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Chapter 1


          

          
            Awakened

          

        

      

    

    
      He came into awareness gradually and in confusion, the chill of existence dribbling on his dulled senses like a spattering of fine rain as he shuddered to life.

      Did he hear screaming?

      “Hey Mister, we have to go. Now.”

      Or was that chill he felt actually water? Yes, a stream. Reality struck and his consciousness rebounded in upon himself, body and spirit—or soul, whatever one called it—collided sickeningly like the two ends of a bowstring recoiling together when freed from the stave. His stomach threatened to heave as he stared nauseously at the twilight sky, trying to collect himself. Wisps of smoky cloud, dark grey, almost black, hung low in the air in patches, almost within touching distance.

      Water rushed over him, cold, mountain water that did more to bring him awake than anything else as he groggily attempted to pull himself to a semblance of uprightness. His attempt failed and he continued laying in the stream. The babbling rapids rushed over his naked body as his head and shoulders propped uncomfortably against a rock, open to the air, allowing the breath he needed as he continued to shiver fully awake.

      “Come on!” The voice spoke again with urgency. He looked around for the source.

      Again, a scream pierced the air nearby. This time he had no doubts about what it was. So that was what had awakened him. A terrible, horrified shriek, filled with more dread and loathing than he would have ever imagined possible. Then it cut off ominously mid-screech. That was enough to get him to roll and lurch to first his knees and eventually his feet, hunched over, fingertips of one hand dragging through the biting water as he stumbled onto the bank.

      An unearthly cry rebounded across the mountains that jutted around him, unnerving to hear at any time, let alone his state of undress. And without even a weapon to his hand. He shook his head trying to fight clear of the daze in which he found himself. Even as his fingers itched for one, he couldn’t recall if he knew how to use a weapon or not.

      “Up here.” The voice called again, more quietly this time, and a small, beckoning hand waved to him from behind some boulders up on the bank. He staggered toward the hand, feet treading uncomfortably on small stones and rough rocks, not yet worn smooth by time in the river.

      When he rounded the boulders, grass now soothingly underfoot, he was faced with a boy of maybe ten or eleven summers. The boy couldn’t have been older judging by his size and the fact that his face still carried a little bit of the babyish youthfulness children still possess even as their bodies are beginning to leave it behind.

      “Are you alright, Mister? You don’t look too good. Well, it doesn’t matter anyway,” the boy interjected without allowing a response, “we need to run!” Ragged fear flashed across his face, even as he tried to control it. “Can you run?”

      When he nodded his response to the boy, the child didn’t wait to hear more, turning and racing lithely up the embankment toward the nearby tree line.

      They ran swiftly, fueled by fear. It was difficult to get his body to work properly after being so strangely awakened. His body ached as if it were bruised from a fall, and there was a gnawing emptiness inside of him. His bare feet, scraped from exiting the stream, grew raw as he stepped on everything from fallen pine needles and small branches to the rough patchy soil that they crossed when not traversing the underbrush. The boy never slowed, and it was all he could do to keep up in his current state, and amidst the growing dusk. At first their path led up from the streambed, but quickly it started to drop back downward, causing him to stumble and lose his footing from time to time. He scraped his knees and hands, catching himself as he fell on more than one occasion. The boy never seemed to slow, but he also never seemed to disappear ahead in the darkness.

      And all the while the occasional scream pierced the air. Each time a cry sounded in the darkening light, the boy would look up anxiously, flicking a gaze around and above himself, but still the child never stopped. They reached a gully of some kind and descended into it. They scampered on for a few moments, and finally the boy seemed to disappear ahead of him. He rushed onward, terrified by the source of those unknown screams, afraid of the implications of his bruised and naked state, unwilling to lose the one tether he seemed to have to safety at the moment. The boy.

      A hand reached out of the darkness beside him, grabbing his wrist with surprising strength, stopping him from passing by the narrow opening in the rocky wall. He barely squeezed himself through. A good thing he was thin. More scrapes appeared on his chest and thighs as he managed to follow the boy all the way in. Faint moonlight lit the opening to the little cave. There was not much room to do more than sit outside the crease of moonlight that penetrated the rock. The boy tucked himself into a corner in the darkness, so he followed suit, tucking his knees up under him to keep them fully hidden in the darkness. The stone was cold beneath him, and he began to wish for clothes. He almost laughed. There was a humor in the fact that only now had he come to enough of his senses to lament his unclothed state. A little cold was nothing. Worse was the emptiness inside of him

      “What are we doing?” he asked quietly.

