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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 2

The facial contortions that marked Yuwen Zhuo's mien took on different forms as he witnessed his grandson and his future bride dragging in a badly beaten up young man into the
secret chamber at Qing Shan Yuan. His initial impressions led him first to glare disdainfully at the future bride while stroking his scraggly beard.

"Don't look at me," She shrugged her shoulders, "This wasn't my idea."

"It was mine," the grandson insisted.

"Had it been left to me," His grandson's future bride remarked, "He would've been castrated, disemboweled and fed to wolves already."

"Who is this?" The grandfather barked, trying to make sense of the back and forth between the two. "And why is he in my secret chamber?"

"He's a witness to a crime." His grandson explained. "I need him for further questioning."

"He's an accessory to a crime," The future bride said scornfully, "who should be tortured, clapped in chains and imprisoned. At the very least. I thought you said you were going to hand
him over to the proper authorities."

"I changed my mind, " Yuwen Yue said calmly, "He still has his uses."

"Didn't you say that he had given us everything we needed?" The woman argued.

"He told us everything he knew but we still need him."

"But you haven't answered my other question, Yue'er," Grandfather had a bee in his bonnet about this, "Why is he in my secret chamber?"

"Because I need you and Zhan Mo to keep an eye on him while Xing'er and I investigate this case."

"This is becoming a habit, isn't it?" Grandfather gave his grandson a sour look. "You collecting undesirables and bringing them home."

Xing'er knew that remark was meant to include her as well and averted her eyes uncomfortably.

Yuwen Yue ignored the jibe and got to the point, "Grandfather, this is the safest place I could think of. I need him alive in an accessible location with people I can trust."

"Trust, bah…" Yuwen Zhuo was growing agitated. "You only talk about trust when you need something from me."

"I haven't got time to argue with you, Grandfather. It's important that we carry on with this investigation quickly before anyone knows that we have him. By now the leader of this ring
would have got wind of the news that we found the dead girls. However, we cannot let him know that his running dog has already fallen into our hands. We need him to think that we're
not on to him yet. Nevertheless he will come looking for this person soon."

"Since when did the Eyes of God get involved in murder investigations?" The grandfather snapped. "Does this have political ramifications?"

"It could." The grandson answered immediately. "It's hard to say."

"He's an unsightly looking character," Grandfather poked the witness with his cane. "Looks like you gave him a good going over."

"Oh that," The grandson said, looking pointedly at the future bride. "That wasn't me. All I did was question him."
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"He's a rapist!" The future bride protested. "The worst kind of scum there is. I let him off very lightly considering what happened to the girls."

"Technically, he's a lackey to a rapist."

"This person raped women?" quizzed the grandfather prodding the hapless criminal again.

"Probably not."

"We don't know that for sure!"

"I very much doubt it," the grandson said dryly. "But, yes, we're investigating a series of rape-murders and he's just the tip of the pagoda."

"So it was Xing'er who beat him up?" Yuwen Zhuo alternated glances between his grandson and the fiancée he disapproved of.

"Yes… She lured him into a trap and strung him up for interrogation."

For the first time it dawned on the Elder Yuwen that his grandson might perhaps not be so reckless after all… that perhaps Yue'er did know what he was doing… and that… there might
be some kind of hidden method to all the recent madness.

"Yue QI, take 8 and 9 back with you to the Yang village. Talk to the old Master Hui who was probably in the Merchant's Guild. Since he was involved in the silk trade and had dealing
with foreigners, he will probably know who it is we're looking for. Be discreet. I will personally look into this from the Huan Yu Pavilion angle and have a word with the owner there. A
wealthy degenerate like this will have a history of this kind of behaviour. He didn't get involved in something like this overnight."

"Yes, Young Master."

The idea that the man who had pledged to marry her was planning to enter an establishment swamped with beautiful women whose entire profession was dedicated to servicing men,
did not sit well with Chu Qiao at all. She maintained strenuously that men in general couldn't be relied upon to remain objective in such a heady, incensed-filled environment. She
insisted that he could potentially compromise the investigation and allow the allure of the pleasure house to affect his normally commendable ability to conduct a proper inquiry in a
logical fashion. Young Master Yue wasn't convinced by her arguments at all and sceptically insisted that she direct her energies elsewhere as she was more likely to be a hindrance than
a help in this line of inquiry.

