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To the Weirdos who have moved on


WHAT IT MEANS TO HAVE A GARDEN THESE DAYS

Alex Woodroe, Editor-in-Chief,

Tenebrous Press

IT’S COMPLICATED.

Most relationships are, right? We get to have a relationship with the arts—Amazing! But also all the complicated hopes and letdowns that come with that. Less amazing. We get to publish incredible writers and artists, we get to create space that wasn’t there before for conversations and creations that might not otherwise have happened. Amazing! But we also have to contend with the heartbreak, the lack of support, the constant anger at how this system is incredibly broken; an image we only know the exact outline of because we’re well in it.

When you draw the line on being us; publishers, editors, writers, artists, and general artist-wranglers, it’s all pretty even. It’s about as rewarding as it is grueling, about as fun as it is hard, and we fail about as much as we succeed. There’s only one solitary element that stands aside from that equation, one piece of gold that doesn’t get weighed on any scale, neither good nor bad. It’s the fact that we get to have a say in what the world looks like right now. Sort of!

It doesn’t sound like much; and that’s because it probably isn’t. We don’t have billboards in main squares, we can’t stop predators from getting book deals, we don’t have power over public opinion at large. We’re not the next household name; and maybe that’s for the best.

What we get instead is a small, in a way insular—despite the fact that we’re all over the world—community (and yes, we have fully embraced the word ‘cult’ at this point. You have to call a toad a toad.) We get to speak about what matters to us, and find that the number of people listening is not zero. We—us, publishers, and you, readers—get to support art that tells the story of today the way we want to hear it. I often think of it as tending a semi-wild plot of land; a garden of Weird and wonder.

And it’s worth it not because of some illusion of control over the world; but because in going out to tend a garden, you’ve gone out. You are, physically, outside. You have left your sheltered space, and you are moving through the space that’s not yours, and there are many, many strange things to discover there.

That’s what it means to have a garden, it means opening yourself up to the relationship between you and ‘out there’, in which you’re certainly shaping how ‘out there’ grows, but it’s also certainly shaping you. We shape literature a little, and promise it flogs us into shape in return. You shape us with your choices in what you support, read, say a kind word about, and maybe in some way we can’t entirely explain, we’ve done something to you, too.

Sorry/you’re welcome?

Either way, Brave New Weird is an act of going out there and gardening. This specific issue, it comes at a time when the future of our countries is very uncertain. Mine’s been attacked by the Russians and Matt’s . . . well, same, frankly. My ability to visit the US without getting kidnapped by ICE is in question. Everyone’s terrified, trying to figure out what tomorrow looks like when there’s no plan and the rules have all gone out the window. And we can’t change any of that; all we can do is get through it, same as everyone else.

But in the meantime, we can garden. Thank you for helping.


GREETINGS FROM THE DISTANT PAST (HOPEFULLY)

Matt Blairstone, Publisher,

Tenebrous Press

IT’S A TREACHEROUS world for artists these days.

I’m not gonna expound on that too much, because it could quickly devolve into an exhausting diatribe of sheer hopelessness and not-quite-paranoid-enough paranoia; of A.I. encroachment upon creators’ rights, and shady business practices, and elitist wagons circling to protect the establishment, leaving the heretical and the voiceless and the unconventional to wither in silence; and it is my fervent wish that this book be picked up off a shelf many years from now by some curious reader who has the benefit of reflecting on our current decade of mass incompetence and terror and cruelty as an aberration, one that humanity eventually, somehow managed to steer its way out of.

(Forgive me my possibly foolish optimism, but optimism is what makes it possible to keep hitting the deadlines.)

If you’re unfamiliar, Tenebrous is the lifeblood of an optimistic nihilist and a nihilistic optimist and we’ll leave it up to you to decide which of us is which; “Two sides of the same coin or…the same side of two coins.” What allows it to function, to grow, to thrive, is our ability to provide counterbalance to one another. We’re great at gallivanting through the fire even though—make no mistake—everything is very much on fire.

You want some more foolish optimism? There are twenty-five examples on the following pages of artists who didn’t get the memo that the world sucks too badly for them to create something alive and pulsating; and thirty-five more names beyond that who rounded out this year’s impressive-as-always shortlist; and a thousand more who we went to battle with in the slush pile.

The world tries its best to out-Weird us, to beat us down, to enchain us in fear; and each writer in this year’s Table of Contents stood up on their many hind legs, spat a big gob of sentient bone-spores into their would-be captors’ eyes and declared, “You think that’s Weird? Hold my goblet of fairy’s blood.”

Wait, I’ve changed my mind. There’s that silly optimism, doin’ its thing:

It’s a fabulous world for artists these days. And it’s So. Goddamn. Weird. I love it.

May each of these works seed a revolution in you.


A CONTRACT OF INK AND SKIN

Angela Liu

THE EARLIEST VERSIONS included uglier things: ground up insect eggs and corroded bronze, but the ink you receive is pure, made only from blood of the Cursed. 

They inject it into your eyes first because that’s the easiest way to tell you’re different. The black ink mixed with blue and red, a purplish nebula pooling into the whites of your eyes.

It takes three months for your body to fully heal, but you’ll be able to see the dark patterns within just a few days. The ink aches in their presence, sweating through the pores in your skin, but that ink is your shield, your bridge, your right to a Contract.

***

Hana’s the first one to ask what you see.

“Just black clouds,” you say, waving a hand as if gathering phantom threads of spider silk between your fingers. You ignore the way she winces at the motion. She sees through your lie because her brother got Inked just a few months before you. Before he stumbled into the forest, reaching for shadows, and never returned.