      “Hiding.”

      The boy wiped a hand across his nose as if he was wiping away snot after sniffling, but no tears were apparent on his face. Perhaps it was just an unconscious mannerism.

      “What were those screams? Do you know?” He tried again to glean some answers to this mysterious awakening.

      “People,” the boy said grimly.

      “We’re running from people?” he responded in confusion. Something about that didn’t match the emotions he’d seen in the boy, nor in his own self.

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “No. We aren’t running from people.” He paused. “But it’s the people—maybe foragers like me—that were screaming.” The boy’s voice quavered and trailed off to remind him of his age. Just a child. Brave, but just a boy.

      They sat in silence for a time, hearing nothing. No more shrieking in the distance. Nothing prowled into their little gully or approached their tiny hidey-hole of a cave. No more speaking. The boy was mastering his fear but seemed too anxious to enjoy speaking. Maybe an hour of silence passed, and night was truly underway. He leaned his head back against the rock wall, and thought of stretching out is feet until he tried and realized the cave was more of a crevice really—too small to do more than curl up and hide. He closed his eyes instead. Despite just recently awakening from whatever ordeal he’d undergone, he found himself to be tired and sleep drifted down upon him like a fine mist descending from the heavens to blanket one’s head. Or perhaps he was just influenced to think that way by the dampness of the rock at his back. He tucked his arms underneath his armpits and tried to find some warmth as he drifted.

      He was startled when the boy spoke again. “You won’t be warm tonight. In your state. The Ravensmuir Mountains are always wet this time of year. But you won’t die either, even exposed. It’s not cold enough.”

      The boy huddled in on himself similarly, benefited by the clothes and shoes he wore. The boy’s coat was enough to elicit some jealousy. He thought of taking it in an angry, fleeting moment, but was immediately embarrassed at the thought of returning the boy’s aid in that manner. Not that the coat would fit him anyway.

      Instead, he grunted a response. “Is that where we are, the Ravensmuir Mountains?”

      The boy’s eyes narrowed in puzzlement. “Yes. You don’t know where we are?”

      “I guess not.” The rude awakening followed by the panicked flight through the elements and the cold and cramped quarters were making him feel irritable.

      “What’s your name?” the boy asked.

      That simple question halted all thought. A blankness in his mind overtook him, followed by an infuriating numbness. “I—” he began, then swallowed to coat his suddenly dry throat with saliva. A different type of fear stole through him, existential rather than the earlier panic elicited by the screams and the flight. “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know your own name?”

      “No.” He swallowed again. Who was he?

      “Oh,” was all the boy said in response, and he thought that might be the end of it but then the boy spoke again. “I can call you Stream, if you like.”

      “Stream?”

      “That’s where I found you, so it fits,” the boy said in that naively decisive manner that children often possess, even as they begin that slow climb out of childhood. “Stream.” The boy said again and nodded his head as if he was pleased.

      It was the first real moment they’d experienced together where the child wasn’t exhibiting fear, so he decided to go along with it. At least for now, until he found out who he was.

      “Stream it is then.” Stream shrugged and tilted his head a bit as if it didn’t really matter. But that wasn’t true. Names did matter. How he knew that he wasn’t sure. But Stream was certain that it was true.

      “Good to make your acquaintance, Stream. I’m Vesper.”

      They smiled briefly at one another in delayed greeting, but the moment was cut short. A hooting laugh echoed from the ridge somewhere not far above them. Another sinister laugh followed echoing into the night. The boy clapped his hands over his mouth in terror, as if subconsciously willing it to stay closed, to not emit a single sound.

      Stream tried to rationalize their safety. The crevice they’d slipped through had been tiny, barely big enough for a lean adult like himself to slip through, as evidenced by the abrasions on his body. As if thinking of them brought them to life, the scrapes began to ache and burn anew. Nothing was going to find them here. They were safe. He told himself that. But Vesper’s reaction to the chilling laughter was enough to dissuade him of that opinion.

      Stream barely allowed himself to breathe until the silence that followed the hooting laughter had stretched into at least an hour. Finally, he could stand it no more.

      “More people, like before?” he asked.

      Vesper shook his head ominously.

