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Prepare to lose yourself in the heady, mythical expanse of The Vorrh, a daring debut that
Alan Moore has called "a phosphorescent masterpiece” and "the current century'’s first
landmark work of fantasy.”

Next to the colonial town of Essenwald sits the Vorrh, a vast-perhaps endless-forest. It is a
place of demons and angels, of warriors and priests. Sentient and magical, the Vorrh
bends time and wipes memory. Legend has it that the Garden of Eden still exists at its
heart. Now, a renegade English soldier aims to be the first human to traverse its expanse.
Armed with only a strange bow, he begins his journey, but some fear the consequences of
his mission, and a native marksman has been chosen to stop him. Around them swirl a
remarkable cast of characters, including a Cyclops raised by robots and a young girl with
tragic curiosity, as well as historical figures, such as writer Raymond Roussel and
photographer and Edward Muybridge. While fact and fictional blend. and the hunter will
become the hunted, and everyone's fate hangs in the balance, under the will of the Vorrh.
Brian Catling is a poet, sculptor, painter, and performance artist. He makes installations
and paints portraits of imagined Cyclops in egg tempera. Catling has had solo shows at
The Serpentine Gadllery, London; the Arnolfini in Bristol, England; the Ludwig Museum in
Aachen, Germany: Hordaland Kunstnersentrum in Bergen, Norway: Project Gallery in
Leipzig. Germany; and the Museum of Modern Art in Oxford, England Excerpted from
Chapters Two and Three

Chapter Two

Ishmael was not a normal human, but he didn't know this because he had never seen one.
He was raised by the Kin-Abel, Aklia, Seth, and Luluwa-gentle, dark-brown machines that
nurtured him from infant to child, child to adolescent. They looked like him in shape but were
made from a different material. He had grown in their quiet, attentive care, knowing he was
not the same but never dreaming that he was a monster. There were no monsters in his
world, deep under the stables in the old city of Essenwald.

Essenwald was a European city, imported piece by piece to the Dark Continent and
reassembled in a vast clearing made in the perimeter of the forest. It was built over a
century and a half, the core of its imitation now so old that it had become genuine, while
the extremes of weather had set about another form of fakery. forcing the actions of
seasons through the high velocity of tropical tantrum. Many of the old stone houses had
been shipped in. each brick numbered for resurrection. Some of the newer mansions and
warehouses had taken local materials and copied the ornate, crumbling splendour of their
predecessors, adding original artistic briliance in their skeuomorphic vision of decay. It was
prosperous, busy, and full of movement, with solid roads and train lines scrolling out from its
frantic, lustrous heart. Only one track crawled into the dark interior of the forest. Into the
eternal mass of the Vorrh.

For years, it was said that nobody had ever reached the centre of the Vorrh. Or, if they
had. then they had never returned. Business expanded and flourished on its southernmost
outskirts, but nothing was known of its interior, except myth and fear. It was the mother of
forests; ancient beyond language, older than every known species, and, some said,
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propagator of them all, locked in its own system of evolution and climate.

The banded foliage and vast trees that breathed its rich air offered much to humans but
could also devour a thousand of their little lives in a microsecond of their uninterrupted,
unfathomable time. So vast was its acreage, it also made its demands of time, splitting the
toiling sun into zones outside of normal calibration: a theoretical traveller, passing through
its entire breadth on foot. would have to stop at its centre and wait at least a week for his
soul to catch up. So dense was its breathing, it dented the surrounding climate. Swirling
clouds interacted with its shadow. Its massive transpiration sucked at the nearby city that
fed from it, sipping from the lungs of its inhabitants and filing the skies with oxygen. It
brought in storms and unparadlleled shifts of weather. Sometimes it mimicked Europe,
smuggling a fake winter for a week or two, dropping temperatures and making the city
look and feel like its progenitor. Then it spun winds and heat to make the masonry crack
after the tightness of the impossible frost.

