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In-Laws and Outlaws: The Art of Making Love… Work

"Therefore a victorious army first wins and then seeks battle; a defeated army first battles and then seeks victory." - Sun Zi, "Formation", The Art of War (Trans: Thomas Cleary)

A'Jing could barely make her out from a distance as she sashayed towards him. As she came closer, he could see that her bearing was different and held a otherworldly beauty.
But she wasn't alone. It was the other man in her life, the one they call Yuwen Yue. A'Jing had only seen him once before… at the icy lake. He was supposed to have died there
but by a sheer miracle, Miss A'Chu was able to save his life. Rumours took flight later that she was the daughter of a jiang hu personality who had commanded spies. She had
inherited her mother's ice technique that had lain dormant until that fateful day. In an irony of fate, what His Highness had intended to be Yuwen Yue's watery grave became the
basis of his salvation. The freezing water triggered Chu Qiao's internal energy and instantly transformed her into a formidable military force. A'Jing would never forget what he
saw with his own eyes for as long as he lived. The entire sheet of ice covering the lake cracked like shattered glass and the troops unfortunate enough to be dispatched at that
exact moment tumbled like helpless rats to their frigid end. Prince Yan Xun stood afar from the safety of his hillside vantage point like a puppet master overseeing soldier after
soldier falling to their deaths. Emotionless and grave, he had made no effort to throw out a lifeline in a last minute ditch to salvage anything from the ensuing catastrophe.

Miss A'Chu bore a different aura… a necromantic-like, pulsating glow enveloped her as she emerged from the water… and while she shot to the surface with that man, Yuwen Yue
in tow. Something incredible was taking place… a power… that could do irreparable damage was on display. A'Jing recalled being in petrified awe at the time.

It was never his place to approve or disapprove of His Highness' actions. It wasn't even his place to question Prince Yan Xun's decisions. He was someone who knew his place and
did what he was told. A'Jing had always liked Miss A'Chu. She never put on airs like many women of status did. Even when Prince Yan Xun singled her out for special regard, she
was never arrogant with the rank and file. The prince's former cook had always secretly hoped that she would marry His Highness and make him happy. He was convinced that if
anyone could make Prince Yan Xun happy it would be this strong-willed, intrepid woman. Even so he had always harboured a vague impression at the back of his mind that Miss
A'Chu's affections for his lord were not equal to his.

As they continued to close in on the hideout, he squinted with the aid of his lamp to make a study of the man who was accompanying her. He was curious about the sort of man
that would hold such sway over an uncompromising woman like Miss A'Chu.

So this is the man that Miss A'Chu abandoned His Highness and all of Yanbei for. What sort of a man is he?

There was no doubt he wore a noble bearing and a penetrating stare. Like his own lord, this Yuwen Yue fellow had a face that was difficult to read. Was he angry? Was he raring
for a fight? A'Jing had to be on his guard and ready for anything.

"It's A'Jing." The lady declared as they got within several yards of him.

"Miss A'Chu. You found us."

"Where's Yan Xun?" She seemed to be in an amiable mood.
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"His Highness is inside. He will be happy to see you."

The man accompanying Miss A'Chu grunted. "I'm sure. Let's go in."

"I don't know who you are, sir. But His Highness specifically requested that only Miss A'Chu be allowed in."

The man picked A'Jing up by the scruff of his neck and shook him for effect, "I am her husband. And who are you?"

"Yuwen Yue, you are scaring him. A'Jing is harmless and he's just the messenger. Put him down."

The husband grabbed A'Jing and threw him to one side and slammed his fists on the door several times. "Yan Xun, open up!"

"Honestly, aren't you taking the jealous husband role just a bit too far?"

"Well, if I don't take it far enough, you'd be complaining I didn't care, or that I was too complacent. Then when we are in a middle of big argument, you'll dredge this up for the
umpteenth time to prove your point."

Chu Qiao grinned. There were certainly perks to marrying an intelligent man.

The hinges on the door creaked, as it swung open. Yan Xun was standing at the entrance expectantly. He cracked a smile when his eyes fell on Chu Qiao.

"A'Chu…" Before the outlawed prince could say anything further, Yuwen Yue landed a right hook on Yan Xun's cheek.

"Yuwen Yue! What do you think you are doing?" His wife turned to him indignantly.

He's really taking things a bit too far.

Looking at him, Chu Qiao knew he wasn't just playing the part to perfection. The stiffening of his jaw and the tension around his eyes clearly demonstrated the anger that was
simmering beneath the surface.

