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Bei Tairong stretched, experimenting with her new
shape’s limits. Years spent meditating on the
human form had brought her the ascension she’d so
dearly sought. Reveling in her new body as she care-
fully selected clothing that would stand the journey
before her, she didn’t expect to be disturbed. The
rough hands that grabbed her by the arm and the
gruff voice that shouted “Thief!” disabused her of
that expectation. Tairong reacted with reflexes
honed from years of hunting: she spun around and
snapped her foot into the man’s midsection. He let
go and choked for air. The man’s clothing identified
him as a provincial guard.

Tairong scooped the clothes into her arms
and dove through the window, not wanting to
face the guards.

All this for a change of clothes. Humans are
so complicated.

She hid between two buildings long enough to
catch her breath and change out of the filthy gar-
ments she'd taken from the bandits on the road to
Yichang. The new clothes were more comfortable
and didn’t stink of the road and unwashed peas-
ants. Before she finished, more guards prowled
Yichang's streets, presumably seeking the thief
who’d just robbed the governor’s daughter. Two
stopped at the far end of the house serving as her
shelter and approached.

“This is practically under her window, the thief
is probably nearby.”

The other sounded more dubious. “Not a smart
thief. He'd -~

Tairong leapt from the shadows, punching the
second guard in the throat and grabbing the first
before he could react.

Tairong whispered softly into the guard’s ear.
“Guide me out of here. If you betray me, I'll rip
your throat out.” The guard swallowed. Twice.

“The governor will —”

Tairong snarled in response. “I will kill you
first!” Something in her tone, or the way her eyes
reflected the light, changed his mind and he swiftly
guided her out of the city, avoiding other guards.
Once outside Yichang a growl sent the guard
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much. The guard would probably be back soon with
a dozen more just like him, all intent on slowly
skinning her. Tairong started into the forest at top
speed and looked for a place to hide, rest, and
recover her strength. Only a few miles into the hilly
woods, she found a cave under an ancient tree.
Thick, ropy roots nearly concealed the entrance.

Inside, Tairong found the cave a bit more spa-
cious than she had expected, with a dimly lit pas-
sage leading further down. Tairong hesitated
momentarily before she followed the passage.

There should be no light here.

The passage twisted and turned against itself,
often defying logic and common sense, sometimes
shrinking so that she had to squeeze through, and
sometimes broad enough for a team of horses.
Tairong spent some time searching for the source of
the unearthly light. But since she was already
exhausted from her escape and the oppressive
warmth and humidity in the caves, she finally gave
up, found a comfortable niche, and slept.

Tairong’s slumber was not long or restful. Half-
formed shadows and bizarre creatures haunted her
dreams. She awakened to the sensation of a large
lump of muscle, scales, slime, and fangs lifting her
bodily from the ground. A blast of hot, fetid air
accompanied a half-intelligible growl from the beast.

“Your soul, I eat.”

Tairong quickly planted both feet against the
wall for leverage, crossed her arms against the
thing’s snout and pushed! The beast stumbled away,
released its grip, and let her fall to the floor and
roll to her feet. Tairong followed the roll with an
impressive leap, slamming into the beast’s chest and
knocking it to the ground. She was ready to follow
up on its throat when its ponderous tail swept her
legs from under her.

As Tairong recovered from the fall, the beast
pulled itself to its feet, distending its already
immense jaw and revealing row after row of razor-
sharp teeth. Tairong barely rolled out of the way as
the massive fanglined mouth slammed into the
ground, gouging her arm. When it pulled back for
another attack, she lunged for its throat, biting

away. Fast. Not that she expected it to help / \ deeply into the tough flesh, the bitter ichor
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