eyes too. “It has only just been born.”
Ma Yide smiled. “Birth is enough. The child will grow.”
The first transaction completed through Bebebo was not large. It was only a Canton buyer purchasing a small Hetian jade pendant from the ancient Western Regions, for several hundred yuan. The buyer’s payment entered the bank-supervised account, Chengzhi shipped the item, the buyer confirmed receipt, and the system released the money. At the moment the whole process was completed, Ma Yide stared at the backend page and did not speak for a long time.
Those several hundred yuan were insignificant on the books.
But he knew that this was not several hundred yuan.
It was the first stone of a bridge, the first camel bell before an ancient caravan went out through Jade Gate Pass, the first thread of morning light in Chinese online transactions moving from “visible” to “purchasable.”
Outside the window, Shanghai’s spring rain had just stopped.
Looking at the four characters on the screen—Transaction Completed—Ma Yide suddenly thought of his father’s old abacus. Abacus beads could calculate the price of goods, could calculate rent, could calculate profit, but they could not fully calculate the hardship of an age coming into being from nothing.
He said softly to Zhide, “Fourth Brother, today we did not earn a sum of money.”
Zhide asked, “Then what was it?”
Looking at the sky outside the window as it slowly brightened, Ma Yide said, word by word:
“Today, for the Silk Road in the sea of commerce, we lit a lamp of credit.”
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Chapter 53
The More People You Serve, The More Money You Can Make
After the Bebebo pilot was approved, the Silk Road platform was like a well long dry that suddenly heard the sound of underground water.
Before this, what gave Ma Yide the greatest headache was not the lack of merchants, nor the lack of products, but that everyone was peering in from the doorway, unwilling to truly step inside. Small and medium-sized enterprises around Jiangsu, Zhejiang, and Shanghai were quick-minded, nimble-handed, daring in making goods, and daring in taking orders. Yet as soon as they heard that the platform would charge an annual fee, they immediately frowned.
“President Ma, twenty thousand a year? How much profit does our factory make in a year?”
“If the webpage is put up, who guarantees there will be customers?”
“If an advertisement board is hung by the roadside, at least someone can see it. If it is hung online, what if the money is thrown into the water?”
Later, Yide lowered the annual fee to five thousand, then three thousand, yet many bosses still shook their heads. A lighter-factory boss from Wenzhou spoke most plainly: “President Ma, it is not that I am stingy. This web of yours looks advanced, but right now I cannot receive money, cannot ship goods, and customers are not at ease. Without transactions, a webpage is only a picture.”
The words were unpleasant to hear, but they were true.
At that time, Silk Road was like a road built only halfway. The road surface was broad, the banners beautiful, and the signs written with grandeur, but when it reached the riverbank, there was no bridge. Buyers looked at goods from this side, sellers waved from the other, and between them lay a stretch of water named “trust.” No one dared jump first.
Once Bebebo went through, a bridge finally rose over that water.
The first group of merchants did not rush in all at once, but tested carefully. A Yiwu accessories factory first listed several hair clips, brooches, and keychains. The prices were low, and the photographs rough, yet because Bebebo-guaranteed transactions were supported, it quickly received several small orders from overseas Chinese customers. The Wenzhou lighter-factory boss, who had originally believed the least, heard that a peer had received orders and called Yide the very next day: “President Ma, is my page still there? I will pay the annual fee. Help me add the payment button.”
Ma Yide laughed for a long while on his end of the telephone.
From then on, the numbers in the platform backend began jumping upward day by day.
First came the small commodities of Jiangsu and Zhejiang: Yiwu accessories, Wenzhou lighters, Ningbo stationery, Yongkang hardware, Shaoxing textile fabrics, Huzhou bamboo products, Haining leather goods, Hangzhou silk scarves. Those small factories that in the past had relied on wholesale markets, trade fairs, introductions through acquaintances, and layer upon layer of foreign trade companies suddenly discovered that they too could set up a small stall online. The stall was not large, but it opened toward the whole world.
