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In-Laws and Outlaw: Leveraging the Ledger 1

"Ladies and gentleman, the goal of the mission is quite simple: We are going to take back a very large amount of money."

All eyes were on Yuwen Yue and everyone in the room was hanging on to his every word with hushed anticipation. The woman, who only days before had been anxiously holding a
constant vigil beside his bed, was standing some distance away, marveling that he'd emerged out of his recent misadventures relatively unscathed. She rejoiced that he was alive. But
more than that he was coming truly alive playing the role of master and commander. This was his stage and his audience, his battalion.

"But it's for a good cause." The young master continued with quiet confidence. "What we can't take we will find other ways and means to procure."

There were snickers and chortles all around the secret chamber. The large collection of undesirables, as Yuwen Zhuo once called them, scattered themselves around what was once the
archives and armory of the Eyes of God. They were a motley crew of men and even a handful of women, hailing from various parts of the Central Plains now rallying around the young
master of Qing Shan Yuan on the auspicious occasion of what could be construed as the reviving or reshaping of the Eyes of God. Former soldiers, rebels, assassins, courtesans, orphans
formed a mixed brigade of unexpected foot soldiers with diverse life experiences and specific skill sets whose paths have intersected at some point with Yuwen Yue's journey. The young
master of Qing Shan Yuan had a knack of picking up strays in his travels but there's was no denying the transformational influence of the woman who had resolutely planted herself by
his side. It was a journey he would never have traversed if she hadn't intruded into his existence. Her audacity touched him like no other and her anguish crept under his skin. The world
changed for him and would never see it the same way again. Together they had garnered a force, a force that would gladly lay down their lives for the leader they chose to follow. At a
glance the congregants seemed to be an unpromising lot but their willingness to heed the young master's call was the only requisite as he briefed them on the mission at hand.

"Ultimately this isn't about the money but a means to an end. The recent flooding undoubtedly began as a natural disaster but it has escalated into a human tragedy when much of it
could have been avoided with the proper preparations underpinned by ample funding. This is something we are in a position to rectify although sadly it will be too late for those who
have died in this crisis. If any of you have qualms about this, feel free to leave the room now. I trust we can count on your secrecy."

Amidst the various head gestures and murmurs of approval around the room there was no sign of a contrary response from those present.

"Heaven only knows how many laws we've broken already, one more won't make any difference." One of the Xiuli men, Luo Su, shouted from the back of the room and was rewarded
with uproarious laughter from his comrades.

"So, you're all in?"

"Do you really have to ask, Young Master?" He Xiao replied with a grin. "Even if we didn't owe you our lives, this sounds like it could be quite the romp. And an opportunity to do some
real good."

"Young Master Yue, you said that this money would be channelled back to helping the refugees and flood victims in the neighbouring villages?" Luo Su quizzed.

Yuwen Yue nodded slowly.

"Then count us in." The Xiuli soldier pointed to himself and the man next to him.
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"I heard from the market farmers that the refugee camp in the southern district has a shortage of food and medical supplies. It's turned into a breeding ground for disease because no
help is going in." said another Xiuli soldier.

"I heard that whole families are starving," an Eyes of God operative interjected amidst the remonstrance from the group.

"The money that was meant for infrastructure projects and for the distribution of disaster relief was embezzled by the Minister of Finance under duress and then funelled by Lin Fushu
and his cronies into their own coffers or pet projects. The plan is to get it all back somehow. Every single piece of silver. The ledger that was found in Lin Fushu's mansion has provided
us with names and many useful leads. We now know who was involved in this conspiracy with Lin Fushu. We also know how he made his money as well as how he distributed the funds
that he secured through illegal means. To most of the world he was a successful merchant and trader. His primary revenue stream came from selling silk and women's apparel. To that
end he owned a sericulture facility in Chang'an, which is still functioning under a trusted manager-successor and I believe that there are hidden assets somewhere in that facility. The
abandoned warehouse, in which we found the two girls, Xiao Le and Shui Zhu, we hope, may yield other secrets. In order for the State to confiscate all of Lin Fushu's properties and
compensate the victims of his crimes, we will need to gather evidence of his vile dealings particularly with the key people in his organization.