The lady protested forcefully and they argued for some time before finally settling on a compromise. She would tag along dressed as his manservant and keep an eye out for clues while
he spoke to the owner of the establishment.

As they entered Huan Yu Pavilion, her worst fears were realised. A hoard of heavily made-up women dressed in colourful robes, descended upon her future husband with (in her eyes)
gratuitous ardour. Compared to them, particularly in her disguise, she seemed like a beggar in rags. She glanced at him regularly to catch his reactions and felt palpable relief when he
seemed completely unaffected by all the boisterous admiration. He was his usual unflappable self and it was business as usual for him.

Yuwen Yue introduced himself and respectfully asked to see the owner, much to the disappointment of all the courtesans who were definitely all vying to be chosen as the young
master's evening entertainment. Again the young master seemed aloof to all the attention.

The owner of the establishment was already standing at the top end of the palatial stairway, surveying the clamour around the young man who had come to pay them a visit. She was
an enigmatic figure by all accounts, a woman whose origins were something of a mystery. She spoke Chinese like a native and was said to have business relationships with the Persians
and Arabians. Indeed a sizeable proportion of her clientele came from those lands. Some said she was part Persian herself… on her father's side but nobody knew for certain. No one
knew how old she was either but speculated that she would have to be in her mid-thirties at least.

What wasn't in doubt was her beauty. Mei Fang (if that was her real name) was a woman who commanded the attention of everyone when she entered a room but then she wasn't
someone who entered a room either. It was said that when she strode in her long flowing queenly robes it seemed as if she descended from heaven on clouds.

She had certainly heard of the young master from Qing Shan Yuan whose intelligence and pugilistic abilities were renowned in all the nation states of the Central Plains. While she
seldom gave much thought to pugilistic and military types, she was curious about the young master of Qing Shan Yuan who was also a reputedly skilled chess player. She was curious
enough, at least, to invite him to drink tea with her.

Even Chu Qiao was impressed. She had seen pretty girls in her time and even beautiful ones but in the beauty stakes, Mei Fang was in a league all on her own. Only the young master of
Qing Shan Yuan seemed impervious to her charismatic beauty. He was polite, and respectful when they exchanged greetings but he was apparently indifferent to her charms.

The lady of the house was fascinated. It was very rare from her vast experience to meet a man with such mastery of his emotions especially one so young. That made him even more
intriguing to her.

When all the usual pleasantries were exchanged, they settled down in a room that was surprisingly simply furnished. Mei Fang was a rare beauty but her needs were very basic: Ornate
cabinets along the wall, a lacquer screen and a large writing desk occupied much of the room. At the centre of it was a large vase of chrysanthemums whose fragrance pervaded the
room. Mei Fang made her own tea and set down cups for her and the Young Master Yue. By way of instruments, on display was a zither and different styles of lutes. Gracing the walls of



her room were samples of Chinese and Persian calligraphy. Yuwen Yue made the observation that the penmanship was wonderfully exquisite and soon they fell into easy conversation on
a wide range of topics covering Chinese literature, Persian culture and even the Persian variation of chess.

"I have a friend from Persia that travels the northern route every year and brings me the latest pieces of art work. He trades with the local merchants here in Chang'an. In fact, he's
currently in the city negotiating a large shipment of artifacts."

Watching those two deep in conversation that only the educated could indulge in, Chu Qiao felt completely out of her depth. She heard them use words that she understood but in their
context, she was lost. It struck her then how little she knew about Yuwen Yue outside of his pugilistic, military reputation. Like everyone, she knew the depth of his mind but was largely
unaware of the breadth of his knowledge. She wasn't surprise as much as she had never even given it any kind of thought previously. But also to witness his interaction with another
woman who was on the same wavelength as him, who had the same kind of mental agility as he did discussing these subjects was quite intimidating. On this occasion Chu Qiao felt her
place and her lack of education acutely.

"Young Master Yue, you have a well-deserved reputation," The courtesan was heard saying. "You have knowledge and understanding that exceeds your years."

"You flatter me," was the young master's response. "My knowledge is miniscule compared to Miss Mei Fang's vast experience of the world beyond the four walls of Chang'an."

"Ah, the Young Master Yue is as modest as he is wise."

"Again you are too kind, Miss Mei Fang."

Are… they… flirting? Chu Qiao wondered. She stole a glance at Yuwen Yue who was the picture of constraint.

