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In-Laws and Outlaws: The Art of Love

"Attack when they are unprepared, make your move when they do not expect it." – Sun Zi, "Strategic Assessments", The Art of War (Trans: Thomas Cleary)

A commotion that demonstrated a flair for theatricality broke out in front of the newly designated nuptial chamber. Smoke bombs and flares apparently in competition with
firecrackers released earlier, whizzed in from different directions calculated to cause confusion. For the guests especially Prince Xiang and the great general, their concern was
first and foremost for the newly wedded couple. At the first sign of trouble, both men swung promptly into action as befitting their military stature. The great general reached for
his weapon of choice and another that he had hidden behind a large cabinet in the great hall the night before. As he ran out, he threw the spare sword over to Prince Xiang and
motioned for him to follow.

"There's an attack in progress at the back of the manor. We need to head there now."

"You don't seem surprised."

"Yue'er was expecting it."

"And he didn't think it necessary to inform me?" The prince was a little put out.

"He didn't want the perpetrators alerted beforehand or the guests unduly alarmed. It was an opportunity to flush out certain individuals who were living in the shadows."

"Who are these people?"

"He wasn't sure. Those who might want revenge for the fallout from the corruption scandal perhaps. Or a love rival that suffered major losses on the battlefield."

The prince did not mask his astonishment. "Yan Xun? He's here in Chang'an?"

"After tonight, there are good reasons to think he might be."

"Why doesn't anybody tell me anything?"

Following instructions given out before the celebrations, the Yue guards were evacuating revellers who were in various stages of drunkenness, from the great hall. The great
general and Prince Yuan Che took a different turn and a different route, masking their faces with their sleeves. They wove through the smokescreen while brandishing their
swords in readiness for possible hidden weapons. Now that they had willingly trapped themselves inside the maze of haze, both were on constant alert to make sense of the
chaos around them.

The general was the first to arrive at the wedding chamber and immediately caught sight of the outlawed prince of Yanbei searching high and low around the room. Without a
single moment's hesitation, the general unsheathed his sword, and hurtled towards the interloper in a quick swinging blade attack meant to disable one's opponent rather than
execute them. Within inches of being stabbed on his left shoulder, Yan Xun sidestepped in time to avoid contact with the tip of the blade. The element of surprise now gone,
Yuwen Xuan spun his sword and increased the speed of his movements. Yan Xun pivoted quickly and replied with his sword, deflecting each move aimed at him at equal speed.
The two men dived around the room plunging and leaping in various offensive and defensive positions.

"You shouldn't be here, Your Highness. This should be a happy day for the newly married couple. It shouldn't be marred by revenge."
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"I'm only here for A'Chu." Yanbei's former prince said as he leapt to dodge the general's maneouvres. "Where is she?"

"She's a married woman now. Leave here while you can."

Yan Xun was obstinate in his refusal to concede. "She's made an error in judgment. I've come to save her from making the biggest mistake of her life."

"The mistake is yours by coming here."

At this juncture Prince Xiang joined in the fracas and for Yan Xun to deal with two opponents meant factoring in an extra layer of complexity. In a ploy that caught the interloper
off guard, the general flew towards him with an overhead assault, allowing the Prince Xiang to nick Yan Xun in the arm. By this time, the smokescreen was gradually dissipating
and with that the early advantage that Yan Xun had been relying on.

"Give it up, Yan Xun," said Prince Yuan Che. "Don't make it harder on yourself. Do everyone a favour and end this war by surrendering."

Yan Xun was in no mind to give up, fighting back tooth and nail, grimacing through his injuries. It was a testimony to his resilience that he was barely able to fend off his
opponents but persisting.

Thinking that it was time to put an end to this unwelcomed gambol, the general, jumped into the air, plunged his sword to execute a single downward movement, and slashed
Yan Xun in the shoulder. Flinching from the pain, the blade fell from the prince's hand.

"It doesn't give me any pleasure to do this, Yan Xun," The general eyed the younger man gravely. "I knew your father well. He was an excellent man that didn't deserve to die
the way he did. If he could see what you've become, it would break his heart."

Yan Xun smirked and then cracked a hollow laugh. He collapsed to the ground clutching his wounded shoulder and continued laughing defiantly. However, before anyone could
say another word, another smoke bomb sank into the middle of the fray. Taking advantage of the momentary distraction, a masked figure dove into the middle of the gathering
and grabbed Yan Xun out before anyone could react.

Inside the nuptial chamber some time earlier, the groom had reached for a lever at the side of the bed and activated it as soon as sounds of an incursion reached his ears.
Clearly, he had been prepared for such an eventuality. The bottom of the bed swung open leading into a makeshift chute that instantly transported the newly weds to what was
presumably the start of a dimly lit tunnel. The groom lit a small torch and it was clear that the tunnel was nothing more than a crawlspace.

