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In-Laws and Outlaws: Love in the Days of Cholera 1

Yuwen Yue… where are you?

You'd better be alive.

I did not save you to lose you again.

I will find you… wait for me… I will find you

You cannot die… not without my permission. You promised me that we would be together no matter what… You cannot leave me without telling me… without saying goodbye.

I need you. Can you hear me?

Help me find you. Please.

A myriad of thoughts haunted Chu Qiao as she searched desperately through the camp… trudging through the muddy filth with the stench of vomit, sweat and faeces reaching her
nostrils. The scenario in front of her was an all-too human tragedy unfolding. Some thought it the eleventh court of hell and Yama had unleashed diyu on earth. Writhing dehydrated
bodies strewn everywhere accompanied by the continuous coda of human suffering: Groans of agony. Sobs of the dying. The smell of death. Pleas for help. Cries for mercy. Prayers to
heaven… for salvation and healing. The squalor had exacerbated the crisis and it was no fit place for humans.

"Xing'er, you shouldn't be here you know."

"It's fine, Yue Qi. I need to be here. It's better than being at Qing Shan Yuan waiting for news."

"He wouldn't want you to be here… You could get infected. This place is like a death camp."

"I absolutely cannot be sitting at home wondering if he's alive when he needs me."

Although the horrors of what seemed to be the beginnings of an epidemic were evident, her priorities lay elsewhere. Yuwen Yue had gone missing. Three days gone and not a word. A
conference with His Highness, a hasty exit and a promise to be back the next day. The trail they followed led them here. His disappearance had given the residents of Qing Shan Yuan a
sense of foreboding. Coupled with this was a new calamity the locals called huo luan. Official records from the past named it a scourge on the city that would threaten the lives of
thousands. The more religious saw it as punishment from heaven meted out to a country riddled with corruption and poor leadership. It seemed as if the flood was just the harbinger of
doom that would befall the entire land.

The refugees that had descended upon Chang'an due to the flood had remained in the city. Many had lost all their earthly goods in the recent floods. They had become a displaced
people with nowhere to go except the camp, with no resources to rebuild a new life in the old hometown or anywhere else. They had escaped the floods only to fall victim to another
human disaster compounded by a lack of human and material resources.

She was roaming this putrid landscape with only Yue Qi as her guide and sounding board. He knew best how the young master worked in such situations and was best placed to call
upon those who answered to the Eyes of God network.

The symptoms were all the same. Watery diarrhoea after a day or two. Vomitting, then dehydration followed by incredible thirst. Therein lay the problem. There was no water… no clean
water… drinkable water to bring relief to parched bodies.

"Xing'er… we found his handkerchief… He can't be too far away."
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Three days earlier Yuwen Yue was standing in front of Prince Xiang in answer to his royal summons. It was a matter of life and death, the prince insisted. The young master had grunted
warily.

Isn't it always?

"I seem to remember resigning," reminded Young Master Yue.

Prince Xiang, not willing to take 'no' for answer, waved off the comment airily. "Well, I don't remember accepting your resignation officially. It's still on my desk. Besides, I am the
highest authority in the land at present. What I say goes."

Yuwen Yue shifted uncomfortably before saying. "Your Highness, if I keep doing things on your behalf, I'm going to bring unnecessary attention to myself and to you eventually.
Remember there are a lot of people who aren't happy with either of us after the Lin Fushu incident."

"I need someone I can trust."

Yuwen Yue cleared his throat. "I'm flattered, Your Highness by your high regard of me. However, are things so bad in the state of Wei that there's no one else who can do this for you?"

"Yes… most probably. Unfortunately, His Majesty let a lot of things slide and many individuals got away with things that they shouldn't have. It was only because His Majesty wanted to
maintain the balance of power that he's so fond of pontificating about that he closed an eye to many things. It's up to me to pick up the pieces now before things get really out of control
and I need you to help me."

"May I remind you, Your Highness that we are both in a politically precarious position right now. I'm not sure if it's prudent to rock the boat."

"You don't have to remind me. But we have Lin Fushu's ledger, don't we? We can use that as leverage and keep the wolves at bay."

"Lin Fushu's ledger is a powder keg that can quite easily blow up in our faces too. It's a double-edge sword, Your Highness."