"Thanks to a reliable source, we also know that Lin Fushu had dealings with foreign traders not only from Persia but Arabia, Syria and Greece as well. With them Lin Fushu received
quantities of exquisite art pieces, fragrances, lapis lazuli and spinel. Our source also believed that Lin Fushu might have been smuggling jade items belonging to the royal family out of
the country with the aid of the Wei clan and through his numerous foreign contacts.

"Lin Fushu had a talent for choosing his co-conspirators and finding out people's darkest secrets perhaps through his network of spies which he installed in various households. He has
been able to use this effectively to extort the right people in the right places. Of course Lin Fushu didn't accomplish all of this alone. He was ably assisted by his manager who was to all
intents and purposes, his second-in-command. He was also helped by the people he extorted or by providing services to a whole range of politically prominent individuals.

"The manager and house steward, Lin Ke was someone he brought with him from his Liang days. He was personally groomed by Lin Fushu and adopted from a young age to be his
successor. He's intensely loyal so it's doubtful that the usual interrogation techniques will work with him. I have sent someone to infiltrate his sericulture facility because that building
must contain some information about how Lin Fushu ran his businesses.

"Yue Qi's investigation into the Minister of Finance, his underlings and various ministers have shown that Lin Fushu was able to fleece large amounts of money over that period of time
through them. He discovered that Lin Zhiwei not only had a penchant for pretty household maids and seduced them with alarming frequency but had inadvertently killed one when she
fell pregnant and threatened to expose him to his wife's family, the powerful Shi clan. Previously other maids who fell pregnant were forced to imbibe abortifacients to keep his guilty
secret. A number of bribes were handed out to lower level officers in the treasury department in exchange for their silence and cooperation while the books were being doctored."

"Is it true that the Chang'an garrison under General Song has been helping Lin Fushu smuggle in girls, gold and weapons?"

Yuwen Yue paused and then hesitated before saying, "Yes, that's generally correct. Unfortunately."

"That's appalling! Is there no one trustworthy in this place?" exclaimed one of the Xiulin men.

The comment was followed by a dissonant chorus of opinions mumuring outrage and discontent.

Yuwen Yue raised his hand and motioned for everyone to quieten down.

"As some of you have already heard, General Song who commanded the main garrison for this city and was responsible for distributing supplies was a significant player in this
organization too. In exchange for allowing certain items through unchecked, he was provided with funds to boost his military supplies."

A number of the Xiuli men shook their heads dejectedly. "Who would have thought? He's reputed to be such a strict disciplinarian and an honourable soldier, feared and respected by his
men." He Xiao observed.

Yuwen Yue nodded. "On some level he is. But this is where Lin Fushu excelled. He was able to find the general's weak spot. As the saying goes, 'Every man has his price.' Whether or not
he knew with any certainty about the girls, that's between him and his conscience. But he was undoubtedly compromised no matter his self-justification. Once Lin Fushu had him in his
grasp, he had him for life. General Song wasn't wrong about one thing though. Our military is ill equipped and ironically the embezzlement could turn out to be one of the causes."

Silence reigned as the young master's words swept across the room and sank in slowly. They were all survivors in a brutal world… once perpetrators of bloodshed… wanderers who had
tasted sorrow. Such thoughts resonated deeply with their wounds.

"There's no denying that corruption is rife and it's the commoners who bear the brunt of the consequences. The flood crisis has exemplified all too clearly what happens when rulers and
officials lack moral integrity. It's an epidemic worse than what's going on in the refugee camp.

"You should know that I'm not doing this for Prince Xiang even while he has been wonderfully supportive. At the end of the day this is for the people of Wei… the commoners who have
no voice. For some of you who are not natives of Wei, you may not think this is your fight and I understand. I would not blame you if you…"

Meng Feng who was once an orphan from the Afterlife Camp, spoke up, "Young Master, when we chose to follow you, we left our past behind. Now we are ready and willing to do what
you say."

Yuwen Yue nodded appreciatively and continued.



"One of our aims is to cut off the supply chain ie. funding, especially to the low level operatives and operatives in the regional and border areas that acted as broker or spies. The
intention is to root them out and put this operation completely out of business. Lin Fushu's wealth is the key to everything."

Chu Qiao sensed that something was wrong. She had sensed it since that fateful morning when he declared that she had to "take responsibility". Despite his quick recovery and
shortened convalescence afterwards, Xing'er knew that something had changed between them. As the Young Master of Qing Shan Yuan and Eyes of God, he was business-as-usual. He
gave his briefing, outlined his plan, divided everyone into teams, handed them their tasks... all of it with characteristic efficiency. Mentally he was firing on full capacity. It was as if he
had never been kidnapped or dangerously ill.

