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DEDICATED TO

The person in the Rover

Who didn’t run me over

 

When I was a child and careless 

Riding upon my bicycle

 

Butterflies 

Can be found

In acts that did not happen

As well as ones

That did

 

 

 

 

 

 


A Dream in Ruins

Matt Kusluski

 

	The man had no name and neither had he any names for anything in the world, for humanity had surrendered the gift of language long ago. He walked through a dim forest of pines while the sun set beneath the horizon. Wearing a deerskin tunic, he held a hide satchel holding  foraged berries and small rodents.

The people remaining lived solitary lives.  This forest man had lived in relative solitude since his first decade of life, before he left his mother.  He did not know she was his mother on any level beyond the instinctual and so left her not yet out of childhood, as a fledgeling bird flies from the nest. He had met several others of his kind later, but always briefly, and rarely on good terms. 

	It was late and the weary wanderer sought a place to lay his head.  Sleep’s silken caress beckoned him.  He trudged onward towards a strange outcropping in the distance, a ruined stone wall bearing a single window, with piles of rubble - the remains of the other walls of the structure - forming a small clearing within the wood. Very few such places remained of the time when humans held dominion.  The traveler did not know the wall had once been built by beings such as himself.

	He walked around it, inspecting the crumbling masonry and the patchy moss that grew between its cracks like veins of some great beast barely visible beneath its skin. He peered through the window and saw something he had not seen when walking on the other side.  

	Seven white-robed figures stood in a circle just beyond the aperture,  their hands raised in prayer and their lips moving in intonation.  The man then witnessed something he did not understand.  The tongues of the seven emitted strange utterances, which the traveler had never heard from human mouths, but only as whispers on the wind or voices in the empty darkness.  In any case, the meaning of their vocalizations were incomprehensible to him; the very idea that they might have meaning did not cross his mind.  

	At the sight of other humans, the wanderer slinked stealthily like a timid mouse.  These seven figures seemed unlike other humans he had seen however, and a combination of curiosity and poor judgment came upon him.  He stepped around the wall to approach them but found them gone.  Circling to the other side where he had been, he still could no longer see them.  Even after climbing through the window, the seven figures were nowhere to be found. After a day’s journey, weariness set into his bones.  Unable to wait longer to rest, he leaned against the wall, shutting his eyes, allowing sleep to overtake him. 

	He dreamt vividly that night. Blanketed from the outside world by the veil of his dreaming mind, he felt the cold embrace of stone as though he were enveloped body and soul by the wall behind him. As it engulfed him, from another wall he was reborn into a forest not of trees but other walls of stone. He saw more people than he had ever seen in one place. Unbidden, the knowledge came to his mind that this was how humanity used to live and that he stood within one of their ancient cities, surrounded by high temple walls.  Everyone therein could speak the same tongues the traveler heard from the wind and mist. Most peculiarly, he now understood their speech.  

The forest man was a disembodied presence until his vision centered on three passersby cloaked in roughspun burlap.  He was pulled into the mind of the child among the three, becoming an unwilling passenger inside another’s head.   The person he occupied was only a boy, yet within the shadows of his mind he saw the deviousness of vultures, jackals, and humans. The boy's name was Enoch and the two others were his mother and father, Marelda and Tharis.  Caged within the child’s consciousness, the forest man observed Marelda and Tharis were charlatans,  selling magnificent counterfeit relics to the unsuspecting faithful.   Within their satchels sat sacrificial obsidian blades a tenth their supposed age, finger bones from beggars rather than saints,  and idols of the Seven-Faced Prince or the Mother of Lightning made from cheap alloys rather than silver. Enoch was the face of supposed innocence whose presence assured the buyer that his parents’ intentions were honest.  

