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For Alan Moore, who lit the fuse.


And for Ray Cooper and Terry Gilliam, who fanned the flames.










The tree of knowledge has been fossilised into an island of coal ready to consume our earliest historical trace (a biological fact or a mythological belief). One is old, the other is new. But both exist side by side in the present.


UNKNOWN


Woe to Europeans if they do not remain conscious of their unity of culture and race in the African bush. Woe to them.


LEO FROBENIUS, Paideuma. Umrisse einer Kultur-und Seelenlehre










Prologue


To-bruized be that slender, sterting spray


Out of the oake’s rind that should betide


A branch of girt and goodliness, straightway


Her spring is turned on herself, and wried


And knotted like some gall or veiney wen.—


Dayspring mishandled cometh not againe.


RUDYARD KIPLING, “Gertrude’s Prayer”


LONDON


This is where the man-beast crawls, its once-virtuous body turned inside out, made raw and skinless, growing vines and sinews backwards through the flesh, stiff primordial feathers pluming in its lungs, thorns and rust knotted to barbed wire in its loins. Guilt and fear have gnawed the fingertips away to let the claws hook out into talons. Sharpened by digging a home in a shallow grave. It is seen on all fours, naked, and worse across the broken ground on sharp knees that are red raw from chiseling the earth to gain some purchase. Prowling inside a trench blinded by stark glares of explosions. Another bellowing flash sculpts the rippling muscle of its back and arms and the thick prophet’s hair that has become soured by warfare into itching dreadlocks, mud-filled like the beard of dribble and tangled ginger grit.


But it is the face that alarms, skinned alive by shock.


The eyes terrified in the sudden phosphorus glare. Ultimately lost and forever in a gutter of staring that has emptied its skull. 


The small balding artist makes a further adjustment to their expression, widening the pupils, setting them in a squint, looking in different directions to give insight into the mind cleaving.


He then steps away from the table where the picture had been made and nods to himself, his ink-stained fingers rubbing his chin. Yes, it was almost ready to be finalised for printing. A small noise on the other side of the room made him look up and drag his thought into the open: “I say it’s almost ready to be finalised.”


Someone or something was draped against the shabby curtain that was saturated in the stink of London. The artist took the picture from the table and held it up to show his subject and emphasise his words.


“I never looked like that!” came the reply. “You have caught me between worlds, upriver before I left the great forest and downriver after. You have gone and left me here alone and all the other Rumuors have sailed over to the Dauphin’s land to be torn apart in the mud, in the first of your world wars of which there shall be many.”


It was difficult to understand the model because he had been speaking in a vocabulary of shadows. He had not yet learned language. Instead he spoke into the artist’s mind telepathically, without words, which made the artist’s mouth work unconsciously, trying to shape the sounds in his mind. For anyone else, this manner of communication could be shocking, but for this painter, it was just another day communing with the angels.


The model said he was of the Erstwhile, but this made no sense to the painter. He also referred to humans as “Rumours,” with a capital “R.” It all seemed a bit delirious and the waning day outside was blurring the edges of their meanings. The model’s statement about a French trench in a future world war had not been understood.


The night closed slower back then, the eye calibrated to dusk and all the nuances that have since been removed and exiled by electricity. The city in these days was encrusted in an ancient gloom—the small wicks of the whale-oil lamps glowed in every tarry hutch, doing little but adding a smoked glitter to the polished coral of London’s darkness. A blind man, and there were many then, could tell of night’s arrival by the change of smell, as the whale oil’s stench rose up against the departing light. The river held the tides in its deep ragged throat for a moment before reversing its might under the command of a hidden moon. On the banks of the Thames thousands of stacked wooden rooms creaked and shuddered.


The painter protested: “But it is you, exactly as you described it. As you looked before. Before you found me. It’s you leaving that forest. Fleeing that Vure you speak of.”


“V-O-R-R-H! And I did not flee.”


This was transmitted in careful curves with a new insistence in its pressures, forcing the artist to drop the picture and hold his head.


The abruptness surprised the last particles of day.


“Do not write my name on this. If you must show it to others, say it is someone else.”


“But who? What?” asked the confused artist. “Nothing else looks like this.”


“Then hide it, bury it under others, show no one, burn it.”


“But it shows another face of God,” the artist said. “God in the beast and man declining, falling from grace.”


The model maintained his clarity while dissolving in the gloom.


“An ancient king,” he thought, tossing it back in the wake of his leaving, and the wisp of it undid the pain in the artist’s temples. He took his hands down and looked at his stained fingers as if trying to match the same darkness in the pigment with that which was growing in the room.


“I will call it Nebuchadnezzar,” he quietly called out, in the way one speaks to the final closed door of a departed lover, the fleeing absence of a once-attentive listener.


It became one of William Blake’s greatest works.










Part One










Chapter One


The old arrow was forgetting. The air had worn it thin, so many harsh landings, so many directions. It had sailed across time and place, slayed some men and saved others. The bow, however, stayed constant and vital. Its maroon-and-black curve was made of the flesh and bones of a divine woman, a priestess who had been born in the Vorrh. She had told her husband how to divide her flesh and remake it. To separate and shave the long bones, realigning their strength and grain, and how to bind their splints with her muscle fibres and tighten them with sinew and skin. Now the great Vorrh and all that dwelt within it watched as the undergrowth parted and the bow glided between the trees, twisting to avoid the hanging vines.


Any human would have seen only the bow and arrow travelling by themselves, yet they were being held by Tsungali: slayer of men, warrior of the True People. The man who had led the Possession War uprising. He who had hunted the English bowman Williams and been slain by the monster Sidrus in the process. These days Tsungali was a ghost. A battle in this very forest had made him so, but those moments felt dim in his mind, receded because ghosts have poor memories. They have only purpose, which for Tsungali was finding the final destination of the fatigued and last arrow.


He travelled now with the spirit of his grandfather, who had guided him thus far and encouraged him on. Their journey was circular throughout the Vorrh. The process had taken many months. Tsungali shot the arrow forward and they followed it to places no human, or ghost for that matter, had ever set foot. Now it had taken them to the forest’s edge.


Tsungali’s grandfather stopped before they made the next shot. He sat wheezing on a low rock. Tsungali felt him dissolving and turned towards the ancient man, who like him was a waft of his previous life. Then the old one summoned up a strong whisper, and spoke again.


“Little son, we have done our duty and I will stay now. The last part of this is yours alone.”


The grandson did not argue. He bent and hugged the great spirit who had been so much to him. The ancient man faded as they embraced. In the mottled sap-green sunlight, he was barely there. Tsungali turned and loaded the arrow and bent the bow. He let the next shot fly and felt the suction of separation as he left the Vorrh forever.


The Vorrh did not recognise or want men trespassing its vastness. And any who did suffered a dismal erasure of mind. The Vorrh had its own time, its own climate, and its own mind. It was ancient before Adam was a supposed twinkle in God’s eye. And so had few dealings with this troublesome species. The fabled monsters and ghosts that were permitted access to its core had a purpose and function that ran in opposition to the dreams and ambitions of humanity. And every other living thing inside its protection had a stronger version of the same natural distrust and suspicion of Homo sapiens that is exhibited everywhere on Earth.


He continued to shoot and follow the arrow for days and nights. Each flight and each stumble taking him farther and farther from the shadow of the Vorrh. He was moving south and a great tiredness was settling over him.


