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In-Laws and Outlaws: Matrimony and Mayhem 1

The entire manor was decked out to the nines to reflect the festive mood. Some distance away the sounds of the firecrackers, drums and gongs reverberating for several miles
heralded the approach of the bridal party. The bridegroom led the procession with his usual sombre demeanour. The general assumption shared by well-wishers was that this
was the happiest day of the groom's life but if judged only by his countenance and not by the red apparel that he was draped in, he could quite as easily been striding towards
the execution grounds. Grooms as a rule were generally not expected to be carrying weaponry on such occasions but this one from all appearance was taking no chances and had
his favourite sword strapped to his back. His elders insisted that it was darkly inauspicious to be arming himself on such an auspicious occasion but he brushed them off
brusquely as was now his custom. Praying for good fortune despite such defiance, his forbearing elders resigned themselves to the idiosyncrasies of their surviving scion with
grudging admiration. His obstinacy though tiresome bordering on disrespectful at times was at least, they would console themselves, a demonstration that he was nobody's fool.
His choices were his own and he owned their consequences. They came to the reluctant conclusion that it took a certain kind of bullish courage to break with long-standing
tradition. Noting that the same courage had served him well on other fronts, it was too late in the day to complain about any kind of innate pigheadedness.

Closeted in the sedan chair hidden under the red veil held in place by an ornate headdress was the blushing bride completely out of her element. As the gongs and clangs
reached her ears, she felt no different to a puppet dancing to someone else's tune in someone else's operatic strain. At the vehement insistence of the groom, she reluctantly
allowed herself to be carted about in such fashion. He wanted the entire ceremony, with all its trappings, to be played out for the whole world to see despite all protestations on
her part. All protestations inevitably fell on deaf ears. A noisy, public wedding was the last thing she had envisaged. The groom she wanted certainly but all the extraneous
baggage that came with the accouterments for matrimony felt weighty, cumbersome and ostentatious. But the groom in a fit of moonstruck madness it seemed, was adamant
that everyone in the proverbial village be invited and that the woman of his dreams be paraded like a show pony. On some level the show pony was relieved to be hidden in the
sedan chair away from the glare of public scrutiny but she was desperately wishing that the advance to the ceremonial hall would be over and done with sooner rather than later.
Nevertheless, despite the layers of discomfort and awkwardness she felt about the entire affair, the bride was secretly pleased that the groom had thrown all his energies into
making all the fanfare a reality. In this instance she saw an equivalence between effort and heart. She, of course, would never openly admit that donning red would give her that
much pleasure but the symbolism of the occasion was especially meaningful considering all the difficulties that they had to overcome to get to where they were. Nothing had
come easily for them. It never seemed to be the right time. But the red gown, the veil and all the outward paraphernalia that marked the occasion was soon to be more than just
a celebration of overcoming trials.

Days before the wedding, she had stood in front of the bridal robe for what seemed like hours, contemplating over it, letting the implications wash over her. Earlier on in life,
matrimony had been merely an idea… a word… an intelligible sound formed by the air around them. However, with the dress hanging off the bedpost in its silken glory, the reality
of what she was about to undertake began to seep into the recess of her mind. She… was embarking on a different journey… one that she had never dared imagine herself on.
Marriage had been a foreign land… something that seemed inevitable for others. For her it had been out of reach and out of mind.

"So how are you, my dear Qiao Qiao? Is that man treating you well?"

The mercurial crown prince of Liang had stretched himself in leisurely fashion on the lawn beside the waterfall, making himself more than a little at home at Qing Shan Yuan.
Setting aside key matters of state and all thoughts of his wayward sibling, he was basking in the warmth of the morning sun like the local lizards who had come out to play.

It was a month before the wedding and Xiao Ce was doing his rounds between the palace, prison, and pleasure houses. Not necessarily in that order with no assurance of any
equal division of time amongst them. Despite his hectic schedule, he even found time to invite himself over to see an old friend.

