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Hel's Familiar

By Kate Runnels

 


“Hel found us,” she muttered. Hurrying along
the muddy outer streets of the city, the rain having forced many
inside, there were still a few out to glance at Lan as she
muttered. She gripped the dirk at her side, peering into the
shadows as she made her way down the street, mud squelching
underfoot. “How in all the levels of Abyss, did Hel find me?”

Lan had been let off her courier job early
due to the rain and she was just as glad to head back to the tiny
room she rented on the outskirts of town. Having spotted Theodos
during a delivery, she preferred to stay out of sight. She just had
to hope he hadn’t spotted her. Hel couldn’t be too far behind if
Theodos was here.

She let herself in and informed the room's
occupant of the situation.

“We can’t keep running, Lan. They will track
us wherever we go.”

She glanced at her companion. The landlady
didn’t know about him and they planned to keep it that way. His
head came up to her waist, the fluffy tips of his ears a little
higher. If they ever were caught, Vinse was smart enough to play
dumb. He would just be her dog she’d snuck in. He was a
good-looking animal, well-muscled, clean white teeth, with black
and tan medium length hair running down his back and sides and
lighter hair underneath. A mostly black muzzle and face except
around the eyes.

Lan knew he made sense, but she always wilted
under his regard and his puppy dog eyes and he knew it. “Fine,” she
said. “Then we find someone powerful to protect you.”

She found her duffle and started putting her
few things in it. Regretting the need that had forced her to sell
her sword. She was far less conspicuous without it.

“And instead of Hel, we will have someone
else who wants to use my power to take over the world.” Vinse shook
his head, ears flopping ever so slightly in the motion.

“So what then? You don’t want us to run. You
don’t want us to find a benefactor, so what?” Lan stopped her
packing and planted hands on her hips and glared at those golden
and black eyes. “We certainly can’t go back. I’d be hung on the
spot and you would be back in the same situation.”

Vinse licked his lips. “Then we trick them.”
Her eyebrows rose. “I know what you're thinking, Lan, but if we
trick them into thinking we’re dead or we fled in a different
direction.”

“A young woman who walks like a soldier gets
noticed anywhere and one who has a Holsatian shepherd as a
traveling companion, even more so.”

But they had to try something.

“There's a caravan leaving tomorrow,” Lan
said. “They had to reshoe at the blacksmiths.”

“And just why were you at the blacksmiths?”
Lan merely shrugged her shoulders. “That cute journeyman?”

Lan turned a darker shade than her normal
olive tan, but snapped back. “I had a delivery.”

“Uh huh. And who was it in the last
town?”

“Shut up, Vinse.”

“So, you had a delivery and overheard of a
caravan leaving…”

“I could sign on as unskilled labor. Caravans
always need someone.”

Vinse nodded then, before scratching behind
his ear with a back leg. “Do it. Do it now.”

Lan headed back out into the rain and much
darkened city streets. The rain had at least slowed to a drizzle
but a drizzle that could continue indefinitely. There were less
people out but enough so she wasn’t alone on the streets. They all
moved from pockets of light streaming from windows to windows as it
was the only way to see, unless they happened to carry a torch.

She rounded a corner to head to the
caravanserai and ducked instinctively. She had noticed the dark
shape suddenly before her. The resounding thonk of wood hitting
stone of the building.

Lan spun away and then faced the dark shape
with her dirk in her hand.

“Thought you’d escaped free and clear, eh,
little merc?”

“Theodos.”

He held an odd-looking wooden practice blade
two handed as it curved like a long bow before him. He obviously
had seen her and just as obvious he didn’t want her dead until he
found Vinse and maybe not even then. Hel was known to like
torture.

“As much as Hel hates deserters he hates
thieves more. Well, those that steal from him not for him. He will
enjoy peeling the skin from you in little strips. Or… you can tell
me where the beast is and I can tell him I had no choice but to
kill you.

“Your choice little merc. Die slowly in
torment or quick now?”

Lan said nothing, there wasn’t a choice as
far as she was concerned. She shifted her stance, straightening as
if she were considering his offer.

“Chose quickly. Hel is already riding here
now. Should be here in the next day or two. So which will it
be?”

“How about neither?” said a voice from atop
the roof of the building next to them.

Theodos glanced quickly upward; Lan faked a
rush. Theodos swung with the wooden blade. It swung harmlessly in
front of her. At the same time, Vinse unleashed his magic.

Theodos slumped to the ground asleep.

Vinse floated from the roof to her side.
“Quickly now. Thump him over the head hard enough to leave a mark
and then strip him of everything of value. It will look like
someone jumped him for his stuff.”

Lan started, taking the sword belt and when
she slid the practice blade in the sheath, it looked like a real
sword. She took his money and everything else that had any
value.

“How did you know he might have followed
you?”

Lan shrugged. “I saw him. Just because he
didn’t seem to see me...he could have and not reacted.”

Then they headed for the caravanserai to get
her a job. They walked at a brisk pace, just a young woman and her
dog, out in the rain. She shook her head and picked up the pace.
Soon they were near the lights and tents and wagons of the caravan
currently in the caravanserai.

“I’ll have to catch up with the caravan down
the road.” Lan said. “I will need to inform my current employer
here that I’m leaving.”

The caravan master, a crusty old crone named
Laheari, with as much cunning as wrinkles, nodded. “Don’t want
anyone who’d skip out on an employer anyway.”