But she knew something was afoot in that mind of his.

He was preparing to head off to the palace to enjoy a game of wei qi with Prince Xiang and made no mention at all of bringing her along. Strangely enough the icy aloofness returned but
it had a different feel to it. It was more calculated and intense.

"What about me?" She demanded. "You're thinking of leaving me behind again, aren't you?"

"Actually I am," was the curt retort. "You have a lot to occupy your time with these days."

"What if something happens to you again?" She emphasized "again".

"Xing'er, nothing will happen to me this time. That's the whole point. I will be sitting at the palace the entire time drinking tea and playing wei qi with His Highness. There will be guards
and attendants positioned all around the palace and I will enjoy the best protection that a man in this country can afford."

"How can you say that? Especially when I'm not there," she insisted.

"It will be fine," the young master retorted impatiently. "I will be fine."

Xing'er narrowed her eyes suspiciously. "Yuwen Yue, what's wrong?"

"Nothing's wrong." He turned away deliberately to avoid her scrutinizing gaze.

"Something is wrong." She remarked. "You've been avoiding me."

"I haven't been avoiding you. We're talking, aren't we?"

"You're hiding something from me, right?" She asked nervously. "Are you still unwell but you're pretending to be fine?"

The young master sighed. "I have recovered completely."

"Then what is it?"

A thought suddenly occurred to Xing'er. "It's the other night! When we went to bed together."

The young master stiffened at the mention of those words but held his peace.

"So it is." The lady saw the change in his expression and muttered. "I had my suspicions…"

In a dull expressionless voice the young master remarked, "Together? I distinctly remember that it was you who climbed into my bed and started undressing me… among other things."

"It was a necessary part of the treatment!" Xing'er protested.

"I think I understood that the first time." The young master replied dryly.

Then another thought struck the lady. She wondered why she hadn't considered the possibility before.

"It's because I did something wrong, isn't it?"

"No, Xing'er, you didn't do anything wrong."

"Then, why are you angry with me?"

"That's not it. I'm not… angry." That was a marked hesitation in that last piece of utterance.

Playing wei qi with the prince will be easier than having to deal with this persistent woman.

"Yes, you are." She noted perceptively and then lowered her voice to add, "I must have failed to please you and you're disappointed."



"It's nothing like that. You're over thinking things," was the quick rejoinder.

"Maybe. But something's wrong, I can tell. I demand you tell me what it is."

"Good Heavens, Xing'er, we're not really having this conversation now, are we?" exclaimed Yuwen Yue who was becoming testy. "I need to leave now."

"So does that mean we will have this conversation in the future?"

The young master realized that he had placed himself in an untenable quandary but relented knowing that she'd be hounding him about it in days to come. "Alright, we will have this
conversation once we've completed this mission."

"Does that mean I can come along with you?"

"No, it doesn't. It means we will talk later. Right now, you need to stay here and protect the girls. When the time comes, you need to let Xiao Chou go and carry out my instructions."

"But Yuwen Yue…"

"Stay here. I will be fine."

As he moved off, she quickly hugged him from behind. "You have to be well. Always. I couldn't bear it if you weren't."

Despite the emotional push and pull he was wrestling with inwardly, a smile flitted across his face.

Lin Ke was too busy trying to put out the fire to give much thought to how it started in the first place. The entire sericulture facility was in chaos. He was barking orders while everyone
shouting and frantically running around either trying to collect the worm trays, the twig frames and looms or put out the fire that started in the weighing room and had spread to the
preparation room. The southwesterly wind that was blowing was proving to be a hindrance. Despite the imminent dangers posed by the spreading flame devouring through the facility,
Lin Ke didn't not join in the frenzy. He stood outside the old office for a while staring nervously at the calligraphy scroll that hung there. He seemed to be at a loss… in some kind of
dilemma and somehow that piece of calligraphy was at the heart of it. He took two steps forward and then hesitated. This aroused the curiosity of the new weaver that started work the
previous day, who had been searching for the manager in order to report that a number of looms had been saved. But Lin Ke didn't seem to be listening. His eyes were fixated on the
calligraphy scroll.

"Master Lin, Master Lin… is everything alright?"