"Wonderfully well," was the brief response.
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He sat up and looked her over like a conscientious physician. "You seem cheerful enough. Well, if you change your mind, I'm here for another few days. I can take you back to
Liang with me if things don't work out for you here. I could quite easily make you a noble consort if you find yourself unappreciated here. "

Qiao Qiao was trying desperately not to laugh. The man who was referred to obliquely was hovering over his woman like a loyal watchdog with an expression that could be said
to be mildly homicidal. A noise that vaguely sounded like a growl escaped his lips that conveyed clear intentions. She turned to him and whispered something in his ear. He
nodded and proceeded to walk away obediently.

Xiao Ce was grinning from ear to ear. "It's good to see that he trusts you enough to leave you alone with a man who is making a play for your affections."

"He has no reason whatsoever to be concerned." Chu Qiao smiled contentedly and then eyed him warily. "But seriously, why are you really here?"

"Believe it or not, I am really here to flirt with you. To win you over and take you back with me to Liang."

"I wasn't born yesterday, Xiao Ce," Chu Qiao clucked good-naturedly. "And I know you. You're up to something. You're always up to something."

"Seriously. I swear, I only have your interests at heart." The prince protested rather too much.

"Hmmmm…" The lady was decidedly unconvinced.

"Are you sure you're happy here? With that fuddy duddy? Living with him can't be much fun. He's so… serious and… colourless. I doubt he would know what fun means even if it
hit him between the eyes."

"So you're here to save me from a life of dreariness?"

"Absolutely! I am here to woo your heart and bring joy to your world."

"Don't concern yourself too much. Like you, Xiao Ce… There are two sides to Yuwen Yue. There is the side which the whole world sees and then there's the other side that is kept
hidden from it."

"Me? Two sides? What a joke! Don't compare me to that stick-in-the-mud."

"You two have far more in common than you think."

A groan flew out the prince's lips. "Please, don't insult me."

"Insult? It was a compliment."

"Please Qiao Qiao, you're breaking my heart."

Tickled by this obvious display of the dramatic, all the lady could do in response to that statement was break out into a fit of hearty laughter.

Meanwhile, on the other side of mansion the young master was receiving reports from his aide who had been making inquiries about their uninvited guest.

"Xiao Ce did pay a visit to Xiao Yu in prison before making his way here. It seemed that he didn't stay long. He hasn't made any attempts to secure her release so far."

"So I was right. They're political adversaries."

"Some of our people from Eyes of God say that she's been working for a very long time behind the scenes to replace him with her own birth brother."

The young master nodded slowly. "I had heard rumours of this years ago. Xiao Ce is the younger son after all."

"Why do you think he's really come to Qing Shan Yuan? Is it really to see Miss Xing'er?"

"It's certainly one of the reasons he's come here."

"If you don't mind me saying, he's rather a little too free with her."

"I imagine it's part of the game he plays to protect himself and his precarious position. But the concern and the affection for Xing'er is genuine, I believe."

"You don't see him as a threat?"



"Politically? I would never rule that out as a future possibility especially now that there's no marriage connection between our two countries. To some extent it suits the state of
Liang to be the bystander in continuing hostilities between Wei and Yan Xun. Of course there are no guarantees that things will go in their favour. I suppose he could be taking
the opportunity to spy out the landscape while he's here on a diplomatic mission. We do have access to the largest spy network in the land after all. As for whether he's a serious
love rival, I don't think it even occurs to Xing'er that he could be the least bit serious about all his professions."

"But you didn't seem all that happy when he was flirting with her."

"No man with any kind of self-respect could be when another man encroaches into his territory and propositions his woman. I have to, at the very least, give the impression that
I had taken offence. Otherwise Xing'er will think I don't care enough. "

"So it was an act?"

"Not entirely."

Although he wisely said nothing in response, inwardly Yue Qi was amused that his young master would openly admit to being susceptible to the foibles of mere mortals as the
next man.

"So you're really going to marry that stick-in-the-mud?" Xiao Ce was nothing if not persistent.

"Stop calling him that. He's a good man."

"Ack! 'Good man' sounds incredibly boring. I can offer you so much more. Fun, frivolity, fashion."

"Fun, frivolity and fashion perhaps but I'd only be one among the numerous women in your harem. Nothing could be more uninteresting to me than having to sit around and wait
for my turn with the crown prince. Besides, I've had enough of princes and their promises."