When Enoch could, he snuck down back alleys to St. Belridaal's Square, surrounded by towering row houses and littered with the remnants of ashes and refuse dumped from windows above. The puppeteer, an old man with glassy eyes that seemed to stare beyond this world, performed his shows there. A tiny box standing six feet tall and two feet wide was his theater but within he made all manner of marionettes dance on strings so thin and fragile they could scarcely be seen. Monarch, priest, peasant, thief, artisan, servant, or slave; all danced to the puppeteer's whims, enrapturing young Enoch's mind with dreams of life beyond the streets. He felt he knew the lives of castle-dwellers, prosperous merchants, rural serfs, and wild hunters alike, though he himself had never ventured more than a mile from his parents’ room at the ramshackle Greywall inn. How Enoch envied that puppet master, the man who pulled all the strings. 

He must be king of all the world, Enoch thought, to make all others dance to his whims. In those days, the puppet master was his god and Enoch offered all of what little he had. When his parents grifts were profitable, and they sent him to buy himself a small meat pie or other treat, he'd sooner starve himself and offer all the coin they gave him at the puppet master's basket, beside the holy altar where his divine hand made the little wooden people dance so majestically. 

The forest man saw Enoch age before his eyes.  As he grew, the gnawing maw of hunger hollowed his cheeks, and the ever present sight of ashen stone dulled his eyes.  He became a young man and saw his parents carried early into the cold arms of Death.  Leaving him nothing but a few remaining forgeries, he floundered in an empty sea. Despite the overcrowding of Amarinn, Enoch was alone.  He inherited little of his parents’ charisma and for this he desired influence even more desperately, for that was the only way he knew how to live.  Returning to St. Belridaal’s Square, he approached the puppeteer in the evening after his show had ended and his audience had returned to their homes.  

“Please, my lord, make me your apprentice,” Enoch begged.  The old man had begun to roll his tiny theater down the back alleys, but turned to face Enoch. 

 “The power you hold over the fates of kings and peasants alike, I implore you to teach me,” said Enoch, giving a small bow.  

“I’m merely an entertainer, nothing more” said the puppeteer, and continued on his way.  Enoch followed the old man to a narrow rowhouse of rotting wood, where several families lived and the puppet master had not even a room, only a place beside the fire to lie down, struggling to warm his weary bones.  Enoch felt sudden pity for the man he once worshiped and took his leave. 

He had not the charm to survive as a beggar, nor the daring to become a thief. Frequently wandering the narrow streets of Amarinn lost in thought, his bodily hungers grew dull with the waxing of his solitude. He had learned from his upbringing the power and trust people placed in matters of religion.  His worship of the puppet master having ended, a void grew in Enoch’s soul. He knew he must find a new deity to replace his false one.  Though never pious except before the puppeteer’s stage, he sought to join the priesthood.

A year after his parents’ death, Enoch pushed aside the heavy iron doors of the Temple of the Omniscient.  He knelt before the three oracles, their faces masked in gold, as they placed a silken veil atop his head, and bound him in chains of silver, circling around him thrice widdershins.  For a day and a night they observed all manner of omens concerning him, deliberating on what they had seen.  He initially took their lengthy consideration to be a sign in his favor, yet on their return, one of the three priestesses told Enoch “The strands of fate have not bound you to become a priest. If you wish to serve The Gods, you must set out to prove your devotion.”  

He interpreted this quite personally, that his parents' blasphemies had brought him divine disfavor. So Enoch wandered for years as a pilgrim, venturing from one holy site to the next.  Still he suffered the same solitude: a wandering pilgrim was often blamed for plagues and other calamities.  He made his coin through begging, renouncing his parents’ ways. Any remnants of his coin he gave as offerings at the temples and wayshrines along his path.  He lived in greater misery than his family once had, but told himself this was only temporary.  

By day and night he wandered from shrine to shrine flagellating himself while chanting the praises of the gods, stopping at each to pierce his tongue with thorns and kiss the foot of every idol with small offerings of blood.  He came upon a dusty crossroads in the steppe where a wayshrine of The Omniscient stood, a single great eye of stained glass raised atop a stone plinth, ornately carved with runes whose meanings he could not begin to guess. Wincing at the pain of his self-inflicted lashings, he begged The Omniscient for a sign of divine favor.  Enoch knelt and wept until he collapsed and awoke a day later, cursing the gods that he must live like this, starving and delirious as he was. Before that day was over, however, he begged their forgiveness, screaming his penitence to the heavens.