Then came the products of Southern Yue pouring in.
Small home appliances from Focheng, lighting fixtures from Zhongshan, ceramics from Ruizhou, electronic components from Dongguan, telephones, radios, and calculators from Shenzhen, garments and leather goods from Canton—batch after batch were listed on the platform. The photographs grew clearer and clearer, the English descriptions more and more presentable, and the quotation sheets more and more detailed. Goods that in the past had been hidden inside factories, market stalls, and wholesale markets seemed overnight to have been moved into bright display windows.
Later still, products from all across the country arrived.
Chengzhi’s Hetian jade, raisins, and almonds from the ancient Western Regions; tea and handicrafts from Fujian; agricultural machinery parts from Shandong; towels and glass products from Hebei; condiments from Sichuan; wooden products from the Northeast; porcelain from Jiangxi; dried and fresh flowers and ethnic silver ornaments from Yunnan. Every place entered the platform carrying the scent of its own mountains and rivers, and its own craftsmanship. The map of China on the office wall was filled densely with little red flags by the young employees, like a spring field beginning to sprout.
What stirred Ma Yide most was that even those bosses who had once understood the internet least began learning to say “go online.”
The Wenzhou boss called and began by asking, “How many inquiries today?”
The Yiwu lady boss personally sent over a box of new samples and said, “That photograph on the webpage does not look good. My daughter says it should be changed to a prettier one.”
The factory director of the Focheng home-appliance plant was even more anxious. “Can Bebebo handle batch payments? Customers on our side place orders for dozens of units at a time.”
Chengzhi in the ancient Western Regions was the most excited, calling almost every few days. “Yide, that customer in Canada bought two more jade pieces. There is also a Frenchman asking whether raisins can be sold wholesale. Tell me, is that not strange—a Frenchman asking me online about raisins from the ancient Western Regions!”
Ma Yide laughed. “It is not strange. On the ancient Silk Road, grapes originally traveled from the Western Regions toward farther places. Today the road has simply changed.”
The office too was utterly transformed.
Before, there were few people, the telephone sometimes did not ring several times in a day, and young employees sat before computers feeling empty inside. Now, the fax machine spat paper all day; telephone bells rose one after another; emails surged in like tides. The technical group added servers, the customer-service group worked in shifts to answer messages, the business group reviewed merchant qualifications, the editorial group revised English descriptions, and the Bebebo risk-control group watched for abnormal transactions. At eleven o’clock at night, the office was still brightly lit, boxed meals piled at the corners of desks, and the whiteboard filled with issues: refund rules, logistics delays, counterfeit complaints, merchant ratings, cross-border inquiries, wholesale zones.
Ma Yide often walked past these desks deep at night, and waves of heat rose in his heart.
He knew that what had truly come alive was not merely a website.
It was credit that had come alive.
In the past, merchants were unwilling to pay twenty thousand yuan in annual fees because they could not see the return; buyers did not dare place orders because they could not see the protection. Bebebo broke each transaction into steps that could be trusted: buyer payment, bank supervision, seller shipment, buyer confirmation, platform release of funds. The system was like an invisible hand, supporting the most fragile worry on both sides. Once people dared to trust, goods dared to flow; once goods dared to flow, money dared to move; once money moved, the market awakened.
This was the most joyful breakthrough.
It was not merely the addition of a button, nor simply one more technical function, but a new road ground out by force between China’s financial rules, the supervision of state-owned banks, the innovation of private internet enterprises, and the support of local government. That road was not wide; at first it even shook a little, but it was enough for the first merchants to push their carts across.
Ma Yide once told the team, “What we are doing is not a business of collecting annual fees. If we think only of annual fees, merchants will always find us expensive. We must let them earn money here. As long as they earn money, the platform will naturally have rice to eat.”
And so the fee model also changed.