He knew his journey was nearly over because the bow was twisting in his grip, straining towards its destiny. It was late evening when he passed through a village. The honey-coloured stone of the simple houses kept the sun’s warm glow after it had set. The day’s heat was gradually released from deep inside the stone’s fossil stubbornness. The bow brightened in the warmth as it bobbed and leaned forward.


As night fell, the bow pulled Tsungali into the star-clad fields beyond the village’s perimeter. Here, he again found the white arrow. Together, they waited for the moon to rise, late and solemn, swollen and ponderous in its appearance. As the moths danced in the moon’s glare, Tsungali sent the arrow on its last flight, high in the direction of the sea, and followed in its trajectory towards dawn and the oceanic roar of the coast.


He had never experienced so much water. Among the crumbling cliffs and booming waves, he would have been afraid if he were still alive. The land felt hollow beneath his feet, he heard the deep voice of its concavities. The whole cliff full of caves and tunnels, potholes and chasms. The sea sucking air and water through them all. Breathing in resounding echoes in the first warmth of his last morning.


Perched high, Tsungali saw the remains of a house. The bow writhed, almost alive in his hand, straining, pulling, yearning to enter the small patch of domestic ruins. It seemed aware it had returned to the place of its origin, where it was made.


The fence around the plot had long since fallen and there were signs of animal intrusion everywhere. There was not the faintest trace of any personal effects. It had all been picked clean. Scavenged by thieves, weather, and wild dogs. The garden plants had overgrown and died back so many times that a thorny tangle of wiry undergrowth covered everything. Its mass had kept all recent predators and foragers at bay for many years. He passed through it with ease. He found the splintered arrow and knew the journey had ended.


He summoned and focused his last strength of being into his hands and cleared the weeds and dead brambles away to make the arrow’s grave. For that is what he knew to do. To bury the shards and splinters here in this exact spot of arid soil where it had landed. He clawed away at the yellow earth, making a shallow trench. Then he felt something under his hands, something different. He dug down, now like a dog pawing at the earth, his face almost in the hole. A bundle began to emerge. He uncovered the burrow and its occupant. He dug more carefully, pulling the roots and crawling flecks of transparent beetles away from the thin rotting cloth, revealing the tiny body of a baby. He put his black ghost hands under it and hoped he had the substance left to lift it out.


It was not dead. It was not alive. It was human, but it was both black and white. Its pale skin being mottled and patched with blue-black pigment. He lifted it into the sun and brushed the earth from its limp, naked body. He picked its ears, eyes, and nostrils clean. Its mouth was firmly shut. He estimated that the child was no more than a few weeks old. Then it opened its eyes.


There was no uncertainty in the action, no resistance . . . they worked perfectly. Its eyes were the colour of opals and he had seen them before. He sat down and sank deeper into the wiry undergrowth. The precious bundle in his hands. The baby looked at him. Looked with the eyes of Methuselah and told his body what to do. He cradled the child in his lap and put one hand over his head, the other over the child’s. He then made a circular rotation over both, as if smoothing something down. After a minute or two the milk started to flow. First in drips that splashed against his belly and thighs, then in rivulets running down his chest. The white lines against his black, nearly invisible body were dramatic and agile. He lifted the child to his breast and the tight mouth undid and refastened on his nipple. An enormous pleasure pumped through him as the greedy baby drank and he drained. All he had been was now converted into another substance. It was more than he could ever become, greater than his tribe and sweeter than all his gods. With an overpowering joy he was pulled inside out to nothing in a resounding pop that let the child roll down to fall quietly among the plants, its eyes glazed in delight and its mouth still sucking.


A light wind came in across the sea and woke the child. With energy in its limbs and its eyes wide open it crawled towards the broken house. The terse grasses and low thorn shrivelled in its path. Nothing dared scratch its painfully slow progress. The bow waited and squirmed in the shade where Tsungali had propped it. It slid down and gave itself up, loosening into sprung sinews and lashed shaved bone.


The next few days were mercifully mild and the piebald remained sheltered and kept warm by the dry breezes both night and day. The bow now had lost all its consistency and had given up its rigid form to become a greasy paste of a high nutrient concentration. No other animal or insect went anywhere near it. It was for the baby alone to feed on. Sometime around the third or fourth day after its exhumation it started to cry. Whether this was instigated by some awakening of the fluid motors of equilibrium—the plumbing of the deepest emotions, or a working of consciousness sucked animate and oily after the mindless sands of hibernation—or a sensing of a change in the wind: an edge of water lipping the heat, the sniff of a distant storm. Whatever it was that opened the child’s mouth did it with an increasing urgency. So out on that remote bluff with the waves crashing so far below it grew in volume and audacity until it was caught in the hollow limestone ventricles beneath. It echoed and slid between all the chambers, growing into a pulse that began to rival the reverberations of the sea.


 


In one of the rotting fields nearby, Carmella Salib was bent double and working. She was a venerable woman, wiping the dusty earth off her shrunken collection of colourless melons. Her field hung midway on the stepped side of a narrow valley wall. In the rainy season the floods would torrent below, taking a yellow milky stream down into the clarity of the blue sea. It would lie under the surface like a slow, shadowed spectre until a rougher tide came to churn and blend them into one. Now the wadi was arid and empty. All water was precious here and her well, two fields higher, was protected by signs and warnings and occasionally by her hiding in a rag tent with a dented bird gun when she suspected that her water was being stolen. There was nobody to do these things for her. These young people’s jobs. They had all left for Essenwald or Berlin or Australia or other places she had never heard of.


When the day ended, she tended the animals in their straw-laden courtyard at the centre of her bare stone house. She prayed for them. She prayed that their heat and their flesh would keep her another year. She prayed often because she knew that something else lived in this forgotten land, where the sea was gigantic and restlessly eroded the coast, making the thin crust of fields tremble in insecurity. She had seen them. Heard them. She prayed that they belonged to the God of her fathers and were under his benediction and control. Because in her heart she knew they didn’t.


She had told Father Timothy about them and where she had seen or heard them. He had agreed to meet her and listen as well. They now stood and looked at the parched yellow ground, and only the sound of the sea at the end of the narrow wadi could be heard. The priest stood like a silhouette, or a fissure. His black weary clothing in contrast to the bright weary earth.


The light breeze caught the sea and the twittering of distant small birds and crickets rasped against the day, but no voices spoke.


It was a long way from Rome and sometimes the stoic faith of these people seemed as harsh and as blinding as their land. He wanted to be back inside before the sun got any higher. So he pushed against the endless time of waiting.


“What time of day do you normally you hear them, Carmella?”


“Just before siesta, Father.”


His heart sank. He had no intention of sitting out here sweltering in his thick itchy clothes. Of course she heard it at that time, her brain had been simmering under the rock-cracking heat for at least two hours. Even her mummified resilience could not endure that.


“Has anybody else heard them?”


She looked at him, her eyes slitted against the glare and his contrast.


“Who else is there to hear it? I am the only one here. That is why they are faint. If they had more ears to listen, their voices would be louder.”


“But what do they say?”


“I cannot understand, they speak in the words of a long way or a long time off.”


“So you don’t understand what they mean?”


“I don’t know the words, but I can taste their meaning and know that they have come as a warning.”