"Eh… yes… What do you want?"

"I just wanted to inform you that we've managed to get half the looms out of the weaving room but I'm not sure whether we can save them all at the rate the fire is going."

"Ah, I see. Alright." Lin Ke seemed disinterested, paying little attention to what was said.

The new weaver noticed that the manager's thoughts were elsewhere. "You seem troubled, sir. Do you want this office cleared out too?"

"Yes, er… no… I'm not sure. The master left behind some personal effects that have sentimental value and I'm wondering if I should clear out the room, just in case."

"Would you like some help with that?"

"Well, er… it's fine…"

"It's no trouble at all. Let me know if you need my assistance," said the new employee, "It looks like the previous owner left quite a lot of things behind."

Yuwen Yue was sipping tea made personally by Prince Xiang and keeping a sharp eye on the board as his opponent placed another black stone in an attempt to protect his territory while
making moves to cut through his.

"Playing a rather aggressive game, today, Yuwen Yue," Prince Xiang remarked with a knowing grin. "Usually you take your time with the opening but today you've gone all out on the
fourth line quickly and furiously."

"No sense in holding back if it means I can confuse the enemy."

"Are you casting a net and hauling in the fish already?"

"Perhaps… perhaps not. I can't give away my game this soon. Besides, as the Classic of Weiqi says, 'At the beginning of the game, the pieces are moved in a regular and orthodox way,
but creativity is needed to win the game.'"



When Lin Ke regained consciousness, he found himself with a raging headache, lying on the floor of Lin Fushu's old office, his head halfway under the desk. He couldn't recall why he
blacked out and wondered whether it was the smoke that had been his undoing. The last thing he vaguely remembered doing was reaching for the mounted calligraphy scroll and then
falling to the floor. With that recollection he panicked immediately and quickly swung his head upwards. To his great relief, he observed that the scroll was still hanging in its place.
Remembering that he had been in the middle of managing a fire emergency, he ran out to check on its progress and noted with some satisfaction that the fire was under control. Much
of it had been extinguished by the workers who were drenched in soot and water. The fire and water damage in the preparation room was considerable. Surveying the damage, Lin Ke
felt a weariness creeping into his shoulders as he was quite certain that a fair number of gold bars would be needed for repairs and it would be a while before the business would hum
along as it once did.

It was times like these that Lin Ke missed Master Lin who had been very strict with him. He would have known precisely what to do. No doubt the owner was a man with insatiable
debauched appetites but there was no denying that the former owner had an uncanny insight for business opportunities as well as the egotism to pull it off. The owner had been a
brilliant man dealing in secrets. Now that he was dead, there would be many lining up to lay their hands on those documents in his secret vault.

Huan Yu Pavilion was buzzing with activity. The young master of the Wang clan, Wang Ming had arrived with much pomp and ceremony, surrounded by bodyguards and a bevy of
women who were eager to gain his favour by providing him with the evening's entertainment. But he had come to see the lady of the house, which he heard had recovered from a
strange bout of illness and was inviting old friends and acquaintances to make merry with her. Young Master Ming liked to think of himself a musician and played the gu qin with a
decent level of skill. He had eagerly come to show off his latest composition which he'd commissioned for the instrument to discuss its relative merits with Miss Mei Fang.

Mei Fang seemed pleased to see the young man. Although he was reputedly over-indulged on the domestic front, he did genuinely have some talent for music. As was his habit, he
brought his own instrument, which by all accounts was a wonderful work of art by a famous reclusive luthier who lived in the mountains that buffered Wei and Liang. It had a rich,
mellow tone, which complemented Mei Fang's instrument very well. The young man was impatient to get started on the melody so he jumped onto his instrument as soon as his men
took it out of its case. Mei Fang was called upon to accompany him and when it was over, she offered compliments and pointers, suggesting that he add an extra bar at the end for
dramatic effect. It was an idea that he embraced enthusiastically. Now he was ready to take his tea and snacks, which he devoured enthusiastically. While he did so, Miss Mei Fang
started playing an old favourite, "The Willow Tree Weeps for My Love".

Not long afterwards, Young Master Ming gave a loud yawn and wondered why it was that he was so sleepy. He wondered momentarily if the polo game he was a part of earlier in the day
had worn him out. He yawned again and found it hard to keep his eyes open. Before he could make sense of what was happening, he slumped onto the table and knocked over a few
pieces of empty crockery onto the floor as the music reached the peak of a crescendo.

