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In-Laws and Outlaws: Evacuation

To say that Prince Xiang wasn't happy to see Chu Qiao was… to put it simply… a gross understatement. "Incensed" perhaps… or "infuriated" were other words that could, in polite
company, adequately express the prince's disposition at that moment. Considering that he was ready to ride to Qing Shan Yuan and serve her execution orders personally, he took her
sudden appearance in the throne room surprisingly well.

"Why did you bring her here?" He whispered harshly to his wayward subordinate as he whisked him aside.

"It was the lesser of two evils."

The prince raised his voice. "It was the lesser of… What's the matter with you, Yuwen Yue? Have you gone completely mad?"

Prince Xiang had the idea that between the young master and his woman, he was being driven insane.

"I couldn't leave her behind."

"She is a fugitive from justice for heaven's sake! A rebel! Have you forgotten what that means?"

"After some reflection I thought it be more prudent to bring her with me than to leave her behind. At least if she were to get involved in something foolhardy, I'd be there to pick up the
pieces."

"Did you have to tell her?"

"Well, she was in the room at the time. It was unavoidable."

"You're doing this to me on purpose, aren't you? It's because I said those things about you and her that time."

"I don't hold grudges Your Highness. This was a pragmatic and strategic decision, there was nothing personal in it."

Prince Xiang glared at his erstwhile friend, irate at how serene the other man's entire demeanour seemed to be. Yuwen Yue did not apparently appreciate the gravity of the entire
situation.

What's more the presence of the fugitive was making him increasingly uncomfortable even while she was masked under a veil. He had half a mind to clap her in chains and trot her off to
the dungeon but he surmised that the ensuing damage would not be worth the trouble.

Besides, she did risk everything to save his life.

"Can you tell her to leave the room while we talk?"

Under the veil, the lady was smirking at the prince's discomfiture and for being so obviously ignored.
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"Ahem… Your Highness, I'm standing right here listening to your conversation. Maybe you'd like to tell me yourself."

Prince Xiang realised the justice of that statement at once and took a deep breath before saying, "Miss Chu, would you mind waiting outside while Young Master Yue and I talk in
private?"

He spoke as calmly as the occasion would allow.

"Of course, Your Highness." She replied affably.

"When Yuwen Yue and I are done talking, you and I need to have a few words."

"Of course, Your Highness." She was a picture of amiability.

"Please try not to kill anyone in the meantime."

"Of course not, Your Highness."

Miss Chu peered out of the veil to flash the young master a smile and disappeared into the outer reception area obediently.

As soon as the lady was out of sight, the first blast of words came fast and furious.

"Yuwen Yue! I expected better from you." The prince was pacing up and down the throne room mournfully. "First your resignation, now this?"

"I am sorry to be a grave disappointment to you, Your Highness. Perhaps it was a mistake my coming here."

"Let's not have any of your cheek, my man." His Highness wagged his finger with increasing exasperation.

If looks could kill, Yuwen Yue would be dead a thousand times.

"Unfortunately I need your help. But why did you bring that woman here?"

"I've already told you, sir."

"You could have locked her up or something."

"I don't think there's any lock invented by man that can keep her imprisoned."

"You're probably right." The prince grudgingly assented. "But there's no reason for you to throw away your life for her."

"I don't see it that way, Your Highness. That statement of yours assumes that the things I've thrown away are of more value. I don't agree. I've had those things and all I kept thinking
about the whole time was her."

"Then why did you come?"

"Because you asked me for help. Because the people of Wei need help. That's why she's here too because she genuinely wants to help."

"The two of you… will be the death of me." The prince sighed.

If I don't get hauled up on charges of treason first.

Chu Qiao was mentally prepared to bear the brunt of the prince's wrath. Already he was on the offensive. She knew that it was because of Yuwen Yue and his relationship with the prince
that she and the Xiuli men were still walking around in relative freedom rather than residing as short-term guests at His Majesty's pleasure awaiting the executioner's sword.

"I know I will probably regret this but Miss Chu I am putting you and your men under Yuwen Yue's command."

"Thank you, Your Highness."

"But if you or those men so much as do anything that crosses the line, I will have you up on charges and in stocks in no time."

"Yes, Your Highness."

Then in a milder, sober tone of voice, the 7th Prince said, "I hope you really appreciate that man you've got there and what he's given up for your sake. It will be a great loss when he
leaves my service. I hate the idea of losing such a great talent. He is one in a hundred thousand."



"I do, Your Highness." Leaving the prince's service, losing a great talent? What does he mean?

