
 Login (/login.php) | Sign Up (/signup.php)

 

  Follow/Fav

< Prev  6. Servile Bodies Part 3  Next >

FanFiction (/)  |  unleash your imagination  

In-Laws and Outlaws
By: Liliumscribe (/u/882483/Liliumscribe)  (https://www.fanfiction.net/pm2/post.php?uid=882483)
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.
Rated: Fiction T (https://www.fictionratings.com/) - English - Romance/Adventure - Chapters: 9 - Words: 45,334 - Reviews: 95 (/r/12609736/) - Favs: 13 - Follows: 17 -
Updated: Sep 8 - Published: Aug 11 - id: 12609736

In-Laws and Outlaws: Servile Bodies 3

Warning: More references to the unpleasant topics referred to in the previous two chapters.

Wrapped in unearthly darkness, only a single sound could be heard reverberating through the walls of the mostly empty structure. The sound… a voice, barely above a whisper, barely
holding back a build up of rage… mustered what strength was needed to speak words of comfort.

"Hush… it's alright… you're safe now. Sister will make sure that no one will do this to you again. Sister will make sure that the man who did this to you will pay."

Chu Qiao who spoke bravely yet wept within, cradled the two girls in her arms and with a gentle rocking motion tried to relax them. To and fro, to and fro. Little by little she could feel
the tension easing from their bruised, broken bodies. They seemed so inconsolable at first. Sobbing as if their hearts would break into a thousand pieces… shaking as if they were being
exorcised from some terrible evil that had possessed them and wounded them mind, body and soul. The terror in their eyes would not be so easily erased and no words at this present
time could settle the horrors in their hearts.

The soothing tone which accompanied the rhythmic strain of the words… "It's alright… it's not your fault… Sister is here to take you away from this terrible place"… gradually worked its
remedy into minds of two tortured souls racked with unutterable agony.

They wept and the arms that held them both were drenched from all the tears. No one who stood there watching knew how many tears were shed or to what end. They must have wept
for themselves… for the grief of something precious that had been lost… for the shame of having their bodies stripped bare… or for sheer relief for the ministrations received after the
brutality experienced.

Their rescuers stood and watched helplessly in the realisation that they had little to offer in such circumstances. All they could do was watch and wait… and seethe in unspoken outrage.

"We're so sorry that we had to send for Lady Chu and you on this errand, Young Master but as you can see…"

"It's fine, He Xiao. You did well." The young master said stoically. "This was something only Xing'er could do. It was good thinking on your part. These girls are just too traumatized to
think rationally."

He Xiao clenched his right hand in unspoken fury."It's hard to believe anyone could do this… Look at them… they can't be more than 16. I can understand why Lady Chu was ready to kill
that scum from Lei village. I'm ready to rip this scoundrel Lin Fushu to shreds myself."

"Once we take them out of here, Lin Fushu will know that we're on to him." The young master observed.

"We can't leave them here," The commander of the Xiuli battalion asserted. "He might come back for them and heaven knows what else he would do to them."

"If he does, we have to be ready. But I'm quite certain his spies have seen us now and reported what they've seen. I don't foresee him returning."

The men who were watching… witnesses to the spectacle were shaken to the core. World weary, battle experienced men who had inflicted bloodshed, who had seen their comrades fall,
who lost family in war were all deeply disturbed.

"I've a sister about the same age," One of the Xiuli men muttered angrily. "If anyone did this to her, I'd have no hesitation pummeling them to death."

"Protecting our country from foreign invaders? What about protecting our women and girls from predators within?" said another man who becoming agitated.

"Shhh… not so loud… Not sense in upsetting them anymore than they already are." A voice piped up to remind the others.
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With that admonition, everyone fell silent at once. Everyone kept their thoughts to themselves… and everyone found their posture while waiting in silence

No one knew how long it was before the sobbing died down to a whimper. But they waited because they had to. When the time was right Chu Qiao gently raised two feeble girls up to a
standing position. She helped them find their legs and coaxed them into taking one… two steps forward.

A whirlwind of thoughts and emotions shot through her body. She was not ready to speak of the anger within but it was time to move and leave. She found her legs and took one… two
steps forward.

"Yuwen Yue, I want to take them back to Qing Shan Yuan with me."

Yuwen Yue nodded. "I've ordered a carriage to be brought here. They're in no fit state to be riding on horseback."

Despite the mood, Chu Qiao smiled bleakly. She was grateful, reassured and full of love for the man who kept his wits about him. As usual he knew… he understood… he had anticipated
everything.

