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      Zhen Wan-Xian—Swordmistress Zhen—looked up sharply from her dim sum as the alehouse door opened noisily.

      Today, she had chosen to rest, rather than take her deadly Frankish sword, Bai Sheng Ren, Traveler from the West, and train in a nearby park. It appeared that her planned day without stress had ended, as Scholar Ying and Shaman Gu entered.

      One merely had to watch the apprehensive scowls on their faces to understand.

      Wan-Xian touches the hilt of her sword once to place it beneath the table, then lifted her mug of tea and waited with the patience she was known for.

      Both men hurried close, Scholar Ying signaling the mistress of the house to bring more of everything. Thus, a longer explanation was at hand.

      Scholar Ying—Ying Ru-Hou, sat across from her, his robes pristine and scholar’s sword lighter and more of a mark of his station, though he had once been a famous and deadly warrior with it. About the time she had been born. Today, he was a favorite uncle who had taken her and her twin sister—Archer Zhen—under his wing when her parents had died.

      Wan-Xian had never gotten a straight answer from the man about how her parents might have been involved with these two men and their WuXia adventures.

      Shaman Gu certainly did not fit as the friend of a Chinese Scholar of repute. Folks called him a geomancer, but he called himself a man of science. Wan-Xian didn’t understand the differences, save that his inventions didn’t rely on charts and stars in order to work, so perhaps there was something to it.

      She watched. Beer and another plate of dim sum got delivered. Wan-Xian put aside the scroll she had been reading and waited.

      “I had a visitor,” Shaman Gu began first, surprising her.

      Average height for a man, but the smallest of the five of them, were her sister and Merchant Hong to join them. Wan-Xian wondered if it might come to that from his tone.

      She nodded.

      “She was a superstitious fool, speaking of angry ghosts and strange magics,” he scoffed, one hand waving negligently. “However, her story bore listening to.”

      Wan-Xian perked up. Shaman Gu was also the smartest of them, which was no easy task in the company of a man like Scholar Ying.

      “Or rather,” he continued. “The location caught my ear, in light of recent circumstances involving the five of us.”

      There. Admission that they had become a thing. A team. Three semi-retired WuXia warriors and a pair of much younger sisters just setting out on that road.

      Because the Tang, while mighty, were distant and easily distracted. They needed heroes.

      Shaman Gu turned to Scholar Ying pointedly.

      “The village is known as Hanghui,” the Scholar said simply. “Rice paddies, some grains, some herding. Forests nearby for wood. Not a particularly impressive place. One of thousands that never amounted to anything useful in all the annals of the Middle Kingdom, save for one important footnote.”

      Wan-Xian perked up. The man was a Scholar.

      “In an earlier day, there was a small fortress that sat on the hill above the village,” Ying nodded. “It was at one time a stronghold of the Jade Tiger gang. We three had thought them destroyed a generation ago. Recently, we have been proven wrong, so I have put out the word quietly to be told of happenings at certain locations. Not ley lines, perhaps, but as Shaman Gu says, superstitious fools who might report things that need investigating.”

      “Hanghui,” Wan-Xian repeated. “Angry ghosts?”

      “Strange lights and terrifying sounds, frightening the poor villagers below,” Shaman Gu said. “I can easily replicate such things.”

      Science, and thus predictable. Explainable.

      Defeatable.

      “We are to investigate?” she asked Scholar Ying.

      He nodded.

      “I have made arrangements with contacts in the governor’s office for passes that will see you where you need to be,” he said. “You and your sister need to exercise care, because the Jade Tiger spent decades in hiding before emerging again. If they have taken to haunting old ruins, they might feel that they have grown in sufficient strength.”

      “Or needed to scare off the feeble-minded first,” Shaman Gu pointed out, but Wan-Xian knew his opinion of most farmers.

      Superstitious fools.

      “Angry ghosts sounds like a job for Zhong Kui,” she grinned slyly, referencing the Taoist god traditionally regarded as a vanquisher of such creatures.