Father Timothy had removed his hat and was wiping the wet inside with a small grey piece of cloth.


“What kind of warning do you mean?”


“It’s difficult for me to tell because of their anger.”


“What makes them so angry, are they angry with you?”


“No, Father.” She lowered her eyes and looked at the glaring soil. “They are angry with God.”


Father Timothy had been interested when she first came to him. It was not every day that a visitation was reported. Once he got past the sticky business of her sanity and the fervency of her religious devotion, he could ask real questions. He knew she had been a respected but aloof member of her little community. But this revelation worried him and broached on blasphemy. He needed to escape its disturbance and consider its implications.


The priest arose and quickly brushed the dust of the fields from his trousers.


“Carmella, I must go now; I have duties to perform. We will talk of this again, it is a complex matter.”


He found the narrow scuffed track, no more than a slender overturning of stones, and walked up and out of the enclosure.


“I will be at matins,” he called back down.


“Yes, Father,” she said and turned back to the melons.


She doubted the priest trusted her visions. He probably thought her mad, as others did. Those who left her here. Those wicked, spiteful people at the other end of the village. They had always whispered against her family. Now they were gone. She would prove them all wrong anyway. She knew what she had seen and heard out here in the hot hard fields. If they ever returned, she would drag one of them here to listen and see, their hair standing up on their heads, as hers had done the first time. The wailing under the wind making her heart stop. “There,” she would say, “clear as day.”


Then it was. It was here now. Here. Perhaps Father Timothy was still nearby. She called out to him, out of sight above her, walking back to the sanctuary. But he had gone and her voice squalled aimlessly. But today the sound was unmistakable—somewhere a child was crying. She looked in all directions.


This was something new. This was unlike the voices she had heard in the past. It was like it was calling directly to her. There was a spindle of ought at the core of its distance and it gleamed and turned and wound her in. It pulled like steel gossamer. Honeyed and biled. Threading through and bringing a taste into her mouth that had been astray for forty years of motherhood. She stepped down the goat path and out of her sliver of land. Small stones, lizards, and crickets leaping aside. She zigzagged down into the wadi and found the track on its other side that hurried towards the sea. With a movement that looked like accelerated hesitation she paced in the direction of the resounding bluff and the rising wind.


The path forked. Down towards the sea and up towards the cliff and the broken house that she knew had been empty for years. She took the upper path until she was at the boundary of the fallen house and the scuffed garden. Some of the stones of a low perimeter wall still were in line, making a stitched outline of ownership. Inside, some of the walls of the house were still standing. Its windows and doors had long since rotted away. The roof had fallen through. The reeds, mud, slate, and ossified beams lay in a shuffled heap across the once active floor. Carmella saw the remnants of the garden. She was thinking about how it had been in its most vital point. Her family often talked of its folly.


Then, without warning, a parched and slumbering mite of her brain uncoiled, dampened, and squeezed a memory out: a scent, an essence of the garden itself. Its scent jolted others awake and fervent bleeds turned into a flood that rewrote her little history. She had been here before. She had seen the garden once as a child and remembered its violence of colour and form crammed and spun into organised enclosures of overpowering beauty. There had been colours here that she had never seen before or since. For a moment she saw them again and began to understand something else. Then she noticed that it was quiet. The sound that had drawn her here had stopped as if waiting, giving her time for her reverie and the gift from her past.


Then another small cry came from the broken corner of the house. Carmella’s fingers opened slowly like new flowers on a very old vine. She stepped over the stones and walked through the rubble towards the mewling. A child. Its skin an intense patchwork of black-and-white piebald. She faltered, before the quivering antennae of her hands pulled her onwards, twitching for touch. The baby rolled around to look at her and its opal eyes arrested everything when they focused for the first time.


She picked it up, pulling it away from a mess of maroon fibres. A red drool bridge yolked between the child’s mouth and the sticky remains on the stone. A dead animal, she thought, some part of its leg or hindquarters. She wiped the child’s mouth with the worn, soft sleeve of the shirt that she wore under her dress. She stepped carefully out of the corner, bringing the child into a harsher light. It blinked and turned its patched face into her dress. She held it tighter and looked up. Out at sea clouds were gathering, the breeze now running in advance of the rain. Her sturdy nipples tingled under the layers of wool. It had not been the wind that stirred them. But the sensation was coming from inside. The first spits of rain rolled in on the cooling breeze high over the cliff. She had saved the child just in time. By night the storm would have shaken and flooded the little hollow. She quickly turned to the path and scurried the child back, swaddled and hidden, to her edge of the village.


She did not think about who its parents could be until she was in her courtyard, the venerable, solid door severely locked behind her.


She felt relieved that the houses on either side of hers in the twisted alleyway were now empty.


Carmella unlocked the door into the interior of her home and put the child on her bed with a pillow propped against it so that it could not roll off while she busied herself opening the shutters, heating water, and trying to find something to dress it in.


How long had the child been abandoned up there? In that place of desolation. She tried to remember what she had heard about it. Vague thoughts, scraps of detail of a couple living alone. Keeping themselves to themselves. Mutterings of infamy and ungodly behavior. An Englishman named Williams, and she a tribal shaman named Irrinipeste. The strangeness of a white man living with a black girl. There is nothing more suspicious to a small isolated community than anyone who chooses to live in greater isolation. Then they vanished. He was last seen walking towards the Vorrh with a bow in his hands. But there was never a word about a baby.


Carmella thought of her own children. Two sons eaten by a great war in Europe that meant nothing to her or to them. The colonial forces had simply collected them to die young and elsewhere. Her daughter lived in the mountains on the other side of the world. Such notions were problematic for Carmella; she had once visited Essenwald. Even though the colonial city was only a week’s walk away, it had been the longest journey she had ever made and she had hated it. The size and foreignness of the German infestation she found impossible, troublesome, and chaotic. Her domain at the end of the village and the scattered slivers of fields were enough for her. She needed no more.


As she washed the child, it occurred to her that she might keep it. Who would really care? Certainly not those who had abandoned it. Nobody else would want another mouth to feed, especially such a strange one. While bathing the child she became aware that it was difficult to be sure what sex it was. Its tiny genital cluster was unlike anything she had ever seen. She had seen malformation in animals. She knew that humans were different, but not that different. She dressed the child in a smock that she had kept from her daughter and carried the precious bundle back into her bedroom. The naphthalene and the embroidery brought tears to her eyes.


She did not see them when she entered the room, but she felt them behind her. The wet blurs and the careful steps. This time there was no fear. All the voices, all the visions were now crowded in her bedchamber. They were all smiling. The child sat up in her arms.


“Gentle mother,” she heard, as if the bedroom had said it, “we have come to praise you for taking the little one into your sanctuary. The little one has been sleeping for too long. Sleeping under the earth, waiting for a returning to make it wake and sing. Gentle mother, protect and feed. We will speak with your priest. Benediction is yours.”


Then they left in a great whooshing that was silent and without a breath of air.


Carmella and the child fell into a deep sleep across her iron bed.


Father Timothy had finished matins and was hanging up his gown in a long narrow cupboard that smelt of incense and cobwebs. When he heard someone enter at the other end of the empty chapel. He quickly looked up to see Carmella standing there.


He quietly groaned inside and decided he would be gracious and give her a few minutes, while he was still in the aura of ministration.


