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      Zhen Wan-Xian caught the movement out of the corner of her eye and reacted with all the automatic reflex that years with the sword had honed into her very bones.

      Drop low, pivot to the right, flash the flat of her blade across to intercept whatever it was that had been flying at her head, hearing it crack when she’d been expecting a metallic ting, watch a green cord tangle on her blade as she exploded into motion, changing direction with every step as she closed with whoever had thrown the dart at her.

      A second hurried toss missed as she was no longer there when it passed, dart flying past like an arrow and trailing a long tassel.

      Wan-Xian reached the tree where her foe had been hiding. He had given up on throwing the flying darts at her and drawn a short saber instead. She took a quick moment to study the weapon as she closed and snarled her defiance at the man.

      He was perhaps her height, but Wan-Xian was tall for a woman. Bulky where she was lean and powerful. And his blade was light. Curved slightly backwards with a heavy tip designed for chopping, or slashing from horseback.

      Wan-Xian swung her own straight blade, Traveler from the West in a high, overhand arc designed to hit him in shoulder, angled down in towards the man’s heart.

      As she suspected, he had little formal training with the blade, and threw his saber up to block her strike.

      Traveler from the West was a Frankish blade, barbarians who lived thousands and thousands of li away in the west. Heavy, in the style of those barbarians. Straight along the entire length, only tapering around a curve at the tip. Sharpened down down sides almost to the crossguard, but not the razor’s edge of a jian.

      More importantly, a better steel than you ever found in Chinese weapons.

      Her attacker’s blade sheared off about two handspans above his own crossguard at impact, but that might have been Wan-Xian’s rage at being attacked as she had been walking quietly in the park on a lovely day.

      The stranger held up the stump of his sword in awed wonder for a moment, a look that turned to dismay and pain as Wan-Xian took one more step and drove Traveler’s tip through his heart with a dull crunching that reminded her of a cooked chicken.

      The man died without ever speaking a word. No threats. No challenges.

      Nothing.

      Wan-Xian stood over his corpse, watching the fresh blood pool at her feet. He wore the shorter sleeves of a worker, not even to his elbow, so she could see where he had defiled his body and allowed someone to tattoo a design on his left shoulder. Crude, but recognizable as a tiger’s face when she pulled the sleeve back with her blade, then cleaned it.

      Nothing else about the man she could find to identify him. No cash. No papers. Chinese face of a young man who had known poverty and some disease in his youth.

      The sword was of poor quality, so she ignored it to draw another one of his darts from his belt and study it.

      Oh, interesting. Almost bizarre. The blade was ceramic instead of steel. The cord a poor silk dyed a green that looked like jade, perhaps as long as her arm, to let it fly straight and true.

      Had she not reacted so quickly, it might have sliced her badly.

      Wan-Xian tracked back to the first one she had blocked and noted that her counter-strike had shattered it into a dozen shards, all of them appearing to be razor sharp as she delicately picked one up and held it.

      Good enough.

      She didn’t know where the man had come from, but she had friends who would.

      Wan-Xian thrust Traveler into her scabbard, rolled up the dart in its cloth, and cut across the greenery to where Scholar Ying should be enjoying his lunch at his favorite ale house.
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        * * *

      

      Ying Ru-Hou, looked up as Swordmistress Zhen entered the ale house, her scowl perhaps a bit more intense than normal. Her sister, Zhen Min-Gan—also known commonly as Archer Zhen—sat across from him today. They had been exchanging snippets of poetry over beer, mostly as a silly game like you might play in an ale house with comfortable comrades.

      The two, sororal twins of a single birth, looked little alike, but both were highly intelligent. Ru-Hou wasn’t related by blood, but had been close with their parents before, and had taken on an unclely role to see them to adulthood.

      “Somebody’s going to have a bad day,” Min-Gan noted as Wan-Xian approached.

      “Oh?”

      “That’s fresh blood on her boot,” Min-Gan nodded. “Not hers.”

      “Ah,” Ru-Hou replied.

      He turned to the woman who ran the shop and gestured for her to bring another cup and more ale. Swordmistress Zhen relented some from her scowl and sat next to her sister, pulling out a strange flying dart and resting on the table next to a half-eaten plate of snack bites he and her sister had been nibbling on.

      Min-Gan picked it up, turning it over with professional eyes.

      Wan-Xian—The Swordmistress—studied him with angry eyes.

      “The man who threw that at me had a tattoo on his left shoulder,” she began simply. “A tiger’s face.”

      Ru-Hou stilled his shudder. Maiming yourself like that was one of the highest crimes people thought of. Your body belonged to your descendants, and should be whole when put in the ground.

      “Tiger?” he confirmed, thinking back decades, to times when he’d been their age. And carried a much more deadly weapon than today’s Scholar’s sword on his hip that was as much a mark of his station as weapon.

      Wan-Xian nodded.

      “This is porcelain,” Min-Gan said, shock evident in her voice as she handed the dart.

      Ru-Hou studied it and a moment of clarity illuminated, seeing a faint hint of a tiger’s face in the porcelain. The cloth color confirmed it.

      “The Jade Tiger gang,” he told the two young women. “Once upon a time, I thought we had destroyed them. Apparently, I was wrong.”

      Wan-Xian studied his face for a moment, a long series of questions as yet unasked.

      “How do we finish the job?” Wan-Xian settled on.

      “If they attacked you, then they know who you are,” Min-Gan pointed out. “Who we are.”

      “Then you should become someone else to go after them,” Ru-Hou smiled. “I have an idea.”
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        * * *

      

      Wan-Xian focused on not scowling.

      Scholar Ying had taken them to his old comrade Merchant Hong, another warrior who had fought the Jade Tiger in their day. From there, her and her sister had been recostumed in outfits as the Khitan horsemen of the north might wear. Men, not women, though those ladies were known to ride into battle right beside their men.