"When you were here last under my command, the things he did for you to protect you… to defend you. I don't know any man of his stature who would have done the same for a
runaway slave who didn't reciprocate. I really hope you are worthy of all of that. If you betray him, I will personally cut you up myself."

The lady nodded."If I were to betray him, I would personally hand myself to you to be cut up."

"Let's hope for all our sakes that it won't come to that."

Chu Qiao understood the concern at the heart of the prince's remarks and her respect for him increased. The prince was undoubtedly in a difficult position caught between loyalties and
yet he valued his friendship with Yuwen Yue to the extent that he was willing to set aside all his profound misgivings about her. Ultimately it was all about Yuwen Yue's heart and she
understood that despite the bluster that accompanied it.

"Your Highness, I know what you must think of me. Yuwen Yue and I… we… we've had a complicated journey. I haven't always understood my own heart well but I now know that he
has always been very important to me. I have made many mistakes and under Wei law, I deserve death. But I assure you that my regard for him is genuine. I will do my best not to
disappoint him… or you."

On hearing those comments, the prince softened considerably. "I'm glad we both understand each other."

"Thank you, Your Highness, for your graciousness."

Inwardly Yuwen Yue heaved a sigh of relief when he saw the prince and Xing'er walk out of the throne room unscathed. Scanning His Highness's countenance, he marvelled that they
both emerged out of that conversation with palpable civility. It was too soon to declare lifelong friendship between the two but the prospects were heartening. Xing'er as she followed the
prince out appeared unusually deferential… and meek almost.

"Yuwen Yue, I will see you in the staff meeting. Don't make us wait too long."

When the prince disappeared out of earshot, Yuwen Yue patted Xing'er's head and spoke first.

"Well, you were very well-behaved. I'm proud of you."

She clucked her tongue in annoyance, "What did you think I was going to do? Take him prisoner?"

Her belligerence was a quality he loved in her. He couldn't never resist the opportunity to provoke her.

"Well, it was one of many scenarios that I had imagined…"

She jabbed his ribs. "If you have such a low expectations of me, why did you bring me along?"

"To keep you out of mischief of course. Why else?"

She shot him a dour look and turned up her nose indignantly. "I don't know why I saved your life sometimes. You're so unappreciative."

"Because you can't live without me?"

"Idiot!" She retorted, making a playful show of slapping him in the ribs. "There are people watching." She lowered her voice.

Slipping back into his best stoic impersonation, he leaned over and whispered in her ear, "Whatever your excuse is, just remember, I can't live without you."

The attendants who had been quietly amused by the repartee wondered later what it was that Young Master Yue had said that rendered his lady tongue-tied and submissive.

"So gentleman, what are your thoughts?"

Closeted in that emergency meeting were a handful of high-ranking ministers, a few generals, two army engineers, Prince Xiang and Yuwen Yue.

The Minister of Works, Lord Jing outlined his plan for the reinforcement of dikes, the clean up of raw sewage and infrastructure repairs. Lord Lin, the Minister of Finance, prattled off
previous budget estimates for the relief effort and diversion of funds from various building projects for the rebuilding of infrastructure in the aftermath. Between the engineers, they
came up with some suggestions regarding the transportation of people and supplies. All had their eyes fixed on a wall-sized map that hung in the conference room which gave special
attention to the trouble spots along the Wei River including tributaries like the Luo, Jing and Chishui rivers. A second map was drawn up showing the districts and villages affected. The
coloured dots represented areas that were particularly vulnerable or had been hit hard leaving potential risks involving water quality. Much time was spent discussing evacuation and
possible evacuation routes that could be taken in the event that the predicted flood height would isolate property and leave no escape route.



"Roads in potential harzard areas exacerbate the risk because they are narrow," General Song piped up at one point. "Intersections could become choke points if all the residents head
towards the same evacuation route so it's important to open alternative routes. For that reason, certain roads will have to be closed."

"Let's list the routes and villages most at risk, " The prince suggested, "and plot a course of action."

"We will need to involve the clans and village chiefs in this. They will be the ones best placed to identify residents from their local area, provide information on the location of temporary
shelters, specific evacuation routes and identify… the dead." Yuwen Yue who had been listening attentively finally offered a comment.

"I'll leave that to you. Take a hundred men with you in this first phase. Send word if you need more later. You can go ahead, coordinate that side of things with your Eyes of God
contacts and send regular updates to base camp. Keep the lines of communication open at all times."

"Yes, sir."

"Save as many lives as you can. Let's pray that this rain stops and the water recedes soon."