"Yeah, but so far they've only been revenge-taking princes. I'm different, I'm cheerful. You could easily become my favourite consort."

"You're not a bad fellow, Xiao Ce but the answer is still no. I really like Yuwen Yue and things are going well for us."

"Ack! You insist on ruining my well-earned reputation as a successful seducer of women and hurting my feelings with such language."

"You're a survivor Xiao Ce. You'll live."

"Such a cruel woman."

"Not as cruel as you are to that sister of yours. I'm surprised you left her in prison."

"Why did you have to bring her up? We were having such a lovely conversation before that."

"Says the man who called me a cruel woman."

"We may have the same father but she's no sister of mine."

"Yet another reason not to get involved with the heirs to thrones."

"I'll have you know that she started it first. She's been trying to kill me for years." Xiao Ce affected as much indignance as he was able to. "I'm an easy-going fellow for the most
part. I don't show my teeth unless I have to."

"That's why I stand by what I said earlier. You and Yuwen Yue have a lot more in common than you realise."

"Does that stick-in-the-mud put up with all your insulting comments too?"

"Of course. I'm an insufferable woman to live with."

"He has my sympathies."

The corruption scandal that had rocked the nation of Wei sent the nobility reeling from the impact. It wasn't because recent revelations about the abduction of young girls for
sexual exploitation gave offence to anyone's strongly held moral code or because the underbelly of corruption was horrifyingly systemic. The real reason behind their outrage was
because actual names were given in connection with accusations of bribery, espionage and by extension treason… because the web of intrigue had form… there were faces
attached to it and in some instances, it was very close to home. Too close to home for comfort in fact. Fearing the political repercussions, the Wang clan had secretly sent



assassins to eliminate the "evidence" or anyone associated with any kind of evidence. That exercise which cost them a small fortune turned out to be an abject failure when they
were quickly dispatched by Yuwen Yue and his band of misfits. In the final analysis, the true horror of the scandal for the nobles was the weakened power of the clans. It gave
Prince Xiang the kind of political leverage not just to launch a criminal investigation into the misuse of government funds by high ranking officials but to keep the clans in check.
He'd been handed the whip and he was resolved to wield it. The entire court peopled by realists knew that it was inevitable and cowered to his newfound authority. Their survival
was on the line. Talk of impeaching Yuwen Yue died down to nary a whisper.

Lin Ke talked. In fact, he sang… for his supper… and to keep the head on his shoulders. The manager of the silk facility's tongue wagged incessantly when he knew that the
evidence against his culpability was irrefutable. He implicated all the known culprits and a few unknown accomplices in so far as his life depended on it. The result was that heads
fell under the hand of the executioner's blade while he managed to keep his on the condition that he spend his remaining days in the cholera-afflicted refugee camp.

His Royal Highness meant for the executions to serve as a warning to those who would resist. Politically he had to tread carefully. It was prudent on his part not to push the
nobles too far. Despite the temptation to come down hard, he gave the families some breathing room while targeting specific individuals mentioned in Lin Fushu's ledger.
Depending on the severity of their crimes, they were given options to keep their wealth in exchange for supporting reforms regarding the indiscriminate abduction of girls to be
used as sex slaves. They were also encouraged to donate generously to the relief effort in exchange for immunity from widespread prosecution of entire families. There was no
other recourse. The emperor was very frail and at death's door and there was someone else calling the shots.

True to the terms of their earlier negotiation, Prince Xiang pardoned a certain Miss Chu and her ever-loyal band of Xiuli men in very public fashion. His rationale was that they
had rendered great service to the country by helping uncover a spy ring as undercover agents. He did, however, insist on certain provisos. The Xiuli battalion had to be disbanded
and absorbed anonymously into other defence units. They were also given the option to return to Yanbei to help Yuan Song with the rebuilding there or to continue serving under
the auspices of the Eyes of God under Yuwen Yue. Some, with surviving families back in Yanbei elected to go and others chose to remain in Wei as Eyes of God assets.

As promised, he compensated the two surviving girls, Xiao Le and Shui Zhu, with gold and dowry confiscated from Lin Fushu's plunder.