"You are not a frivolous man so I don't believe that Young Master Yue came here today to talk to me about poetry and history."

"There is nothing frivolous about either. One can learn much about the human condition from reading good poetry and studying history."

"Indeed. But you know that's not what I meant."

"Then I will come straight to the point," said the young master simply.

"That will be best," was the knowing retort.

"Two nights ago while we were evacuating the villages situated along the Wei River tributaries when some of my men happened upon the bodies of 6 girls age between 14-18. After an
extensive search in the surrounds we discovered 4 more. Our inquiries led us to Huan Yu Pavilion… to you. We were hoping that you will cooperate with us in our investigations by
answering some simple questions."

"Why would the young master concern himself with the trivial and vulgar murders of some village girls?"

It was the cavalier callousness in the older woman's tone of voice that upset Chu Qiao. The lack of concern offended her and caused her to react negatively... and instantly. She was
obvious in her consternation and forgot about the role she was meant to play.

"Trivial? Those were 10 human lives!" She almost shouted.

The young master turned to her with a look that hinted of displeasure.

Chu Qiao recoiled, remembering her assigned role became subdued.

"I apologize for my servant's outburst and lack of manners," The young master said respectfully.

Mei Fang, somewhat amused, only smiled and waved it off.

"Why should I help you?"

"Because I suspect you know who's responsible for the murders."

"Am I a suspect?"

"Not unless you'd like to make a confession."

Mei Fang laughed. Almost like she was singing a strain from a tune in an opera.

"You have a sense of humour, Young Master but no, I have no need to confess to any crime."

"So why are you hiding the criminal, Miss Mei Fang?"



"Am I?" She said playfully.

"I think you know exactly who we're looking for, " said the Young Master Yue who reached the inside of his left sleeve and pulled out a sheet of paper. "This is his seal."

The young master handed a small slip of paper to her.

After a quick glance at it, the courtesan spoke up.

"Our patrons expect some measure of discretion and privacy from us. If word gets out that we talk about our patrons, it will be the end of our business."

"I understand." Yuwen Yue got up to leave. "If you change your mind, you know where you can reach me. Let's go, Xiao Xing."

Chu Qiao looked like she was starting to move off but when she reached the door, she turned around to face the courtesan defiantly.

"Does it only matter if it's of benefit to you? Can't you do it because it's the right thing to do?" She implored.

"Xing'er…" Yuwen Yue was hastily trying to get her out the door.

"You're an interesting young lady, Miss Xing'er, with interesting thoughts." Mei Fang eyed Xing'er with a penetrating stare. "But what is the right thing?"

Chu Qiao was taken aback by the question but said, "Those girls… they had the right to live… and have a full life."

The courtesan nodded but did not answer immediately. She paced around the room before saying, "What is right for you… or right for those girls… might not be right for me… Wars have
been fought on lesser grounds."

Then she stopped pacing and sat down. She picked up her cup of tea and took a sip before saying,

"Do you like stories Miss Xing'er?" She didn't wait for answer before continuing, "Of course you do. Everybody does. Let me tell you one before you go. It's a favourite of mine."

After a short pause, she spoke again, "Let me see... how does one usually begin a story again… There once was a boy who grew up in a small village somewhere. No one knows where…
it could have been here in Wei or Liang or even in Persia. Like many boys in all these kinds of stories he was very poor and had a very hard life at home. But he had cunning as well as a
knack for business. There was nothing he wouldn't do to earn that extra bit of money. He was very good looking too and when he became a tall, strapping young man, gossip was rife
about him seducing women in the village especially the youngest daughter of the county magistrate.

"Soon he was forced out of his village and to cut a long story short, he found his way to a large, peaceful city where he became a respectable man of trade in the northern part of the
city. He was resourceful enough even to gain the respect of foreign traders who came in through the eastern gate. No one knows for certain but in all likelihood he attained his status
among his peers by unscrupulous means. Whatever was the case, fortune was on his side and through his connections he became one of the wealthiest in the land.

"Of course the world was now his oyster and with the kind wealth he had at his disposal, he could command a lifestyle that was very specific. He would visit entertainment venues and
satisfy his whims accordingly. But when his tastes became too specific for the local businesses to cater to, he was compelled to look elsewhere to satisfy his wants.

"Despite all of that, this little boy who had gone from poverty to wealth had everything except the one thing he really wanted - the girl he left behind in his home town all those years
ago."