At this point one of the engineers interjected, "I'm not sure how much experience any of you have with this kind of situation. We haven't seen this kind of flooding in over twenty years.
But moving water has incredible destructive power. It erodes and can drag dirt from under a building's foundation, causing it to crack and crumble. None of the domiciles standing in its
path can withstand it. There will be debris everywhere."

Yuwen Yue nodded. "I understand. I've been reading detailed accounts that go back fifty to a hundred years. There have been many cases of entire villages going under."

"You were expecting the call?"

"One cannot be too complacent about such things."

When he saw that the conversation was over, His Highness continued giving out instructions.

"General Song, I want you both to take charge of the refugees that will be flocking into the city."

"Yes sir."

"While it's important to care for those who need a temporary abode we cannot neglect the safety of the residents of Chang'an."

"General Qin, you're responsible for overseeing the distribution of supplies."

"Yes, Your Highness."

When Yuwen Yue had quickly and efficiently dispatched his men to different locations to make contact with district and village heads, he promptly raced back to Qing Shan Yuan with
Xing'er.

"So you want me to convince the Xiuli men to help?"

"Not necessarily. That's something I can do on my own."

"Then why did you bring me back with you? I could have gone with Yue Qi."

"I want you where I can see you."

"You don't trust me much do you?"

"I trust you… I just don't trust you to stay out of trouble."

"Yuwen Yue, you are such a bore."

Luckily the Xiuli men were eager to help and didn't require much persuasion. As soon as the request was made and explanations given, the men jumped at the chance of doing
something productive. Two weeks of not doing much except the odd training exercise, was beginning to take a toll.

"There's nothing in it for you, no reward." The Young Master Yue reminded them. "You're wanted men from Yanbei… officially you've been labeled rebels… so you're wanted men. There's
no guarantee that you'll get any kind of consideration for your efforts."

"Young Master, we're soldiers, this is what we do." He Xiao responded.

"I doubt you'll get much thanks from anyone."

"We're used to that," He Xiao said dryly. "But we genuinely want to help and do some good."



"Yes, it's better than sitting around waiting around to die." Came a shout from the back of the room followed by raucous laughter.

"For this job I request that you try and blend in, so put on these uniforms. No need to bring unnecessary attention to yourselves. It's just a temporary measure anyway."

"It's fine Young Master Yue, it's the least we can do for all your kindness to us."

"Don't thank me. It's going to be a long night. We have our work cut out for us."

"Understood."

"How soon can you get ready?"

"We can be ready in half an hour."

On horse back the journey to the worst hit area took almost an hour. Standing on higher ground with the sun slowly descending into the horizon, they surveyed the human calamity that
was before them.

There was water… water… and more water… and it seemed to be everywhere. Where there once were huts, cottages, shops, markets, workshops and mansions, only water could be
seen. The livelihoods of men, women… younger and older… all under water. Tiny traces of human activity could be seen peeping through the silt and cloudy water.

Even having read the older accounts and heard eye-witness reports, Yuwen Yue was dazed by the widespread devastation left behind by the deluge. The situation was far worse than he
had imagined. Though he was mentally ready to deal with the logistical difficulties, it was overwhelming to see the human tragedy. The whole scenario had to be seen to be believed. As
the reality hit home and sank in, the young master felt the weight of the world on his shoulders in a way he had not known before. All the resources that were at his finger-tips would be
so inadequate to the mammoth task ahead and yet this was a burden that he could not shirk.

Hundreds… thousands perhaps… forced out their homes. Some fortunate enough to be rowing their own boats with what few material needs they could manage cram into their vessels.
Others, less fortunate still, paddling makeshift rafts all around what had been farmland. Those who had found dry ground in time were cut off from their food supply and every meager
possession that was theirs. The commoners, weary, disheveled and in desperate need of food were barely surviving with the rags on their back.

Uprooted trees, dead livestock, building materials, and raw sewage were all floating in and amongst the debris. There was little doubt concerning the potential safety and health risks to
the surviving population.

Nature, the great equalizer, had unleashed her power and no one high born or low… was untouched.

Chu Qiao clutched onto his arm overwhelmed and in grief, "Yuwen Yue, how can we help these people?"

"We will do what we can," was the grim response.

A cry was heard in the distance, "Help! My child has fallen into the water, I can't swim! I've got two other children."

Chu Qiao reacted instantly, dropped her sword and flew to where the call came from. All that could be seen of the child was an arm frantically waving in the distance. She fished the
toddler out and handed the girl back to her panic-stricken mother who was balancing precariously on a raft. Clutching on to her little girl with relief, she shouted out her profuse thanks
to their benefactor.