They watched Xiao Ce amble jauntily into his mode of transportation and waved cheerfully goodbye to them before slouching lazily into his seat.

"So what did he want?" The young master of the mansion asked as they watch the back of the carriage disappear down the driveway.

Chu Qiao responded with a faint look of amusement. "Not much. Nothing more than what you heard him say. He repeated his offer to take me back to Liang and make me his
noble consort. I doubt that he was in earnest."

"I disagree. I think he was," was the stoic response.

The lady looked at her man some degree of relish. "You don't need to be worried… or jealous… He is just being playful…."

"… and very concerned. It's as if he knows something of importance but is unsure about what part he should play." The young master interjected quickly.

The lady shook her head knowingly. "Jealousy is causing your imagination to be over active."

"I hope that's all it is." The young master seemed to be maintaining his composure admirably.

"Why? Did he say something to you?" Her curiosity was piqued.

The young master took his time before putting his thoughts into words. "He said a number of things… desultory, apparently meaningless things… and asked about the
architecture, the furnishings… while scanning the hall and the study with great interest."

"Really? Maybe he's just interested in buildings."

"Perhaps. But he didn't come across to me as someone who was asking as a mere enthusiast. It felt purposeful, deliberate and specific. It was as if he was surveying the mansion
to see how safe or secure it is."

As the light dawned, Chu Qiao's eyes grew rounder than usual. "Are you suggesting that he's planning to break in?"

The young master shook his head. "Not necessarily him but someone else might be."

"But why? What do you mean someone else? Yuwen Yue, aren't you just letting your jealousy get the better of you?"

"If only that was it." The young master remarked, deep in thought.

"What do you mean by 'someone else'? He's hired someone to break into this place?"

"I don't think so. Otherwise he wouldn't have been so obvious about it."



"Then…"

"I think he was trying to tell me… us… something."

"That we're about to be burgled?"

"That's the part I'm not sure about."

"Do you think it has anything to do with Xiao Yu?"

Yuwen Yue gave it some thought before saying, "It could I suppose but she's in gaol right now and he's the only person she's seen."

"Maybe she told him something."

"Maybe… but if she had, I'm sure he would have came right out and said it. They're not especially on good terms so if she's hatching something he would like nothing better than
another reason to get her into more trouble. Besides if she were really up to something, he'd be the last person she'd confide in. My guess is that he doesn't quite know himself.
He's expecting something undoubtedly but he's not sure."

"Why act all mysterious? Why not just say what the issue is?"

"Don't know. But Xiao Ce likes to play things close to his chest and perhaps he's torn between his own interests and his affection for you."

"Honestly I don't think he cares that much for me. It's all a game to him."

"Not where you're concerned."

The conversation with Yuwen Yue left her with plenty of food for thought. Knowing him and knowing that he wasn't given to fanciful notions no matter what his feelings happen to
be, much what he said made sense to her as she attempted to reconstruct her earlier conversation with Xiao Ce especially when trying to recall the manner in which he spoke to
her. Yuwen Yue was right, Xiao Ce was definitely up to something. Her immediate thought was to march to the palace and put the question to him. If Yuwen Yue was right and
Xiao Ce was truly concerned for her safety, it would be better for her to ask him herself. However it also occurred to her that Xiao Ce might in all probability not give her a
straight answer. Her next thought was confronting Xiao Yu in the hope that she might have the answers. It was time that the two of them had a nice long chat anyway. Hence,
the intrepid Miss Chu on the pretext that she was taking Xiao Le and Shui Zhu to the merchant district to purchase new clothing, left the manor and headed discreetly for the
palace prison.

