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A Wererat’s Tale: The Collar of Perdition

An Abyss Walker Novella

By Patrick S. Tomlinson


Chapter 1: Rat on the Run

The forest stunk of fear. Kellacun knew some of the dread was her own. Wounded and on the run from the Duke’s men, her stamina was being tested like never before. She was utterly alone now, save for Kaplan, her casen tiger mount. 
Strange, Kellacun mused, that a rat’s only companion should turn out to be a giant feline. She let the irony play through her mind for a moment before a snapped twig and a muffled curse returned her to the here-and-now.
“Watch it,” someone whispered, “Dolan said the bitch can hear a flea fart from a hundred paces.”
“Must be hard to sleep, then; that filthy rat’s probably covered in them.”
That’s going to cost you, Kellacun thought, as a vicious smirk curled the corner of her mouth. The guard was right about one thing; even in her human form, Kellacun’s senses bordered on the supernatural. Maybe even crossed over, she still didn’t really understand how any of it worked. The elves certainly didn’t think there was much natural about wererats, and if anyone should know, it was those tree-huggers.
She took a long, slow pull of air into her nose. There were three of them. Smells of sweat with a trace of perfume and floral notes mingled with the dirt and moss of the forest. The exotic flower smell was from a caladais, a favorite flower of one of the Duke’s courtesans. The palace was filled with them at this time of year.
Kellacun grimaced. That meant these three weren’t just the flunky tax-collectors and poachers she’d bested with such ease. They were drawn from the reserve of the Duke’s personal guard. They would be better trained, better equipped, and the most blindly loyal. It also explained why they had continued pursuing through the night after the rest of the guards had fallen behind.
But their cushy position inside the palace had its drawbacks. The men were totally out of their element, unsupported in a dense forest in the dead of night. Their eyes would not be accustomed to such near darkness. At least they were smart enough not to carry torches. 
Kellacun searched the forest floor for Kaplan, but the immense tiger’s fur proved to be too good of camouflage even for her. Even though she couldn’t see Kaplan, she knew what her mount was doing, maneuvering silently to find the best ambush position, then waiting to strike. She’d seen house cats play the same game with mice and ground squirrels in the alleys of Central City for years. Kaplan was no different from them, except for the extra ton of muscle, teeth, and claws.
Kellacun stood to her full height, but winced as a fresh jolt of pain shot up through her leg. She leaned back against the tree trunk and swallowed a scream. Her leg had been broken, shattered really, in a fight with a Nonul only two days before. And even though her accelerated healing had knit the bone, her nerves still protested loudly whenever she tried to put her full weight on it.
The rest of her body wasn’t fairing much better. Her swordfight with Grascon had left deep cuts and stab wounds to her back and legs, and the enchanted blade meant they would heal normally. Her demon-skin armor had already mended, however, which was fortunate. It felt as though the snug armor was the only thing holding her shredded body together.
She wasn’t in any condition to fight three trained killers, but her aching bones begged for rest. She needed to stop running, to sleep, and to heal. Her odds of survival shrank with every extra hour of exhaustion that piled on. Kellacun decided to take her chances and make a stand. She could count on surprise to fell her first victim, but then she’d be flanked by the two survivors. Hopefully, Kaplan would know a good opportunity when she saw it.
Kellacun decided to ramp up the men’s fear by changing to her feral form. The sacrifice in finesse would be more than offset by the extra strength it afforded her, not to mention the terror it would bring out in her quarry. Panting softly, she willed her inner rat forward. The change was… disconcerting. Her skin prickled like it was swarming with ants as thick black fur burst forth. Her elongating jaw dislocated until her nose caught up. She reset it with a click of her now chisel-like teeth. Her fingernails felt like they were being pulled out with pliers as they grew into thick, black claws. It took real effort not to scream.
Her armor stretched and morphed to fit her changing shape. A few seconds later and the painful transformation was at an end. Kellacun slowly drew the thin, enchanted blade she’d won off the first assassin the Duke had sent for her life. Her father’s sabre would remain in its sheath; she wasn’t sure she had the strength to wield it.
The lush forest canopy blocked nearly all moonlight from reaching the floor, so Kellacun didn’t need to worry about her sword glinting and betraying her presence. Her prey was close enough now that her wild-form eyes could size up the guards individually. The man at point was the smallest, but also had the most baubles on his jerkin. The two larger men trailed behind him like loyal dogs. That answered who to take down first.
Their leader identified, Kellacun maneuvered, quiet as a temple mouse. A small, yet noisy corner of her mind still railed against the violence she was about to commit. Only a few short months ago, she had been a simple mason’s daughter, blessed with loving parents and the affections of the Duke’s son. That all changed late one night; the night her parents were murdered, her lover abandoned her, and the animal lurking deep inside came bursting out. It had been an incessant fight for survival and vengeance every moment since. The next few minutes would be no different.
The short man at the head of the line felt his way through the forest, one hand held out to sweep branches from his face, the other on the hilt of his sabre. Kellacun ducked behind a tree a few paces ahead of him, then pulled back a branch and held it tight. Relying on her black fur to keep her hidden, she waited until the man was only a step away, then let the branch go.