Miss Mei Fang continued playing while two masked men hiding in the room emerged. They removed the young master's jade piece from his robe, and afterwards placed him in a secret
compartment under the bed. Before making their getaway through the window, they pinned a note with an ordinary dagger onto the wall adjacent to the doorway.

When Mei Fang finished, she got up and moved away from her instrument. She picked up another dagger from her cabinet and made a nick on her neck. She wiped the dagger clean
before putting it back into her into her cabinet. She gave the masked figures sufficient time to escape before letting off a shriek. She opened the door sobbing that the young master had
been kidnapped by two masked men while they held her at knifepoint. The bodyguards burst in to confirm that their charge had definitely disappeared. From what they could see Miss
Mei Fang seemed deeply distraught by the whole thing. Eventually they noticed that her trembling finger was pointing at the note that the kidnappers had apparently left behind.

Xiao Chou did as he was told. What choice did he have with that frightening woman breathing down his neck and dogging him? To think he had actually believed her to be a sweet pretty
girl on their first encounter. In bad grace and with much resentment, he passed on the messages to the five households as was instructed to by the young master of Qing Shan Yuan. Of
course he was tempted to make his getaway but he had to tread carefully as the hairs on the back of his neck could feel the presence of the sword-wielding harridan watching his every
move.

Indeed Xing'er, deploying her qing gong, flew across the roof tops as she watched him from ideal vantage points as he went from house to house. She had a strong desire to do him
serious physical harm and would have if he had so much as looked in the wrong direction. She was persuaded... and she herself conceded that in the larger scheme of things, he was
more useful alive than dead unless he were to act outside the parameters of his instructions. She would then be there to pounce on him and give him a good going over.

But it seemed like she wasn't the only one watching Xiao Chou. Yuwen Yue had dispatched a couple of Yue guards to stalk him carefully on the ground.

Turning her thoughts to him, it amazed her that Yuwen Yue could even think about playing wei qi at a time like this but he was probably born with nerves of steel. She knew she needn't
worry now that he had put his hand to the plough. He would see it through right to the bitter end and protect every single person on his team. A part of her was deeply envious of all the
men and women who were such an integral part of the mission. In her head, she knew that protecting the girls was the right thing to do but deep down she craved to be in the thick of
things like everyone else.

"Ah… interesting… a tiger mouth here… to protect your weakness."

"Perhaps but also to gain territory in this corner."

This was followed by silent contemplation as both men considered their next moves in advance. They had played against each other on many occasions and were well aware of one
another's propensities on the wei qi board. But there was something else driving Yuwen Yue today. Several extensions and responses later, His Highness remarked half-annoyed, half-
amused,



"Encroaching into my corner! Are you throwing down the gauntlet? Looking to pick a fight?"

"It's only a fight if one can't see the long term benefits and reacts unthinkingly. A challenge brings its own opportunities for compromise and long-term survival."

"True enough."

Night had fallen. The five messages went to five men who later gathered in the largest guest room of an old inn located 10 li outside the city. In the normal course of their lives one
would not have expected them to be there. It was the type of place that did not reflect their social strata or the lavish lifestyles that they were accustomed to. The nervousness that
marked their appearance seemed indicative of their discomfort not just with the location but also with the company gathered. Yet they were there… driven in part by compulsion and by
habit, not necessarily united in a common cause but clearly by a common need.

The room though was not comparable to any that were offered in the larger inns inside the city, it was clean and neat. The five men took up various positions in it wondering what
manner of person had decided to bring them altogether in this fashion. Each man mulled over the possibilities but

"Stop pacing back and forth, Chen old fellow. You're getting on my nerves." Wang Guang, head of the Wang clan complained.

"Why were we summoned? Lin Fushu is dead." The one called Chen Kang demanded to know. He was a dealer in northern ceramics.

"It's a good question. But you came didn't you?" was the calm response of Liu Su, second ranked official in the Ministry of Works.

"So did you." Chen Kang responded peevishly

"Curiosity got the better of us. Perhaps we are all here for the same reason: To find out if our secret is safe," remarked Yang Mingxin, a third ranked official working under the Minister of
Personnel and a relative of the decent consort Yang.

"Someone obviously knows about this place," noted Li Fen who was a scion of the first branch of the powerful Li clan.