A cycle of indignation and repentance followed, until after several years he came to stand atop Mount Garenod.  Through the stinging snow he slogged, until he reached the summit.  On his hands and knees he ascended that sacred peak, where the Gods dwelled, where prophets had been made. Blinded by midday radiance reflected off the fallen snow, Enoch crawled among the bases of the soaring monoliths, the sacred vessels of the gods.  Crowning Mount Garenod and soaring hundreds of feet into the air, these columns of stone, inlaid with silver runes, were the most magnificent sight Enoch had beheld.  Yet no revelations came to him, no signs that all for which he searched had existed, within or without, all along.  At the summit of that axis-mundi, Enoch of Amarinn decided there were no gods.

Descending in disappointment, Enoch knew he was a fool.  The power of religion came not from gods but from priests and prophets, he thought. Should he follow the path the oracles had set him on, he would wait forever for the influence and purpose he craved.  He resolved to fabricate his own deity.  Despite having taken the road back towards Amarinn, he remained in the forest beyond the city-state’s borders, having found a ruined chapel wherein he made his home.  Several cracks in the vaulted ceiling filtered scant sunlight from above the forest canopy - the woods beyond the windows were too dimly lit to brighten Enoch’s lodgings.  It must have been a temple of the Omniscient once, as engravings of eyes still adorned much of the masonry and upon the altar was an ornate but completely blank book. Enoch had once been told to believe these tomes told secrets only to the Omniscient’s chosen faithful.  Now he would use it as a vessel for his own religion.  He spent his days writing the Book of the Forgotten, the holy text of a god of his own creation.  It was a god of outcasts such as he, the apotheosis of lost souls, an end to loneliness.  By night, he slept upon its altar.

He wrote of how the gods banished The Forgotten, the creator of souls, from the world, sealing it away beyond the far corners of existence.  He prophesied of The Forgotten’s return, when the souls of all humanity would be joined together as one, freeing them all from the burden of individuality.  A long line of prophets he invented, culminating with himself, each chosen by the whispers of The Forgotten beneath a new moon.  He credited these prophets of his god with such deeds as establishing Amarinn itself, though in actuality he knew nothing of the city’s history.  So he had written, only the prophets would know when the time had come for The Forgotten’s return to the world.

After months spent scrawling the Book of the Forgotten in his own blood, Enoch took it with him and made his way to Amarinn.  He wore a white robe and cloak he had taken off the corpse of a frozen pilgrim at Mount Garenod, and with it, his beard, and his unkempt mane of hair, he looked the part of prophet.  

A guard at the city gates questioned him “What brings you to Amarinn, wanderer?”

“I serve The Forgotten and come to spread the faith.  Your city is sacred to my god, yet your people have long forgotten its worship,” said Enoch, still unaccustomed to speaking with such authority as he had made for himself.  The guards had not heard of his god and so he told them of the one he served, but a god of outcasts and lost souls was of no interest to them.  Nonetheless Enoch was allowed to pass within Amarinn’s towering basalt walls.  The city did not remember him any more than they did his god.  Near the outer walls of Amarinn, Enoch creaked open the dusty door of the Greywall Inn.  The decrepit  innkeeper didn’t recognize him, even though she was the one who had turned him out years before after his deceased parents’ coin dwindled.  With a coinpurse he had stolen from a wayshrine’s offering box, he paid for the same room his family had rented as a child, but it did not feel like home.  

Enoch stood in Saint Belridaal’s Square the next morning.  The old puppet master was not there - his flame must have finally died out thought Enoch.  From a plinth near the watchful statue of Saint Belridaal - which gazed down at him spitefully, as if it knew the heresy he spoke - Enoch preached of the god of the lost, who would unite humanity as one consciousness.  Most travelers in the temple district had their own patron deities and so scorned him, but a few listened to his words.  