The new bride was in a daze from the short ride. "Yuwen Yue, what just happened here?" No one had warned her that such a development was on the cards.

"Follow me," The groom barked, "Grab on to my legs and follow behind. We'll have to crawl out of here with our hands and knees. Get down on your chest. Stay low. Regrettably,
there wasn't much time to dig a bigger tunnel."

Many things made more sense to the bride now although she had not yet been fully apprised of the entire situation. "So this is why you insisted on building a new nuptial
chamber."

"Hush…" The bridegroom cautioned. "Now's not the time for talking. There's a bit of distance to cover."

The time it took to inch through what was essentially a rabbit hole made it appear that the distance was much longer than it was. It was certainly not the position the bride was
expecting to be in on her wedding night ploughing through freshly dug earth in her night undergarments. Face to face with the ground moving her arms and legs like a soldier in
training, she naturally wondered what misadventure her newly minted husband had got her into this time. Still she was hopeful that there was some explicable rationale in the
offing. Sighs of relief were exchanged between them when they finally reached the end and were able to take gasps of the cool air that greeted them in the great outdoors.

"What the devil is going on?" She demanded while flicking off grass and soil from her arms and legs.

The groom handed the bride some spare clothing that he had hidden in a nearby shrubbery. "I'll explain later. Our driver's waiting for us."

Two weeks earlier…

Yuwen Yue did something he'd never imagined doing. He took his father into his confidence. Desperate times apparently did call for desperate measures.

Yuwen Xuan did not react immediately, musing over the ramifications before saying, "Yue'er, are you sure about this? Are you certain that it's Yan Xun?"

The young master of the manor hesitated then said. "I cannot be absolutely certain but there are too many features that point in that direction for me to ignore."

He had expected some level of scepticism but his father's reasonable acceptance of his opinions diffused a potentially obligatory confrontation.

"It might just be some of the court officials making things uncomfortable for you after the corruption scandal." His father suggested.



"I had considered that possibility but with the whereabouts of Princess Xiao Yu unknown at this stage, my risk assessment points to Yan Xun as a possible threat."

"Have you considered postponing the wedding?"

"That's not an option. Besides, it wouldn't matter because it could be the wedding that's being targeted. Whether it's tomorrow or next week or next year, he'll find a way to be
disruptive if that's his ultimate goal."

"That's assuming it's Yan Xun."

"Yes." The young master conceded the point.

Another thought occurred to the general. "Why aren't you taking active steps to look for him if you think he's nearby?"

"Because I suspect he will reveal himself in due course… and it's best not to strike the grass and alert the snake. But more importantly, I don't want Xing'er to know."

"Why not?"

"I can't pinpoint… why… exactly." The son spoke diffidently not wishing to appear weak in front of his father. "Perhaps it's because I'm afraid that she will try to confront him.
Maybe I'm afraid that he will talk her into leaving with him by playing to her protective instincts… Maybe at the back of my mind, there's that niggling feeling that she would
rather be elsewhere."

"Are you feeling insecure?" The father asked.

"Perhaps that's what it is. Xing'er would probably call it jealousy. Yue Qi thinks I'm just simply afraid."

"Some would say that they're all more or less the same thing."

"All I know is… that I'd rather she didn't see him again."

The father knew that he had to tread carefully in what he said next. It was clearly a sensitive subject with Yue'er. Their newly reestablished bond was as much as stake as
anything else.

"Son, she came back with you. I don't doubt she loves you."

"Surprisingly, I don't either."

"But you're concerned because of what happened in the past that there are things that she prizes above love."

"Yes." Yuwen Yue was stunned how easily his father saw through the situation.

"She probably does. Which is why she's here."

"What are you saying?"

"Give her a chance, Yue'er, to be the woman you want her to be."

"The thing is, I don't want her to be any particular type of woman. I like her the way she is."

"But… you want her to stay with you unconditionally…. To give up some measure of freedom to be your wife and yet never lose her independent spirit."

"Can't that happen?"

"That's something you have to find out… and negotiate. This is what people who get married do in every single moment… of every single day."

"What if the endgame is something I'm not going to like?"

"Yue'er, there are many thing you aren't going to like in marriage but it doesn't have to be the end of the world or the end of the marriage. It all depends."

"On what?"

"You are an intelligent man, you'll work it out."



Ten days before the wedding…

A short distance away from the Yuwen family burial lot, a small, simple gravestone was erected over a decade and a half ago. Carved on it was the name of a woman who had
been unjustifiably disgraced in a family scandal. Consequently her body was never buried in the family plot. Scandal or not, she had been someone's woman and someone's
mother. When no one else cared, the son had ensured that she had the best memorial stone that money could buy. On this very day, the family she left behind all those years
ago had finally come together to pay tribute and honour her in a rare show of unity. As was customary, the oldest member of the party came forward first.