Then he spoke again, "I'll have the servants prepare everything, just tell me what you need."

"Thank you… Right now I just want to get these girls out of here and away from this detestable place."

"I know."

He saw through the mask she wore. Beneath the strength, the smile and the calm, anger and grief lurked below the surface.

"Yuwen Yue. Tell me that you will do everything in your power to make that man and all associates pay for this."

"I will do everything I can to see that justice is done."

Their eyes met and they understood. Words were not necessary. They lingered for a moment before he said to her, "Go. The men and I will clean up here. I will see you when I return."

The lady nodded, turning to head for the exit. Standing where he was, Yuwen Yue watched as the three women took slow, halting steps before finally disappearing through the exit.

Prince Xiang was furious and smashed his fist on the desk in front of him as he heard Yuwen Yue's report.

It was an hour after midnight but the matter was becoming one of utmost urgency. It was time, Yuwen Yue felt, to apprise His Highness of his recent discoveries. Time was of the
essence and it was becoming increasingly obvious that they had to make haste.

"To think that such a thing was happening in our city," His Highness exclaimed, "Right under our noses too."

"I imagine that this has been going on for a while," remarked Yuwen Yue, "Perhaps even before we were both sent to the border. The whole affair required some level of planning and
time for things to fall into place. Ironically, it took the flood to uncover this roots of this terrible thing."

"What is your next course of action?" The prince asked.

"I would like to do this by the book of course and I've been trying to gather all the evidence without alerting the chief perpetrator and co-conspirators. We have witnesses and even if
they are willing to testify… or in the case of the young women we found… are capable of testifying… Lin Fushu has powerful connections in this city. The difficulty even if we have an
abundant of witnesses, the Merchant Guild will inevitably close ranks, Lin Fushu will use his resources to bribe potential witnesses. I doubt Mei Fang of Huan Yu Pavilion will testify. The
girls are too traumatized to be articulate. Politically, if we don't prosecute this case carefully it could seriously backfire on not just me but you as well. Our political adversaries are just
waiting for the opportunity to undermine any goodwill that we have in this city… in court and among the people."

"We will have to tread carefully," The prince acknowledged. "But we cannot stand by and do nothing."

"Of course not, " agreed Yuwen Yue. "For the long-term safety of the women in this country we have to uproot this evil. These girls were someone's daughters, grandchildren and
sisters. Besides, I promised Xing'er."

"Where is she? I can't imagine she'll sit this one out willingly."

"She has other more pressing concerns now. She's taken the girls we found at the storehouse back to Qing Shan Yuan."

The prince nodded and was about to say something when at that moment Yue Qi burst into the room and apologized profusely for the interruption.

"Young Master, Meng Feng sent word to say that Miss Mei Fang of Huan Yu Pavilion has been poisoned! It was one of her own maids who did it!"

"Has the maid been apprehended and interrogated?" The young master asked immediately.



Yue Qi seemed reluctant to answer at first, "It's an unusual poison, Miss Mei Fang is in a comatose state. The maid committed suicide afterwards and left a note behind confessing to it."

"What?" The prince jumped out of his seat stunned mainly by the speed at which events were unfolding. "How? What did the note say?"

"She hanged herself in her quarters. Confessed that she had been stealing from her mistress for some time now and got caught. She was afraid of being exposed and took extreme
measures."

"How convenient. Our adversary is moving quickly and closing in," Yuwen Yue commented wryly, "No surprises there when there's so much at stake for them."

"What are you going to do now? The perpetrator is clearly tying up loose ends." Prince Xiang sounded concerned.

"It's a good thing I had the notion to take that lackey from Lei village home with me. Not that he knows much but he knows enough to do some damage. His testimony alone won't be
enough in a court of law but he can be useful in other ways."

"What are you thinking?"

"I am thinking that he can tell us who Lin Fushu's co-conspirators are." The young master said. "Yue Qi, I need Grandfather to find out where Xiao Chou sent those messages to."

"Yes, sir."

"Tighten security around Qing Shan Yuan with the help of the Xiuli men. Get Xing'er to move the girls into the secret chamber and stay there for the night at least."

"Should we expect company, sir?"

"We cannot be too careful."

"Yuwen Yue, what can I do to help?" The prince was eager to do his part.

"I need someone who can put me in touch with the Persian traders. An interpreter would be helpful as well. May I remind Your Highness that these persons have to be discreet and
trustworthy."