“Ah, Carmella, you missed the service but not me, I see. Do you have more to tell me about those visions you have in the fields?”


He put on his civil coat and turned to leave, intending to brush her into the dusty street to finish their discussion. Then he realised that she was still silent in the shadows.


“Carmella, is something wrong?”


After a few seconds, he became irritated with her silence.


“Carmella?”


Then, as he pissed uncontrollably into his trousers, twenty voices gushed and squealed out of what he thought was her. Their pitch and timbre bellowed and hit Father Timothy like a tidal wave. The broken octaves found every resonance in him and the thin room. Repeated and shook them until a booming moan was the only thing left.


“Little pastor, listen. We have much to tell. Listen and take heed. The child that was unburied is the hand of God. Made for the Vorrh. She will be the seeing eye in the blind storm that is coming to threaten everything, she will grow beyond the constraints of time. She is already older than you, but it will take a year for her to become whole. During that brief span, you will protect her and the woman who keeps her until they are called away. You are watched and you will obey.”










Chapter Two


In Essenwald, another child was coming into the world.


Ghertrude Tulp was fiercely proud that she would be its only parent. Mistress Tulp was proud about most things. Her independence and her determination being the guiding elements in her unusual young life. From the moment that she had broken into the shuttered house on Kühler Brunnen, it had increased exponentially. Her intense curiosity had led her to the house that concealed impossible things.


She was a tad younger then, and most would have run screaming from what she had found in its basement: the sight of four artificial humans nurturing a cyclopian boy-child. But the stealthy Bakelite machines and their unique ward fascinated her and turned her instinct to flee into that of fight. And in that she would triumph, for a short time. So she took the house and the one-eyed boy who was called Ishmael and watched in amazement as he flourished and strengthened into a man. A man whom she would possess. She put her hand across her belly and felt her baby move. Was it because she was thinking of him? There was a strong possibility that he was the father and that was her only dread, that her baby would be born with the same deformity.


All else in her self-willed existence she thought she could control, even her parents, who had been forced into understanding about her pregnancy and the lack of a father. After all, the conception had been during carnival, when most of the morals of the occupants of Essenwald wore masks. Any indiscretion or minor crime that occurred during those few days was carefully overlooked. So nothing was said and the Tulps’ family wealth and position were aligned to her needs. But there were other reasons for their sympathetic response that were not spoken of. Ghertrude also had the enduring friendship of Cyrena Lohr, one of the richest women in Essenwald. Cyrena had sworn her support and allegiance. Even after Ishmael had turned his sexual attention to Cyrena, which came as a concealed blessing. Ghertrude’s affection for the freak had been exhausted by his demands and his increasing dissatisfaction and peevish cruelty. Her attention was now entirely locked on the growing baby. Cyrena was welcome to Ishmael’s overbearing sexuality and his need to sample and own every aspect of his new life. After all, he had supposedly cured Cyrena’s congenital blindness, miraculously “taken away” the affliction that had guided her life before he crawled into her bed.


During Cyrena’s last visit she and Ghertrude had talked again about the possibility of the upcoming child being Ishmael’s. 


“Is Ishmael interested in me anymore, does he show curiosity about the baby?” asked Ghertrude.


Cyrena hated lying to her best friend, but the truth that he never mentioned her was too hard to say.


“He occasionally talks about the birth when he asks after you, when I return from our meetings.” In fact, he had never once asked after her and had little or no interest in Ghertrude or even in anything that Cyrena did when she left his side. Their relationship had grown tense, though she did not tell this to Ghertrude either.


“Shall I be with you at the birth?” Cyrena asked.


Ghertrude narrowly shook her head while tightening her lips and closing her eyes. She then looked deep into her friend and said, “It’s best I do it alone. The Kin know the way and you would distract each other.”


Cyrena was about to protest when Ghertrude said, “You are my dearest friend and we have been through so much together. You are the only one who knows of their existence and you must not know any more than that. Of course I want you with me, but these circumstances are extreme.”


There was a moment’s stillness, then she continued.


“Also it might be his, and if it was born like he was, then I don’t want you there. I am sorry to be so harsh, but I really think this is the only way.”


Cyrena guessed at her meaning but did not dare question it. To interrogate such motives and turn over such painful soil could plant, invest, and nurture more pain than any of the realities that might lay cotted on the other side of the birth. So she agreed to visit after word of the event had been sent. She kissed her friend and tried to smother the fluttering panic in her heart.


Ghertrude had seized the opportunity of stepping out of Ishmael’s influence and passing him on to somebody with more wealth and compassion than she would ever have. She had boasted to her parents about her closeness to Cyrena and her other “friends” in the house and for that reason they need not be concerned, and they were happy to be as little involved as possible and asked no questions. Had they known that the “friends” were not human, they might have changed their minds.


The Kin had lived in 4 Kühler Brunnen before Ghertrude had arrived there. They were machines of unknown origin, artificial humans, sleek and powerful with rudiments of care and commitment, and when she first met them they each had a single eye in the center of their heads. But now the Kin looked anew, changed. Not the half-human-sized Bakelite cyclopes she first discovered. Before, they had been the same size as Ishmael when he was a child and like him had only one eye. Now they were the same size as her, and they all had two eyes. Something somewhere had changed, but Ghertrude did not know what exactly yet.


All of that was academic as Ghertrude stood on the cellar stairs and her waters burst. Each waddling footstep sent twists of pain and exhilaration through her body.


By the time she reached the cellar door she was panting hard and gripping the banisters until she heard them creak and move, and saw their sweat on her hands. She pounded on the door and opened it. The Kin were already there. They gripped her arms and held her cautiously about the waist, guiding her to the secret places below. Their Bakelite bodies were strong and hard and gave solid resistance to her faltering uncertainty.


Luluwa, the one that had seemed most responsive to her needs, had turned her shining head towards Ghertrude and said, “It is close, the great moment of expulsion is near. Your child wants the world in its lungs and in its eyes, and we are here to be with you at that devouring.” Ghertrude smiled through the contractions and gripped the warm ridged plastic of Luluwa’s slender, powerful wrist.


In the cellar kitchen Aklia and Seth undressed her and stroked her onto the prepared bed, which Luluwa had made from the table. The Kin had adapted the whole cellar area in preparation for this moment. They had even made a small bathroom area by the preparation sinks. Towels, bowls, a mirror, and a wash bag had been gathered from the rooms above to give the area an intimate, personal quality. Aklia came close, clasping her hands like one about to whisper or shout. She brought the cave of her hands to Ghertrude’s mouth and shed a soothing wave of breath into her being. Ghertrude’s spine flooded with an intense sunlight. Like the glimpsed light during a storm, which heightens the whiteness of gulls flying against the black and blue clouds.


Suddenly, a hefty contraction pushed the astonishment out of Ghertrude’s body with a gasp. The Kin went into action. Another parcel of their specialist breath was given to her and they started to examine the progress of the journey.


Fourteen hours later Luluwa was explaining to reassure Ghertrude and to instruct the others, because animal anatomy was not their specialisation.


“All humans are corkscrewed in the womb, it’s one of things that makes them all different. They have to struggle against the twists of their mother’s anatomy to escape.”


Seth was turning to look the other way, he had become distracted by the wind that in some way had got into the house, and he could hear it increasing between the floors.