      Where Merchant Hong had gotten such things, Wan-Xian didn’t pursue. His trunks apparently contained costumes for all manner of travels, when he needed to look more like a native.

      And the leather and lamellar armored tunics they both wore concealed their gender quite well. Boots, riding trousers, everything, including replacement saddles and tack for their horses.

      Wan-Xian had kept the black stallion she had stolen from some bandits recently, naming him Lu for Lu Dongbin, the God of the West and eradicator of evil. Both were terrible warriors in battle, and known for being goofballs at other times. And Lu looked like a mighty barbarian’s steed.

      Merchant Hong ran his hands over the horse’s tack, batting a sniffing nose away from taking a nip.

      “You are prepared,” he pronounced, stepping back and studying them. “And you bear no resemblance to Chinese ladies in fancy silk robes.”

      “That’s good, considering how I smell,” Min-Gan retorted.

      “The Khitan ride in the rain, but rarely bathe,” Merchant Hong grinned.

      Shaman Gu stepped up and handed her a small box.

      “Two smoke eggs and firesticks,” he said. “I’ve changed the formulation to make them stink less, so you should be able to walk through them without gagging.”

      Wan-Xian nodded and slid them into a saddle bag. The last batch had smelled of rotten eggs left in the sun for too long when burned.

      “Will it be enough?” Wan-Xian asked, gesturing to her armor and gear.

      “They will not recognize you dressed thus,” Scholar Ying replied. “You can travel to a place where I think they will find you. As dangerous mercenaries, they may even attempt to recruit you, but perhaps merely hire you to slay a pair of deadly sisters that they desire vengeance upon.”

      Wan-Xian noted the hornbow in a scabbard on her saddle. Min-Gan had a similar one, but was a far better shot, though all scholars and knights were expected to know the sword and bow as part of their education.

      Min-Gan preferred her crossbow, just as Wan-Xian excelled at the sword.

      “Enough,” Wan-Xian said, turning to her sister. “We ride.”

      They mounted, and even Lu grew serious for once between her legs, like he could tell they were on a mission.

      Min-Gan smiled as they started to canter, her own bay smaller and less fierce, but usually faster over longer stretches, much to Lu’s ongoing indignation.

      “Daughters of the legendary Hua Mu-Lan?” she asked with an irrepressible grin.

      Wan-Xian considered it and nodded.

      “Sisters in arms,” she replied.
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        * * *

      

      Wan-Xian studied the great room of the inn. They had ridden for much of a day following Scholar Ying’s directions, then stopped here. Their attire—she couldn’t think of of them as anything but costumes—caused the others to stay well away when they stepped inside, which would help their disguise as even the serving woman stayed only as long as necessary to deliver food and drink and collect copper cash before moving swiftly away.

      “So far, so good,” Min-Gan muttered with a grin.

      Merchant Hong had suggested gluing on mustaches or beards, but in the end they had gone with doing their hair as a man would, down and bound to stay out of the way. Not that either of them liked pinning it up for any but the most important or formal occasions.

      Wan-Xian concentrated on her bowl of broth and watched the room watching her. Today, her scowl was being put to use effectively.

      She grunted at her sister as she noticed a man enter. He wore the yellow tunic of a farmer, with the sleeves shorter, only to mid-forearm. A hood up mostly concealed his head, showing only a thin mustache and a line of wispy beard at the center of his chin.

      It was his belt that caught her eye. The man had tucked a flying dart into it, then wrapped the cloth around his belt to keep it out of the way.

      Wan-Xian recognized the weapon. She doubted that such a particular shade of goose-shit green was a common choice, even if it did bring to mind lucky jade.

      She nodded and Min-Gan glanced over, nodding back as she drank some ale.

      Most of their gear was in their room, but both had swords on their hips. Scholar Ying had even arranged passes from the governor’s office that let them travel practically at will, though they were in an area that seemed to be outside of his control, perhaps verging on brigandry from the number of weapons other folks carried casually, even here.

      The man sat and the house woman delivered beer and a plate of food in a manner almost as fearful as she had come to Wan-Xian’s table, though the other tables were greeted with humor. Wan-Xian watched the man flip back his hood and scan the room.

      They made eye contact and Wan-Xian held it. Her guise was one of the northern barbarian horsemen, who feared no man nor god and rode to war at the drop of an arrow or the call of a khagan.

      The stranger nodded politely, but she saw no recognition in his eyes. Wan-Xian went back to her broth and ignored him except to watch from the corner of her eye.

      “One of them?” Min-Gan asked quietly.

      “Presumably,” Wan-Xian replied. “Worth watching. Perhaps dealing with.”

      “I’m not really a fan of torture,” Min-Gan shrugged. “Perhaps we try honey first and see if he wants to recruit mercenaries?”

      Wan-Xian shrugged back. Killers for hire. How else did one explain the gear and the ability to travel freely when most peasants never traveled more than one hundred li from their homes in a lifetime?

      Unless war drove them from their lands and ancestral shrines.

      Conversation resumed from the stillness that had accompanied the newcomer, just as it had when the sisters had entered. Each time though, the sound had dropped to a lower level, as if little mice fearful of the falcon overhead.

      At one point, the stranger caught her eye and silently asked permission to join them. Wan-Xian nodded and the man rose, carrying his mug with him as he approached and sat to one side.

      “I am Wei,” he said as an introduction.

      “Liao,” Wan-Xian replied. “Of the Yelu. This is Jiang.”

      The man nodded.

      “Northerners,” he said sagely. “Merchants?”

      “Mercenaries,” she replied. “The Khagan has settled for peace and trade with the Tang. At least for now. We
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