"Or they're just fishing. If that's the case, we can plead ignorance and deny everything." Yang Mingxin reasoned.

While they were debating the relative merits of remaining or leaving, a young couple dressed like well-to-do commoners walked in with freshly made tea and piping hot snacks. They
bowed respectfully. The man had a short beard and was well-built. He looked like he could have been a soldier at one time and the woman, though simply made-up was attractive after
a fashion. There was an unmistakable shrewdness in her expression as she looked over her guests one at a time.

"Please sirs, help yourselves and enjoy."

"Who are you? Where's the old crone that used to run this place?"

"We are the new proprietors here. I am He Cao and this is my wife."

"Really? We didn't know that she sold up and left."

"Yes, just last week. We made her an offer she couldn't resist so she's gone back to her hometown in Xi Lu "

"It seems like you've been expecting us." Yang Mingxin noted astutely.

"A gentleman bearing the surname Lin told us that you were all coming. He requested that we look after you well."

"What did he look like?"

"He had small eyes, a moustache and a small scar on the left side of his forehead," was the reply.

"It sounds like Lin Ke."

"That makes sense. What does he want?"

"We're not sure, sirs. He just gave us instructions to serve you all well."

"Perhaps he wants to make a deal with us. He obviously think he can supply us with the goods."

"But I thought…" Chen Kang began to say but was interrupted by Liu Su.

"Alright, that's fine. We'll wait for Lin Ke."

The couple bowed respectfully and took their leave, carefully closing the door behind them.



"Assuming that it is Lin Ke, isn't the timing somewhat suspicious? Why didn't he contact us sooner?"

"Who knows? Perhaps he wanted to stay quiet for a while."

"I don't like it!" Chen Kang exploded.

"You don't like much. But you're here despite all your suspicions." Liu Su remarked.

"Why are you here then?" Chen Kang demanded belligerently.

"Because like you, I am an addict. Lin Fushu provided a service that we all enjoyed. He took advantage of our weaknesses certainly but we went along with his scheme willingly."

After a patch of silence, Yang Mingxin spoke up. "His Highness Prince Xiang and his running dog, Yuwen Yue must surely be on to us by now. Especially after that political stunt we pulled
that time in court."

"They might be but they can't be sure and what proof would they have? Besides nobody cares, do they? That fool Yuwen Xi got away with the mass murder of women hundreds of times
over and no one moved against him," commented Li Fen.

"But the times are changing. Prince Xiang is practically the de facto ruler and he's not like his father. He won't let this go that easily." Yang Mingxin noted.

"We can exert the necessary political pressure via Yuwen Yue. His relationship with that woman, Chu Qiao warrants serious investigation anyway."

"Perhaps but don't ever underestimate Yuwen Yue. That would be a grave mistake that will lead to all our deaths. He isn't the successor to the Eyes of God for no reason," warned Yang
Mingxin.

Chen Kang muttered something under his breath.

"Where's that Lin Ke? Why's he making us wait? That dog villain is becoming arrogant. He should know his place."

While everyone was talking, Wang Guang's frown grew more pronounced. "I don't like it. He should have been here by now. Lin Fushu might have been a lowlife scum but he knew how
to conduct his business and his successor would know better than to keep us waiting."

"Lin Ke could be cut from a different cloth."

Li Fen shook his head and said, "I've only met with him on two occasions but he didn't strike me as being arrogant."

Chen Kang was about to make a comment when they heard a loud knock on the door.

"Master Wang, it's me, Hei Shu," said the voice through the crack of the door. It was the household steward.

"Didn't I tell you not to come here?" Old Master Wang scolded as he unlatched the door.

"Something's happened to Young Master!" The servant was quite distraught.

"Ming'er? Tell me." Old Master Wang demanded.

The household steward whispered in Wang Guang's ear and the old master's face transformed from one of annoyance to horror in an instant.

His response was immediate. "There's no time left to lose. We'll go at once."

"Where are you going Wang Guang?" Chen Gang demanded.

"It's a family emergency, I have to go."

"What's happened?

"I can't say exactly. Anyway, I have to go." The Elder Wang made a dash for the exit.

Chen Gang tried to stop him but was pushed aside. He fell to the floor and shouted after the fleeing Wang Guang.

"Wang Guang, come back here! Tell us what's going on! We're in this together."