With a sharp crack, the spiny branch snapped the lead guard right in the face. He shouted out in surprise and pain. His left hand grabbed his face involuntarily, while the right fumbled to draw his sabre. He didn’t get the chance. Kellacun ran out from her hiding place and grabbed the guard’s wrist with her free hand, then plunged her teeth into his exposed throat. The sickening taste of hot, rusty blood exploded into her mouth. His screaming stopped abruptly as he collapsed into the leaves.
To their credit, the other two men didn’t panic or run. Instead, their sabres sang pure notes as they were pulled free of their scabbards. Yet their blades cut through empty air, searching in vain for the indistinct target. One slash did manage to hit home… into one of the guard’s thighs.
“Idiot! You cut me!”
“Where’s Tylus?”
Kellacun’s raspy, rodent voice echoed through the woods. “He’s bleeding out on the ground. Leave now unless you wish to join him.”
“Not likely,” shouted one of the guards, “on either count.” They stopped swinging pointlessly, then formed up back-to-back, sabre tips out. 
Kellacun answered with a dashing attack, slashing at the wounded guard’s leg, but her blade’s accuracy suffered greatly from her injured back muscles. She managed only a glancing blow, shrugged off by his leather armor. His answering slash was far more effective, despite his near blindness. The sharp bite of his sword cut deeply into the gap between her chest and waist armor, but it lacked the burning Kellacun had come to associate with enchanted weapons. The wound started to heal immediately.
Buoyed with the knowledge the guards’ weapons could not hurt her… much, Kellacun pressed the attack. With her light rapier, she thrust, quickly and repeatedly, trying to tire her pursuers as they defended themselves with heavier sabres. It was the same tactic Gascon had used against her only hours before, except they were nowhere near his level of swordsmanship. Neither was she, however. Her muscles burned from the effort of working around so many injuries. She knew the fight needed to be over, quickly and decisively, or her tale would end there and then.
Kellacun’s ears twitched as she heard a rustling sound charging up behind her. She ducked. As if Kaplan had been listening to her thoughts, the enormous black cat dove over Kellacun’s crouching body and crashed into one of the guards. Her immense weight took the man completely off his feet. Kaplan pinned him to the ground and closed her jaws around his neck and face, suffocating him.
Outnumbered by monsters, the survivor decided to drop his sword and take his chances.
“Oh, I see you can count, at least,” Kellacun taunted.	
“You have me, no need to rub dirt in it.” His back was straight and voice tremble free. Whatever terror he felt, the guard was controlling it very well.
“What’s your name?”
“Yvoni Fellax.”
“Yvoni Fellax?” she repeated menacingly.
“Miss.”
“That’s better. A gentleman of your station must remember his manners, otherwise you’d be no better than-”
“A rat.”
Kellacun lashed out with her claws, raking them across his shoulder blades. He winced, but made no sound.
“Fellax is a name of the provinces, why answer to the Duke in Central City?”
“Conscripted, miss, along with my brother, who you killed in this forest not three days ago.”
Kellacun studied him for a moment, then sighed. “I have no quarrel with clan Fellax, Yvoni. You and your kin were in my way, nothing more. But here’s the news, your Duke must not hold you in very high esteem, sending you out against such a dangerous opponent with weapons he knew full well couldn’t do much more than irritate me.”
His face twisted in confusion. “What of it?”
“I have no desire to battle with clan Fellax more than I have already. My only grief is with the Duke. He was willing to throw your life away; you have no more reason to trust him than I.”
Yvoni listened intently, not that he had much choice. “And you have a proposal, I assume?”
“Yes, as a matter of fact.” Kellacun reached for the dagger at the young man’s side and drew it. He braced for an attack, but none came. Instead, she inspected the blade; fine craftsmanship, keen, but not enchanted. It wasn’t even silver. She shook her head at Dolan’s callous disregard for his own people. Then, she steeled herself and grabbed one of her thin, furry ears.
With a quick slash, Kellacun cut the ear free of her head. The pain was intense, but even more disorienting was the effect it had on her hearing. The sounds of the forest seemed to come at her from two different distances. She hoped her guess that it would grow back was right.
Apparently, Yvoni could see a little better than he’d been leading on. He jumped back in shock. “Why the hell did you do that?”
Kellacun stuffed the severed ear into the man’s waistband. “So that you can go home and tell the Duke I’m dead. I have another matter to attend to, which would be easier without his assassins constantly on my tail.”
Yivoni looked unconvinced, so she tried to sweeten the pot. “Think about it, Fellax, you’ll be greeted as a hero. I know there’s a healthy reward on my hide, enough to spend the rest of the year drunk and atop the wench of your choice.”
“Everyone knows you’ve sworn to kill the Duke at any price. What happens to me when you came back? He’ll know I lied about killing you and I’ll be executed.”
Kellacun pulled her lips back, revealing teeth still stained with the blood of the first guard. “Then you’ll need to help me kill him before he figures it out.”
Yvoni’s spine stiffened to parade-ground readiness. “And if I refuse to go along with this deception and coup?”
Kellacun looked over her shoulder to where Kaplan was unabashedly gorging herself on her prey’s liver. “I wasn’t offering you a choice.”
“I see.” Yvoni weighed his non-options for a heartbeat, then looked Kellacun right in her bulging black eyes. “Looks like you have a partner.”
“Excellent. Now, I must be going. I have business to the South.” She turned and walked into the night, letting her human form reassert itself. Kaplan swallowed a last gulp, then trotted off after her.
“Wait! How am I supposed to get back?”
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