      “I asked, and he was unavailable,” Scholar Ying grinned back. “I have, however, a few friends who might assist.”

      He turned pointedly back to Shaman Gu, whose smile turned terrible and feral.

      “The Swordmistress is too well known,” Gu nodded. “I have consulted my scrolls and will create a disguise for your equal to angry ghosts.”

      “Oh?” Wan-Xian asked, intrigued.

      “Xuan Nu,” he said, unable to contain his grin.

      “The goddess of warfare, martial magic, longevity, and sexuality?” Wan-Xian asked dryly.

      “The same,” Scholar Ying interceded. “It will be a powerful image, for folk who need something in which to believe.”

      Wan-Xian conceded that point, because the man was correct.

      The world needed more heroes.
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        * * *

      

      Wan-Xian rode her black stallion Lu, named for Lu Dongbin, the god of the west. Both were terrible in battle, and goofballs much of the rest of the time. Beside her rode her sister, Zhen Min-Gan. Archer Zhen. Twins, but sororal of a single birth and not identical. Younger, which mattered. Occasionally.

      The road was one of the lesser ones, connecting villages but not wide enough for armies.  Hardly enough for wagons. Trees and brush limited their ability to see any distance, but she was prepared for violence always.

      “I suppose that being the old woman, it makes sense for you to impersonate a deity,” Min-Gan noted sarcastically as they rode. As usual.

      “I shall be calling down the wrath of the heavens,” Wan-Xian replied. “That’s your job. Try not to blow yourself up, youngster.”

      “Shaman Gu’s toys are usually fragile in failing to work, rather than delicate in operation,” Min-Gan retorted. “Although I will grant you that the latest invention is one I’m looking forward to trying in battle.”

      Wan-Xian didn’t doubt that. A new kind of bolt for her sister’s crossbow that would explode with a loud pop when it impacted something. She had her own variant that she could drop in place to vanish in a puff of acrid smoke, but casting them like spells across a battlefield would be all the more fun.

      Whether or not her sister bitched all the while.

      “Are we there yet?” Min-Gan asked after a few minutes.

      Wan-Xian rolled her eyes and decided now was a good time to consult the map Scholar Ying had gotten from Merchant Hong before they left.

      “A few li, then we can cut across country,” Wan-Xian replied.

      “Let’s go now,” Min-Gan replied, suddenly deadly serious.

      Wan-Xian glanced at her sister, stuffed the map back into the tube and thrust it into her saddle bags, heeling Lu into motion and dragging his head sideways.

      Even her horse had felt it, as he turned serious in a step, head down and spine firm for a charge.

      She let him pick a path back into the woods. Nothing was heavy here, once he forced his way through the first wall. Fallen leaves and needles. A few downed trees. Muffled hoof stomps that fell away as Lu seemed to walk quieter.

      Behind her, Min-Gan’s bay fell in, catching whatever scent had spooked her rider.

      Wan-Xian paused Lu and waved to Min-Gan as she heard something in the distance. They fell to stillness as the sound grew closer. Many horses. On this road, never a good sign, as it sounded more like an army patrol than anything.

      On a road the army pointedly ignored.

      That suggested bandits instead.

      They both had costumes for later, but were dressed as traveling Khitan mercenaries today from the far northeast today. Leathers with rings sewn on. Swords. She had a hornbow instead of her sister’s crossbow. Tack and bags.

      The sound rose like a tide coming in, held, then receded.

      “Ten horses?” she asked Min-Gan when it had grown silent again.

      “Eleven,” Min-Gan replied. “Not riding for the post, but perhaps looking for trouble.”

      “Was that old woman who warned Shaman Gu sent as bait?” Wan-Xian asked.

      “As good a story as any, if she went to them with her tale,” her sister replied. “What does it change?”

      “We ignore the village,” Wan-Xian said. “Circle away now and come up on the ruins from behind, without telling anyone.”

      “Because any of them might be spies?”

      “Perhaps all of them,” Wan-Xian said.

      She turned Lu away from the road and set him into motion.
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        * * *

      

      Ruins. And not ruins, on closer glance.