No planes dared fly over it. Its unpredictable climate, dizzying abnormalities of compass,
and impossibilities of landing made it a pilot's and navigator's nightmare. All its pathways
turned into overgrowth, jungle, and ambush. The tribes that were rumoured to live there

were barely human-some said the anthropophagi still roamed. Creatures beyond hope.

Heads growing below their shoulders. Horrors.

The logging roads skirted its perimeter, allowing commerce to gingerly nibble at its
unprotected edges. There were no commercial means of ingress or egress from its solid
shadow, except for the train. The mindlessly straight track that ran towards its heart was
laid, line by line, with the hunger for wood. As it grew forwards, it forgot its immediate past.
The iron rail carried sleep in its miles of repetition.

Most of the train that ran on it was composed of open platform and iron chain. built to
receive the freshly cut trunks. But there were two passenger carriages, made for short and
necessary visits or for those whose curiosity outstripped their wisdom. There were also the
slave carriers, basic boxes on wheels designed to carry the workforce into the forest's
interior. The slaves had changed before the eyes of their owners. They had transformed
into other beings. beings devoid of purpose, identity, or meaning. In the beginning. it was
thought their malaise was the product of their imprisonment, but it soon became clear
there was no personality left to feel or suffer such subtleties of emotion. The forest itself
had devoured their memory and resurrected them as addicts.

The city of Essenwald fed on the trees, consuming the myriad of different species that
ferociously grew there. Sawmills and lumberyards buzzed and sang in the daylight hours,
rubber works cooked sap into objects, and paper mills boiled and bleached the bodies
naked, ready for words. All this appetite was allowed by the forest. It encouraged the
nibbling at one of its edges and used it as another form of protection-a minor one in
comparison to the arsenal of defence that kept the Vorrh eternal.

Essenwald's declaration of power and continuance was written throughout the twisting
streets, like a labyrinthine manuscript. One such crooked causeway was called K[ hler
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Brunnen, its handwritten name nailed high on its sunless side. A house of significant age
stood at its middle; its core was among the first to arrive and be sunken into the heated
ground, on the site of a more sacred enclosure that some said was older than humanity
itself. Parts of its later exterior had been copied in anthracite-rich stone, mined from a long-
extinct quarry. Its proportion and whereabouts were stolen from one of the bitter-clad
cities of northern Saxony. Its windows were shuttered. It quietly brooded, while deflecting
any attention. Its small neat stables contained three horses, a polished carriage, and a
working cart. Cobbles and straw gave movement and scent to its courtyard's stillness, while
far below. beneath the blue and yellow, the brown ones hummed and fussed over the
white thing they grew. The air was filled with their scent of ozone and phenol and the slight
singeing of their overly warm bodies, an odour of life that led to cracking and brittleness,
emitting its own distinctive hum, in the same way we age with wrinkles and softening.

Four KIII' hler Brunnen wanted to be empty. The house thought it had completed its business
with full-time occupancy many years before.

Yet while the house contained no people in the poised hollowness of its rooms above
ground, in its basement was a well of astonishing depth-if it were ever given sky, it would
reflect the most distant galaxies in its sightless water. The old, dark house was always dlert
and guarding what occurred beneath it.

There, under 4 KII hler Brunnen, among the crated machines and stagnant presses, boxed
carboys and empty, stained vessels, Ishmael was becoming a man. His docile white body
was beginning to toughen and shape itself for a different purpose, though it would never
be as hard as the Kin. He was made of flesh, like the animals, and they were made of
Bakelite, like the furniture. Their bodies were perfect in their gleam and the depth of their
polished surfaces. Each was a unique, beautiful variation of form and appointment-he
forever marvelled at their splendour, while examining the flabby imprecision of his own
shell.

Over time, he had become more and more intrigued by Luluwa; she was unlike the others.
Not because she was female. That had been explained to him before. There were four
kinds of things like him in this world: men, women, animals, and ghosts. He was a man, like
Abel and Seth. Luluwa was a woman, like Aklia. He was just a different kind. Men had tubes
and strength, women had pouches and gentleness. He had a little of all.

