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To Kate, you’ve inspired me for years. I love you.




MORTIMER

 

I fell into a hole.

I know, stellar move there. I was such a graceful individual. So graceful that I’d not only fallen into a hole, but I managed to sprain my ankle. Hopefully. I couldn’t tell for sure, but based on how painful it was, and how I could literally put no weight on the joint, I was betting it was broken. Only a fool would fall into a hole and break his ankle and thus remove any hope he had of getting out of said hole.

“Help!? Anyone up there?” I called out again for what seemed like the hundredth time. The sun had gradually been crawling along the sky so I knew I had to have been here for some hours, thank the living dead that night hadn’t fallen yet.

Alas, with no sign of passers-by or any fellow travelers that might take a moment of their day to aid me, I might have to think about this pit with its dirt and worms as my bed for the night.

And hope no wolves come for a snack.

Perhaps I should have stayed home and done as I was told. Those fairy tale stories made running away from a great destiny seem simple, and easy. I guessed reality must ever grind down on the mortals of the world to remind them they are but prisoners to fate on its plane of existence.

“Please! Someone! Anyone–help!” I cried again, despair thick in my voice. No one would hear me; what was the point? I was about to slump back against the dirt walls of my pit when a shadow danced along the side–and did the wind rustle the grass? Or was that the stepping of light feet? I eagerly pressed myself up against the side of the hole where I saw the shadow milling about. “Hey! Hey down here! Please help me!”

My hopes were dashed when two furry ears and a face of white whiskers greeted me. The accompanying ‘Maow’ crushed my heart.

“Oh, hello, adorable.'' The cat was striped, black and white contrasting in defined lines across its face. The white whiskers wiggled as it ‘maow’ed’ down at me again, and I smiled despite my despair.

Cats always had an affinity for death and those of us who worked with it.

“Hey, sweetie—do you have a master? Hm? Someone who can pull me out of this pit? Anyone nearby to hear your small meows?”

“Maow!” the critter called down while its striped tail swayed behind it.

I sighed, “No, I suppose you don’t…”

The cat gave a trill and wandered away. My shoulders slumped as I took in my earthy prison. I guess I’d better make myself comfortable for the night, and try to find a stick or something as a weapon… Maybe one of the tree roots was hard enough to use as a blunt force weapon…

While I was hopping over to the other side of my dirty sanctuary the cadence of someone yelling echoed down the pit. Faint—but most assuredly a human’s voice.

Oh, praise the Dead!

“Hello! Over here! Please help me!” I bellowed, attempting to make my voice go as far as possible.

“Blasted pet–what are you doing? Stop tripping me!” Did the cat find help? Was that something a cat could do?

Not possible. But despite possibilities and probabilities, a petite black and white striped head with whiskers and big fluffy ears popped up again and gave me a friendly “Maow,” while its tail swished. I smirked, awkwardly because now I heard heavier, human footsteps approaching. And while that should spell my freedom from this forsaken hole, it meant interacting with another person.

I wanted out of this pit, of course, but my social graces were rusty to say the least. The mere idea of speaking and interacting with another person was a daunting task now. Hopefully it was some old man who would offer me a ride in the back of his potato wagon so that we didn’t have to speak so much while he took me to the nearest town…

The figure that appeared beside the striped kitty was not that of an old man. Oh no, I would never be that lucky. No, my fate was cruel and instead of some crotchety old man with beady, pale grey eyes and scruff for hair, a pair of golden-brown eyes met mine, a solid frame, square jawline. Skin that had been kissed by a thousand suns, thick, dark hair…and a furrow formed between two fine eyebrows as he startled at seeing someone very much alive in this hole.

Well, as alive as you could be when you were the young prince of the Necromancer royal family from the Gravelands. I was the heir to the deathly throne in my kingdom. But every fiber of my being rejected the idea of this throne. I didn’t want to be locked up in the castle and never feel the sunshine on my face. Live a half-life behind its cold stone walls. Never to move from that icy existence. Mother never understood why I craved the sun or why I would ever want to leave home. My father was even less tolerant of my desire to explore the world, have an adventure or two before I became ruler of the Dead Magic. Which I wasn’t going to; I had no desire to lead. The crown was powerful. Everything a prince wanted, but I didn’t seek it. I only wanted to follow my heart. Was it weird for a Necromancer prince to say such a thing?

Alas, my heart had led me right into this pit. But technicalities aside, I was young, inspired to bring change to my kingdom, but seeing this fine specimen of what normal people look like, I was feeling maybe a teeny bit nervous about my heart’s quest. My skin was deathly pale, and my ink black hair certainly did nothing to improve my complexion. Thin, dorkish, dressed in mostly black save the blood red belt and boots I had on…I more than likely appeared to be a goblin to him until he squinted at me. A frail one, with a stupid nose.