As far as the girls were concerned, there was no pretext. Once the girls saw the goods that were on offer they dashed excitedly from stall to stall picking out ribbons, accessories
and toys for Xiao Le's siblings. Chu Qiao smiled contentedly watching them in this carefree state. It was good to see them happy and able to enjoy just being young women
without the burden of the past weighing heavily on them. When all that was done, they dragged her to a dress shop, which claimed to have all the latest styles available. It never
occurred to her until then that what she was wearing though adequate was rather plain especially when compared to the gorgeous array of colours and designs that were
displayed all around the shop. The girls insisted that she pick something as a present. Chu Qiao protested and said that she could afford to buy her own clothing. But the girls
wouldn't hear of it informing her in no uncertain terms that they wouldn't take 'no' for an answer. In the end pester power won the day and she was cajoled into accepting a gift.
The gift however had to be selected and tried on first. This meant that the younger women could take gleeful pleasure in dressing up their "Big Sister" in a whole range of outfits.
To her own great surprise, Chu Qiao got into the spirit of things and found enjoyment in the experience of being put into pretty clothes. It felt like she tried everything in the
shop but in the end she chose a lovely yellow ensemble that flattered her petite figure. She wasn't able to suppress a blush when the younger women mischievously informed her
that Young Master Yue wouldn't be able to take his eyes off her once he saw her in it.

After procuring some new apparel, the young women wandered into a nearby inn, which was a known favourite among wealthier clientele, to indulge in some local delicacies.
Spending money, it seemed, was hungry work. An eager waiter ushered them to a seat by the window and saw to it that they were comfortably settled before asking them for
their order. The women asked to be served the local tea and steamed dian xin to replenish whatever energy they had spent in the shops.

Xiao Le expressed her awe at witnessing the hive of activity. "Sister, this place seems to be very popular. It's full of people coming and going all the time."

"I've never been here myself." Have I ever had the time?

"Something here smells wonderful." Shui Zhu commented as the surrounding aroma filled her nostrils. "I never thought I would ever be able to come to a place like this."

Chu Qiao nodded. She too had never given thought to such luxuries in her bid for constant survival. She ate to live and was satisfied with that. Any more than that was pure
extravagance. One had to be in a single place long enough to have such long-term material aspirations beyond mere survival.



When the food arrived, the young women devoured the sumptuous offerings with gusto. Every bite was accompanied by exclamations of delight, each bite seemingly better than
the one before. Xiao Le, the talkative one, made the remark that she had only heard about food like that and wondered how a person could learn to make food that could
transcend words.

The waiter that served them came to clean up after they were done. Xiao Le reached into her money pouch to pay but was stopped by the waiter.

"It's on the house, Miss."

The girls looked up in surprise.

"Really? Why?"

"The owner wants to thank Miss Chu here. We all know what she did to help take down Lin Fushu's cabal."

"There's no need. It was the right thing to do but what did Lin Fushu do to him?"

"We lost a couple of women from Yanbei who were working here. When the owner tried to report them missing, he was stonewalled and then he received death threats not long
afterwards."

"I'm sorry to hear that."

"There are a lot of business owners who were happy to hear about that man's death… and now that his operation has been blown wide open, it's even better."

"I had no idea."

"If you ask around and dig deep enough, you'll hear many more stories about missing working girls. People won't talk to the officials but they will talk to you."

"I'll keep that in mind."

"The owner wants you to know that you're welcome anytime. You and Young Master Yue."

"Thank you."

As Chu Qiao walked out of the eating establishment, thankful for the encounter, the possibility struck her that due to their involvement in anti-corruption activities, Xiao Ce could
have been trying to warn them of revenge attacks by anyone who had been touched by the events surrounding its unravelling. If there were those who were glad to be free from
the criminal elements, likewise there had to be others who were disgruntled at being severed from the teat of bribery and corruption.

While she was musing over the possible fallout from her involvement in dismantling a major criminal enterprise, she failed to notice a young boy about ten years old, covered in
ragged attire, running in their direction. From the perspective of onlookers, he seemed to be weaving speedily along the main thoroughfare, looking behind his shoulders as if he
was the object of some kind of pursuit. Before she was aware of what was happening, the boy ran straight into her and they both fell onto the ground with a thud.

Just as she was dusting off, a voice boomed out of nowhere.

"Stop that child!"

A large man appeared on the scene with a large cleaver in his right hand brandished in a menacing fashion.

Chu Qiao recovered at once and instinctively shielded the boy. "He's just a child. What has he done?"

"He has stolen food."