Realising that help had come, distressed folk raised their voices in unison hollering, shouting or signal for aid.

"We need to act quickly, get this people onto dry ground as soon as possible because this will get much harder once night falls."

Chu Qiao spoke up, "Yuwen Yue, leave this to me. I have an idea that I think could work."

The young master divided the Xiuli men, now dressed as Yue guards into units of 4-6 and sent them into other neighbouring areas to evacuate villagers and be on the look out for
dangerous debris. He gave them strict instructions to keep their gloves on. He Xiao, he kept around to assist Xing'er in her efforts. As they went out, Yue Qi returned from doing his
reconnaissance of the nearby village. He'd left his team to continue with the evacuation.

"Young Master, there are a group of people in the Yang village who are refusing to evacuate. It's the grandfather really that's the cause of the problem. The old miser has got treasure
(or say he says) buried on the grounds and insists on staying behind to guard it. The rest of the family won't leave without him."

"I suppose it's been explained to him that once the water spreads to the area he will be in no position to guard anything."

"There's no reasoning with that man."

"Anyone thought about dragging him out of the house?"



"The old fellow has chained himself to the bed and is threatening to slit his own throat."

"Maybe we should let him." The young master frowned. "What else do you know?"

"There is no doubt that he is wealthy and has friends in high places. He's a retired silk merchant and used to reside in Chang'an. He had a lot of business dealings with foreigners…
Persians, Arabians, Indians so his family thinks that he probably has got a nice hoard in his cellar which he had built when he retired there. He's a very religious man. It's one of the
reasons why he left Chang'an because he thought the evil spirits had taken over the entire city. He also had a cleansing ritual done before he moved into the house that they are
currently occupying. Moreover he believes that the spirits are responsible for the flood because the land is in need of cleansing due to corruption in the court."

Well, he's not wrong about the corruption.

"Alright, maybe we can use that to our advantage. Get a few men together, however many we can spare and let's converge on Yang village. It's a pity we have to waste time on this. If
it weren't for the rest of his household, I have a good mind to… Never mind, just get cracking."

"Yes, sir!"

"It looks like Xing'er is almost done with guiding the vessels to safety."

"The Feng Yun Ling is truly a remarkable ability, sir."

"It was a good idea to change the direction of the currents. It's saved us a lot of time… and probably a lot of lives."

"I'm glad that she's on our side now."

The young master acknowledged the truth of that statement with one of his rare smiles.

"Yuwen Yue. When I called you a prankster last, it wasn't an invitation to run amok and start looking for a new occupation."

"If you have a better idea, then let's hear it."

"We might end up killing him."

"If we do, we might do us and his family a favour." Yuwen Yue replied peevishly.

"You are incorrigible. We are here to save lives, remember?"

"We are saving lives…"

The elderly patriarch of the Hui household was adamant on playing the role of the last man standing. Despite all the coaxing from his family and retainer, he was obstinately refusing to
budge.

"I will be fine, the spirits of our ancestors will protect me. Go if you have to."

His eldest son and primary heir shook his head dubiously. He was certain that their ancestors would prefer that they take the necessary practical, earthly precautions to ensure the
continuation of their family's bloodline. Apart from that, the young general coordinating the evacuation had personally come to get them out which showed the measure of respect the
father was being accorded. Refusing aid from such an exalted personage was to the young master's mind very bad manners and bad luck. Besides the water showed no signs of
receding. But his father dug his heels in.

Young Master Hui had quietly arranged for his wife and two small children to be taken to Chang'an earlier but stayed behind to persuade the older man to leave their family abode
temporarily as well as the "treasure" that he insisted was worth throwing his life away for.

The young general advised Young Master Hui to leave and assured him that he would get his father out by hook or by crook. It wasn't hard to convince the young master to leave who
was already in fear for his life and anxious to be reunited with his family.

Left with only his retainer to attend to his personal needs, the Elder Master Hui soon retired to his bedchamber. That evening he was surprised at how unusually drowsy he felt and took
to his bed earlier than was his custom. Once he finished his nightly drink of tea, he dismissed the faithful family retainer, who promptly blew out the candle sitting on the table before
leaving the room.

Enveloped in darkness, the elderly master stretched himself and rested his head on his lacquered pillow. A gust of strong wind blew in through his window. As he got up to close it, he
felt groggy and the entire room seemed to be moving. His head ached so much that he thought that it would split in two. In that state, Master Hui fell back onto his daybed reluctantly.