Yuwen Yue was uncharacteristically outraged. "I'm letting him off very lightly for disrupting my wedding day."

"Alright, let me take it over from here." His wife was scarcely able to keep the giggles at bay.

"Keep the Can Hong sword beside you at all times." The husband barked before striding off in the opposite direction.

Aside from all the other injuries he was already nursing, Yan Xun now had one more to worry about. The side of his mouth was bleeding.

When Chu Qiao walked through the door, she wasn't sure what to expect. Yan Xun seemed mightily pleased to see her and was behaving as if nothing had changed between
them. It was as if the icy lake incident didn't happen… that she hadn't betrayed him or even that she'd been with Yuwen Yue for the past few months. There was no hint of anger
or resentment. He greeted her as if they had never parted ways.

The silence gradually became unpleasant. Despite having spent three years under the same roof fighting off a common enemy, Chu Qiao, it seemed, had nothing to say to him. It
became clearer that their relationship had been fundamentally formed out of urgency… and there it remained. Out of sheer desperation, they had held on to each other in a bid to
find reasons to live. She had pitied him, helped him survive the horrors of losing his loved ones so tragically. After Jiyou Platform he was no longer just the prince who once
flirted and pestered her but overnight he became a bona fide member of the oppressed… one of her people… Someone she was compelled to protect - a fragile spirit who had
fallen victim to the machinations of court politics.

He needed her pity, she gave it and he hoped that love would come of it.

The last time they spoke face to face she finally saw what all her efforts had wrought. She taught him to live but she could not prevent his soul from descending into darkness.
Pity had blinded her. She made excuses because he had suffered so grievously. She excused his excesses because she believed in their shared history. Once real power fell into
his hands, he no longer stood among the oppressed. He was reborn as an avenging prince.

"Would you like some tea?" He asked her with all of the old affection.

"No, I'm not thirsty." She was polite but aloof.

Apparently it was a rhetorical question. He didn't seem to hear her or notice her detached manner. He went inside a makeshift kitchen and brought a pot and some teacups on a
tray to the table.

While he was doing that, she scanned the room to locate clues to the children's whereabouts. They were nowhere to be seen.



"Where are the children?" She asked with concern, "Their safety is my main concern. It's the only reason why I'm here. We promised their parents that we would bring them
home safely."

"Sit down, have some tea. The children are fine."

"I'm not here to have tea."

"What's your hurry?"

"I have a husband to go home to now. He's waiting for me." Indeed Chu Qiao was eager to leave. Aside from what she had said, Yan Xun's entire attitude was fraught with
disturbing undercurrents. He was too calm, too at ease with the situation.

He seemed determined to be congenial. "Please sit and talk. We have much to say to each other."

Chu Qiao acknowledged the truth of the statement and recalled her conversation with Yuwen Yue. She hesitated before pushing her robe to one side, sat down at the table and
placed the Can Hong sword in a prominent position beside her.

Yan Xun noticed the sword and gave a frown but quickly regained his composure.

"A'Chu… It's good to see you."

The lady was determined to be frank. "I wish I could say the same."

"It must be a surprise to see me here."

"Surprise doesn't quite explain it." The lady remarked dryly. "Why am I here, Yan Xun? Why are you here?"

"I've come to see you and take you back with me to Yanbei. We have a war to finish."

Chu Qiao was confounded. Not because he was intending to continue the war but that he somehow still believed that she would actually go along with his plans in spite of
everything that happened.

"That's impossible. I'm married now as you've heard. I'm the enemy now. I was partly responsible for crippling your army, remember?"

"A temporary setback to be sure but I'm rebuilding my army." Yan Xun's confidence seemed out of place.

"Yan Xun, are you serious?"

"Of course, the work of getting rid of evil doers isn't over yet."

"But what about the people… the ordinary people who are suffering because of this standoff?"

"I'm doing it for them as much as anyone else so that in future they don't need to suffer under any kind of tyranny. They will enjoy the freedom that you and I talked about."

"Yan Xun… do you really believe that?"

"If I didn't, I wouldn't be here. That's why I need you. I need someone who thinks the same way I do, who shares my vision for the future."

Hearing Yan Xun speak in this way and in a different context sent her reeling. The niggling suspicion that she didn't know him as well as she thought was now given full flight. It
was common knowledge that he had changed but Chu Qiao could see that it wasn't just vengeance driving him to act but a self-righteous, revolutionary impulse to reshape the
world.

"Do we… really… have the same vision?" She stammered.