“The bends they make now will stay in their bodies forever, a unique deformity like the lines on their fingers or the memories in their bones.”


Ghertrude heard only part of this because the pain and the pressure increased her blood in spasms, pushing against her eardrums, while the baby nuzzled out.


“Here it is,” said Luluwa. Her strong brown fingers were enclosed in thick red rubber gloves and they were engaging around its head.


“Push and I will pull,” said Luluwa, and between the contractions Ghertrude had a terrible fear that those brown mechanical hands were too strong. She had never done this before and the tugging that she so violently felt might be too much. She imagined the head coming off in Luluwa’s hands and the spinal stump of the neck still struggling to be born between her legs.


Just as she was sure she could feel its thrashing blood pumping onto her thighs, the baby twisted and came out into Luluwa’s careful grip.


“It is born!” Luluwa cried, her fluttering voice reaching a new crescendo.


The pain crashed through the floor and all of Ghertrude’s senses came home.


“Is it alive?”


“Yes, yes and well, it is a female.”


“Give her to me . . . no. Wait, how many eyes does she have?”


“Two, and they are beautiful like yours.”


Luluwa lifted the slippery-wet joy into her mother’s dry arms and the Kin watched what happened next with an incomprehension that made them wish for a larger organ of understanding or at least tear glands, or something like them.


Seth was the only one who experienced something else that night. Perhaps because he had been shaped in the fashion of a male. He heard the wind reach the attic and the cellar at the same time. He felt the meeting tides of air turn off an unknown switch in him and turn on one in the eyes of the nuzzling baby who was glued to her mother’s breast with perspiration, blood, tears, hope, milk, and terror.










Chapter Three


Ishmael was looking out of the high north-facing window of the Lohr mansion’s library. Twilight was settling over Essenwald, drawn as if by a night magnetism to the great black shadow of the Vorrh that seemed to swallow the isolated city. It was in that forest where the Englishman Williams had saved him and had even given Ishmael his last name and the living bow. Once Ishmael found his way into the Lohr household, he left the bow behind; the palms of his hands tingled at the thought, but his heart felt nothing. His hunting days were over then, but something was stirring.


As he stared out he touched the scars of his face and felt the blind eye that had been sewn into his face to rectify what he always felt was nature’s curse against him. He was no longer a cyclops and he had Nebsuel, the shaman, to thank for that. He had not seen Nebsuel since. And even though it had been almost a year, the memories seemed to ache deeper and longer than that, as they slid between attraction and disgust. As if reading his mind, a distant storm flickered on the other side of the Vorrh, sending jolts of lightning into the purple clouds.


Ishmael knew he was unlike any other being he had ever met. He stood alone in this shivering uncertain world. A young man with a face as old as sin. Nebsuel’s operation had not removed his uniqueness, just disguised it for others. The second eye was a prop. It was there and alive but it was not connected to his brain. Humans could never understand the power that his single eye gave him. His vision had never been a twisted slingshot like theirs. Their optic nerves crossing over in a perversity of creation: right eye to left brain, left eye to right brain. He had no such entanglement. His was a singular clarity, a straight line from his vision to his uncloven mind.


The storm was getting closer, the flashes sped through the trees, towards the skulking city, looming over and encroaching on Essenwald’s cathedral, which was modelled after Cologne’s, smaller but just as imposing given its surroundings. His reflection flickered in the window. The first murmurs of thunder rumbled outside the thin glass and a warm jeering wind shook the pale eucalyptus into a ghostly flutter.


Ishmael knew what he wasn’t but not what he was. He had entered the Vorrh because it was known that other one-eyed creatures lived there. But mercifully he had no kinship with the so-called anthropophagi, the squat cannibalistic horrors that roamed the endless forest. He had now met and dwelt among men, women, monsters, machines, animals, ghosts, and some things in between, but knew that he was not clearly one of them. Everything around him knew its lineage. Understood its place in the world. The forest and the city were both structured maps of generational organisation where everything knew its place and relevance in the food chain. He was outside it all.


The overpowering magnitude of Cyrena’s need was becoming suffocating. Surviving the Vorrh had given him a taste of challenge, the need for an edge, and this seemed the only tool available to excavate his unknown origin. There was nobody to talk to about him. He wanted to see the Kin, but he did not want to venture to 4 Kühler Brunnen for fear he would have to see Ghertrude. He was truly beginning to despise the day-to-day pettiness and lack of purpose of the life he thought he wanted. All these people so drenched in inevitability, so locked in the comfort of their families that they lived a flat and mechanical existence. His origins must be far more exotic and dynamic than this. He was unique and needed a life to match it.


He had, however, been collecting stories of another kind of life that supposedly sheltered in the Vorrh. They were called the Erstwhile. Nebsuel knew the most about these evasive entities, but his knowledge was tainted with distrust and suspicion. During the time of his postsurgical healing in the old sorcerer’s house, Ishmael had read something about their mythology and sightings. He had discovered more pictures than words in the old man’s dense library. Every time he brought the subject up, Nebsuel would grunt and adopt a position of cautious distaste. Only a few basic facts ever escaped the orbit of negativity. So he knew that legend said they were the angels that God put on earth to guard the tree of knowledge in the Garden of Eden. And when Adam committed the first sin God was furious with them for their dismal failure. He turned his back and forgot them.


Over the centuries of despair, they devolved or gave up and were taken over by a wanton decay. Transforming in form and meaning, trying to die or become nothing. Some of the illuminated drawings in the books showed them with feathers and quills. Bark and twigs under their skin, knotted vines and thorns in their fur and hair. One thing Nebsuel did say was that no two of them were alike. Part of their curse of exile meant that they were alone and growing strange in many different ways. The only constant thing about them was their desire to vanish. To hide in the wildest parts of the Vorrh and sometimes bury themselves underground, in a vain hope that sleep might breed hibernation and that hibernation might encourage death.


Cyrena walked in from the other side of the library. She examined the pensive figure at the window, trying to read the contours and depths of his unique body and his unfathomable strangeness. His oscillation between passion and aloofness. She did not know and could not predict either of their responses to the other, which perpetually tipped and lurched between the lush exotic and the doldrums of ennui.


Ishmael’s sexual appetite had increased again. He had exchanged intensity for endurance. She feared he was seeking weakness in her and he was terrified of finding the boundaries of his imagination and his senses. Secretly each wished for the fear of the other. Both their bodies ached among the books and the silence of mental concentration. It gave them a pleasant, bruised, and rewarding space apart. She took Herodotus off the shelf. Seconds later a new sensation seized her womb. It was contradictory to the rolling unbalanced ache that their lovemaking had caused. Different from the ovarian pains that sometimes roared and clamped at her core. This one was a thrumming from elsewhere. A message sent by the deepest of drums. An understanding that no man may hear. She knew it must come from Ghertrude and why. She left the library without a word and went to her balcony.


The storm smelt of the Vorrh and it separated her from everything. She stood on the ornate parapet and took in the wilderness that contorted and thrashed below. The swelter of the tribes and their meanings, of the animals that thrived beyond the trembling lip of this artificial city. Of the Vorrh, itself vast, primordial, and without the slightest interest in anything that walked upright.