Enoch said to those gathered around him: “the Forgotten will free us from the burden of ourselves.  Though now we languish in solitude, we shall soon all dance as puppets on the same master’s strings.  No more must you carry the loneliness of your own mind.  We shall be of one mind when our god has returned.” 

Mostly, his newfound followers were beggars and urchins, but even a few of the banemarked, whose ornate runic scarification marked them as ill-omened, skulked out from the shadows and catacombs to hear his sermons.  The members of his cult had few possessions, but gave him anything, and so for the first time of his life, Enoch experienced abundance and prosperity.  He sent them out to the streets to beg, but nearly all the coin or bread they received they gave to him and with his blessing left contented in soul though starved in body.  Soon he bade his followers to recruit others to the new faith and his religion swelled in numbers as the countless downtrodden castaways of Amarinn came crawling out of the woodwork to the beacon of light that was Enoch.  

Wretched as the lives of his followers were, Enoch was surprised one day to see a noblewoman part the creaking doors of the abandoned warehouse he had made a makeshift temple. Her saffron silks made her appear radiant as a goddess in the darkness and his kneeling puppets were momentarily freed from his strings, reaching towards her with trembling empty hands as though she were the very deity whose coming he had foretold.  She wore an elegant alabaster mask, which made her appear all the more majestic, yet also embodying his deity’s inscrutable anonymity.  As his followers’ devotion turned away from him, Enoch regarded the intruder with scorn.  

She bowed before him saying “Hail to you, prophet.  I seek the blessing of the Forgotten.”

“Who are you?” asked Enoch with suspicion.

Hesitating at first to reveal her identity in a place so below her stature, she cautiously whispered “I am Countess Vissara of Krilm.  I come bearing offerings for The Forgotten, and to join the faithful.”  Servants came forward bringing Enoch lavish silks and spices, incense and silver.  

Vissara came to the warehouse every night, and always the crowd parted in the wake of her silken gown.  A  filthy man in rags bent to dust the ground before she stepped upon it and a gaunt young woman offered her with trembling hands an orchid starting to wilt yet still beautiful. Neither of these gestures were unusual reactions to Vissara’s presence.   

As his followers formed a circle and raised their hands in prayer, an old leper intoned “I am Kark.”
	To this, the congregation chanted “WE ARE KARK,” and this continued with each who was part of the circle, until it reached Vissara.

The countess raised her head skyward in rapid motion, her voice ringing, “I am Vissara,” as the silken strings of her mask loosened and untied.

From the circle resounded “WE ARE VISSARA” as Vissara’s mask slipped off her face and shattered on the cobblestone floor.  The chanting ceased as the crowd looked at the countess without her mask in awe.  The circle dissolved as dozens flocked to scoop up the mask’s fragments, dust them, and struggle in vain to piece them together.  Enoch was certain  that if he did not act, his followers would dance to her whims, not his. Yet if he cast her out he knew most of the congregation would follow.  

Enoch bellowed “An omen of our god’s desire for you to be singled out amongst the faithful; that is what has passed, Vissara! Come forward.  Henceforth, you shall be High Priestess of the Forgotten.”  No mention of priests other than the prophets was present in the Book of the Forgotten, but few among his congregation could read anyway, and his speech was as much scripture as his book.  

From that night, Vissara became second only to him and as High Priestess, she brought new members to the faith from the city’s nobility; all very young men and women, most of whom were her suitors.  Unlike she, who held rulership of her house, most of these converts were heirs apparent.  Still, their wealth was plentiful and Enoch lived as comfortably as Vissara, though these noble converts squandered their family’s fortunes as much on her as on him.  Soon the nobility of Amarinn began to fear this new religion in which their sons and daughters had drowned their futures.  With the pressure of the ruling class, the seers of the Omniscient announced divine visions denouncing the cultists of the Forgotten as heretics.