At that point the courtesan stopped her tale and turned abruptly to the young master to say,

"Did you like my story, Young Master Yue?"

"It's an excellent story, Miss Mei Fang and you tell it well."

On that note, Yuwen Yue bowed and paid his respects.

"We have taken up enough of your time, Madam. We will trouble you no further. You're an extraordinary woman and your stories of Persia are fascinating. One day in the future, when
we're all at leisure, Miss Xing'er and I would love to hear more of your stories of Persia."

"I would like that very much, Young Master Yue."

Afterwards the young master summoned his people to gather around him before allocating them specific tasks to follow up on the murder investigation. Earlier he had recalled Meng
Feng from Yanbei to assist them discreetly. In this instance, it was important, he felt, to deploy only people that he could trust.

"Meng Feng, I need you to protect Miss Mei Fang of Huan Yu Pavilion. You will be going undercover. She will be if she's not already in danger. Once we start we start digging around the
city, the culprit will get wind of the fact that we visited her and see her as a loose end that needs tying up."

"Yes, sir."



"He Xiao, take a few men with you. According to Yue Qi's report, we can be sure that Lin Fushu has a warehouse in the northeastern corner of the city. Sneak in without being seen
under the cover of darkness and see what clues you can find there."

"Yes, sir."

When all their subordinates had left, Chu Qiao turned to Yuwen Yue who was sitting at his desk writing his report to Prince Xiang regarding the evacuation and the murders.

"Are you sure that Lin Fushu is the one?" she queried.

"Yes, reasonably. Miss Mei Fang's story confirmed what I had already suspected anyway. His identity, his status, were already part of the profile that I had constructed. But the fact that
he's from Liang is an interesting tit bit that I couldn't have known. I've just sent a message by carrier pigeon to Xiao Ce to get clarification on his background."

"You like her, don't you?"

"Who? Mei Fang?" The young master was still scribing meticulously. "She's an extraordinarily gifted woman who is very perceptive. She's undoubtedly at the height of her profession. It
wouldn't surprise me if she's working for the Persian government and passing along intelligence while entertaining her clientele."

"She's very beautiful," Chu Qiao said deliberately, "I'm sure you noticed."

"I suppose so," was the nonchalant response.

"You suppose so…? What kind of man are you?" She made a show of being exasperated. "You don't need to keep up the pretence of being indifferent in front of me."

Yuwen Yue looked up. He promptly got up and out of his seat.

"Xing'er, you don't need to be jealous."

"I'm not jealous," She said quickly but then she hesitated, "Well, maybe a little."

The young master wandered over to her and took her hand.

"You have nothing to worry about." He assured her, squeezing her hand.

"It isn't that I'm worried about you. It's just that… How long are you going to be satisfied with me? In the long run. Your grandfather's right. I keep wondering if you wouldn't be better
off with someone like Mei Fang. An elegant, well-bred woman with literary accomplishments would be more suitable for the young master of Qing Shan Yuan, a Great General of Wei.
Even Concubine Wei wanted you as a son-in-law. Rather than some uncouth…"

"She's probably old enough to be my mother." The young master quipped and wrapped his arms around her.

She slapped his ribs hard and tried unsuccesfully to pull away. "That's not what I meant. It isn't just that I was a runaway slave or a rebel or a fugitive." She paused for a moment and
then said, "I have to ask myself, am I a woman worthy of Yuwen Yue's love?"

Caressing the strands of her hair, the young master sighed and leaned over to brush her lips against his - gently at first and then more forcefully as if declaring… imprinting indescribable
truths in a single gesture. A torrent of desire followed when their lips melded together in some kind of slow dance. Chu Qiao caught unawares, helplessly closed her eyes and
surrendered to the tide of emotions sweeping her away to a destination that was unfamiliar… wonderful and terrifying at the same time.

No one in Huan Yu Pavilion would have believed in that moment that the indifferent young man who walked through their doors earlier that day was capable of that much passion.

When their lips finally drew apart, he whispered gently,

"You are the one that I want. Do you still not know?"

Their eyes lingered on one another's lips, his voice thick with emotion as he spoke.

"When I'm with you, there is no young master of Qing Shan Yuan… or General of Wei… there's only the man who wants you desperately. All of you."

Their lips met again, leaving little doubt regarding the sincere longings of the young master's heart.