Chu Qiao glanced at the boy, noted his overall appearance and was immediately on the offensive. "Even so, there's no need to be hostile and resort to violence."

The large man grunted like a raging bull. "I don't care how old they are. If they can't afford to pay they shouldn't touch my stuff."

"It's just a few items…"

The man's exasperation had reached its limit and he launched into a tirade. "He's not the only one. It's not an isolated incident. There are more and more of them every day.
These children are destroying my business and I can't maintain the loss long-term. I have a family and children too."

Chu Qiao nodded and reached into her robe for her purse. "Alright," she said as she pulled it out and took out a few silver ingots. "Is this enough?"

"One silver ingot will do." The man conceded. "But you can't keep doing this, Miss. You can't help them all. You'll go broke. There are just too many mouths to feed."



"Why are there so many of them?"

"Most of them are flood refugees. They've lost their parents. There's no one taking care of them so they're running amok."

"The flood relief…"

"Hasn't been getting out to them quickly enough. Some of them are cholera orphans."

"I understand. I will take care of the boy."

"You can't take care of all of them, Miss."

"Where can most of them be found?"

"Near the northern gate and the place where the cholera patients are being quarrantined."

"I know where that is. I've been there before."

"Then you should know Miss that that's no place for anyone much less a lady like yourself."

"Miss, you are not allowed in here. We have strict orders to maintain quarantine."

Several guards were posted at the entrance of the refugee shelter to prevent people from coming or going.

"I am Chu Qiao, Prince Xiang can vouch for me personally."

"I have heard of you Miss Chu but right now, even if His Highness were here, he would be prevented from entering."

"It's a matter of urgency. I found this boy in the southern district and his family might be in here."

"That could be the case but there's no way of proving that right now."

"Surely there must be somewhere to take him to?"

"We are in the process of finding a location…"

"These children are running around looking for food. Relief is needed and they're not getting to the people who need it most.

"We're doing our best. Our human resources are being stretched to the limit, Miss."

Before she could say another word, the guard turned away and walked back to his post. Apparently he had decided that he'd said enough.

Chu Qiao sighed. The relief effort was moving rather slowly but she understood why. She didn't feel right abandoning the boy after taking responsibility for him thus far. As she
was wondering what her next course of action should be, she heard someone saying behind her.

"Things haven't been easy. They are making progress though."

Chu Qiao swung around and saw that a bearded man in his late forties had spoken. He had a noble demeanour that spoke of untold experiences. He'd been witness to her
conversation with the guard and saw her frustration.

"There are many like that boy who have wandered outside the refugee camp… all wanting to know what's happened to their parents."

She clenched her fist and felt the anger building up inside her. "It's abject failure on the part of the officials. If these people had received relief sooner, none of this would have
happened."

"It's true that when officials are incompetent, it's the commoners that suffer the most. It's hard to believe that something like that could have happened right at the door step of
the royal family."

"You must be new around here, Uncle. It isn't just incompetence. There's been systemic corruption brewing in Chang'an for a long time."

"I've been away from Chang'an for many years now. I've been living at the border."



"What brings you to Chang'an, Mr…?"

"Xuan. My son lives here and I'm here to visit him."

"You've definitely chosen an interesting time to be in Chang'an."

"Apparently." The man smiled. "I hear that Prince Xiang is a good man and he's doing something to clean up corruption here."

"Well, he's alright I suppose." The lady acknowledged grudgingly. "But he's had help."

"You seem to know something about it, Miss…?" The serious look on Mr Xuan's face transformed into something more amiable and warmer.

"Chu. Chu Qiao." She paused a moment before adding, "Just a little. Clearly, to be able to bring down an organization of this scale requires the efforts of more than one person."

"Undoubtedly."

"But looking at these children… homeless and perhaps orphaned… it feels like the clean up has only just begun."

"As you've said, one person cannot do everything."

"But I must do something. I can't leave them here to fend for themselves and resort to stealing."

"Are you thinking of taking them home?"

"Yes," She said briefly, "My fiancé will probably not be too happy but he will let it slide in the end. He may even have a longer term solution. If there's anyone who has any ideas,
it will be him. Not too sure about his grandfather though."