"Persian traders? Why?"

"I need a backup plan."

It was quiet outside and on this unholy night, the secret chamber of Qing Shan Yuan would serve as a place of refuge… not just for a grandfather who lied to the world about his passing
but for two adolescent girls who had suffered a fate worse than death.

Inside the secret chamber, Chu Qiao and the girls huddled together for warmth in a bricked corner. Clinging on to their newfound sister for dear life, refusing the touch of anyone else,
these girls had found their safe place and their pillar.

It was a familiar place for Chu Qiao… once labeled a nondescript Xiao Liu. Holding these girls so closely and tightly brought back memories of surviving with Xiao Qi and Xiao Ba. It
seemed like eons ago when they were vulnerable maids suffering at the hands and whims of others. The painful memory of being bullied, always looking over their shoulders for any sign
of the enemy… the memory of craving revenge for wrongs done against their innocent loved ones. All that pain which once drove her to act on impulse had never really gone away.
Always lying dormant, it was there now bubbling in empathy for those girls cradling in her arms.

On this night she was a different person from what she had been. Previously she had seen the world through a different window… of anger, resentment and vengeance. Running from
wolves and arrows she had seen firsthand the reality of power as a tool of oppression. She saw it again even when she left Chang'an to join Yan Xun in his crusade against evil. With her
own eyes she saw Yan Xun who was one of the oppressed become the oppressor for vengeance's sake. The man who once spoke of his love for freedom was no longer a friend of it.

Perhaps the impulse for freedom was too strong in her but she had resisted becoming the evil she fought against. It would have been so easy to succumb as Yan Xun did to the power
that subjugated the helpless. Great men often did fall prey to its lure. But she learnt that she had a choice in that temptation. Or perhaps it wasn't the power for its own sake that
interested her in the first place. For her, the pain that fuelled the anger had become a tool of empathy.

Yuwen Yue showed her a different way, a better way perhaps… Power, strength harnessed well could be used effectively to protect the weak. From his example, his intelligence, his
strength and his courage were all used for the good of family, country and for her. Even before witnessing first hand the sufferings of the commoners, he must have already understood
that no man was free from power's allure.

"Sister, is the bad man coming here?"

"If he does, the good men outside will protect us from him. There are also the grandfather and the uncle who are guarding the entrance who will protect us."

"I'm afraid, Sister."



"I know. Don't be, Sister Xing'er will take care of you." Xing'er assured her, "I know it's hard but close your eyes. If you can, try and get some sleep. No one will hurt you while I am
here. See this red sword in my hand? I've protected a whole city with it. It will protect us from any evildoers."

Soothed by the words and the confidence of their comforter, the girls closed their eyes and leaned up against Xing'er for security. As she rocked them ever so gently, they soon began to
feel drowsy and drift off to sleep. Settled by their newly acquired peace of mind, Xing'er soon gave in to her weariness.

Only a short distance away, the grandfather overheard that conversation. Mention of the Can Hong sword piqued his notice. Despite deep reservations, the scowl on his face was
temporarily replaced by a trace of a smile. It was common knowledge that Yue'er had given Xing'er the Can Hong sword 4 years earlier. It was also common knowledge that she had
taken it with her into Yanbei. Now she was back at Qing Shan Yuan still holding on to it. Surely, he had to conclude, the sword had great significance for her.

There was a family legend attached to that sword that was not as widely known. The Can Hong and the Po Yue swords were indeed a pair. Indeed they were reputed to be lovers' swords
but not many knew the story behind it. Their ancestor had both swords commissioned and had given the Can Hong sword to his betrothed. In the middle of an almighty battle, he had
lost sight of her. Thinking he had lost her at the end of the skirmish, he wandered around the battlefield, grief-stricken and in despair. He chanced upon the sword and found her under a
pile of bodies barely alive. It was said afterwards that the Po Yue and Can Hong swords are inextricably bound to each other and lovers that wield the swords will always find their way
back to each other. Yuwen Zhuo had always been somewhat sceptical of the legend even while he considered himself a strict adherent to traditions and customs. He was convinced the
swords themselves had no magical properties but perhaps the man who gives it to the woman that he loves… is a man who loves greatly. Perhaps too, Fate favours those who are willing
to scale mountains and cross valleys for one that is beloved.

But what was more compelling in this case was that she had held on to the Can Hong sword despite standing shoulder to shoulder with Yan Xun, despite her sworn enmity with the
Yuwen clan. Even when she was with another man, even when she journeyed to another country, she wielded it as her weapon of choice. That very fact more than anything gave Yuwen
Zhuo a glimpse into her heart… opened his eyes to how she felt about his grandson.