"Yu Lian, it's been too long. I have far too many regrets to name them all but you know my heart. You understood me better than anyone and what I had to do. For that I am
eternally grateful. I've come here with our son today. We've also brought along our future daughter-in-law. Both are here to greet you and pay their respects."

The Great General stooped first and then let his knees fall onto the rocky ground that was his lady's final resting place. With the libation that he had brought along for the
occasion, he moved his hand across the grave as the wine fell from the drinking cup. His future daughter-in-law took the role of the bystander, looking visibly moved by this very
private occasion. The son picked up the wine jar, poured some in the cup and followed his father's lead. Nevertheless, whatever thoughts might have been churning inside him,
not a word left his lips. It was left to the future daughter-in-law to articulate feelings that might have been shared by them.

"Auntie, Let me introduce myself. I am named Chu Qiao. I am very happy to finally meet you. Your son calls me Xing'er. For some reason he keeps insisting that I am the only
woman for him, which is fortunate because I like him very much. I was once a slave in the Yuwen household but I ran away to find freedom and happiness. I found freedom but I
didn't find the happiness I thought would come to me once I was free. Now I am back with the Yuwen family on an entirely different footing. It has been a long, circuitous road
with many doubts and difficulties but I am back here to live together with your son. I don't know if I can make him happy as he deserves to be but I know this at least: I cannot
be happy in a world where he's not around. Now that we've found each other again I am certain with all of my heart that this is my path. Please observe me carefully while we
build our future together. I pray that I will not disappoint you."

She spoke as long as she could muster the courage to string words coherently together. Even before she reached the end of the monologue, she was barely holding it together.
Yuwen Yue slipped his arm over Chu Qiao's shoulders as she was trying vainly to prevent the onslaught of tears from overwhelming her. Although his demeanour seemed
unchanged by all the emotions expressed, the tears that were trickling down his cheeks were the window into his state of mind. Moved by the words of his future bride and the
heartfelt sentiments behind them, he leaned over to whisper in her ears.

"Thank you." The tremor in his voice betrayed his innermost thoughts.

She gave him a watery smile as she wiped her tear stained face. "No, I'm the one who should thank you, Yuwen Yue."

Even while the young lovers were comforting one another, Yuwen Xuan was standing still staring into space, rooted to the ground, his mind transported elsewhere and to happier
days. Lost in his thoughts, he was apparently oblivious to the intimate glances and gestures that the youngsters were sharing.

When the rest of the family intimated their wish to leave, the great general advised them to go on ahead. "Yue'er, I want to linger here with your mother. After all these years of
running away from her, it's only right that I face her properly. Then only can the two of us be at peace."

Yuwen Yue nodded to show that he had heard. He clutched Chu Qiao's hand and said, "Xing'er, let's go somewhere else. There's a place I want to show you."

"Where?"

"It's somewhere that I used to go to with my mother."

Yuwen Yue led her down the slope as they trudged further down the hillside amidst the long grass. The entire landscape seemed to be a place long forgotten by people. It was
quiet and secluded. In such a setting, Yuwen Yue revelled in the pleasure of holding Xing'er's hand and was now making a regular habit of it. The intimacy that he had craved for
so long was now apparently his for the taking. Luckily, the lady did not object. As they strolled closer to their destination, memories of his childhood that he had set aside began
flooding his mind. These were accompanied by a peculiar, unexpected yearning to share them with Xing'er. She wisely made no mention of this surprising side to Yuwen Yue who
was to her mind acting like a different man. Secretly she was delighted to be privy to a Yuwen Yue playing the part of a devoted lover laying waste to his reputation as an icy
heap.

Xing'er's reaction when they arrived at his childhood haunt was exactly as he had hoped. She gasped in delight. Her eyes were rounder and bigger than usual. If there had been
any part of him that had doubts about his choice of a life partner, they were all swept away by the squeals of pleasure that escaped her lips.

"Yuwen Yue, you've been hiding this place from me." The view is… perfection. It must be heaven… on earth.

"Not intentionally. I've just never had the time. To be honest, I haven't been down here myself for almost 10 years."

"It's glorious," The lady was dancing around like a child in a playground, taking in the fresh air and the sunshine that lovingly swaddled the landscape. "And this lake, so serene
and inviting. I could live here forever."



Yuwen Yue picked up a pebble and caused it to skip on the surface of the water. The result was a gentle ripple that formed around the pebble before it sank into the water. "If
you wanted to, we could. I could build a cottage here." He offered, inwardly ecstatic at her reaction.