On this matter Prince Xiang was like a dog that found a bone and would not let it go without a fight. "But this matter of looking into where the flood relief has gone to is urgent," he
persisted. "There are thousands of people squatting in Chang'an in need of it, waiting for it."

"Shouldn't this be the purview of the Minister of Justice and his office or the Minister of Finance?"

"Yes, it is but I want you to go undercover and investigate what's going on at the coalface at the refugee camp."

"Don't you have people who can do that?"

"I've sent two men but it's been two days and I've heard nothing. I'm really concerned. Since you're more or less the expert in these matters…"

Yuwen Yue nodded thoughtfully but did not respond immediately. In the silence he considered all the things he was hoping to do at Qing Shan Yuan but would now have to put off to a
later time. He sighed and reluctantly accepted that enjoying a time of rest with Xing'er was a lost cause. A while later when it was obvious that the prince was increasingly impatient for
a response, he put forward his counter-offer.

"I will assist you on two conditions. Firstly, you will grant Xing'er and the Xiuli men a royal pardon when I complete my mission. Secondly, once Lin Fushu's affairs have been settled and
his assets confiscated, you will apportion a certain amount of money as compensation to the girls we found in the warehouse. I want all of this in writing with your seal on it."

"You are such an suspicious, untrusting individual."

"I grew up in service of the court, remember? And if you insist on pulling me back into court politics despite my reservations, you should be prepared to make it worth my while… at the
very least."

"What happened to duty and the people?"

"I have other priorities now."

Prince Xiang frowned and deliberated the matter. "You drive a hard bargain, Yuwen Yue but I will acquiesce to your request. How are the girls doing?"

"Much better but they won't leave their room without Xing'er. They're practically tied to Xing'er like chicks to a mother hen."

"How do you feel about that?"

"It's fine for now but when we marry…" Yuwen Yue hesitated. He looked oddly and uncomfortably troubled by the prospect of what all that may entail.

"It may become a serious problem," noted the prince with something akin to a smirk on his face.



It started out being a day just like any other.

Xing'er was not at all enthusiastic about his leaving on the spur of the moment. Watching him pack his things and putting together his disguise gave her unpleasant pangs. It wasn't just
that he was leaving on his own but the fact that he would be off on some secret mission that she couldn't be a part of made her despondent. After spending the past few years running
away from him, something inside of her wanted so much to be a part of everything he did. Of course she knew that those girls needed her like newborns attached to their mother. She
had earned their trust and they would not take a step out of the room unless she was present. It was a strange new world for them. A safer world but still one populated by men. Her old
room, which had once been the place of plots and schemes was now a refuge for these mistreated young women. While they convalesced in this room, she retold tales of her past... her
triumphs... and her errors of judgment.

The older girl nearly 17, was called Xiao Le and the younger, Shui Zhu, was 15. Xiao Le was from a village at the border. She was the one more inclined to speak. Her resilience also
came from the fact that she was left to look after 4 younger siblings on her own when her father died. Her mother had died while giving birth to the youngest brother several years
before. She was hazy about the timeline but believed that Lin Fushu had her kidnapped a year or so ago. Her greatest concern, now that she had regained her freedom, was for the
siblings she left behind in the border town.

Shui Zhu was shyer and less forthcoming but she was able to say that she was from Yanbei. She was left all alone when her grandmother died and was taken not long afterwards by
masked men.

All of this suggested a definite pattern that he had already deduced was in operation. Yuwen Yue was convinced that this ring obviously had a network of spotters and groomers finding
young vulnerable females in remote areas with no families. It would take time to dismantle the entire structure. Lin Fushu's ledger had names of people he didn't know and he suspected
that they were probably the leader's eyes and ears out in the regions. Realistically it would be a needle in a haystack hunting down all these individuals but perhaps starting with these
girls as the point of reference would be the best thing. As a start, the young master dispatched No. 8 and No. 9 to the border to find Xiao Le's village and make inquiries about her
siblings. They had a local Eyes of God contact that they could liaise with. It had been on the tip of his tongue to suggest that Xiao Le go along but he knew exactly what Xing'er would've
said to that idea.