"Your fiancé? You live with your fiancé?"

"It's a complicated situation but I have no family of my own."

"I see." The man stroked his heard and scanned the ragamuffins that had gathered around this unusual woman. "There must be about twenty children here. It will be difficult for
you to handle them on your own."

"It's fine. Xiao Le and Shui Zhu here can help me."

"What about I come along with you and help you manage these children?"

Chu Qiao hesitated. "How can I trouble a stranger?"

"It's no trouble at all."

"Aren't you on your way to visit your son, Mr Xuan?"

"There's plenty of time for that. I'll be in the city for at least a month and I'm interested to see how much the city has changed since I left almost ten years ago. Meanwhile, Miss
Chu, you can tell me more about the corruption scandal that everyone's talking about."

Chu Qiao was of two minds in this instance. She couldn't be sure of this man's intentions although he seemed genuinely keen to help. With all that had been going on, she
couldn't be too cautious. Yet there something about his manner that seemed familiar and trustworthy. At least that's what her instincts seemed to be telling her. Though dressed
like a famer, he had the air of a military man… of someone who was a leader.

"What did you do at the border?"

"All kinds of things. Farming, hunting. I was in the military most of my life."

"I thought as much."

"Were you in the military too, Miss Chu?"

"Yes, for a time."

"Is that how you met your fiancé?"



"I met him much earlier but the last time we met on the battlefield brought us back together again."

"You seem to have an unusual story for a young woman your age."

"You have no idea."

"Try me."

As a semi-large procession of individuals headed for the hill that led to Qing Shan Yuan, the young master of the manor was alerted to the fact that Miss Xing'er had managed to
find a new troop of strays, comprised primarily of children, to adopt and was on her way back to Qing Shan Yuan. He heaved a sigh of relief and a faint expression of amusement
was dancing on his lips. It didn't take long for Xing'er to tumble into yet another misadventure, but this was preferable to her being exposed yet again to physical injury.
Immediately he dropped the report he was reading and went to meet them at the main entrance quite prepared to play the role of the exasperated, long-suffering fiancé.

When Chu Qiao spotted him closer to home, she waved cheerfully only to be greeted by a stony expression that left her feeling cold and awkward. Her heart sank. Considering
the imposition, she wasn't expecting a warm reception but that reaction was even worse than she had expected. His displeasure was going to make a difficult situation more
uncomfortable particularly as she had allowed a strange, albeit older man, to tag along with them. Still it was up to her to make the best of it and alleviate the tensions that she
believed had developed between them.

Soon they were all standing at the main gate unsure of what the next step should be as they saw the young master approaching them.

"So this is where you live, Miss Chu?" Mr Xuan asked.

"Yes."

"And that is your fiancé standing over there?"

"Yes. Let me make the introductions." He doesn't seem to be in the best mood for niceties.

"I would appreciate that very much."

As he gradually closed the distance between them, Yuwen Yue noticed that the older man standing with Xing'er had a familiar aura about him and wondered where she picked
him up from. His first remark to her was calculated to be adversarial.

"I thought you were going shopping. Did you end up buying slaves too?"

"Yuwen Yue! I…"

Before she could introduce the older man to the younger, the two men made eye contact with each other. As soon as their eyes met, the expression on Yuwen Yue's face
changed completely from one of feigned austerity to utter disbelief. He gasped and a single word left his lips.

"Father!"

Author's Notes:

Yeah, I apologize for being so late to update but I got sick on top of all the other stuff that I'd warned everyone about. It was rather disappointing coming down with this head
cold as it meant having to forego meeting a friend who's battling advanced stage lung cancer. Anyway, I needed the break from writing, it did me a lot of good even if it meant
being behind in my imaginary schedule.

All being well, I intend to finish this story by the end of October. After that it's the pre-Christmas frenzy.

While singing Billy Hill's 1936 song, "The Glory of Love" for a friend's 70th birthday party, I was reminded me of XingYue, especially in the first and third stanzas:

You've got to give a little, take a little

And let your poor heart break a little

That's the story of, that's the glory of love

You've got to win a little, lose a little

And always have the blues a little



That's the story of, that's the glory of love.
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