"Really? You'd do that for me?" The lady's eyes grew wide with glee. "That would be wonderful."

"But I doubt you'd be content to stay put." The young master tried not to be too carried away. "After a year, maybe two, you'd get itchy feet."

"I don't know. I think I could be convinced to stay." Xing'er twirled around happily with her arms wide open. "This is the kind of place I've only always dreamt of."

Caught up in her own excitement and drawn into playfulness, she threw off her boots and outer garment and ran into the water, leaping in and out of it it like a child's that been
let lose after being confined for days.

Still nearby Yuwen Yue continued with his stone skipping watching her at the corner of his eye. Her joy was a balm and whatever doubts he had about their future disappeared in
an instant. But this sudden surge of emotion caused him to drop his guard, leaving him unprepared for what came next. As if struck by a sudden fit of madness, Xing'er watched
him with a mischievous gleam as an idea took shape in her mind. While his mind was elsewhere, she started splashing him merrily drawing him into her web. Outwardly he went
through the motions of trying not to get wet but in reality he wasn't trying very hard at all. As soon as the opportunity arose, he retaliated with his own series of splashing
assaults. This heralded the start to a major water battle, which neither of them seemed to mind losing.

After several bouts of going head to head, they arrived at an impasse. Finally wearied by their exertions, they called a truce and headed for dry ground. At some distance from
the lake they collapsed onto the grass soaked from the neck down. They turned to face the sky content to dry off as the sun bore down on their wet bodies and wet clothes
infusing them with the right amount of warmth. Forgetting for a moment the world that they'd left behind them, they basked in the glow of the morning sun, laying side by side,
holding hands in companionable silence.

After wondering how long it had been since she felt this way, Chu Qiao spoke.

"Well, it's a relief to see that you know how to have fun too."

"Weren't you the one who called me a prankster?"

"Well, that's a bit different. You were on official court business, Mr Spymaster.

"I wasn't always a spy master. I wasn't always the successor to Eyes of God."

"Sometimes it's hard to believe that you were ever a boy with a mother."

"Well, it's no harder than believing that you had a mother."

Her train of thought brought her to the next question. "Do you miss her? Your mother, I mean?"

"Sometimes. More when I was younger."

"What's your favourite memory of your mother?"

"Sewing under that weeping willow over there while I was playing near the lake."

"At least you remember your mother. I don't remember mine much. Just fragments here and there." A note of regret rang out as she spoke. "And the scraps that I remember of
her involve us running, hiding and training. She's there in my mind as images but I have no emotional connection to her. She could well be a teacher for all I know."

"When you first came to me, Yue Qi and I speculated that you could be Luo He's daughter. Your inner energy was phenomenal for someone who claimed to be just a slave."

"I had no memory of her then."

"Don't you want to know more about your mother?"

"Mr Wu filled in all the necessary gaps about her history with the jiang hu spy network the last time I saw him. He told me how I came to possess Feng Yun Ling or the ice
technique. But those things don't matter to me."

"I'm not talking about that. I'm talking about the woman who gave birth to you. Don't you want to know something about the woman? She may have been quite an important
figure in jiang hu but she was a mother too."

"I am curious but I've been too busy looking after you to think about all that."



The young master rolled his eyes. "So I'm to blame now, eh?"

"Of course, you're my world now."

Young Master Yue smiled contentedly. Some moments later he said, "Xing'er, would you like to go and find your mother?"

"Find my mother? But she's…"

"Yes, yes… I know she's dead. But I was wondering if after the wedding, we shouldn't go to Yanbei and trace your mother's footsteps. Just the two of us wandering around jiang
hu for as long as you like."

The lady was astonished. "Really?" She turned to face him. "Are you serious?"

"Why would I joke about something like this? I want to live a long time with you."

"But what about your responsibilities here?"

"I'm sure Yue Qi can handle things on his own for a while. He knows how things work and the contacts. Grandfather is around too."

"Yuwen Yue, are you sure we can do this?"

"I wouldn't have said anything if I didn't think so. Besides, there are things about your past I am curious about."

Excited beyond words, Xing'er fell on top of him delightedly, looked him in the eye and planted a quick peck on his lips. "This is why I like you so much. You know exactly what I
want even before I do."

"I'm glad I can be useful," The young master said wryly. "Especially if it means being seduced by you."

"Who's seducing you?" The lady put on her most petulant expression but she showed no sign of exculpating herself. She was snugly comfortable leaning against his chest and the
warmth of being close to the man she loved was too irresistible to let go.