Annual fees were no longer the only threshold. Small merchants could enter at low cost, even try it first; the platform took service fees from transactions, advertising fees from promotion, and built merchant levels through credit guarantees. This change allowed more small and medium-sized enterprises to dare come in. Bosses who had once refused annual fees of three thousand or five thousand later were willing to pay more for a good position, a good recommendation, or an overseas special feature. Because at last they could see that their money was not being handed to an empty webpage, but being poured into a river with flowing water.
One evening, the platform backend showed that the day’s transaction volume had for the first time broken through a number that made the whole office cheer.
The young people gathered around the screen and applauded. Someone shook open soda as though it were champagne, spraying foam all over the floor. Zhide stood nearby, rarely showing a smile. Ma Yide, however, suddenly grew quiet. He thought of the cart of rotten melons he had opened at Canton North Rail Station, the hot stench that had rushed into his face; he thought of the monthly salary of less than five hundred yuan in the Provincial Chemical Construction office; he thought of the first whitewashed rental room in an urban village; he thought of his father’s words: “Beyond money accounts, there are heart accounts.”
Now, standing before a computer screen in Shanghai, he watched goods from all across the country gather online, then scatter outward toward the world. At that moment, he suddenly understood that all his early stumbles seemed to have been pushing him toward this place.
The ancient Silk Road had relied on camel caravans to send silk, jade, grapes, and spices beyond the frontier passes. Today’s Silk Road relied on credit, networks, and institutional innovation to send the goods of countless Chinese small and medium-sized enterprises toward the world. When one button lit up, behind it were bank accounts, regulatory approvals, program code, the sweat of merchants, and the courage of an age finally daring to trial and make errors.
Ma Yide looked at the orders constantly jumping on the screen and said softly:
“The road is open.”
Zhide asked, “Which road?”
Ma Yide smiled, light in his eyes.
“The road from Chinese factories to the world market. The road from not daring to trust, to daring to complete a transaction.”
Outside the window, Shanghai’s night was prosperous, and the waters of the Huangpu River flowed eastward. Inside the office, telephones were still ringing, keyboards were still sounding, and the laughter of young people was still rising. These sounds gathered together like the first true tide on the commercial sea of a new age.
And Silk Road, within that tide, finally came alive.
Now, as for Ma Chengye, the eldest son of Ma Zhihui, the eldest uncle in the ancient Western Regions: after graduating from the police academy, he remained there to teach. After several years, he was already a division-level instructor.
He had a well-proportioned bearing, and his speech was disciplined and precise. When lecturing, he was neither hurried nor slow, yet he naturally carried an authority that could hold the room. Seated below were not only young cadets, but also police-station chiefs, grassroots public security cadres, and public-order backbone personnel transferred from various counties, cities, districts, and towns of the autonomous region for training. Some of these people had been darkened by the sun, some carried wind and sand on their faces, and some, after wearing uniforms for many years, already had between their brows the hard spirit particular to local cadres. Chengye lectured on public-order management, border stability, grassroots handling, and mass work in ethnic regions. On the blackboard were written institutional clauses; from his mouth came discipline and measure. Yet in his heart, he understood that this land of the ancient Western Regions had never been something a few teaching plans could explain clearly.
His wife worked in the Urumqi Public Security Department and handled matters efficiently. His father-in-law was also the Party secretary of Aksu. At the family dinner table, when Southern Xinjiang affairs were occasionally mentioned, voices would naturally lower a little. Once those place names were spoken, they seemed to carry the sand of the Gobi, the dust of oases, the wind of the border, and also much heaviness that could not be clearly explained.
In those years, a special kind of place began appearing one after another across the autonomous region. Outwardly, they were often spoken of as training, management, employment transformation, stability projects; in documents, the wording was neat, and in reports, the language grand. But from some students, Chengye had also heard details from another side: high walls, iron gates, numbers, centralized lodging, unified schedules, repeated study, restricted family visits. In some places, workshops had even been set up inside—sewing, gloves, textiles, shoes and hats, simple electronic components. Once the assembly lines began, the machines sounded all day without pause. Goods came out from there, traveled through foreign trade channels, were shipped box by box to inland ports, and then exported to places around the world.
