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Chu Qiao and Yuwen Yue are back together after the icy lake incident negotiating their happily-ever-after while dealing with the fallout from her past choices. A flood crisis
becomes the catalyst for a series of XingYue (mis)adventures that have far-reaching political ramifications.
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In-Laws and Outlaws: Servile Bodies 1

Warning: This chapter contains references to murder and sexual exploitation. I have provided some clinical autopsy descriptions as you'd find in a crime show but have refrained from
adding too many grizzly details.

Chu Qiao woke up with a start. Tears trickled down her cheeks glistened by the light of the fire at the centre of the encampment.

She couldn't remember the last time she had that dream. Those dreams… had haunted her and were still haunting her… vivid images of those terrified young women, some barely out of
childhood… running, scampering for their lives from hungry wolves in vicious pursuit. She had been there to witness the horror of watching them pinned down by well-aimed arrows
flying from the bow of that scoundrel Yuwen Huai and his merry band of sportsman.

Those girls had been running out of sheer terror rather than any hope of being rescued from such a chilling scheme. There had been no light at the end of the tunnel. No chance of
outrunning the wolves or dodging the onslaught of arrows. No one had survived… save she alone.

There were other images too of the women from Ji Le Pavilion. Their bodies carelessly tossed into the cart. Her own sister sacrificed herself to protect her and fell victim to the horrors of
that household. No one had cared about these nameless women. Everyone knew what went on in that place but nobody did anything about it. Until she did.

The warmth of the campfire and the shelter provided by the cypress tree had lulled her into feeling a small measure of comfort. She too had been weary from her labours. which helped
her succumb to sleep despite the travesty she'd recently witnessed. But it had not been a restful sleep.

"You're awake."

Yuwen Yue was sitting beside her. He was drying her cheeks with her handkerchief that he treasured.

"Have I been asleep long?" She asked awkwardly.

"A couple of hours. You needed it. It has been a long night."

"We all needed it. What about you? Did you get some shuteye?"

"I dozed off for an hour," was the casual response. "Are you hungry? There's some of that roasted pancake that you like."

"A little."

He handed her a piece of the roasted pancake and their eyes met. Both held their gaze wondering what the other was thinking. The young master sat and watched Chu Qiao put the
bread to her lips nibbling at the edges absent-mindedly. After a while she broke the silence between them.

"Yuwen Yue. Those women… were they… were they… really violated?"

"Yes… it seems to be the case… " He responded dispassionately, not once taking his eyes off her. He paused briefly before adding, "None of us are qualified physicians here but there
were extensive bruising in their lower torso and defensive wounds all over their bodies. I saw something similar when I was posted at the border. Lacerations all around…"

His voice broke off and stopped talking when he saw her shaking.

"All of them?"
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"Yes."

A fresh set of tears welled up in her eyes.

"They looked so young."

"Between the ages of 14-18 would be my guess."

"How did they die?"

"Bruising around the neck suggests that they were probably strangled. Whoever did this was probably in a hurry. I don't think they expected the flood to uncover everything."

By this time, tears were streaming down her cheeks.

"I want to kill the person who did this." She said furiously.

"I'm sure."

"I want to gouge his eyes, flay him and string him up to be eaten by vultures. Alive." She added viciously.

"I know." The young master continued to dutifully wipe her tears unperturbed.

"Is the perpetrator from the Lei village?"

"Most probably. I've sent Yue Qi and a few others to make discreet inquiries and liaise with our contacts. But I don't know if the girls are from the village. Some of them don't look like
locals from their physique and features. A few of the girls look like peasants probably from neighbouring villages. I doubt he would have been so careless as to source them so close to
home. Since there are quite a few girls, I'd speculate that there would have to be more than one culprit. At least two, maybe more."

"Are you talking about… a ring?"

Yuwen Yue nodded, "It's quite likely the case."

"Sex slaves…" Chu Qiao's voice lowered to barely a whisper.

Yuwen Yue had no response. None was needed. It seemed to be the obvious conclusion. So many young women in the flower of their youth sexually exploited and murdered so callously
then thrown away where no one could find them.