Wang Guang was too preoccupied with whatever crisis had emerged on the domestic front to bother with his bedfellows. He was single-mindedly homeward bound. The four remaining
men were left speculating what had befallen the Young Master Ming to provoke his father to act in haste.



After what seemed to be a long time of silent contemplation, Chen Kang who was increasingly on edge decided that it was time for him to leave, "I don't like it. You men can stick
around if you like but this whole thing is making me nervous."

"Are you leaving?"

"Yes, I need to get home and finish my inventory anyway. I should also check on Wang Guang."

So saying, Chen Kang made a dash for the door, ran down the stairs and walked out the inn.

"Maybe Chen Kang has the right idea," said Yang Mingxin. "There doesn't seem to be any point staying."

Li Fen stroked his beard thoughtfully before remarking to the others, "I don't know if Lin Ke or anyone else is coming this evening."

"Who summoned us here and why?"

"Why drag us out all the way here and not show up?"

"Maybe it's a prank."

Yang Mingxin shook his head. "It's no prank."

Liu Su who had been largely silent throughout the evening's proceedings spoke up, "Someone wants us here for a reason."

Just then the new proprietors came to inform them that Manager Lin had sent over a servant with documents for them to read and appraise. At the last minute the manager couldn't
come himself, as there was a fire emergency at the sericulture facility that he had to attend to.

The men took the documents and leafed through them, nodding as they read. The terms of contract were much the same except for changes in venue and delivery times.

As they were about to make their decision, they heard a knock on the door. Liu Su got up and to see who it was. As he opened the door, he was surprised that their visitor was a woman
whose face was hidden behind a veil. Though simply dressed, she exuded an aura of regality and her voice, when she spoke, was one that commanded authority.

As she walked in, she surveyed the room before saying, "Gentlemen, I gather you have been expecting me."

All three men were astounded. "Who are you, Miss?"

She reached into her left sleeve and pulled out a small piece of vellum. On it was Lin Fushu's seal with the word "bao" stamped in the corner.

"You recognize this surely?" She quizzed.

"We don't know who you are, Miss."

"According to the note I was told to come here and meet with a group of associates who had crucial information to sell to me."

"You're mistaken, Miss."

"I don't think so. This is where Lin Fushu often did his drop offs. You are his associates, aren't you?"

On hearing this, Yang Mingxin spoke up, "Gentleman, something tells me that we shouldn't remain here much longer."

Wang Guang read the kidnapper's note several times over, mostly in disbelief. He expected a ransom demand but there was none. It was just a note saying that the young master Ming
would be properly cared for and further instructions would be left for the family at a later time. This sent the father who was already half way out of his mind with worry into a tailspin.
Extortion he could handle but not this uncertainty. He was sweating profusely and pacing back and forth in his study. His First Lady was blaming the Second who was blaming the newly
acquired concubine. Moreover, it seemed that everyone who was not a servant was taking a turn to kick and hit the bodyguards. The entire household was in complete disarray.

Two hours later, another message duly arrived via arrow mail with the young master's heirloom jade piece threatening to expose the Elder Wang's "darkest secret" to his family unless
he brought a hundred gold bars to a designated location. No mention was made of the son, which made the family even more fearful. This sent the patriarch of the household scrambling
around his study as he searched in all the secret places where his wealth was hidden.

On the other hand, when Chen Gang finally arrived home, he was still mulling over the evening's events. It had been an evening peppered by strange occurrences. He wandered
aimlessly around the courtyard trying to piece together everything when he remembered that he hadn't done the nightly inventory of his ceramic collection. When he ambled into the
ceramic room, he came upon a large sack on his front door. On opening it, he was astonished to see the figure of Young Master Ming who was unconscious but quite alive. He quickly
called out for his house steward and then ordered him to carry the young man into a guest bedroom. After deliberating over what the best course of action would be, he decided to send
a servant to inform the young man's father of his son's whereabouts.



As the servant scurried out of the main gate of the mansion, unbeknownst to him, someone was following him closely. Before the servant could get to Wang Guang's residence, someone
sneaked up from behind and rendered him unconscious.

Meanwhile Chen Gang was wondering what had happened to the servant and what was taking him so long so he ordered a horse-drawn carriage to take the young man home himself.