Out in the backyard, the parrot could be heard squawking, "He loves her… he loves her!"

Of course Yuwen Zhuo knew that his grandson was in love with Luo He's daughter. He didn't need that silly bird to tell him that. He saw how Yue'er looked at her. It was a mirror image
of himself all those years ago. He had also seen where all that led to and it ended up with him losing both his legs. As a grandfather he only wanted to protect his grandson from
something worse than death… regrets. The pain of lifelong regret… of wishing one had not done this or that… of wishing one could have turned back time.



What he didn't know was if she could be trusted. He decided that he didn't have to like her or her antecedents but he had to know that she would never betray Yue'er. Of course the
older man had had much higher hopes for his grandson in the marriage stakes but if the boy was stubbornly holding on to this former runaway slave then the next best thing he could
hope for was that she would never stab him in the back or in the heart.

The elder Yuwen studied his ungainly prisoner with some interest. Mainly because this boy owed his current state to the woman his grandson was insisting on marrying. His battered
body was stirring at that moment and he was beginning to emerge from his semi-comatose state.

When his prisoner became aware that he was no longer in Lei village, his foggy mind was confronted with a cantankerous elderly man whose eyes were full of mistrust.

"Where am I?" He asked cautiously.

"You're in my prison,"

"And… who… are you?" The young man asked nervously.

"Depending on how you behave while you're here, I could be your best friend or your worst nightmare."

The young man groaned, "Not you too."

"Yes, I heard that you got beaten up by a woman," Grandfather Yuwen

"Not just any kind of woman," the young fellow insisted, "She's a fox spirit or something."

"What did you do to deserve such a beating?"

"Nothing!"

"Really?"

"As I told her, I only buried the bodies and carried messages. It was Master that did things to them."

"What things?"

"You know… touch them… take them to bed…"

"So he violated them."

"I suppose you can call it that, " the youngster admitted sullenly, "But I didn't do anything to them. I didn't deserve the beating."

"You're lucky to be alive, young man," the older man noted.

"That woman was crazy and to think I thought she was a nice sweet girl."

"You don't think you should accept some responsibility for your actions?"

"What responsibility? I was just the errand runner."

It then occurred to Yuwen Zhuo that his future granddaughter-in-law might have been on to something. So without much hesitation, he hit the youngster over the head with the cane in
his hand.

Lin Fushu's warehouse was eerily deserted except for the occasional bale of cloth here and there scattered on the floor. He Xiao wondered if the culprit was already in the wind and had
removed all trace of his activities from that particular location to cover his tracks. It appeared that someone had left the building rather hurriedly

He motioned for his men to spread out and search the premises to see if there was anyone present.

After some time they reported back to say that they had seen nothing of any significance and that the building was almost empty. He Xiao thought it strange and braced his men for the
possibility of an ambush. He cautioned his men to be on the look out for traps.

As they scoured the place, moving from room to room, gradually making their way towards the back of the building, one of them thought he heard a whimper coming from the far end
and alerted the others to the fact. Ready and armed they approached the room prepared for the possibility of mortal danger. When they reached the doors, it seemed to be locked and
chained down. That seemed strange when the rest of the building was more or less vacant. This turn of events seemed oddly suspicious. He Xiao stepped forward, lifted his sword and
smashed through the offending lock. One of his men jumped forward and kicked the double doors open. Now exposed to the outside, the whimpering from the inside sounded a more
like sobbing.



"Who goes there?" He Xiao shouted into the darkness.

"Please… please don't hurt us…" said a frightened voice in the dark.

"How many of you?"

"Just two," the voice quivered fearfully

When they determined it was safe to do so, one of the Xiuli men lit the torch in his hand and shone it in the direction of the speaker. Everyone stared in astonishment as they saw two
young women, bloody and bedraggled, shackled to the wall, cowering in the corner of the room.

Author's Notes:

It occurred to me while I was working out all the odds and ends of this particular story arc that it would take a little longer to resolve because of all the conversations that I've decided
organically along the way to include as part of the OTP's journey.

Like everyone else, I imagine, I wanted so much more XingYue than I got from the drama. After doing such a good job establishing the romance, the drama did a rather mediocre job
handling their separation and a poor one providing a satisfactory reunion. This story is a reflection of my own arrogant need for the OTP to do things together as a couple and as a team.

Thank you for reading and reviewing. It's always very encouraging to hear from my dear readers.
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