She circumnavigated the balcony, directly into the wind where her hearing had always taken her when she was blind, to face the spires of the cathedral. She examined their visual property and knew them to be out of place and quaintly vulgar to everything else that lived here. Her belly twitched again and she imagined the old house under the shadows of the spires. Imagined Ghertrude and her struggling with the birth, the future and all its implications. She wondered why the man she lived with had never asked about the growing foetus, which might well hold his blood. Cyrena held the ache in herself for her friend. She held it more against the deeper ache and the questions, but mostly she held herself against the future. But not against the storm.


The rain was near and behind her and threatened her thin dress. She turned and came back towards the door. On the other side Ishmael was undressing, ready to embrace her, unpredictable and relentless. The part of her that wanted to refuse him doubled in strength, but then inverted. The storm broke over the cathedral spires; they arched into strident opposite parallels.










Chapter Four


Thaddeus Mutter had taken the ring of keys from his father, who had painfully wheezed out his instructions about the warehouse. The Mutter family had been employed by the owners of the warehouse and 4 Kühler Brunnen for generations. When they held the keys they would give up their Christian names and be called only Mutter. Personal names were for the family, not the work. But this was not the handing over of employment to Thaddeus. It was a temporary convenience because Mutter’s health had dipped for a few days.


Thaddeus found his way to the featureless warehouse. Its huge locked gates stared down at his unimportance. A smaller human-size door was set into the blank thick wood.


Thaddeus looked at the keys and made the selection. Once inside, he adjusted to the gloom. Carefully locked the stooping door behind him. Nothing stirred in the long interior. Mutter had given him specific instructions. Their employers were fierce. The last time Mutter messed something up, it was Thaddeus who paid the price. Thaddeus was abducted, his hands surgically removed, crossed over, and then reattached.


Thaddeus had little memory of the ferocious event, which always seemed to him distant and without any trace of pain. He had also forgotten the time before it happened, when he was like everybody else. The weirdness of his hands and the way he had learned to use them held no horror. Their early clumsiness had provoked different levels of attitude and questioning, and these seemed to be balanced against the frustration of his manual dexterity. His emotional world was tightly held by the resistant but flexible web of his family. He was never expected to leave the house; his parents knew of the cruelty of the world. He was not expected to seek work; he became protected by his father’s guilt and the substantial gritty love that grew from it. Thaddeus had become special and now trusted. Thus, it was he who had been given the keys, not his younger sister, Meta, as this job, like much else, was patriarchal. The task today was simple: Deliver his father’s message and do not deviate. He had promised to tell nobody and on pain of death not to let another soul into the warehouse.


He walked through the cavernous building. There were four floors connected by broad wooden staircases. Each floor was lined with tall dark wooden shelving stacked with numbered boxes. Other smaller rooms occupied corners or irregular niches throughout the warehouse. Or at least that is what he imagined. He only really examined the ground floor and looked up the stairs into an echoing draft of glimpsed similar spaces. He was not here to explore. He was working under his father’s strict instructions. He must enter the building, lock himself in, and walk to the central teller’s desk. There he must kneel and speak the words they had so carefully rehearsed.


He knew that he would not meet anybody and that nobody would come to listen to the message. Quietness had settled everywhere like dust; perhaps that was why there was no dust. The quiet had displaced it permanently, he thought. It was not truly silent. The muffled sounds of the outside world were allowed in to nibble at its edges and hush at its secluded movement. He knew that the building would hear it, would swallow his voice and his father’s message, and would in some way pass it on to their masters. Eventually he found the teller’s desk. A simple basic structure of a lectern and counter fused to a long handrail that excluded a corner of the shelving and a small empty room that must have once been an office. It had been the building’s centre, when it was used to ship vast quantities of materials. Its workforce rushing between the teller’s commands and the gates of hectic commerce. Now stillness gave the unoccupied building a cathedral-like grandeur that far outweighed any sense of absence.


Thaddeus put one hand on the rail and knelt under the authority of the lectern. It was like a lonely play of communion. He cleared his throat to make the first sound to announce his intention of cracking the quiet.


“I have come today in the stead of my father, Sigmund Mutter, who has been taken ill of a sudden fever these last three days. He sends his apologies and asks that I might be given some of  his tasks while he is sick.”


He paused for a moment, shocked by hearing his own voice rise amplified through the layered, listening architecture.


“I do not have the strength of my father and my hands are only capable of some things, but I am willing and able to help in any way that I can.”


There was a click from behind the lectern; it was caught on the resonance of his last word. It was small and metallic and came from behind the empty room. Latch. The sound spoke to him, and Thaddeus stood and moved towards its reply. This was not expected, his father had said nothing about a response. His heart was in his mouth, which hung open uncontrollably as he tiptoed around the lectern. From this vantage point he saw brightness behind the room, a brightness that made the windows gleam around their edges. Daylight was reaching into the far wall of the building. He crept behind the boxlike office and saw a gleaming door of panelled glass set into the dark interior. It was in a way that can come only from living things. The lenses of growth and vitality distorting the soft brutality of sunlight into a dappled question that can be answered only by proximity. And so he knew it to be a garden; this most unexpected thing drew him towards its glass door. He looked through its clean panes and put his hand on the silver door handle. He looked back into the warehouse and saw nothing move. Everything inside seemed cast in permanence, in an eerie but reassuring stillness. He again sent his thoughts out towards the emptiness, to radar, this time unconsciously, its hollow for an echo of life. His own hand answered and applied pressure to the handle, which turned downwards. The door opened and a wave of warmth, colour, and perfume engulfed him. High walls on all sides enclosed and hid the garden from the outside world. He looked up and around and slowly walked into its interior. He thought he understood its size and proportion until he realised that there was a sharp turn in the flanking wall.


The garden was L-shaped, with one of its sections being three times the length of the other. He was standing in the short arm, amazed by its strangeness and its vitality. Trees and tall scented bushes lined its main pathway. Yew hedges gave it structure and blocked the eye from understanding its true form. He walked past magnolias and into a woven trellis arcade of wrought iron, its pathway threaded with passionflowers and jasmine. It was roofed over in glass. Dizzying reflections could be seen stippling the angled surfaces. At some distance he could hear the high voice of their instigator: a delicate fountain. As he walked forward and turned out of the partial enclosure he gazed up at the huge cliff of red brick that sealed the far end of the garden.


There were no windows in its gigantic surface and its actual scale was becoming illusory. But there was nothing mysterious about this, he knew what it was. The back wall of the cold-storage house. The biggest secular building in all of Essenwald, indifferently rivalling the cathedral in its bulk and height. It was in the next adjacent street to the deserted warehouse that he had just passed through, and its energy was in total contrast. The business side of the building buzzed and jittered with activity. Workers and clients scurried through its multiple floors, stacking and moving all manner of goods in its endless frozen corridors. The whole building throbbed with mechanical pumps and freezing tubes, its white icy arteries steaming with pulsating coolant. In contrast, hot smoke billowed from the tall chimney of its boiler house where trees were fed into the furnace, its heart, to provide the power for its cold. Its size loomed over everything. But here on its blank side it provided a monumental screen of secrecy, quiet, and enclosure.