That realization brought some measure of relief to the Elder Yuwen. The last thing he wanted was for his grandson to go through the pain that he endured. Most people assumed that
Yue'er was a cold, unfeeling person… immune to the emotional foibles that beset the rest of the human race. In fact the opposite was true. Indeed Yue'er outwardly had always
demonstrated great mastery over his emotions but he was always a deeply sensitive boy. His mother's death struck him hard and he was never the same afterwards.

Watching her comforting the two girls, caring for them and acting the responsible older sister helped him to understand a little of what it was that Yue'er was attracted to but more
vitally, the effect that she had on him.

Elsewhere Yuwen Yue was sipping freshly made tea in someone else's sitting room. While the residents of Qing Shan Yuan were bracing themselves for a night attack, the young master
was making an urgent visit before the first call of the rooster. Through the Minister of Trade, he was able to track down a very specific Persian merchant.

"You keep unusual habits, Young Master Yuwen Yue," The speaker's eyes sparkled with more than a hint of amusement. Curiosity rather than annoyance marked the tone of his speech.

"I apologize for paying a visit at such an unusual hour but it was a matter of great urgency. I would not have done so if I hadn't thought it important enough," said the young master
respectfully before adding, "You speak Chinese very well, if I may say so."

"I have been travelling through the Northern Route to the Central Plains for two decades now so I've had numerous opportunities to learn the language and use it. But how can I help
you?"

"You and I have a mutual acquaintance, Miss Mei Fang of Huan Yu Pavilion and this matter is one of life and death."

At the mention of Mei Fang, the Persian became leery and less affable.

"What makes you think I am acquainted with Miss Mei Fang?"

Yuwen Yue saw the change in disposition and patiently said, "Mr Tehrani, you probably have your reasons for not being forthcoming about your relationship with Mei Fang but that's not
my concern right now. Her life hangs in a balance. She's been poisoned by a unique blend of herbs and is currently in a coma. I don't have the time to go into all the details but my
physician and I are working on an antidote. However, the man who did this… a wealthy merchant with powerful connections… will probably strike again until he is certain that she cannot
speak about his vile activities."

On hearing that Mei Fang's life was hanging in a balance, Tehrani became much more attentive.

"You say that Mei Fang is dying? And that this Chinese merchant is responsible?" he asked anxiously.

Yuwen Yue nodded.

"Tell me everything," Tehrani demanded.

"Excellent job," The Old Master of Qing Shan Yuan praised the leader of the Yue guards, "We should take a good look at these assassins and see what these dog-villains look like."



"Couldn't have done it without the help of the Xiuli men," Yue Qi replied. "These scoundrels put up quite a bit of a fight and injured a few of ours. Still, I have no doubt they're jiang hu
mercenaries."

Taking advantage of the darkness, a dozen masked figures clothed in black had flown into the compound at Qing Shan Yuan armed with swords, hidden weapons and poison darts. They
had intended to sneak in unawares to search for their designated targets but were stopped in their tracks by equally armed men who had been waiting for their arrival. The Yue guards
and the Xiuli men unsheathed their swords when the interlopers descended from the rooftop. Furious fighting ensued and the clanging of swords could be heard a mile away. The
reflection of swords and javelins gleamed by the pale moonlight as the two sides clashed. Lunging, dodging and weaving characterized the chaos that dotted Qing Shan Yuan's landscape
before the break of dawn.

In no time the sneak attack had been thwarted, the interlopers dispatched. Casualties were sustained largely on the side of the mercenaries. After doing a thorough search of the bodies,
each was found to have carried a bag of fifty pieces of silver each.

"They didn't ask for much, did they?" Yuwen Zhuo noted dryly. "Fifty pieces of silver for their lives. 50 times 12… their lives were cheap for the asking."

"Times are hard," was Yue Qi's response. "And they weren't exactly the cream of the crop."

"Lin Fushu got himself a bargain to be sure but these fellows did enough damage." Zhan Mo commented as he surveyed the aftermath of the skirmish. "At least you kept one of them
alive. Not sure how much he can tell us."

"How are the girls?" Yue Qi asked.

"Asleep."

"It's good that they were able to sleep through all that. Those girls were so terrified when we found them. Not too surprising considering what they've been through. Only Miss Xing'er
could calm them down."