At first, these things had no direct relationship with the Silk Road platform.
The platform listed more Hetian jade, raisins, almonds, carpets, ethnic crafts, and small light-industrial goods. But once business came alive, sources of goods flowed like water toward lower places. Certain merchants began uploading gloves, garments, fabrics, shoes, and cotton textiles produced in the ancient Western Regions, with prices astonishingly low and supply volumes astonishingly large. The young people in the business group saw only “cheap, stable, exportable,” and excitedly reported to Yide, “President Ma, this type of product is very suitable for the wholesale section.”
Ma Yide looked at the quotation sheets, yet frowned.
“With prices this low, how are wages calculated?”
The other person could not answer, only saying that the supplier said there was local policy support and the advantage of centralized production.
Yide did not immediately reject it, but pressed the materials down on the desk and said nothing for a long time. He had done foreign trade and knew there must be reasons behind low prices. He had also done housing renovation and subleasing in urban villages, and knew that once people were calculated as costs, dignity would be pressed very thin.
Later, Chengzhi called him from Urumqi, and there was also some hesitation in his words. “Yide, some goods had better be checked clearly before going online. The situation here in the ancient Western Regions is complicated. Not every cheap good can be touched.”
“What have you heard?” Yide asked.
Chengzhi was silent for a moment. “It is not good to say over the phone. In short, some factories have guards standing at the gate, and they do not look like ordinary factories. The workers going in and out do not look like ordinary workers either.”
Yide held the telephone, and his heart sank.
Before long, emails from overseas customers also arrived. First, a small European trading company asked for proof of origin. Then came a letter from a North American Chinese buyer, polite in tone yet sharp: “May I ask whether the textiles from the ancient Western Regions on your platform involve forced-labor controversies? Can you provide independent audits?”
The office fell quiet for a moment.
The words “forced labor” landed upon everyone’s heart like a piece of cold iron. Some said foreigners did not understand China’s national conditions. Some said the platform merely matched buyers and sellers and need not manage so much. Others said quietly that if international human-rights organizations began watching, the trouble would become great.
Listening to everyone argue, Ma Yide suddenly remembered what his father Ma Cunhui had once said on that hot-spring night in Qianzhou: however beautiful the accounts, one must not calculate people out of existence.
He did not give a passionate speech. He made only one decision: for all bulk textiles, garments, gloves, shoes, hats, and similar products involving special channels in the ancient Western Regions, homepage recommendations would be temporarily suspended; suppliers would have to submit production sources, employment documentation, factory-area photographs, and third-party inspection materials. Those that could not explain clearly would not be given key promotion.
Someone grew anxious. “President Ma, this will lose orders.”
Yide raised his head and looked at him. “Losing orders is lighter than losing credit.”
When Chengye learned of this matter, during a family dinner back in Urumqi, he once looked across half the table at Yide, his gaze very deep. He was within the system; there were many things he could not say, and should not say. After dinner, the two men smoked in the courtyard. The night in the direction of the Tianshan Mountains was heavy.
Chengye said only one sentence: “Yide, matters in the ancient Western Regions have deep waters. You are doing a platform; do not stretch your hands too quickly.”
Looking at the single red glow of his cigarette tip, Yide said in a low voice, “Brother, I only want to know whether behind the goods stands a person who can freely go home.”
Chengye was silent for a long time and did not answer.
Far away, the city lights were bright. The night wind of Urumqi carried dry cold and the faint sense of sand. The ancient Silk Road had once sent jade, grapes, carpets, and songs toward the world; but if the new commercial road cared only for speed and profit, it might also package certain silent cries into cargo boxes along the way.
That night, Yide suddenly understood: the larger the platform became, the less its eyes could stare only at orders.
Because some business, even when completed, is still a loss; some money, even when received, burns the hand; some roads, though they seem to lead to the world, must first pass through conscience.
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