Yuwen Yue understood that as long as she was a conduit for those two girls to the outside world, they would be permanently attached to Xing'er. That attachment was a knotty problem
that would require his attention when he returned from his "hunting expedition". It was an outcome, he decided, that wasn't conducive to long-term matrimonial harmony. He had
quietly contemplated sending them back to their hometowns once they recovered from their physical injuries but since they were orphans and quite traumatized, it was unlikely that
Xing'er would agree to leave them to their own devices.

He wasn't wild for joy about leaving Xing'er either but thought that since he had decided to lend a hand to His Highness he would make the best of the situation.

"It shouldn't take me all that long to finish the job." He tried assuring her.

She was unconvinced. "Why do you have to go? Can't you send Yue Qi?"

"Well, it's a delicate matter involving large sums of money and His Highness insist I handle it personally."

"That's what happens when you make yourself so indispensible, Yuwen Yue. Everyone thinks of you as their errand boy."

He saw the crestfallen look on her face and felt her disappointment. Still, he kept up the appearance of being cheerful.

"What are you so grumpy about? Are you going to miss me? I'm not going away for too long. A day at the most."

She turned up her nose at him. "Miss you? Bah… No way! I'm just worried that you'll get into trouble without me."

"It's true that I'd rather get into trouble with you… it's much more fun."

Yuwen Yue leaned in more intimately for a hug and Xing'er awkwardly shifted position espying the Elder Yuwen hovering around in close proximity.

"Your grandfather's watching. Not right now." She whispered.

"No. We wouldn't want him to think that there was actually something between us… that we are two people who are about to marry." The young master muttered sarcastically.

Without warning he reached down to hug her.

Her first instinct was to pull away with embarrassment. Knowing that it would be a useless attempt at modesty, she relaxed and smiled in spite of herself. "You live dangerously, Yuwen
Yue."

"I imagine that's why I have a hard time saying 'no' to anyone who wants to drag me into some kind of dangerous situation."

"I don't like the sounds of that. Maybe I should go." She said frowning suspiciously. "I'm sure the girls will be fine on their own for a day. Or you could take Yue Qi with you, you know."

"He's on another errand. Besides I want him to protect you and the girls when he gets back. There's no telling what Lin Fushu's associates might get up to next.



"I can look after myself."

"And so can I. But you have people to worry about now. You need someone to watch your back."

"There are the Xiuli men…"

"Who are in a very precarious political position. Everyone's in a very tenuous place right now. You need to be careful about how you respond to situations. Look, I'll be back before you
know it and you'll be so busy with those girls that you won't notice that I'm gone."

"Be careful, alright?"

"When am I not?"

Although of late his relationship with his grandfather was not without its problems, the young master felt the need to say a few words before his departure.

"So you're off on another mission for Prince Xiang?"

"Yes, Grandfather."

"I'm surprised you agreed. These days you're so preoccupied with more personal matters that I'm surprised you even have the time to undertake missions." The grandfather nodded his
head in Xing'er's direction.

"Well, it's important enough and I've negotiated my price with His Highness."

"A price? You make it sound like a business transaction."

"It is."

"It's a sad day when the Yuwen family become mercenaries."

"It's only temporary."

"Have you told your father?"

"I don't have a father," declared the young master flatly.

"You should tell him." The grandfather insisted.

"About what? That I've become a mercenary? I'm sure he'll be thrilled," said the young master in a tone thick with sarcasm.

"Her. Getting married. He might like to know that his son is preparing to marry." The grandfather pointed his cane in Xing'er's direction.

"If he even remembers he has a son." The young master was stubbornly refusing to concede the point.

"Tell him, Yue'er." His grandfather persisted. "Even though you have your differences, he is your elder."

"I will give it consideration."

"Whatever you think he's not done for you, he is still your father."

It occurred later to Yuwen Yue that Grandfather seemed much more amenable about the upcoming nuptials than he had been previously.

The finance minister was in a state of panic.

The refugee crisis was turning into a political fiasco. It was escalating into a public health issue and a security problem. As a result there was increasing political pressure to direct more
monetary resources into solving the crisis particularly because there were murmurs of terrible conditions in the camps due to a lack of proper sanitation provisions like clean drinking
water. Rumours were rife that huo luan had returned. No one had heard and seen it for at least over two hundred years but the older physicians had recalled descriptions of it in some
older medical manuscripts. In their expert opinion the refugee camp in the southern district was becoming a breeding ground for huo luan.