"She certainly has a way with them." The Elder Yuwen acknowledged. "One of the girls woke up screaming at the top of her lungs but Xing'er managed to console her back to sleep."

"I don't know how anyone ever recovers from something like that."

"Some never do."

Before leaving the Persian merchant's dwelling place, Yuwen Yue contemplated his next course of action. His first thought was to pay Lin Fushu a visit and press the man for answers or
even push him for a confession. Nevertheless, he was hesitant to take that course of action for fear of Lin Fushu of cutting his losses and leaving the city hurriedly. Lin Fushu had the
resources to move on elsewhere and replicate this heinous edifice elsewhere. Furthermore the prominent individuals who were in league with Lin Fushu were a sizable number and they
would throw their weight behind him at the first sign of trouble.

The list of addresses that Xiao Chou had given them hadn't been a huge surprise to Yuwen Yue who'd been keeping tabs on these individuals through the eyes of God for some time…
two heads of prominent families, a scion of a powerful clan, a handful of high ranking officials, select merchants and miscellaneous shop owners. What he realised was how well-placed
they were politically to protect Lin Fushu's interests. The merchant had covered all his bases and seen to it that he was untouchable politically. It was a well-constructed edifice that
would have undoubtedly taken time to erect.

Young Master Yue wondered momentarily if it were better for him to return to Qing Shan Yuan and regroup with his subordinates. He brushed aside concerns for their safety with the
knowledge that if worse came to worst, Xing'er would be able to deal with any kind of large assault force.

In the end, Yuwen Yue made the decision to see Prince Xiang, to get his permission to arrest the merchant and go from there. Failing that, there was the contingency plan, which he was
loath to activate except when there was no other recourse.

When the young master got to the palace, the suspects and other assorted cronies had already gathered on their own accord, creating an uproar in court. The whole place became
noisier on his arrival. Once again his adversaries were quick to mobilize.

This must be the earliest court session ever held in Chang'an's history. And the most enthusiastic.

As he had expected, the accusations were coming thick and fast. First they accused Yuwen Yue for aiding and abetting felons and rebels. Then they demanded that Prince Xiang launch
an investigation into Qing Shan Yuan and its connection to Yanbei. There was a unified chorus insisting repeatedly that Yuwen Yue be stripped of his titles and privileges. The loudest
noise was left for His Highness who was accused, in no uncertain terms, of letting his friendship with Yuwen Yue affect his judgment by not looking into the matter sooner. They pointed
out that politically this was not a good look and could hurt the 7th prince in time to come.

As proof of their sincerity, these men were going to hold a sitting protest until Prince Xiang acceded to every single one of their demands.

Yuwen Yue had been bracing himself for such a moment since his return to Chang'an so he had been prepared to face the consequences of bringing Xing'er and the others back. But it
was never his intention to drag the prince down with him. However, the time was not yet right for him to make his exit. There was still the matter of taking down Lin Fushu and he
needed to buy himself as much time as he could.



Prince Xiang apparently understood that and motioned for those present to be silent.

"No one can question the patriotism and loyalty of General Yuwen in service of his country. He took back Meilin Pass and brought Prince Yuan Song safely into Yanbei. He also convinced
a group of Yanbei rebels to help him break Yan Xun's ambush and they decimated a quarter of his force. Without General Yuwen we would never have achieved this level of success.

Yuwen Yue then took centre stage and spoke.

"Whatever I may or may not be guilty of with regards to my actions during the battle with Yan Xun, I am prepared to give an accounting for the decisions I made on the battlefield. But
this is not the right time. I am in the middle of investigating a series of rapes and murders…"

At the mention of the rapes and murders, his words were drowned in loud protests and accusations.

"That's not your responsibility! Leave it to the tribunal!"

"You're trying to stall for time!"

"You need to answer to this court for your deeds. You have no right to investigate the crimes of others."

When Yuwen Yue was about to speak again, Prince Xiang intervened.

"Due to his effective service as successor of Eyes of God, I gave Yuwen Yue my blessing and permission to investigate the rapes which were uncovered during the floods. As this was
something that affected the safety of the residents of Chang'an, I felt that he was best suited to deal with things particularly because his men found the bodies while evacuating the flood
victims."

This was met with a cry of protest and accusations that Prince Xiang was acting recklessly and had no regard for the laws of the land or due process. It was a conflict of interest, they
insisted. They demanded that General Yuwen stand down and even that Prince Xiang be removed. This back and forth went on for some time before Yuwen Yue felt it was time for him
to make himself heard again.