There was no wall to the west of the garden, just a screen of trees. The sun was beginning to slant its light through them into the lengthening shadows. There was intensity to the colours, a voracity that was different from the blur of midday. Now they gloated with light, not reflecting it but saturated in it, bastions to the first wave of receding day. The shadows too had a deeper hue, holding the ground and the negative spaces between the plants with a rich depth. The brighter insects were giving way to their more dappled kindred, which fluttered between camouflage and gleam. Heavier scents punctuated the air, forcing a sense of swollen tranquillity to occupy the warping atmosphere of the garden. The far cliff of brick glowed rose to cinder, magnificent in the lateness of the afternoon. Then, without warning, Thaddeus saw another in the garden with him. Standing motionless beside the fountain, which had come into view at his last turn. Panic snatched at him. Had he accidentally let another in? Had he broken the cardinal rule?


He froze, not knowing what to say or how to remove this stranger. He stared hard at the figure, which was no longer there. He looked around again; the other had gone. Thaddeus cautiously walked towards the glitter of the dancing fountain, holding his hands out and up before his face like a boxer’s fists or a crucifix. The figure was there again on the other side of the fountain. It shimmered blue like the core of the transmuting shadows. As if the very essence of their colour had been drained to form this miasma. It sharpened to give the impression of a figure dressed in a long coat or gown of blue, its shape and features fragmented by the brilliant giggling water.


“Who . . .” said Thaddeus, and realised that he did not know or dare ask the rest of the question.


The figure moved slightly so that the sun was behind it. Thaddeus could see only a man-size silhouette behind the shimmering water. It looked tall and thin and unnaturally still. Was it a man at all? he pondered. Maybe only a statue and a trick of light. Then it moved again and fear entered the equation. It was not the movement of a solid form. Not of a man moving from one foot to another. It was a drift, a blur like smoke, or a swarm of distant birds or worrisome insects, coming apart and reforming again in the same place. Thaddeus grabbed at a known explanation, optical illusions of water and light being the most obvious. But his solar plexus told him that was a wasted excuse. What stood on the other side of the fountain had no simple name and was certainly not a phenomena made of misunderstanding. So Thaddeus gave in. He stopped thinking and resigned himself to terror, knowing he had not accidentally let this being into the warehouse and garden. It was not the miasma that so carefully watched him through the water that was the trespasser here.


He was rooted to the spot. He watched the blue figure move around towards him. He saw it move only out of the corner of his sight. When he looked directly at it, it remained stationary and stared back. So he now closed his eyes and waited. Another sound was making itself heard above the splashing water. A slight machine whirring like the insides of automata. He had heard that clockwork once when he was a child and was visiting the home of one of the city “burghers”: a Christmas treat for the poorer workers and their families. This was a faster, more insistent, and smoother version. The presence was close and Thaddeus opened his eyes, sticky with dread, and looked into the grinning face of the being made of gas and thousands of cogwheels.


The blue was not a coat but a swirling lozenge of thick flowing gas or smoke. It seemed to wind its flowing layers of flesh-deep vapour around an inner spindle, which was the restless motor of the creature. A complication of wheels, ratchets, and gears grew outwards and up towards its face, which seemed to be made entirely of active ticking details of machinery. The blue mist was thinnest here, wrapping and folding over the twitching interior like a fluid lubricant skin. There was a familiarity about the smiling face, he had seen something like it before. It was obviously human, but tilted or coloured by another animal. A cricket, he remembered suddenly, a cartoon cricket from his infant books. A cricket that walked and dressed like a man. The terror, which had shaped Thaddeus’s holding, turned into a letting go. The smiling thing had replaced horror with attraction. The eyes of the being were clear glass, which occasionally blushed blue, as if filling with the coloured smoke and gaining emphasis and expression. Its jaws opened, showing teeth also of glass or crystal. A rotation began behind them and thinner strands of blue looped and tugged inside the mouth. The slender, talented machines of its hands came up to its gaping mouth. They whirred at a different pitch. Thaddeus gulped as the metallic and ivory fingers probed inside the jaws, while the creature’s eyes blinked and fluttered in a coquettish and theatrical manner. It watched him while it pinched at a ribbon deep in its mouth and gradually pulled it out like white ticker tape. Tweezing it forward like a reluctant tongue, making it taut beyond its gaping jaws. It turned its head to preen the moment into Thaddeus’s vision. Nodding to indicate that Thaddeus should look at the extended tape. He tried to read the letters that were written on the ribbon. The creature nodded differently for approval. The language on the strip was unknown to him. He squinted at the meaningless scratches and felt stupid.


The sun was rubbing a great blush from the massive brick cliff behind him and it distracted him from the impossible task of reading the scribbles that were being shaken in front of him. A light gurgling from behind the scroll prompted him to respond. Thaddeus drew his eyes back from the glowing brick mass, aware of the command. Vacantly he looked again at the agitated text and mumbled, “I don’t understand, this is not my language.”


The blue being shuddered a wave of different contours that changed its height, weight, and what might have been its personality for a moment and dug into its mouth again, pulling a new script out.


The words looked a little different, but he still could not read them.


“It’s still not my language,” Thaddeus said, feeling inadequacy, irritation, and confusion blearing his purpose.


He was about to speak again when a strong breeze from the end of the day gusted through the garden. The creature was unprepared and shuddered apart in the draught. Every part of it dissolved and fluttered into a blue haze. It quickly restrained itself and braced against the wind, reforming the gears, the glass, the ivory, and all the mechanical parts.


Thaddeus glared in disbelief. This being was not a machine powered and sleeved in gas. It was a vapour dreaming a machine. There were no hard sensible cogs, only ghost versions, mist clinging together to imitate precision. What could drive such an intense mimicry? What purposeful intelligence made this ghost want to be a mechanism? Then the young man shivered, a horror of strangeness shrivelled him. He was in conversation with an abnormality beyond understanding. The creature busied itself fishing for another message. Thaddeus wrenched his gaze from the contorting face and looked down the creature’s body. There were no feet, just a spiralling out of the ever-active blue. It hovered above the ground, gently bobbing in the fluctuations of wind.


Another scroll was being displayed, the head nodding frantically like a woodpecker to gain his attention. This time he could read it. It said: Bid your father well, our sympathies we give. His work is ours and five more moons he has to dwell and hereby live.


The creature grinned again and tore the message free from the back of its mouth. Handing it to Thaddeus, pinched between its slim fingers, a gesture that almost read as disdain or disgust. Like the way his mother carried dead mice out of the house, at arm’s length. By the tips of their tails. This gesture and the meaning of the message collided in a gasp and a chuckle that choked the young man into flapping his distorted hands in front of his coughing face. Warding off the offending gift.