But no, it wasn't the refugee crisis or the possibility of an epidemic that sent the finance minister into a nervous frenzy. It was the reason why the crisis and the epidemic occurred that
the finance minister was primarily concerned about.

Money.



Plain and simple.

Not necessarily for himself. But for some powerful and needy individuals who were blackmailing him.

He was only too aware that Prince Xiang was not someone who was prepared to look the other way. The disappearance of a large sum of money could not be accounted for. The day of
reckoning was near and the finance minister, Lin Zhiwei was right in the middle of it.

For this reason the Minister of Finance was having a war of words with one of his strange bedfellows. Lin Zhiwei was only too aware that this could potentially destroy his reputation and
he was panicking. Unlike the finance minister, this associate was hardheaded about the whole affair.

"You know what's going to happen now, don't you? His Highness Prince Xiang is going to investigate. You and I know who he's going to put on the case. There's no one else he trusts.
It's only a matter of time before he finds out what happened to the money if he doesn't already suspect it."

"How was I supposed to know there was going to be a flood?"

"It was your responsibility to keep things under wraps!"

"People were dying! People are dying!"

"You're developing a conscience now, are you?"

"Nobody was supposed to get hurt, much less murdered. Stealing the money was the only thing I signed up for."

"For a man who has a political appointment you are incredibly naïve." The man in the mask said. "Or probably… it was just convenient for you to ignore the uncomfortable question of
where the money you were siphoning off the treasury was going to."

"I didn't have a choice. I didn't want to be a part of your conspiracy in the first but I was blackmailed."

"Of course you had a choice. " The other man said. "But you chose to keep your job and your head."

"It was an accident!" The minister protested.

"It doesn't matter now. Lin Fushu is dead and it's everyman for himself. It is only a matter of time before he's on to us."

"We cannot go up against Yuwen Yue." The minister protested. "It's will be like stirring up all of hell.

"Well, it's that or death."

It wasn't as if Yuwen Yue had no idea who was behind the embezzlement funds that were, on paper, designated for disaster relief or various infrastructure projects. Lin Fushu was very
meticulous in his ledger and there were many names in that ledger that were known to him. It wasn't difficult to put two and two together especially when only a handful of officials had
that kind of intimate access to treasury funds. He was, however, keen to see how far this entire thing went. It was partly curiosity and partly a feeling of duty to see the whole thing
through… to demolish the abomination that had taken root at the heart of Wei governance due to greed and licentiousness. Lin Fushu may have preyed on the weaknesses of others to
fund his lavish lifestyle but no one had the perspicacity to stand up to him. He was a beast that was nurtured by others. At the end of the day it was the ordinary people who suffered
when their so-called "betters" didn't have the moral courage to do the right thing. Those who stood by and did nothing were just as guilty as those who perpetrated the crimes.

Disguised as a beggar, Yuwen Yue tracked a source through his Eyes of God contact in a back alley somewhere in the southern district. Acting the part of the beggar was a new role for
him and it opened his eyes to a sub-culture that had its own power structure. Today he was the new boy in the playground and he had to pay his dues to the bigger boys. It was a crude
extortion racket with its own hierarchical struture but effective on some level in keeping law and order among the homeless who roamed the streets.

Through the network that the beggars already had in place, the news coming out of the refugee camp was that people were dying very quickly from some terrible disease. There was a
shortage of food, drink and proper sanitation. The neglect he was hearing about disturbed Yuwen Yue more than the actual embezzlement of treasury funds.

In the evening, Yuwen Yue retired to a nearby inn as a hunched elderly gentleman with serious arthritis. In it he was virtually unrecognizable even as he passed by people and shops
that he knew. He took a room on the second floor facing the street and allowed himself to be helped up the stairs. He ordered tea and a few side dishes before telling the waiter that he
was retiring early for the night, specifying that he did not want to be disturbed for the rest of the evening.