She was in a trance, transported somewhere but nowhere in particular. She was lost in her thoughts… so many strands battling to find coherence and expression in speech. Her eyes
were filled with sorrow and something like regret.

"When I killed Yuwen Xi, I... told myself that the world would be a better place without this man. While that was true, what I really wanted was vengeance on the whole Yuwen clan for
what they did to mine. My sister, my brother... as well as all the slaves that died during the wolf hunt. Then when I tasted that bit of victory, I was arrogant enough to believe that with
my blade I could take on the evildoers, cleanse this world of corruption and fight for the downtrodden. I was going to make the world a better place starting with our escape from
Chang'an.

"But when I walked down the streets of Chang'an during the coup. I saw evil all around. Looting, rape… it was chaos. Evil that we… I… allowed to happen. An unintended consequence of
what we did. Again I used my sword and dealt with the evildoers. When Yan Xun abandoned the Xiuli battalion, I couldn't just leave them behind because I had promised. We were
supposed to be different from the people we were fighting. Then when I saw Princess Yuan Chun and Yuan Song… bloody… lying on the hay in so much pain and then I… "

"What happened to them wasn't your fault," The young master reminded her.

"I know and yet… All I wanted was to live… to be free… But it seemed my need to live and to be free had all these unintended evil consequences. I wanted to help Yan Xun go home,
regain what was his but all I seemed to do is hurt more people. Innocent people."

She turned her attention back to Yuwen Yue and fixed her gaze on him.

"I made many mistakes because I didn't understand who I was… what I really wanted. I know now I can't change the world but I can change how I see it and do what I can to make it
just that little bit better."

There was a ghost of a smile on the young master's face and he patted her gently on the head.

"Ah… my Xing'er has taken another stop towards maturity. It seems I didn't almost die for no good purpose. Thank Heavens! Hopefully that means she won't run away and get into
trouble without me ever again."

"Yuwen Yue… I'm trying to be serious here. Trust you to ruin the moment," grumbled the lady.



"I know you are. So am I." He slipped his arm over her shoulders and drew her into his embrace. She let her head drop and rest on his shoulder.

"I want justice for those girls. I want those people caught so that no other girl will have to go through what they did. I want them punished so that others will think twice about doing the
same thing again."

"But you still want to gouge out their eyes, flay them and string them up to be devoured by birds."

"Yuwen Yue… you know me so well."

No one will ever guess that I was the one who buried them. No one. Not in a thousand years.

He heard that the girls had been found. The news had spread through three villages like wildfire. But no matter… no one would ever suspect him. After all most people in the village did
not even give him the time of day. Even his own family ignored him and left him to his own devices.

In a way that was good… he had the freedom to roam around. Every village had one… the village idiot.

But Master… saw the potential in him. Knew that he was smarter than he looked. Protected him from the bullies. Gave him money every time he did a job. If anything happened he was
sure that Master would come to his aid or one of his wealthy friends that regularly went to That Place.

No fear. He would lay low for a while just like he was instructed to do so.

For the evacuation crew the murders were certainly a complication they didn't need. It wasn't what they had come to do but faced with it, they couldn't look the other way, particularly
because something of this nature would quite easily be swept under the rug. Technically investigative powers came under the jurisdiction of the county magistrate who in all likelihood
would not take too kindly to strangers from the capital interfering. The disposition of the magistrate was the key and they would need the explicit permission of Prince Xiang to act…
incognito preferably.

The physician they brought in from the city confirmed Yuwen Yue's early deductions. The girls were violated over time and were only recently killed. It was quite likely they were buried
in farmland judging from the traces of soil found on the corpses. He also noted a branding on the left shoulders… the character "bao" in seal script.

Yuwen Yue was well aware that potentially they were uncovering a hornet's nest that had far reaching ramifications among Chang'an's wealthy elite. They had to act discreetly and go
cautiously otherwise as the expression went, "the snake will be alerted prematurely if the grass is struck".

"So you're our local contact," asked the young master.

"Yes, Young Master," The local Eyes of God contact had only known Yuwen Yue by reputation before.