As Chen Gang was passing by the local baker's shop, the wheel of the carriage hit something hard on the road, which dislodged the wheel, sending the carriage flying to the side of the
street and creating an almighty crash. This caused quite a commotion and a small crowd of bystanders formed around the scene. Chen Gang climbed out of the wreck and pleaded for
help to get Young Master Ming out. An onlooker heard the plea and came to his assistance. It took some effort to get the young man out of the wreck and he was bleeding from serious
head injuries.

At that time, Wang Guang was rushing to make the ransom drop. He noticed the pandemonium on the way, and ordered his carriage to stop. He recognized Chen Gang and hurried over
to him to find out what was going on. Before either man could say another word, Wang Guang noticed the figure of his missing son lying lifelessly in the splintered debris with blood on
his face and body. He staggered forward and fell on top of the young man.

"I am receiving retribution for what I've done," the father wailed heart-rendingly.

"He's fine, Wang old fellow, he's just unconscious." Chen Gang tried to calm the other man by patting him on the back.

"Why was he with you?"

"I found him in my ceramic room. Someone left him there. He was probably drugged."

Wang Guang's face contorted into some semblance of incredulity. "What kind of tale is that, Chen Gang? Do you expect me to believe it?"

"But it's true!"

"You kidnapped my son, you despicable excuse for a human being and you were trying to blackmail me!"

"I did no such thing. I told you, I found him in my house."

Wang Guang jumped on the other man and both of his hands were wrapped around the other man's throat

"If you needed money, you could have come to me instead of involving my son."

Chen Gang could barely mouth his words, "It wasn't me, it really wasn't me." He groaned hoarsely.

Wang Guang was having none of it and tightened his grip around the other man in absolute rage.

Some bystanders evidently had seen enough and decided it was time to intervene. Two men grabbed whole of Wang Guang and tore him off Chen Gang who was inches away from being
a dead man.

"You're ruthless, positively ruthless today. You gave the impression that you were off building your territory and then at the end you surrounded my stones and destroyed my defences."

"You didn't think I was going to let you win, did you?"

"I'm not that naïve, Yuwen Yue." The prince eyed his wei qi opponent with more than a hint of awe. "You know, I'm glad that we're on the same side because I would hate to ever go to
war against you. On the surface you're every inch the gentleman but if anyone were to cross you, Heaven help us all."

"Perhaps but I have things I need to protect and I can't do it by playing a gentleman's game."

Glossary:

wei qi – commonly known as Go; consensus is that it is the longest surviving board game still being played. One of the four arts that was a necessary part of the gentleman scholar's
cultivation.

gu qin – a fretless zither

I used the expression "Chen old fellow" as an English equivalent of "Lao Chen" which is another one of those hard to translate forms of address. Like the English equivalent one doesn't
need to be old to be called "lao" in this context.

Author's Notes:



Not too much XingYue this week but hopefully it's obvious that it's a necessary extension of the themes presented so far. This was by far the most difficult chapter for me, requiring the
most deliberation regarding approach and overall execution. Despite all kinds of mapping and planning, the story arc evolved on its own as I started to write it up. On top of that I
started watching a few Go videos to put me in that headspace but realized in the end that it was a profound game with its own vocabulary and system… way beyond my capacity to
grasp in just a week. I even started watching a few episodes of the anime, Hikaru no Go, which was actually more interesting than I thought it would be.

In response to a guest reviewer I just want to say that I'm not the kind of writer who enjoys OTP separation as a plot device. I know that it's a trend in Chinese novels/dramas where the
OTP gets separated for an extended number of years, usually one thinking the other is dead. Frankly I'm far more interested in seeing couples do things together and growing together,
learning to work out their happily-ever-after in a dynamic rather than static fashion. The conventional wisdom in dramas is that couples need to earn their right to stay together by being
separated first but I personally find that tedious. Separation had some justification in PA but for over half the show? It's more torturous than ringing through to a government service
only to be put on hold for half an hour. To add insult to injury, we're subject to looped messages assuring us that someone "will be with you shortly".

A couple of people have commented about how easily Lin Fushu got away with murder, theft and sexual exploitation. Yes, on some level he may have but this story isn't really about him
or even the minor villain that litter this story. To me he symbolizes the insidiousness of evil that is perpetuated by a society that has lost its moral bearings because there is no real
leadership on that front. The reason why he could survive and thrive in such an environment was because he fed on the greed and lusts of others who were just as bad as he was.

All the faults and absurdities of this chapter are mine.
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