      Fire had not destroyed the place. Nor hostile armies. Merely time.

      Wan-Xian studied the hilltop keep as it presented itself. Walls fallen in places where they hadn’t been maintained. Rammed earth in frames, sufficient to stop bandits. A pair of towers over a collapsed gate, one of them still mostly intact.

      Inside, several buildings, again worn and ruined, but seemingly stable. The arrangement suggested a central courtyard invisible from this distance.

      Wan-Xian could see fallen trees and some of the buildings were on the verge of collapse inside, but the place had an air of cleanliness that didn’t match the image of a forgotten ruin.

      At least from up here where they were across a valley almost on a level. From the village below, all one might see would be walls and brush.

      “Do we sneak in?” Min-Gan asked.

      Wan-Xian shook her head.

      “Last time, we tried that and had to fight our way out,” she told her sister. “This time, I’d like to try subtlety.”

      “Who are you and what have you done with my sister?” Min-Gan snickered.

      “Turned her into a goddess, youngster,” Wan-Xian retorted. “Nothing has to happen tonight. Especially not if that was a patrol on the road, looking for us.”

      Min-Gan sobered. Nodded.

      “Is this close enough to watch?” she asked.

      Wan-Xian considered it.

      “The horses are trained enough to remain here for a few days,” she replied.

      “Nothing I’ve seen suggests that anyone comes this direction,” he sister agreed. “Leave now or wait until the middle of the night?”

      “The old woman said the ghosts frequently came out at moonrise,” Wan-Xian replied. “Let us slip over there after sunset, then find a spot to watch. We’ll dress in dark things.”

      Min-Gan grinned, but all of her costumes for this mission would hide her. Wan-Xian was the one that would be visible.

      Tonight, she wanted to better scout the terrain, having twice gotten in almost over her head.

      Eventually, the bad guys might get lucky.
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        * * *

      

      The ruins were no more impressive up close, but Wan-Xian had let her sister lead them up the backside of the hill, away from the village in a rough area that no farmer would choose. And too many trees for anything but pigs and wild animals.

      They had crossed a seasonal stream at the bottom, reduced by summer’s heat to a few puddles in the shade, thought Wan-Xian could see where fall rains would fill it again.

      Near the top, they had circled around to a corner of the fortress, but still one out of the way. Too steep for armies, but not for individual warriors like them. All the better, as it got them nearly to the walls themselves unseen.

      Min-Gan led with her crossbow ready to strike. Wan-Xian held her flank, ready to pounce or flee, depending. Night had fallen and embraced them, though the unrelenting heat of the day would be hours fading to something comfortable.

      In the village, below and around the curve of the hill, peasants might sleep in the courtyard or on a front stoop to stay cool, so they had to be especially quiet.

      Plus, reports of angry ghosts in the ruins.

      “I have seen no mark of horse patrols,” Min-Gan murmured as they settled, just back from the edge of the brush, perhaps fifteen chi from the wall itself. Twice her height.

      The brush was far too close if someone intended to defend the place, but adequate if fear kept the peasants at bay.

      “If this is a trap, I would presume they have a better place to hide,” Wan-Xian answered quietly. “Well enough away from here that we miss it on approach, if they didn’t find us on the road. Close enough that a messenger could put them on our trail too quickly to escape.”

      “I might need to take up horse theft as a vocation at some point,” Min-Gan noted dryly. “Not like bandits could complain to the governor.”

      “They might have bribed enough folks locally,” Wan-Xian reminded her. “We’d have to find a way to get any stolen horses out of the district and safely away, if you wished to indulge.”

      “Lu needs more companions,” she snickered. “Or a few mares we could breed, to sell foals.”

      “Don’t tell him that.” Wan-Xian snickered back. “That horse would become insufferable.”

      They lapsed into mirthful silence. Lu was a dork, but had a warrior’s heart and had carried her into battle more than once.

      Still, perhaps they should look at hobbling bandits by stealing all their horse flesh. It was a time honored strategem.

      And might prove immensely profitable.
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