"That matter that we asked you to look into, what did you find out?"

"I've lived in this area my entire life and I've never heard about anything like this. No one seems to know anything about any girls or young women going missing or any kind of
underground sex slave trade," insisted the agent.

"I don't imagine they would be announcing it," The young master said with more than a touch of irony, "But someone from this area knows something. There has to be someone."

"If they do, they're not talking," Chu Qiao chimed in.

"I don't expect them to but people talk in different ways."

"What do you mean, Young Master?" asked the agent.

"Someone will start acting out of character, do things they don't usually do. Especially if they start to get nervous or if there's money involved."

"I see."

"The rain isn't going to make finding the culprit easy. All clues and traces will be gone," Yuwen Yue mused, "We may have to flush him out."

"Flush him out? How?" Chu Qiao demanded.

Yuwen Yue explained, "We'll have to work at this from two angles: Openly and undercover. On the surface, we'll make a lot of noise and the real investigation will be done undercover."

"I'm game." The lady was raring to go. "Whatever it takes to get bring down these lecherous scoundrels and put them out of business. Permanently."



The next morning after the big deluge, the downpour was reduced to barely a drizzle. Everyone breathed a huge sigh of relief and felt certain that they would be able to return home
sooner rather than later. While the vast majority of survivors were grateful to be alive, they were eager to get back to some semblance of normality. The cleanup would undoubtedly be
a large undertaking lasting days, weeks or months even but no one could permanently live on boiled water and roasted pancakes alone.

The announcement that another female body had been found struck a chill throughout the local community and this time the corpse was placed in a prominent position for public display.
Gradually there was a build-up of spectators. Very quickly a large crowd of curious evacuees gathered around and hushed voices could be heard all around the encampment. The place
was soon rife with speculations about how the girl met her end.

Yuwen Yue had placed men, a combination of his Yue guards and Xiuli men, strategically in a line to prevent anyone from getting too close. Others were positioned to get a view of the
onlookers from various angles. He gave them all strict instructions to study the crowd carefully for any unusual reactions among the spectators.

A nondescript young man in his early twenties gradually pushed his way to the front of the crowd taking only a cursory look and promptly left the scene. He returned to the back of the
crowd and sat down looking bored and indifferent. Feeling hungry he reached into the pouch that he was carrying and pulled out a piece of bread and started chewing on it.

Moments later a young woman not much younger, looking bedraggled, fell beside the young man, weeping and wailing. At first he seemed oblivious to her presence. But as her cries got
louder, he had no choice but to pay heed. At first glance he was tempted to go elsewhere but when he looked more closely he noticed that she was quite pretty despite the streaks of
tears on her face.

"What's the matter, Miss?" He put on his most sympathetic expression.

"I've… I've lost… everyone…" She sobbed into a white handkerchief. "My uncles and aunts from the Yang village. They couldn't get out in time."

He muttered some obligatory words of sympathy and dug into the slits of his outer robe to pull out some colourful round objects.

"Your accent… you don't sound like you're from around here." He commented.

"I… I… I'm from Yanbei originally." She sniffed, seemingly glad to have an audience. "My parents died in the battle at Hong Chuan so I came to live with my relatives here.

The young fellow nodded. "You've had a very hard time, Miss."

As if on cue, the young lady produced a heart-rending sob. "Yes, I'm really all alone now."

The young man rarely had an opportunity impress a woman before so he warmed up to this exchange. "My name is Xiao Chou… at least the people in the Lei village call me that…
because to them I'm just an idiot. But little do they know…" He started to say conspiratorially and then checked himself. "Anyway, you can call me Xiao Chou."

"I'm Xing Xing." She muttered.

"Xing Xing? That's a pretty name." He flashed her a wide grin, which revealed a set of uneven, rotting teeth.

Then he stretched out his hand and offered the young woman the contents in it.

"Have some sweets. They'll cheer you up. These are special ones… you can't get them around these parts. A friend who lives in Chang'an gave them to me," He said generously.

The young lady hesitated but the young fellow waved them under her nose and nodded. She stared at them for a while before taking them eagerly.