Surrounded by the beauty of nature and wrapped in the arms of a woman, Young Master Yue's cup was full and overflowing. Beset by notions common to his sex that were
egging him on, he was overwhelmed by an incredible urge to kiss her. Raising himself slightly, he deftly tipped Xing'er to the ground and maneuvered himself into a position
where their relative positions were now reversed. Xing'er who was blithely drifting off was startled out of her daydream. Their eyes locked and the gaze that lingered between
them signalled a tacit agreement to take their intimacy further. The young master leaned in slowly and his lady closed her eyes in anticipation. Just as his lips were an inch above
hers, out of the corner of his eye he saw something darting across the landscape. He froze and looked around. When he discerned an irregular shadow cast around the willow
tree, his senses became alert.

"What's wrong?" Xing'er opened her eyes when the kiss she was expecting failed to materialize.

"I thought I saw someone behind the willow tree."

"Did you?" Xing'er jumped up quickly and dusted off, a little embarrassed at the thought that someone might have intruded into a private moment. "I thought no one else came
to this place."

"No one usually does. Could have been my imagination."

"Stop scaring me."

"Anyway, this is a good time as any to leave." Yuwen Yue sounded unusually sheepish. "The midday meal should be ready soon."

As they were both strolling towards Qing Shan Yuan, Yuwen Yue would glance over his shoulders from time to time. Observing this, Xing'er would alternate between teasing him
for having a guilty conscience or mocking him for being shy about public displays of affection. Both accusations he denied vehemently. While he made a show of being affronted
during their usual banter, the sensation that they were being stalked never quite left him even when they arrived back at the manor.

Elsewhere not so far away, Xiao Yu was frustrated with her co-conspirator. "Why are you so obsessed with Chu Qiao? She doesn't love you; she doesn't care about what happens
to you. I think she made that abundantly clear when she ran off with Yuwen Yue."

"It's a temporary delusion. He's got her mesmerized. She'll come round once I explain everything."

Having spent more than enough time with Yan Xun lately, Xiao Yu had the sense to keep her thoughts to herself this time. You're the one who's deluded.



"What I saw today was no temporary delusion. What they have… is the real thing…" was Xiao Yu's grudging assessment.

To her mind Yan Xun was eerily adamant about his judgment. "She was the only one who understood my pain and why I had to choose this road. Without her, the war is
meaningless."

Xiao Yu was exasperated. It was becoming obvious that reasoning with Yan Xun was a lost cause. "Let's strike now. While everyone is still in the dark. Even if we can't kill them,
we can do some serious damage." The princess of Liang was eager to conclude her arrangement with her increasingly unreliable collaborator as soon as possible. "If we get rid of
Yuwen Yue, there will be no more serious threat to you or to Liang. It's doable. You and I can do. I still have my network to call on and you have men still loyal to you that you
can bring in."

"No. We wait until the wedding. We'll strike then."

"Why does it have to be the wedding? It might be too late then."

"It's not enough that we eliminate Yuwen Yue. He needs to feel the pain of losing something just when it's within his grasp. He needs to go through what I've been through."

"So this is personal?" This is going to be a serious problem.

"Of course it's personal. He stole the woman I cared most about from me. It would be an injustice to let him get away with it."

From what I heard, she walked away from you willingly.

Xiao Yu surmised that the whole enterprise would fall apart even before it began. She didn't regret her arrangement with Yan Xun. It bought her time and gave her an
opportunity. But she would have to make her own contingency plan.

Five days before the wedding…

Chu Qiao was pleased to see He Xiao. She'd missed his optimistic, good-natured disposition these many weeks past. In general, she was missing the presence of the Xiuli
battalion, as they'd been an anchor in turbulent times… something to cling to, fight for when hardly anything made sense. Some of them had remained in Chang'an in different
capacities but the dynamic that they once shared had fragmented with the departure of He Xiao and other Xiuli soldiers to Yanbei. Yuwen Yue had recalled him back to Chang'an
temporarily to report on the situation surrounding Yuan Song's continued occupation of Meilin Pass and the area south of the Xiuli mountains. Chu Qiao was eager to converse
with him and to get a first-hand assessment of the situation there.

"I think the young master intends to send me on some kind of secret mission as well so I'm here to be briefed on it."

"It's not a suicide mission I hope." She asked half-jokingly.

"No, nothing like that."

"I hope he's not working you too hard and taking advantage of your enthusiasm."

"Frankly, I'm glad to be deployed on difficult missions, Lady Chu. And it tells me that Young Master Yue trusts me."

"You're certain you have no qualms working against Yan Xun?"

"Not in the slightest. I volunteered for the mission in the first place. Master Yue wants this war to end as much as I do. And the only way to end it decisively is to take Yan Xun
out of the equation. To be honest, Yan Xun has lost all sense of proportion. He doesn't seem to be considering the welfare of the commoners. We see a lot of refugees escape
across the border starving to death because all food supplies have been directed to rebuilding his army. I'm beginning to think that he doesn't care what happens to Yanbei as
long as he has his revenge."