As the young master of Qing Shan Yuan was about to make his defence, an attendant rushed in with a report of the greatest urgency. Everyone fell silent immediately and the entire
place was so quiet one could hear a pin drop.

The attendants whispered into the prince's ear and immediately His Highness' face registered a look of astonishment.

When the attendant finished what he had to say, the prince turned to his captive audience, who was waiting with baited breath concerned now with what shocking news the prince had
received.

"A killing has occurred in the Northern District involving the merchant Lin Fushu. As General Yuwen was involved in investigating Lin Fushu for rape and corruption, this discussion will be
postponed until that investigation has been completed."

Those in attendance were too stunned to respond.

"Was it really self-defence, Tehrani?"

A week later, the young master of Qing Shan Yuan posed that question to the Persian merchant as he saddled his horse outside the eastern gate. The Persian merchant had given
himself up for the killing of Lin Fushu and pleaded self-defence. He claimed that Lin Fushu had refused to make payment for a shipment of goods. In short, they both had words which
then led to fisticuffs. Next thing Tehrani knew, Lin Fushu pulled out a dagger (which was found at the scene) and aimed it in his direction and Tehrani pulled out his in self-defence. The
servants had heard the men arguing although as they didn't understand Persian, it was impossible to make out what was said.

"In a matter of speaking, perhaps. But no one can be sure of it, can they?"

"I expect not." The young master Yue conceded. "But it was a high price to pay. You won't be able to come back into Chang'an again. Legally, at least."

"Is it?" Tehrani's eyes danced with amusement. "What wouldn't you do for the woman you love?"

Tehrani glanced quickly at the pretty young woman with the red sword that had accompanied Yuwen Yue to see him off. She was standing some distance away giving them a little
privacy before saying their farewells.

"Isn't there an expression in the Central Plains about 'borrowing another's sword to kill?'"

"Yes…" the young master said briefly. "But…"

"Isn't that why you came to me?"

The young master hesitated and then nodded.



"It's alright, Yuwen Yue. The sword was willing and as you said, you have things you need to protect and I had things I had to protect. You were right. Mei Fang would never be safe as
long as that degenerate blackguard was freely roaming this world. How is she doing?"

"Much better. We expect full recovery in two weeks."

"From now on, Mei Fang's safety is in your hands."

"I will do my best," The young master promised. "Thank you… Tehrani for everything and for the gift as well."

"Oh that. It's just a little souvenir to mark the occasion of our one and only collaboration. Consider it an early wedding present."

A faint smile spread across the young master's face as his bade his new acquaintance farewell. Not long afterwards Tehrani jumped on his horse and took off into the distance without
turning back.

The young master opened the souvenir and inside the wooden receptacle made in Persian style was a sheaf of papers rolled into a scroll. Examining it closely, he quickly came to the
conclusion that it was a ledger… Lin Fushu's ledger… containing all his business transactions and miscellaneous dealings with many individuals from the highest echelons of society. Each
page had been clearly marked with his seal with the word "bao".

The young master shook his head. "The debt we owe this man is truly too great."

The pretty young woman who stood beside him reluctantly agreed. "Perhaps. But it would have given me no lack of satisfaction to carve up that degenerate Lin Fushu into a dozen
pieces."

Author's Notes:

Lest dog lovers take offence, the use of "dog" as a pejorative in reference to morally questionable human beings was commonly used in ancient times.

However, my claim to historical accuracy on other matters can be said to be dubious at best. Throughout this story arc I have made oblique references to the Silk Road and trade with
foreigners as it suited me to although historians have generally placed the establishment of the Silk Road during the Qin dynasty. I used the term Northern Route as it was the common
term used to designated what we now call the Silk Road. The eastern gate of Chang'an was its eastern terminus.

I also took the liberty of making up some kind of legend behind the Can Hong and Po Yue swords. It occurred to me while writing this chapter that the swords were crying out for some
kind of backstory so I fabricated something that felt probable to me at least.

My apologies also for posting this late. Aside from struggling with its execution… trying to find the right approach for it, I came down with a really bad case of the hay fever on the
weekend, which lasted for over 24 hours, and followed by a day or two of recovery. I blame the blustery weather we had for that.

Many have asked me if I intend to continue Post-Mortem and my answer to that question is that In-Laws and Outlaws can be considered my follow up to it. Thanks to everyone to has
been reading and following this story. Special appreciation to those who have posted comments/reviews all this time.
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