"You're very kind," She whimpered before putting one in her mouth. They were very good and Xing Xing had never had anything like it.

Flattered by all the attention he was getting from a pretty girl, Xiao Chou became more talkative and regaled her with stories of pranks he had committed in his village. She giggled as
he talked about his exploits stealing food and drink from the kitchens of the local inns. Or when he gave his stuffy family grief the time he stole the magistrate's seal and hid it in the
henhouse. Then he boasted about a wealthy friend from the city that he did odd jobs for who also supplied him with plenty of money. He loved embellishing anecdotes and Xing Xing was
not like any other girl he had ever met before. Usually they seem repulsed by him but she seemed genuinely fascinated by his stories.

By the time Xiao Chou had done spinning his tales, the rain had stopped and the sun was peeping through the clouds. It seemed like Heaven was merciful to the Lei village, which
sustained relatively little damage in the flooding compared to other neighbouring villages. By mid-afternoon some families began to make their way back on foot to their homes.

Xiao Chou was keen to get better acquainted with Xing Xing. She was the type of girl that his friend liked: Simple and sweet. Better still she had no family. But most importantly, Xiao
Chou liked her, at least enough to want to keep her for himself. He was wondering what he should do with her when he heard her sigh and lament.

"I don't know what I'm going to do now, where I'm going to go," She bemoaned, tearing up.

This gave Xiao Chou his opportunity to make his move. "Why don't you come with me? My family would welcome you."

"I don't know," she said warily, "I don't you that well. And I… don't want to be an imposition."

"It's fine, it's fine. My father's the county magistrate."



"Really?" Xing'er brightened, "Oh… that's why…"

"Yeah, my family hates me but I don't really care. Anyway, you should come with me."

"Well, if you don't think it's too much trouble…"

"Of course not. Anyway, a young woman like yourself shouldn't be on your own. Someone should accompany you to the courthouse anyway."

"Yes, that's true." She acknowledged readily and smiled sweetly at him. "Thank you so much Xiao Chou. You're such a good person."

Xiao Chou scratched his head shyly and grinned. He really liked this girl.

"But first I want to show you my special place. It's on the way."

Xiao Chou didn't know what had hit him. He remembered taking Xing'er to his special spot, the place where he usually met Master and did his pickups.

But something came crashing down on him and before he could react, he was down on the ground flat on his face.

When he opened his eyes he found himself dangling upside down by the legs suspended in mid air. Someone had gagged, bound and strung him up by a tree in a heavily wooded area.

He heard some chatter. As he became more lucid he could make out a man's voice behind him but the man wasn't talking to him.

"Did you really have to string him up like this?" The man was saying impatiently.

"Of course. While he may not have killed the girls himself, he buried them."

The voice of the woman sounded familiar. Familiar but harsh.

"Well, that's still to be determined."

"I'm sure he's the one."

"Well, don't kill him, alright? At least not until we've heard what he has to say for himself."

"Kill him? That would be too easy. He's lucky I haven't castrated him." The woman exclaimed vengefully.

Kill me? Castrate me? Who are these people? What do they want from me?

With the knowledge that his life and masculinity was on the line, Xiao Chou gave a muffled, terrified yell and tried to wriggle himself free.

"Looks like your sweet-loving friend has regained consciousness." The man observed.

A man about his age in full military armour approached him and stripped the gag off his face.

"Help! Help!" Xiao Chou's survival instincts kicked in.

"If you continue shouting, we will simply kill you." The man in the armour said coolly. "I don't think anyone will miss you."

"Who are you? What do you want from me?"

"A simple, straightforward conversation. My colleague here is itching to tear you apart limb by limb and I'm dong my best to hold her off. So answer truthfully and we will consider
sparing you."

Another figure, also dressed in armour, strode across to face Xiao Chou. To his great surprise, it was Xing Xing… carrying a red sword. Well, it was a woman that looked like Xing Xing at
least because in that apparel and with the weapon, she had a different aura.

"Xing Xing! What are you doing?"