Before Master Hui was able to get up again, he was knocked flat onto his back by a fresh gust of uncommonly powerful wind that came through the window. Hampered by the darkness
and a terrible headache, he could barely make out the shadowy figure that emerged from nowhere accompanied by a set of glowing lights. The figure pranced around him compounding
the dizziness that had already overtaken him.

"Hui Xianshi… Hui Xianshi… Hui Xianshi…"

The atmosphere turned eerie as he heard a voice calling his name. One voice turned into another and then another. Soon there were a chorus of voices speaking his name in threatening
fashion.

A chill went up his spine. The Elder Master Hui was convinced at once that he was under a spiritual attack. His headache was getting worse by the minute.

"Hui Xianshi… this is the spirit of your ancestor speaking." Another voice emerged, more commanding than the others.

"This… this… is Hui Xianshi… " He trembled. "Why have you come, O Great Ancestor?"

"I have come to warn you. Do you not care for your own safety? Why have you remained in this place?"

"My treasure… our family treasure… it's all in the secret cellar… I cannot leave."

"Fear not… Offspring of the Hui family… Your Ancestors are present and will keep watch."

"If you're here to protect me, I will have no fear."

"If you do not leave, you will be the last of the Hui family. Your son and his children will die horrible deaths. And the treasure you value so much will be taken away from you and your
family forever, ending up in the hands of strangers."

The wind grew stronger and soon the room started to shake and furniture moved round the room.

"No… please protect me… and my treasure…"

The wind swirled round the room; soon the Hui patriarch found himself levitating off the ground and he screamed with terror as he clung on to his daybed as it rattled and shook
violently.

"The evil spirits are coming for you now. Leave, Offspring of the Hui family, leave…"

The old man needed no other admonition. He scrambled around his sleeves for the key to unlock his chains. Shrieking for the evil spirits to spare his life, he tumbled out of the room as
fast as legs could carry him. Before he could go any further, he tripped over something long and thin. Then he felt a blow to his head and blacked out.

"That took longer that I had expected. The old man was made of sterner stuff than he looked."

"Is Master Hui still alive? You didn't hit his head too hard, did you?"

"Of course not. No fear, he's still among the living." Yuwen Yue had bent over to check his breathing. "No. 8 and No. 9, take him out of here. Dump him into one of the spare boats and
ferry him out of here before he wakes up and changes his mind. We've certainly wasted enough time here."

"Young Master Yue, that was the most fun I've had in years." He Xiao was grinning from ear to ear as he removed the black hooded cloak that was his disguise. A few remaining fireflies
were still buzzing around it.

"Yuwen Yue, you're the worst," Chu Qiao clucked disapprovingly. "Don't encourage him, He Xiao."

"You helped, didn't you? And it worked."

"What did you put in his tea?"

"Da ma. Cannabis. It's a psychotropic herb found around the country since time in memorial. Most people think it's a weed. Very effective for helping people see spirits especially when
given a strong dosage."

He Xiao chuckled, "Young Master… I have a feeling that I'm really going to enjoy working with you."

"Commander, Lady Chu, Young Master Yue," One of the Xiuli men, Luo Su, had just arrived at the rendezvous point for the entire evacuation crew.

"What is it?" The commander demanded.

"We found some bodies." He blurted.



"It would be more surprising if you didn't," Yuwen Yue remarked sardonically.

The young soldier was huffing and puffing from his exertions. "No, no I mean… This isn't coming out right. Bodies of women… young women… About half a dozen of them. From the Lei
village. All found within a half mile radius."

"Where are they?" Lady Chu asked.

"We piled them into one of the boats we borrowed and brought them here. So many women dead in one area. It seemed odd."

Young Master Yue's curiosity was now aroused. "Let's take a look, shall we?"

Author's Notes:

I can never pass up a bit of gallows humour and since the opportunity arose I took it. While I don't doubt that Yuwen Yue's scheme to drive the old codger out of his house was probably
unnecessarily elaborate, I enjoyed writing it. And I imagine the disgruntled young master took some perverse pleasure in scaring the old fellow out of his wits.

This is a public announcement to let everyone know that I do intend to update this story regularly until I run out of ideas, which at the moment isn't in short supply. However, as I'm a
busy parent, trying to clean out the clutter in my house, while juggling everything else life throws in my direction, the updates won't come quickly.

I am very grateful for all the many who are reading and for those who have personally sent messages of support. Just in case you're not aware, it is possible to post reviews on the site
even if you don't log in.
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