The colour had drained from the great wall and the garden began to feel chilly. The shadows had deepened and removed the gaiety from the fountain. The blue messenger darkened and went to join them, moving away from the water, becoming fragmented by the solidity of the closing light that clung to the plants and architecture. Thaddeus stared at the coil of what should have been paper on the tidy gravel path, where the creature had dropped it. He had no intention of picking it up. He certainly was not going to take it back home, back to his father. By the time he had framed the question and looked up to follow and ask the messenger, it had totally gone. Disappeared into the maze of the garden or the stillness of the warehouse. It would be much darker in there. The thought of this and his passage through it hastened his departure. He stumbled back the way he came, turning the corner of the right angle at some speed. Expecting to meet or bump into the blue entity or some other impossible being. He gained the glass door in the flush of twilight and stepped into the waiting gloom of the warehouse. Its atmosphere had changed. What before had seemed benign had now clenched into a lofty indifference. It stood cold and resentful to his presence. He took a deep breath and quickly walked through its echoing length. There was an overpowering sense of being watched. He ran to the gates and the promise of the outside world. It was now so dark inside that he could not find the human-size door in the thick oak of the gates. His odd hands flapped and banged over the surface, feeling for its contours or its latch, broken-winged gulls in panic. He kept looking over his shoulder and straining to hear if anything was moving in the cavernous space. He sensed approach, sensed momentum unwinding from the glacial shelves. One thumb caught the spring bolt and it moved, his other hand joined in the finding and pulled at the brass lever until it slunk back and the door rattled open into the street. He fell through it, scrabbling and twisting his long heavy body to be free from whatever was rushing inside. He sat panting and bruised, one trouser leg torn and rolled up over his bleeding knee. He stared at the door and knew that he had to go back to it and lock it shut. It took him fifteen minutes to summon the courage and the will. He held the keys in his shaking hand. The other gingerly pushed the hanging door back into its frame. Just as it started to close he thought he heard something. Something like clockwork, but distant, vast, and bigger than the city and the entire Vorrh. It was a vibration more than a noise. The hollow trembling of controlled unwinding, saturated energy, powerful enough to turn this mild gritty world inside out. Kneeling hard on the pavement with his strong knee, he leant his teetering weight against the little door and locked it shut. He put the keys deep in his pocket, painfully stood up, and began to limp home. He was a different man walking in different streets in a world that he no longer understood or knew, in a universe that was watching humanity with a baleful smirk. Against this rang the singsong words of the paper message. The irritating rhyme jilted and skipped sweetly in his head. Every few yards he faltered and looked back to make sure that nothing was behind him.


Frau Mutter was chewing the corner of her apron when Thaddeus returned.


“Well, well what did they say?”


She mouthed the damp cloth even deeper while her son gathered himself to explain.


“They say it’s all right, Ma, that Papa is in no trouble and he will get better soon.”


“Get better, how do they know?”


Quickly Thaddeus tried to swerve from his stupid inclusion.


“I told them his symptoms and they understood.”


“Um . . .” she said. “What do they know? They ain’t no doctors.”


“We don’t know what they are.”


She pouted her lower lip, nodding in approval, and shrugged her shoulders in bewildered apprehension. The matter was over. Thaddeus had no more to say and nobody to say it to.


On his way home he had worked on the meaning of the ticker-tape message. Was it a sentence of death or, more innocently, one of changing, of moving on? He tried to work out exactly what five moons meant in months and days, assuming that each moon meant a month. But it was slippery, as was the instigator of the rhyming proclamation in the garden. Nobody should ever know this in advance, especially the son of the fated one, whatever the fate.










Chapter Five


For a colonial city to exist and thrive thousands of miles from its homeland and on a completely different continent takes two essential things: an unquestionable sense of rightness, being demonstrated through its constant display of blind superiority, and an unlimited supply of a raw material of great value. Essenwald had both.


The city had been built on the edge of the Vorrh so it could feed on the trees and process their raw magnificence into planked dimensions and functions—boil the sap, bark, and essence out of their crude growth into tinctures of medicine and sheaths of rubber. Every brick that was brought here was laid for that purpose and that purpose alone. The German township with German streets and families would eat the forest forever. It had driven a train track in a straight line into its heart. It would have driven through and out the other side if the Vorrh had not fought back.


The elite families that formed the Timber Guild owned the city from roots to rooftops. Old established German rules of conduct and commerce made it efficient and prosperous and watertight against all the forces of corruption and paganism that to them throbbed in every lumen of sunlight and every grain of sand on the godforsaken continent of Africa.


No one could have foreseen that the forest had a malign influence at its very core. Some said it was an unknown toxicology of plant and oxygen. Others said it was a disturbance in its magnetic resonance. A few said it was haunted and that its evil nature was responsible. In fact, nobody knew why prolonged exposure to the trees caused distressing symptoms of amnesia and mental disintegration. No matter what or who they tried, all was in vain. Nobody could work for more than two days in the Vorrh without contamination.


It was only when the Limboia were discovered that things began to work. The Limboia were hollow humans. A pack them. From where? No one cared. Just as long as they could work. They were capable of doing weeklong shifts in the forest. They were already so damaged that trees could do little more. So when they all disappeared, the sawmills fell quiet, the pulp mills went out, and the train tracks began to rust. Disastrous attempts to force immigrant labour, criminals, the unstable and insane to cut the trees and restart the flow of raw material had all failed. There was nobody left to pay or threaten and the industry’s machines gathered rust and cobwebs.


The anxious remnants of the Timber Guild had gathered again to discuss their dwindling businesses and lack of wood harvested from the groaning forest. The meeting had been called by Anton Fleischer, one of the younger members of the old families. He had a plan. Fleischer’s proposal was very simple and left the eight attendants of the meeting in stunned silence. Krespka, the eldest, was the first to speak.


“And how in God’s name do you propose to find them and bring ’em back?”


Fleischer quaked slightly under the choked ferocity of the question. But he held his ground and kept his certitude.


“The Limboia must still be in the Vorrh. We send a search party in to find them and persuade them to return.”


“As simple as that.” Krespka coughed, his phlegm signalling rising anger.


The spiteful moment was softened by another voice.


“If we did find them, how would we persuade them to return and work for us again?” asked Quentin Talbot, a calm sallow man who looked and behaved like a shadow. His quiet levels of supposed shyness were silk gloves over the steel claws of one of the most ruthless businessmen the city had ever known. His question had been anticipated by Fleischer, who answered him with an equally calm and calculated response. A response that had no fact or calculated methodology, just a stern arrogance of fulfilment.


“The Limboia have never been medically studied, all we know is that their joint ailment is the lynchpin to the continuity of all commerce in Essenwald. I have read everything about them and spoken to all who had dealings with them. But my studies are not over yet. In two more weeks I will be the authority on their miserable existence.”


“You have done all this by yourself?” asked Talbot.


“With the help of my dear friend Urs. We have a substantial track record of working together, working as one you might say.”


“Indeed,” said Talbot, who had heard the whispers about the young men’s oneness.


“I believe the key to finding them and getting them back to work lies in their relationship with the late Dr. Hoffman and the overseer called Maclish. Under their supervision the efficiency of the workforce doubled.”


“But Hoffman is dead, as you say, and Maclish vanished with the Limboia in the forest.”


“He didn’t vanish with them, he died.”


“And how do you know this?”


“There were witnesses.” 


“I have never heard of this, there is no such report!” Talbot was mildly irritated by the young man’s nerve.


“There is no report. But the engineer of the train, Oswald Macombo, and his fireman saw it happen. Maclish was slain. But the Limboia remained alive.”


Talbot’s annoyance had gleamed into hope.


“Excellent, then you have our permission to turn over any stone you wish.”


Now that Fleischer had permission to extend his investigations inside the known world of Essenwald, he decided to also deepen his knowledge on the more allusive mythic history of the Vorrh. When he was asking about stories and legends of the Vorrh, one name kept coming up, a priest called Lutchen, who had written an academic paper on the mythic structure and minor tribes of the Vorrh region. Not a single copy of the learned work existed in Essenwald, but Lutchen presided at the Chapel of the Desert Fathers, which happened to be in the poorest part of Essenwald.
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