Xing Xing did not answer. Instead she pulled her sword out of its scabbard. Next, she used the tip of the sword to trace the character "death" on his chest. Then she

used the sword to prod his cheeks and lips. Following that she moved her sword all around his upper torso, and finally landing the pointed edge on his groin.

"No, Xing Xing, don't!" He yelped. "I'll tell you everything."

The man in armour spoke again, in a calm clear voice. "Are you the one who buried the dead girls?"



"No…" He shouted at once and then changed his tune when he felt the pressure of the blade tip pressing on his groin. "Yes, yes, it was me. But I didn't kill them."

"I see… " The man nodded. "Then who did?"

"I… I… can't tell you." Xiao Chou gulped. "He's my friend."

Then Xing Xing spoke up menacingly and applied even greater pressure. "Well, you need to make a choice. Your friend… or your manhood. Make it quick… or I will make it quick."

"I… I… don't know his name. I just call him Master because he gives me these jobs and pays me very well for them. But he lives in Chang'an. He's very wealthy and has a lot of
connections there."

"How does he make his money?" The man in armour continued passively with the interrogation.

"Clothes, I think. Women's clothes, and he trades with foreigners."

"How did you meet him?"

"When I went to Chang'an two years ago. Outside a brothel, on Fu You Street, on the eastern side of Chang'an. It's called Huan Yu Pavilion. He used to be a patron there. They will know
who he is."

"Aside from burying bodies for him, what else do you do?"

"I… I… carry messages for him. To other wealthy men."

The man in the armour drew his sword and swung it, slashing the rope that was holding him to the tree. Xiao Chou fell unceremoniously to ground head first. He groaned feebly in
response to the treatment he was receiving.

"You're not going to let him off so easily, are you?" The woman demanded.

"We got what we wanted out of him. We should hand him to the proper authorities."

"I'm not satisfied." Xing Xing declared.

"Of course, not. You wouldn't be satisfied even if he were dead."

Xing Xing kicked Xiao Chou once in the groin, which elicited the reaction she was hoping for. The young offender screamed out in pain.

"Xing Xing… spare my life, I beg you. I didn't kill those girls." Xiao Chou pleaded hoarsely, writhing around the ground in agony.

She kicked him another two times in his groin and used the hilt of her sword to deal a knockout blow to his head.

"Where you're going, you'll never see another woman for as long as you live." She declared to the unconscious man.

"Satisfied now?" Her male companion looked faintly amused.

"A little. At least it wasn't a waste of my time, flirting with him."

"Such a waste… you would have made a great spy."

"What? So you could send me on suicide missions?"

"It would have been a waste to send you on suicide missions."

"Yuwen Yue, is this how you talk to your future wife?"

"Speaking of which, why did you have to use the name I gave you with this fellow? It's my name for you."

Glossary:

Xiao Chou = These days it would more commonly be translated as "Little Clown" but chou can mean buffoon. Xiao Chou can also be a homonymous pun meaning "Little Smelly One"
depending on the tone applied.

Bao = Treasure

Huan Yu Ge or Huan Yu Pavilion = Comfort and Pleasure Pavilion



Author's Notes:

It's been a fantasy of mine to have Yuwen Yue and Xing'er play detectives. This was never meant to be some convoluted whodunit but a way of teaming those two up in a fun but
relevant way. The good cop-bad cop thing just seemed to lend itself to the situation and the sexual exploitation angle felt like a natural fit considering Chu Qiao's history with slavery and
Ji Le Ge.

Someone asked me the other day where I get my ideas from. Well, from a wide range of sources really. In the last arc I was loosely inspired by a far more elaborate scare tactic from
the C-drama Vigilantes in Masks. The idea for this particular arc came from hearing and reading about the Rotheram and Oxfordshire (UK) child sex abuse cases in recent times. In
Oxford over 370 girls were the victims of sexual abuse for over 8 years and in Rotheram over 1400 girls fell victim to a paedophile ring between 1997 to 2013. The biggest scandal was
that nobody took the girls seriously when they tried to report it to the respective authorities because of the political ramifications.

Thank you all for reading and for leaving behind comments.

I beg indulgence for any and all meteorological inaccuracies.
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