Yan Xun blanched. The disappointment in his eyes was unmistakable.

"Have you forgotten… the three years we spent together talking about how we were going to make a difference? Getting rid of corruption? Making Yanbei the perfect country with
no class divide or slavery? Have you really forgotten?"

"I haven't forgotten. Yes… I remember those discussions but…"

"Well, I haven't changed my mind. This is what the war is all about. To cleanse the Central Plains of all its ugliness and transform it to something beautiful."



The lady cringed at her own naiveté. "If I had agree to all that then I was a fool because the consequences are too horrifying and the cost is too high."

"Someone has to do it."

"Who? You? Me? Who?" Chu Qiao wondered. "I don't know that I'm qualified."

Yan Xun had a ready answer. "Those of us who have suffered, who fell victim… We know what it's like. We have every right to…"

"Right? Who gave us this right? Are we better? Just because we've been victimized doesn't mean we know better."

"You've changed. The A'Chu that lived with me for three years…"

Chu Qiao interjected, "…was naïve and short-sighted. She didn't know anything. She wanted to live, she wanted you to live, Yan Xun but not at the expense of hundreds and
thousands of ordinary people."

"You're singing a different tune now." Yan Xun's face had turned grim.

"People died because of my choices so yes, I've changed my mind."

"Was it that easy for you to change your mind?"

"If you think that it was easy, then you don't know me at all. I stayed on by your side despite my better judgment. I told myself you needed me. Everyone told me you needed
me. Even Yuwen Yue told me to finish walking the path I'd started on. For a short time I really thought I could make a difference. But you went too far with your ambush and I'd
reached my limit."

"It wasn't me, it was Cheng Yuan." Yan Xun murmured feebly knowing full well it was a prevarication.

"Did it matter? You kept him by your side because you needed him and he was someone who spoke your language. He knew exactly what you wanted and helped you get it
done. You wanted me around to justify what you were doing when you knew that I would have a hard time with your plans."

"I cared about you, A'Chu. I thought I proved it time and time again."

"You did and that's what made it harder for me to see the truth and walk away sooner."

"So… it's true then… You never loved me."

"What difference would that have made?"

"You would have accepted my choices and eventually understood them. You'd be fighting alongside me against Wei and the evil that it represents. The A'Chu I fell in love with
would never be content being the daughter-in-law of a noble family."

The last remark was calculated to sting and get under her skin. On some level Yan Xun was aware that he was fighting a losing battle. The A'Chu sitting in front of him was
slipping away from his reach.

"Perhaps. Let's just say we both misunderstood each other. I thought I understood what you wanted and you thought you knew what I wanted. Apparently we were never really
on the same page and now looking back, it explains why we clashed at every turn the moment we left Wei."

"It wasn't that. Yuwen Yue came between us. Things were going well between us. Everything was going according to plan."

"Was it? I started having doubts long before the battle at Hong Chuan City. When the whole plan to take back Yanbei began, I went with you because I thought you needed me.
That was my biggest conceit. I thought I could set aside my feelings for Yuwen Yue because there were larger things at stake. What were my feelings compared to Yan Xun's
challenges? That's what I told myself."

"A'Chu, I really believed you cared for me. Everything you did for me, for us gave me that impression. Didn't you choose to be by my side?"

"I clung on to the belief that you and I were fellow travellers for as long as I could. But lately I've come to realize that our relationship was based on unspoken assumptions. In
the end I finally gave in to what my head was telling me the entire time. Perhaps I'm just a simple woman after all. I couldn't leave the man I loved to die fighting helplessly
alone. I don't care about geopolitics. I don't want to change the world if it means killing innocents. I don't even know if I'm capable of saving two children much less save the
world. I just want to save lives not take them."

"You've been spending too much time with Yuwen Yue. He's got to you."



"He got to me a long time ago. Long before Jiyou Platform. I know that now. I love him and I can't bear the thought of him not being a part of my life."

"I love you too." Yan Xun insisted.

"I am sure you think you do and I'm sure you mean it. But I can't love you in the way you want me to… to unconditionally accept all your choices and live with the consequences.
It would mean destroying my own conscience and I can't do that even though I pity you."

"I don't want your pity."

"That's the problem, isn't it? Because at the end of the day, that's all that's left between us. Perhaps we were never really fellow travellers in the first place. Just two people who
took shelter together to weather a storm but when it was time to get moving our paths diverged."

While listening to those remarks, Yan Xun's face registered confusion. "Do you really believe that?"
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