When the waiter left, he sat down and peeled off his disguise. He gulped down two cups of tea while consuming the dishes that were brought to him earlier. Once he was satisfied that
he had enough, he changed into his dark blue robes, fitted on his bat-like flying contraption in readiness for the next item on his evening agenda.

He moved stealthily out of the room and headed for the roof. When he got to the roof, he used it as his launching pad for takeoff heading off in a northerly direction. It was his intention
to meet an Eyes of God asset who was a servant in the household of a prominent family at an appointed time.

"How are you, Young Master?" The Eyes of God Contact was called Lu Han.



"I am well. Did you manage to look into the matter I asked you to?"

Lu Han was ready with an answer. "I did and I found that the trail led to General Qin, who is responsible for dispensing relief supplies. Whether he is solely responsible or whether
someone is using him as a cover, that hasn't been determined."

"General Qin?" The young master sounded surprised. "He's a bit of a stick-in-the-mud but I never pegged him as being dishonest. Besides, I don't remember him on the list. Still, I
should look into that."

"Would you like me to come with you?" asked Lu Han.

"No need. I don't really want you to blow your cover either. I have met the general on several occasions. While we're not exactly friends, we've had dealings with one another."

"Go carefully, young master. You have no idea what else you could unearth while you're investigating this matter. Or whose feathers you might be ruffling."

"I will."

Not long afterwards, Yuwen Yue was ushered into General Qin's study by a nervous-looking family retainer who served him a warm but very bitter cup of tea which the young master
sipped out of politeness rather than any real enthusiasm for the drink itself. He waited patiently but the master of the domicile failed to attend to his guest immediately which Young
Master Yue thought was strange. The young master got up, walked around the study to look at the objects on display. Suddenly he felt dizzy and clutched on to a chair nearby. He
realized instantly that there was something else other than tea in that concoction he had been sipping. There was little doubt that he had been betrayed. After sitting down he took out
the antidote preparation that he always kept with him, gulped it down and put himself into a deep meditative state.

Chu Qiao was impatient for news of the young master even while she kept herself busy preparing meals with the two girls and supervised the construction of temporary housing for the
Xiuli men a few hundred metres away from the mansion. At the back of her mind there was a feeling of foreboding that she couldn't shake. Xiao Le, it turned out was an experienced
cook and a far better one than Chu Qiao was. She noticed that Sister Xing'er's mind seemed to be elsewhere while the two of them were pottering in the kitchen.

"Sister, are you alright?"

"Me? Yes, why?"

"Your heart doesn't seem to be here."

"Isn't it?"

"Are you worried about the young master?"

"Maybe I am."

"It's because of us, isn't it? That you couldn't go with him."

"Don't worry about me. I'm just being silly. I'm sure he's fine."

Xiao Le smiled and said, "I'm sure he'll be happy to know that Sister cares so much about him."

Chu Qiao affected an obligatory smile but it hid the anxiety that was growing in her heart.

When Yuwen Yue opened his eyes, he saw the figure of General Qin lying beside him on the floor of an extraordinarily cold, dimly lit room. He called out to the general first but got no
response. Then he tried to move and noticed the ropes around his ankles and arms.

"It's no use Yuwen Yue." A low voice spoke seeming coming from nowhere.

"General Song, I presume." The young master responded impassively.

"That's the problem with you, Yuwen Yue, you poke your nose into where it doesn't belong and find out things you shouldn't."

"Lu Han… is one of your people then." The young master deduced.

"His brother died at the battle at Hong Cuan city. Good man. At least he knows what's at stake."

"I suppose you were Lin Fushu's right hand man."

"I prefer the word 'partners'. We had a mutually beneficial arrangement that was working well but you had to be a busybody."



"Did your arrangement include raping and murdering girls?" was the young master's rejoinder.

"I couldn't be bothered about the girls, to be honest but that was one of Lin Fushu's eccentricities. It's the money that he supplied to me."

"A great general of Wei betraying his country and principles for money!"

"Betray my country? You can talk! I'll have you know that I took the money to get the equipment I needed for my men! I never spent a single cent on myself."

"You could have applied to…"

"You're the successor to a prominent family and friend of the prince so you haven't got a single clue about what it means to not have enough quality supplies for the troops. This fatuous
king that we serve hasn't a clue about what is needed to defend a country. He worries about being betrayed by non-existent threats but he won't spend more to deal with real ones."