He had first felt heat for Luluwa when she killed an animal for him. Snapping it in her long.
shiny fingers, she had opened it for him to taste and smell and had explained that its
insides were a copy of his, made in the same materials, unlike her own, which were
modelled from a different substance. She had described how the thick, soft covering kept
the animal warm, and that in time, he, too, would have such, and that if he looked carefully
near the lamp he might see tiny traces of growth already there on his pliant skin. She had
extended her smooth, graceful arm and shown him the absence of "hair." He had flushed,
felt ashamed and badly made. He'd wanted to hold his breath and suck all the traces of
animal back into his shell, wanted every hair to shrivel and glaze over, towards her
perfection.
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She had explained before that he was too soft to grow, to expand from the inside out, to
puff up. She was fully formed and inflexible. This made no sense to him-why would he have
to grow into something while she was already there, immaculate? She tapped her brown
shell and said that her skin was stiff and brittle while his was pliant and cuttable, that they
were both vulnerable in different ways.

She touched the back of his heck, stroking him with two perfect fingers. reassuring him of
his place, his distinction, and her affectionate acceptance. The solidity and coolness of her
touch excited him and tightened his lukewarm softness into tumescent mimicry. She
pretended not to notice and drifted away from his shock on a wave of ductile clicks and
internal hisses, sounds he would remember throughout his tangled life.

He lifted his gaze from his awkward lap to watch her move across the long room. Her walk
was purposeful, smooth, and exact, as if each of the hundreds of minor adjustments
needed for propulsion and balance was consciously thought about, carefully considered in
fractions of time that were impossible to contemplate. He knew if he thought about walking
like that, he would fall after a few steps. Such perfect control was unattainable to his jarring
and ridiculous motion. Luluwa was graceful and constant, while he was becoming more and
more clumsy and random. Surges of emotion and eruptions of ideas tossed his motley,
leaking being in unpredictable tides, causing him to invent doubt as a companion, to
construct anxiety as a mirror in opposition to flawlessness, knowing that only he would be
seen in it and that the others would quietly continue without reflection.

Sometimes, when he watched them sleeping. becoming charged. he became fascinated
by their stilness. He would sit very close to Luluwa and one of the others and watch for
movement. Once, Seth, who was standing behind him, asked why he was looking so
closely.

‘Because | think they are dead.” he said, without a moment's thought. Seth put his hand on
the boy's shoulder and made a rotational sound in his throat. ‘It's like the animals when
they are broken,” the boy said over his shoulder, without taking his eye off the sleeping
woman. "‘Before they break they are entirely made of movement, and then it stops. Where
does the movement go?"

Seth moved to the boy's side and knelt, looking with him. “It is true that all living things
move and the movement is unceasing. It is also true that the dead do not move. But
sometimes the movement is concealed in smaliness and hides from sight. | will show you.”

Ishmael broke his stare to watch Seth speaking. looking at the words unfold from his
toothless mouth, focusing on the shudder flap dancing in his jaws.

He slid away to a cabinet across the room and opened a drawer. He returned with quick
purpose, carrying a glass tube as long as his arm and a small glass funnel. Kneeling again,
this time between Luluwa and the boy. he rested one end of the tube on the sleeper’s
brow and attached the funnel to the other end. He put his finger to his lips. hissed, and
winked. The boy understood the agreement and they moved stealthily, so as not to
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awaken her. Seth put the cupped end of the funnel to the boy's ear, delicately placing the
other end in the corner of the sleeper’s closed eye. He froze there, half-turning to watch
the listener's face.

At first Ishmael could hear nothing but his own agitation. Then, in the tube, he heard a
diminutive sound. Yes, and again, a fluid hiss, like the sound of spit in one’'s mouth, so faint
that it could have been from the other side of the universe. Yes! There again-irregular but
fast and flickering, a whisper of pulse. He stopped and took his ear away from the tube.

"What is it, that noise?" he asked.

Seth became intent and modestly smiled. ‘It's her eye moving.” he said. ‘Beneath the hard
lid." He stared deep into the boy. "She is dreaming.’