      “What were we running from? What are we hiding from?” Stream asked, suddenly desperate to know. The known was always better than the unknown, wasn’t it? “What is hunting us?” And suddenly he knew it to be true. The way they had fled the streambed in the foothills of the mountains, the way they’d squeezed themselves into a damp, dark crevice in the rock like a terrified quarry. They were being hunted by something.

      “What is it that is hunting us?” Stream asked again when the boy didn’t answer him immediately. Finally, after what felt like an eternity of silence Vesper responded.

      “Angels. Angels are hunting us.”
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      They waited all night in the darkness of the crevice. Stream must have fallen asleep at some point, and when he came to again the boy was still awake, eyes too terrified to close. What in the name of the Old Gods could elicit that much fear? What were these Angels? What were the Old Gods, for that matter—he could remember the name but nothing else? His memory was full of holes. Whatever these Angels were, it couldn’t be good. A part of Stream didn’t want to know anything more about them. Another part realized that if he wanted to stay alive, he needed to find out. Dawn crept through the crevice slowly, and the greyness of morning finally reached them. Vesper began to stretch his cramped limbs, and he shifted as if readying to get up. Yet the boy paused and waited a few moments longer, as if his mind hadn’t caught up to his body’s need to move, not mentally ready to forsake their dark, overnight, hideaway.

      “Ready?” the boy asked Stream.

      “Are you?” Stream countered.

      The boy sighed and nodded firmly, more to convince himself than anything else. “You can come with me. To my home.”

      Stream was touched. “Are you sure? You don’t even know me.”

      “You need some clothes,” the boy said pointedly, and Stream was reminded of the fact that he was stark naked. He felt a twinge of embarrassment but couldn’t muster up much more than that. More than anything he just felt relief that whatever had hunted them through the night was gone and the safety of daylight had come again.

      “I don’t have any.”

      Vesper shrugged. “Grandpa will have some for you.” And with that he was scampering away quickly, a beckoning hand indicating that Stream should try to keep up.

      The boy moved lithely, climbing up out of the gully. Stream scrambled uncomfortably up the embankment, wishing he had some clothing after all, more for protection than any modesty. He followed the boy through the light woods above the gully, their path still trending downward, into the foothills of the mountains. Vesper was sure-footed and kept a fast pace for what must have been close to an hour before they descended into a small valley between the mountain folds. The land had not flattened, indicating they had not left the mountains completely.

      A small cabin on the far end of the little valley emitted smoke from a chimney. The boy’s steps sped up in the way only a child’s can when they get close to home. Stream found it difficult to keep up in his exhausted and sore state. His bare feet were raw from yesterday’s flight and from the trail today. He limped along as best he could, keeping close to the boy only because Vesper stopped frequently to wait for him, only to scamper ahead once again. They reached the edge of what looked to be a vegetable garden between them and the cabin.

      “Grandpa! Grandpa!” Vesper shouted. “Grandpa, I’m home!”

      The door to the house clattered outward and an old man stepped out almost frantically. Vesper raced around the garden patch to meet his grandfather, with Stream hobbling along behind. They passed a wood-chopping block and Stream earned a few slivers in his feet to complement the soreness.

      The grandfather walked swiftly toward them, picking up the axe propped against the house as soon as he noticed Stream’s presence following the boy. He was old, but not that old. He propped the haft, head up, against his shoulder and looked like he could use it. Stream slowed down cautiously and waited a few feet away, while Vesper flung himself into his grandfather’s arms.

      “Grandpa, I’m home!” he cried exuberantly.

      “I can see that,” the grandfather said with a hint of amusement in his voice. “I send you out foraging and you come home empty-handed. Instead, you’ve brought…a naked man with you?” His eyes narrowed suspiciously.

      The boy rattled into a stream of consciousness response to that statement, that might have been partially borne of the fear and stress of the last night spent hiding. But it could also have just been the boy’s normal character, when he wasn’t terrified of being discovered by Angels. “I found him in the water. The stream. Up the mountain where we gather. I dropped my basket when I saw him and forgot to grab it. Angels were after us. They were so close I saw their smoke in the air. They got someone. Heard their screams. We ran. Down, down, down, until we got to the crevice—you know the one I showed you that one time. Stream barely fit into it. That’s his name—Stream. Because I found him in one, you know. Did I say that already? And also, because he doesn’t know his name. Angels were so close to us we could hear them. We hid all night like you taught me. Can he have some clothes?”
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