It was not long before the inquisitors rounded up and executed those of Enoch’s followers who spread the faith in the open.  Many of his faithful were burned or flayed alive to extract confessions.  Few confessed to their alleged heresy. The few short years of prosperity Enoch had enjoyed were gone, but he consoled himself that his control of his followers had not waned.  By the time the guards were ready to burn his makeshift temple, Enoch was prepared to end this great experiment on his own terms.  What he had created had served him well while it lasted, but it was over.  

To Vissara, Enoch said “You must be the shield that defends the faithful against our enemies, High Priestess.”

But Vissara knew what he asked was suicide, saying “Prophet, we must flee.”  

“Do not question me, Vissara!” Enoch snapped, and she did not, for she knew she had nothing left outside her influence over the congregation.  While Vissara and his cult fought and became martyrs for The Forgotten, Enoch fled in the dead of night with six of his most faithful.  One was a banemarked woman who knew how to leave the city through the catacombs, exiting through the aqueducts that led out to the River Danratha.  There, they followed the river to the road, their white robes masked under travelers' cloaks.

That the soldiers of Amarinn pursued them was apparent after several days, though Enoch and his chosen evaded capture in wooded hollows and hills.  Vissara must have betrayed him to her torturers, he knew. 

To his chosen Enoch foretold: “the time of the Forgotten’s return is nigh.  We will journey to the place where it is bound and release it.”  With knowledge that their god would soon return, Enoch’s chosen did not tire or despair as they fled their pursuers, pulled onward by the strings of fate, all the way to the abandoned temple where this great lie of his had been born.  

Within those crumbling walls, Enoch told his chosen of the sacrifice that must be made for their god to be released from its prison.  They must exsanguinate themselves upon the altar, he told them.  His six chosen were fanatical - they agreed to sacrifice themselves without question. Enoch strode with them to the altar and stood behind it, setting atop it the open Book of the Forgotten and removing from its sheath his obsidian sacrificial dagger.  Soon this farce he had created would be over, Enoch thought. The six chosen were anointed with holy oils and the proper prayers for the day of the Forgotten’s return were recited.  

One by one, they passed the gleaming blade and slit their throats, until only Enoch remained alive, murmuring for the last time “Free us from the burden of ourselves.”  The last of his followers lying dead before him, Enoch turned to leave his prophetic life behind, but was accosted by the rising cacophony of the voices of his six chosen speaking as one.  Their echoing cries of anguish reverberated through the temple walls, rending stone from mortar, as every wall but one collapsed.  Imploring him to join them, Enoch’s consciousness was lifted out of his body. Enoch looked down to see it lying limply on the ground.  No longer in control of his own fate, his discarnate consciousness was pulled skyward by spectral strings like a feeble marionette. As his soul became part of the god he had created, Enoch of Amarinn was no more.

The forest man’s consciousness was ejected from Enoch’s empty husk and flung backward through the air in the direction of Amarinn.  In flight, he saw the spread of Enoch’s god, as the inquisitors pursuing the cult leader had their spirits severed from their flesh, to join the greater disembodied god-mind.  Voices of torment, desperately seeking others to join them, spread throughout the countryside.  They echoed in every language known to those The Forgotten had taken as its own, and to become part of the cacophony was the fate of all who heard it and understood.  Such was the fate of Amarinn, as the forest man saw when his dream-self plummeted into its streets.  Enoch’s god had left the city lifeless-- uniting peasant, noble, priest, and outcast alike as one mind.

As his dream-self collided with the wall from which it had first emerged, the forest man awoke in shivering panic.  How he wished he had not slept and dreamt here, that he might have continued his life in ignorance.  With dread from what he had witnessed, he heard the voices on the wind.  Now he understood their cries of desperation and he felt himself lifted skyward, even as he saw his body lying limp beneath him on the ground.  The forest man’s soul was engulfed by the infinite voices of a god whose loneliness could not be sated no matter how many souls it devoured.  For eternity he would suffer among multitudinous voices, the most harrowing being the regretful lamentations of Enoch himself.  
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