Lan nodded back and made her way back out
into the night to meet up with Vinse.

“Why’d you hire on as a guard?” he asked.

“The sword.”

“Oh.”

They headed back to the room to finish
packing their meager belongings, with no intention of sleeping or
of informing her old job. She even filched some bread rolls, slices
of meat and cheese from the landlady of the house. They slipped out
the back. The night seemed even darker, but it could just be her
mood and the fact they slipped away from the town and the meager
lights into the dank dark forest.

With Vinse at her side, they slipped from
town, going away from the route the caravan would take in the
morning. Instead, the two worked their way through the forest up
into the surrounding hills.

They went cautiously making sure to leave
slight traces. He used some of his magic to produce a slight glow
surrounding his body so they could see. They wanted it to look like
they were trying to hide, but rushing enough because the rain might
wash out any mistakes they left. Both knew that Theodos would
follow. They wanted him to follow, until they didn’t.

Lan hopped to a rock as Vinse balanced on a
rain slick root. But with nothing now showing they set off in a new
direction, tangent to the caravan road. Lan had to meet up with
them by mid-morning.

With the morning light, they cut back toward
the road. Lan stepped out onto the mud road knowing the caravan was
ahead and started jogging after them as if she were coming from the
city. Vinse would stay out of sight in the woods for however long
the concealment would last. The caravan was heading for the Makasht
imperium. Forests became sparser toward the imperium, turning into
rolling hills and open farmland and hillsides filled with rows and
rows of harvest trees.

It also meant less places for Vinse to hide,
but it had to be done. With the Imperium it was the custom to have
a familiar of some species by one's side.

*

Hel was furious. He was so close to getting
his property back and Theodos screwed that up. He glared down at
the smaller man, wanting to wring his neck, but knowing better.

Hel ruled by fear and intimidation and his
strength. But Theodos had helped him maintain his rule, even expand
his borders sending terror into neighboring tribes and villages and
even here to the city states. Soon he’d be a terror to the
Imperium.

“I can’t leave the Horde for long, nor every
time you think you’ve found the filthy thief.”

“They can’t have gone far.”

“But your snooping hasn’t found even a hint
of those two, have you? She abandoned a job and place they were
staying.” He glanced down into the small city state from their
campsite above the main road. It was a small camp, not an army, not
his Horde of Hel Riders. He had wanted speed and this was neither a
raid nor an invasion. He smiled at the thought. That would come
later.

The smile disappeared as he glanced again at
the smaller man. “And every minute I’m here Theodos, my weasel of a
brother holds the reins of the tribe and who knows what silly thing
he’s planning.”

Theodos nodded, knowing of Hel’s younger
brother’s ambitions and his stupidity. Hel also knew Theodos had
left one of his very best spies there to curtail anything Blixt
might try.

A rider came out of the covering trees,
slowing on the sloppy mud. At least it had stopped its incessant
raining. Another of his men grabbed the reins of the scout’s horse
as the man hopped off.

He shook his head. “I am sorry Warlord. We
know they went into the hills to the east. But the tracks disappear
into a stream and I can’t pick up where they might have come
out.”

Hel’s fist clenched as his rage surged. He
wouldn’t hit anyone in his tribe for a trivial reason like that. He
saved his berserker energy for the enemy. If he had that little
merc girl in front of him now though…

“Very well. Theodos and Torgen,” he named the
returned scout. “Find them. I’m returning to Kraeos.”

Torgen’s eyes strayed to his spymaster. Hel
knew what the scout was thinking. They had better find them or
never bother to return. Hel barked out a short laugh before
rounding up his men and heading back for his Horde. He thought
wonderful thoughts on how he would go about conquering the
city.

*

Theodos spun on Torgen as the scout brought
him his mount. “Show me where you lost them!”

A miserable Theodos returned to the city with
the scout. The entire day spent looking for signs that weren’t
there. They had covered their trail well or used magic to hide
themselves. And it could be a combination of either. He knew Vinse
was quite proficient in the arcane arts. But they couldn’t stay
hidden for long. He would find them.

In comfortable lodgings after a very
well-prepared meal, Theodos lounged in the famous thermal baths of
the Alcynae. As the tension seeped from his body his mind went over
his next steps. He would need to scour the city again for any
clues. He’d send Torgen to different areas as well. The little merc
was on foot and couldn’t get too far ahead of them. Where would
they head next?

The water sloshed over the sides as he sat up
suddenly. Where else could one have and animal and be familiar? He
smiled as the answer came to him. The water settled as he lay back
once more. Where else but in the Makesh Imperium?

At first light he’d send Torgen to purchase
spare mounts. Lan and that dog had four days ahead of them on the
road to the Imperium. They needed to travel fast to make up
time.

*

The days passed as they traveled at the pace
of the caravan. Vinse snuck into camp each night to converse with
Lan. It was risky if they were spotted but necessary to pass along
information. On the tenth night on the road, Vinse came with
news.

“Riders,” he said, “and in a hurry from the
dust they were kicking up. I’m not sure of how many, but not a full
unit.”

Lan pursed her lips tight, thinking. A unit
held ten. A squad had three or four units and a cohort had four or
five squads. And the Horde held too many cohorts for her liking.
For anyone's liking for that matter. It wasn’t a lot of people
then. But if they had found them, more were coming. And it was
still three weeks to the
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