"So you took matters into your own hands."

"So I did. Because the court hasn't the faintest idea about how to run a real fighting force and what these men need to support their families."

"I'm sure your men will be thrilled to know that you collaborated with a rapist and a murderer so that you could supply them with the best equipment."

"You have no right to judge me, Yuwen Yue! You... collaborating with Yanbei spies."

"I have never collaborated with Yanbei spies."

"That woman of yours will be your undoing."

"Perhaps… but at least my conscience is clear. I have never betrayed my principles."

"Principles? Do you think you're the only one who has principles? I am a patriot. I care about this country and the people. But without the right training and equipment, we are left
defenceless."

"What about the people in it? The women and children? How can you talk about defending the country when you turn a blind eye to the dangerous appetites of a degenerate man?
Especially when he sexually exploits vulnerable young women? What kind of defence are you undertaking when innocent men and women from your country are sacrificed to your
grievous patriotism?

"It's inevitable that in war that there's collateral damage!"

"Collateral damage? Is that what you call it? I thought we were fighting Yan Xun and Liang. I didn't realize that there's a civil war going on in this country too."

"You're too short-sighted, Yuwen Yue. You think that with your high and mighty ideals. You don't have what it takes to make the tough decisions. For that you will die soon. I've
managed to acquire a jade snow dog and you will suffer slowly."

"I see… so that's how it's going to be."

When the Minister of Finance, Lin Zhiwei opened his eyes, he saw another pair of eyes glaring down at him looking especially murderous. Instinctively he tried to move but all his
extremities seemed locked in place.

First, the voice declared the obvious. "You're awake," said the woman whose large, round eyes had "death" writ large in it. The red sword she was brandishing added to the homicidal
atmosphere.

For the first time in his life, Lin Zhiwei was truly afraid for his life. When he told his associate General Song that any attempt to eliminate Yuwen Yue would be like unleashing hell… he
had no idea how true his prognostications would be and that hell would come in the form of a woman. Death… he thought at that moment… would be preferable to whatever horrors the
woman in front of him was about to inflict.

"I would like to flay you right now," The woman said grimly. "But my friend here says that you're the best lead that we have so I have to show some measure of restraint."

"You're going to kill me anyway, aren't you?"

"Killing you would be easy. But unhelpful."

"What do you want?"

"Where is Yuwen Yue?"

"I… I… don't know. I haven't seen him since the conference Prince Xiang convened to deal with the flood crisis. It's the truth, I swear."



"It's probably true, Xing'er." Yue Qi acknowledged.

"So who else can I ask?"

"I… I… can't say…" The finance minister responded fearfully. That woman with the red sword was sending chills up his spine.

"While I'm tempted to dismember you piece by piece, I don't think that will encourage you to talk. My friend here told me something very interesting and that you spend a lot of free
time with your maids and one of them accidentally got killed because she wasn't satisfied with being a maid."

"How…"

"People gossip. A man like you can't afford to be careless but you have been. I wonder what your wife, or your father-in-law would say if they knew. Or the other ministers. I have a
letter and a body to prove that you've been misbehaving badly. Failing that, castration is on the cards."

"You're Yuwen Yue's woman, aren't you? The one called Chu Qiao."

"Very pleased to meet you, Your Excellency. Now I'm going to be really generous and ask you nicely again… Who can I talk to if I want to know where Yuwen Yue is right now?"

Glossary:

Yama – King of hell in East Asian and Buddhist mythology

diyu – underworld, hell

huo luan – cholera

Author's Notes:

Another fairly late update but life is busy. I was closeted in a workshop the entire weekend.

In my research for this story, I was interested to read that something similar to cholera did occur in the lifetimes of Buddha and Hippocrates so for the convenience of storytelling, I
assumed that it would have reared its ugly head in China at some point. Sadly, every year 3-5 million people are infected with cholera and 100 - 120 000 die each year from it. Yet it is
completely preventable.

I was pleasantly surprised by the reception of the previous chapter. I was grateful for everyone's interest and all the kind sentiments that I received. Thank you all for leaving comments
behind.
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