* % %

Sigmund Mutter, a trained, tight-lipped servant, would visit 4 KEI hler Brunnen every Sunday
to mechanically attend to its upkeep. After finishing his duties that day. he turned the key

in the heavy lock, which jarred against its closure, causing him to totter in the street. A
tarry. wet cigar, chewed into the corner of his badly shaved mouth, accentuated his shallow
breath in the cold air. He was returning home to the rich, swollen musk of his wife's lunch,
and his attention was slurred between last night's schnapps and the saturated sleep that
wallowed on the other side of the thick food of the afternoon: perhaps that is why the lock
wasn't quite properly engaged and he fumbled the keys, dropping them into the icy mire.

"Good morning. Sigmund.” fluttered a voice above his mittened stooping. He groaned
himself into an upright attention to respond to the shining woman smiling over his moleskin
hump. There stood Ghertrude Eloise Tulp. Her height was accentuated by the ful-length
beige winter coat that glowed around her, her radiance framed by a brightly patterned
scarf, which held a wide-brimmed hat over stacked curls of auburn hair. Her green eyes
shone with a strength that was uncomfortable.

"Good morning. Mistress Tulp: a fine, cold day.”

For a moment they were suspended between gestures. The street became narrow as it
rose. funnelling from a broad hip for carriages into a stilted neck of roofs, the chimneys
crooked and attempting to mimic the calligraphy of trees, burnt black against the madder
sky. High in the nape of the street was a clock, unworking and roughly painted out, an act
of erasure that had no story. Like its blind face, the meeting below seemed equally

gagged.

‘How is Deacon Tulp?" Mutter blurted out, with a barked volume that disclosed his need for
departure.

‘My father is well.” she said kindly, knowing that she could play with this stupid man's
inferiority. A fierce gust of wind wrestled in from the cathedral square and paused her
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calculated sport, agitating the heavy door just enough for her to see that it was
unlocked.

‘Do give my regards and affection to your wife and the little ones." she piped. He blinked
clumsily at her, not quite believing the ease of his escape. "And do tell her not to worry
about the lateness of the rent: my father understands that things are hard at this time of
year.”

This sent him scurrying away. stuttering his beaten hat against his flaky head with
felicitation for all of her kin. She was left in the empty, windblown street with her excitement
distinctly rattling in the mouth of the half-open lock.

Mutter's main task was looking after the house and the horses, beasts that he and his
family had the use of when not ferrying crates from locations across the city to the cellars
below and vice versa.

Each week he collected a numbered crate from a warehouse an hour's drive away,
brought it to the house, and exchanged it for the previous week's used one. He had no
idea what was inside the beautifuly made, simple wooden boxes, and he did not care.
Such was his temperament; it was fiercely consistent, as it had been with his father and
hopefully would be with his sons. It wasn't his or their concern to pry int..

Other Books

His Dark Materials: The Collectors, A chiling Gothic tale with a revealing glimpse of the
iconic Mrs. Coulter--one of Philip Pullman’s most enigmatic characters. This companion
story to His Dark Materials is now in print for the first time in a beautiful gift edition. In this
darkly delicious tale, internationally acclaimed author Philip Pullman invites readers to meet
the mysterious girl who will one day become the sinister Mrs. Coulter. On a cold winter's
night. two art collectors are settled before a fire in the senior common room of a college in
Oxford, discussing two new unusual pieces--a portrait of a striking young woman and a
bronze sculpture of a fearsome monkey. How could they imagine that they are about to be
caught in the cross-fire of a story that has traveled across time and worlds. . . . Watch the
HBO adaptation of His Dark Materials, an original series starring Lin-Manuel Miranda, Dafne
Keen, Andrew Scott, and Ruth Wilson!

. A chiling Gothic tale with a revealing glimpse of the iconic Mrs. Coulter--one of Philip
Pullman’'s most enigmatic characters. This companion story to His Dark Materials is now in
print for the first time in a beautiful gift edition.”
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