"He did once. In happier times, returning to Yanbei was all he could talk about. He even managed to convince me that it was heaven on earth."

"It was a beautiful place once. To the extent that Marquise Yan governed well, it was a place that enjoyed relative peace. But Yan Xun left at a young age and he wasn't aware of
the political intrigues that went on when he went to Chang'an as a hostage. I don't think the Marquise or his wife would have told him any of that. It's not surprising that he had
an idealized view of Yanbei especially when he was actively denigrated in Wei."

"Yuwen Yue once said that as long as there are people, there will always be conflict."

"It's true. He would know best growing up in Chang'an among the noble families and being actively involved in court politics here."

"So what's this new mission he has lined up for you?"



"He hasn't said anything yet. But I think he's also just being considerate. He knew you would want me here and that I would want to be part of your special day to personally
wish you well."

Chu Qiao beamed with pleasure. That man was quietly considerate which was a vital part of the attraction. He knew that she was missing He Xiao and the others and this was his
way of keeping those old relationships alive. But she also had the strongest feeling that there was something He Xiao wasn't telling her. In the last two weeks, she sensed that
Yuwen Yue was reorganizing people and remobilizing them behind the scenes for some major operation that she hadn't been asked to be a part of. Though her curiosity was
aroused, she didn't want to put He Xiao on the spot to reveal vital information about a covert operation so she veered the conversation towards personal matters instead.

"Are you getting on well with your colleagues in Yanbei?"

"Very well. It's not like being with all the Xiuli battalion of course but morale is good and everyone respects Prince Yu."

"How's Meng Feng? I haven't heard anything about her since you two were deployed back to Yanbei."

"She's very well. We work together quite often. She's very professional and in covert operations she's worth the weight of 50 soldiers."

"Oh… really?" Chu Qiao grinned at hearing the high praise coming from He Xiao. "So, it's just a professional relationship?"

"Yes… absolutely." It then occurred to He Xiao what his former commanding officer was implying and looked embarrassed. "Lady Chu, a stupid and clumsy soldier like me, what
do I know about courting women? Anyway, we are just colleagues."

"I see." Chu Qiao clucked sceptically. "Well, if you need someone to put a good word in for you, let me know."

"It's purely professional, my lady. Really. Besides, she spends a lot more time with Prince Yu than with me."

"Well, don't tarry. You're not getting any younger and you should be thinking about marriage."

Chu Qiao was in a happy mood. Affected by the upcoming nuptials, she was inclined to spread the cheer around. With her own happiness practically guaranteed, she was utterly
convinced that the pleasures love was within everyone's reach. It had become her firm belief that everyone was one step away from connubial bliss if only they would act on it.
On this occasion He Xiao was loathed to correct her because it would have been much harder lying to her about why he was really in Chang'an. He'd managed to sidestep the
earlier question but if she had probed any further, he didn't know how much longer he would have held out.

The Wedding Night

He Xiao was at the helm of the carriage flicking the reins to hasten the horse at his disposal. Chu Qiao and Yuwen Yue had made a dash for it after escaping through the freshly
dug tunnel linked to the secret passage in the newly refurbished nuptial chamber. Inside the carriage the newly wedded couple were experiencing a bumpy start to their
marriage, riding over rocky terrain and having their first argument as husband and wife.

"Yuwen Yue, this is no way to treat a woman on her wedding night. It's simply… inauspicious. You could have given me some warning at least." The new bride was adjusting the
intricacies of her garment while trying not to fall off the seat. "After all the trouble you took with a showy wedding, this feels absurdly like an elopement."

"The idea was that everyone would carry on as normal in blissful ignorance of anything sinister occurring. We couldn't let the intruders catch on that we knew about their plot."

"But why the wedding night? Why not before? Or after?"

"It had to be the wedding night."

"Why?"

"The instigator is someone we both know."

"Who?"

"Yan Xun."

"Oh…" She opened mouth in surprise and instantly closed it again. "So he's here, in Chang'an?"

"Yes. We can be completely certain of that now."

"But why didn't you tell me?"

"To be honest, I wasn't sure how you'd react" Yuwen Yue said quietly. "I still don't."



Yuwen Yue said no more. Instead he faced her with a hard-to-decipher burning intensity. She couldn't tell from his expression if fear, excitement or an accusation was at the core
of it or what it was he was wanting from her. She presumed at the very worst, that fear that was driving force.

"Yuwen Yue…" An air of melancholy drew across Chu Qiao's eyes. "After all this time, don't you trust me? Don't you believe in my love for you?" She had an inkling that at the
very heart of this confrontation came down to her past choices. They were on the edge of some unknown precipice. What they said or didn't say would shatter their newfound
happiness in a single blow.