“You need a hand, stranger?” he called down, settling his hands on his hips that his tunic and chainmail armor hugged. By Death, he was a work of art!

“I— Yes, I surely do. I fell into this pit, and I think my ankle is sprained. I cannot reach the top, and I fear I will die down here if I cannot get out before nightfall. The worms will be looking for a snack sooner than later.” I winced and rubbed the back of my neck, the image of my death was grotesque, even for a Necromancer.

He stared at me for a long moment and then grunted and shook his head. “Tis nothing to fear in the darkness–maybe some wolves and bears,” he said, but he left the hole’s edge, and I heard him puttering through a pack. Possibly looking for a rope?

“That’s what I fear will find me.”

I hoped he had a rope.

Was I even capable of holding onto a rope while he dragged me out? That was the only way out of this. Surely he was not so tall as to reach down and make me take his hands. His large, warm hands. They would burn my skin with the heat of life in his blood.

It was not like summoning a skeleton army and having them stack themselves into stairs for me was an option. I might be a Necromancer, but bone-crafting was never my strong suit.

“I’ll toss a rope down. Do you think you can use your good foot to push yourself up while I drag you?” The handsome, golden stranger grinned down at me, taking in my weak looking arms and knobby self.

“Er, yes! I believe I can do that. Thank you.” I started to crawl my way up onto my good leg to catch the rope from my savior.

The black and white kitty mewled at me and rubbed against its master’s legs while he tied a firm knot at the end of the rope before tossing it down. It hit me in the face, but I managed to recover and got a grasp on the woven threads, making sure to keep the knotted end handy in case I slipped.

“All right, stranger, on three. One…Two–” I prepared myself for the jolt coming soon but didn’t expect to be lifted right off my feet with a mighty yank from those delectable arm muscles.

“Ah Umphh!” I blurted, ever the picture of serenity and eloquence. The rope slipped slightly in my grip, but I held on tightly, wincing as I was hauled and dragged out of the deep hole that must have been about twenty feet deep. My savior grunted above me and reminded me that I was supposed to be helping. I dug my good foot into the dirt and pushed myself upward.

With a few coordinated pushing and pulling efforts, my hands touched supple green grass again. I nearly cried with relief, and in my excitement, I almost fell in again. If it wasn’t for my sun-kissed savior, I would have tumbled back down, but his dark, warm hand snatched the back of my cloak and dragged me out the rest of the way.

I was laughing with relief as I scooted away from the pit; my ankle burned in pain, but I was out of the hole. The sun was setting, but I wasn’t going to be stuck down there in the dark all alone!

“Oh, thank you, thank you so much. You cannot believe how much this means to me. I promise you I will find some way to pay you for your kindness, er, sir?”

The man looped the rope back around his arm and gave me a small nod. “Call me Galen. Galen Starr”

“Galen, yes, thank you so much, Galen. I’m so thankful. Oh, hello, kitty.” The striped cat announced itself to me with a purring meow. It then proceeded to crawl into my lap, demanding my attention and butting its head into my hands. When I started to pet it, the purr became thunderous and made me jump a bit from the volume such a small creature achieved. Galen snorted above me. My eyes wandered up from the happy cat in my lap.

“Ah, sorry. Is this yours?”

Galen’s dark eyes rolled. “Well, she was, but it seems she has a new love in her life.”

I blushed and ducked my head. “I’m sorry. She climbed into my lap, and I went ahead and pet her.” I lifted my shoulders upward a bit and rubbed her tiny chin. “What’s her name?”

“You don’t have to apologize; she knows a good person when she sees one. Her name is Perdita, and I’m glad she found you so that we got you out of that pit. Now here. Let me see your ankle.” My handsome rescuer knelt next to me and lifted my left leg. It throbbed painfully, causing me to wince as he moved leg to examine it.

Thank Death I was wearing breeches. The Living Dead only knew what he’d have seen if I was in my regular princely garb, even with the excruciating pain in my ankle. I didn’t have a chance. Galen was so handsome! He took a moment to diagnose my pathetic foot, carefully easing my boot off to get a closer look.

“Broken.”

Perfect.

I wilted a bit and stroked the kitty’s chin. “Blast,” I muttered under my breath. “I was afraid of that.”

My savior got out a few other things from his satchel and started to prepare some sort of green concoction.

“What are you doing, Galen?”
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