His eyes ever watchful, ever probing held a certain terrifying fascination. "It isn't a matter of trust, Xing'er. Or even of love. If that's the case, everything would be resolved so
easily."

Witnessing the growing fear in her eyes, the young master's fingers caressed her cheeks gently. "You and I have an undeniably complicated history with Yan Xun. We were all
caught in a whirlwind of events beyond our control and barely survived under its cloud. But following that we all made choices that hurt one another… and many others.
Unintentional or otherwise. We will have to find a way to live with those as well."

The implications of Yuwen Yue's words soon dawned on Xing'er. "You think he's come for me."

Yuwen Yue relaxed his gaze and said cryptically. "I think there are unresolved issues between the two of you."

"I thought I made it very clear where I stood that day on the icy lake." The new bride was struggling to fight off a growing feeling of defensiveness.

"In your mind perhaps but not in his." Yuwen Yue noted calmly. "I suppose he blames me for coming between the two of you. Perhaps I did but I don't regret anything I did to
protect you."

The lack of bitterness in his attitude had a disarming effect on Chu Qiao who until that point was afflicted with a gnawing insecurity that Yuwen Yue was accusing her double
mindedness. That feeling vanished and she regained her composure. She concluded reasonably that there was more behind his words than mere jealousy or wanting certain
wrongs redressed.

"If I had made a different choice that day on the tower pavilion or if I had listened to you when you tried to stop me from being involved with Yan Xun's coup, things might have
been different." She conceded.

Yuwen Yue smiled and nodded thoughtfully. "Quite likely. But would you have done so? We were both different people then. We had different priorities."

Inwardly Chu Qiao was relieved at his answer though on the surface she lashed out. "Why do you always manage to sound sensible even when you do the wrong thing? A minute
ago I was ready to jump at your throat for manipulation and jealousy."

"Old habits die hard. Guilty as charged. But if there's any jealousy on my part it's that he had the fortune of spending every single day of 3 years with you while all that time I
was pining for you, believing you to be dead."

"I'm sorry." The lady blurted with genuine remorse.

"On hindsight, there's nothing to be sorry about. I made the mistake of letting go of you too easily. Besides, those three years were crucial in shaping what I've come to see as
important."

Although she was pacified somewhat by his reasoning and reasonableness, the new wife refused to budge on the original offence. "I still think you should have told me. It feels
like you didn't trust me enough."

Yuwen Yue understood that it could be a sore point between them. The mistakes of the past would not be erased by the stroke of a brush or the pleasures of a wedding night.
How he handled this would be a test of his mettle as a husband and a man.

"I suppose you won't believe me if I said that I really wanted to prevent a potentially explosive situation from getting out of control," said the young master pragmatically.

"You don't really believe that Yan Xun would really try to kill us."

"You, no. But me, well, let's just say it won't be the first time."

"And you think he chose our wedding day on purpose?"

"He was watching for a while. He could have taken action sooner particularly at times when there were fewer people around but he chose to make his move today. He's making a
point."

"So we're running away from him?"



"That would be pointless. No, we're just re-setting the terms of engagement."

"Engagement for what?"

"An unavoidable confrontation."

A' Jing applied ointment to the cuts and bruises that Yan Xun had sustained in his altercation at Qing Shan Yuan. On the table was a bowl of decocted herbal mixture that he'd
prepared earlier to boost the prince's internal strength. Though not saying much about anything, he was deeply concerned about the added injuries particularly when the prince
had barely recovered from older ones. It was not his place to speak and chide his master for what any sensible person could see was a needlessly reckless act. However, there
was someone else present in the room that was less reticent… less afraid to put Yan Xun in his place.

"We should have struck when I said to. Once again, you've underestimated Yuwen Yue's ability. You allowed your pride and emotions to dictate your actions."

The princess, Xiao Yu was pacing up and down the hideout with obvious impatience.

Although he did not disagree, A'Jing spoke in defence of his lord, "Would it have made any difference? Yuwen Yue had already cottoned on to our presence weeks ago."

"The difference would be an increased chance of success with him having reduced preparation time." The princess stared angrily at Yan Xun. "Now, of course, it seems that he
not only knew that he was being watched but he's had time to strategize the encounter in his favour. This changes everything."

For the first time in this conversation, Yan Xun spoke. "Well, this is why I asked you to take the children from Hong Shan Yuan as hostage. They won't act rashly while we have
them."

"Don't be too sure. These hostages could become a liability."

A'Jing who hadn't warmed up to the princess to begin with was developing an intense dislike for her She was crossing the line as far as he was concerned. "Leave then. We don't
need you." A'Jing made no attempt to conceal his contempt.

His lord motioned for his subordinate to stand down. "The princess Xiao Yu and I have an ongoing arrangement. Until I get what I want, she's not going anywhere."

"Believe me, Yan Xun, there's nothing more I'd like than for you to get what you want because it will mean that I will get what I want. I certainly don't want to be here longer
than I have to."

"They should be here soon. Be patient."

As soon as he said that, an arrow from a crossbow flew through the window into the room and struck the wall. A note was attached to it.

"Trust Yuwen Yue to take control of the situation." The princess remarked with no small amount of irony. "So now what?"

A'Jing walked over to the arrow, pulled it out and untied the message attached to it. He took it and gave it to Yan Xun to read.

"They want to negotiate the release of the children," murmured the outlawed prince.

"You believe it?" Xiao Yu said sceptically.

"They could have rushed the safe house if they wanted to."

"Send your batman out just in case they decide to pull a fast one."

If looks could kill, A'Jing's glare would have rendered Xiao Yu a candidate for the graveyard.

"A'Jing, go, do as she says. Nothing will happen. A'Chu won't do anything to you."

The loyal batman brightened immediately. "Miss A'Chu is here?"

It became all too clear to Chu Qiao that the entire operation had been weeks in the making. Yuwen Yue may have been the devoted lover in private but his acuity and powers of
observation never left him once. His skills as the master of spies had served him well. The young master had co-opted Lin Ke's old safe house and made it a dispatch and logistics
headquarters. Supplies, weapons and charts cluttered the room. The entire place looked like a battle room. Now, she was only too eager to play her part if for no other reason
than to prove once and for all her commitment to their future together.

"Let me do this, Yuwen Yue, I will convince Yan Xun to let them go."



"No, it's too dangerous."

"You know better than anyone I have the best chance of anyone of us to get those children out alive."

"If it were just about the children, I wouldn't disagree."

Chu Qiao grasped both his hands and looked at him directly, "You need to trust me and let me do this."

"He's not the man he once was…"

"And nobody knows that better than me." She insisted.

The young master drew his lady to himself and locked her in a desperate embrace. "I just wish there was another way that didn't involve you talking to him."

"But isn't that what you wanted? For us to confront each other?"

"It's not what I wanted. It's what I knew had to happen."

Still wrapped inside his arms, Chu Qiao looked up and smiled, "I like it when my all-knowing husband shows a little jealousy. It makes him more human."

The young master fingered her hair lovingly. "At least My Lady Wife acknowledges me as her husband. I was beginning to wonder if I'd ever get the respect I deserve."

She slapped in friendly fashioned across his chest. "There's no one I respect more… or care for more in this world. Remember that… My Husband."

The last part of that comment was accompanied by a jab to his forehead.

The young husband tightened his embrace around his new wife with no thought of letting go. "I really like the sound of that, Chu Qiao, daughter of Luo He." He planted a light
kiss on her forehead. "I like you very much too."

"You've never called me Chu Qiao before."

"Only this once… just this once."

Author's Notes:

This chapter highlights again for me the many difficulties of translating Chinese concepts into English. I was tempted at one point during the writing of this story to re-translate
"Eyes of God" into "Eyes of Heaven" but refrained because it has now more or less become established canon. I still adamantly refuse to translate "jiang hu" as "underground" for
a whole range of reasons and have left it as is. On the positive side I enjoyed playing with the meanings behind "fu ren" (wife, My Lady, Mrs) as it relates to the transitioning
dynamic between Yuwen Yue and Chu Qiao.

XingYue has now officially become my favourite pairing to write for in my years of writing fanfiction. Their banter is just gloriously fun to think up and recreate. One of the things
that the drama did get right was the repartee between Chu Qiao and Yuwen Yue which was miles ahead anything they gave to Chu Qiao and Yan Xun. If you thought it was good
in English, it was even better in Chinese. The post-spa verbal sparring was delightful stuff.

When I began this story, in my head, I had always envisaged getting to this point but the journey took a lot longer to complete than I expected. Because the actual drama
"resolution" was such a higgledy-piggledy mess, there were always these questions at the back of my mind about why Xing'er hung around Yan Xun as long as she did while her
heart was elsewhere and steering her elsewhere. A lot of the answers that came out of the show did make sense to me at the time but I wanted to explore all of that much
further here. The conversation she had with Yan Xun in the final episode still leaves me somewhat dissatisfied (demonstrating the show's propensity of information dumping) and
it's always something I felt that I had to explore.

This was supposed to be the final chapter but due to a bit of self-indulgence it became unwieldy so I decided to cut it up and give myself some room to think and breath. Looking
forward to hearing your comments on this chapter. Be kind, please. :D
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