“He said to ignore the first few who try to make a Contract. They’re the starving ones, and they won’t hesitate to take more than they say,” she warns, changing the dripping iced towel on your eyes for a freshly frozen one. The cold stings the thin skin of your eyelids. You feel the ink squirm its way from the front to the backs of your eyes like an overly curious needle.

You know Hana is a liar too. Her brother never said that; how could he? The dead don’t speak about their own mistakes.

***

You dream of red rivers and purple skies. Of climbing impossibly tall mountains on long stilt legs, your tongue a paintbrush that never runs out of ink. You watch the mountains cast shadows below like black floods cutting through the endless poppy fields. Jagged wings burst through your luminescent spine. You become a bird and leap off the ledge, spilling into the shadows.

You wake, aching for planets you’ve never seen, your throat dry.

***

They put it in your fingers next. The needle breaks through the delicate skin on the tips, spooling ink into the dermis underneath. The ink traces its own black veins, ancient circuits across a new body, your body.

By then, the patterns have taken clearer shape. No longer splotches on a canvas of air or smoky trails under flickering streetlamps. They are now the familiar shape of objects, animals, people. A favorite book that disappeared one day while you were at school, a friend’s pet cat stretching under the sun, a torn-up hospital gown washed up from the riverbed, your mother curled up on the stained couch before the Council arrived to take her away. You reach up and touch them with your swollen inked fingers. They whisper forbidden things into your skin.

***

The Artist tells you the ink will tell you when it’s time. To be patient. That you’re doing well, reacting better than most. There’s only a 40% success rate, the unclaimed bodies in the forest and the caked blood beneath their fingernails all evidence of that.

You don’t tell him that the ink is restless, how it wriggles in your eyes and fingers when you sleep, frenzied by the moans of the Cursed at night. How it traces the face of strangers onto the steamed glass of your windows. You don’t tell him that sometimes you worry it’ll find a way out of your body and let them in. How sure are you there are no leaks? you think. A body has so many openings.

As he pulls fresh ink into the syringe, you fight the urge to drag him toward you, to sink the sharp tip into his eyes and give him a look. Maybe together you could parse out the meaning of the dark constellations you see.

***

No one’s ever told you this story, but you’ve pieced it together through rumor and old books: the Cursed arrived one winter night long ago during a heavy, luminous snowfall and never left. They lacked eyes, mouth, fingers. They spoke through spectres, tricks of light and shadows, words carved into the frozen ground outside our primeval forests. The townspeople believed they were a blessing when they took the shape of loved ones long gone, bodies given life again through the warm light of a fire or porch lamp.

But then there were the dead birds. The children staring at streetlamps at night like light-starved moths. The flickering apparitions, the unfamiliar faces in mirrors, the deep ripples over warm bath water, the phantom fingers trailing across sleeping bodies, thighs and throats. By the time the people realized what was happening, their hands were already quilted in black veins, already pulling open their windows to let in the night.

The Cursed desired connection. They loved the people. They wanted to be with them forever.

***

Hana doesn’t ask what you see anymore. She sneaks you bread and apple slices from the school, but you have no appetite. When she catches you standing near the entrance of the forest, she grabs your hand so tight it leaves red fingerprints on your skin.

She turns you away from the window at night and tells you a story about birds. How some can soar across the sea for days and weeks, for thousands of miles until they reach their next home.

“What do they want so badly that they need to do that?” you ask, turning your gaze back to the window, to the faces and shadows that clamor for your attention, the fire burning on the street that only you can see.

“They don’t want anything,” Hana says, still holding your hand even when your fingers lack the strength to squeeze back. “Their body moves before their mind has a say. A programmed reflex.” 

You miss Hana when she stops coming. You wish you could have asked her more about the birds, if they ever find their way back.

***

They inject it in your lips last, the ink streaming through microscopic pillows of fat. You expect it to have a taste, but there are no gustatory receptors inside the flesh. Instead, a phantom bitterness inks your tongue, a viscous metallic taste, and you squeeze the armrests, holding back the urge to retch.

When it’s done, the Artist sits back and asks if you’re okay. He massages the tension from his wrists, the syringe on the metal tray with traces of your blood on the tip.

“You’re almost there,” he says as if behind a glass wall, the ink in your ears corking his voice.

In the corner of the room, you see someone that wasn’t there before. They wave to you, but you know not to wave back.

***

You try to recall the taste of summer fruit, the sweetness of cold watermelon slices, the two-toned color of the twilight sky behind your mother’s house, the fevered pinks and oranges, the red gates outside your old school, your slanting reflection in the blue pool, a firefly pinging neon near your ear as your best friend holds your hand—any stroke of color to feel like yourself again.

But your thoughts settle on the shuddering black shadows in front of you like brushstrokes in the air. You can see the black eyes of lost friends who were Inked too, the charred black skulls of lost friends who were not. You want to peel the last piths of color from your memories and share them like precious, fragrant treats the way your mother used to dice tomatoes from her garden and douse them in oil and pepper for guests.

But these are not your friends, and a body is nothing more than a burning house where everyone has left except you.

***

The ink speaks, tastes, smells, touches, and takes. You are the canvas, its oils, its nourishment. Just as the Artist said, it comes when it is ready, even if you are not.

The warm threads of ink envelope your throat, tracing the soft line of your shoulders and hips. The black globes of your eyes see them before you feel them. A hurricane of dark light. A taste like cinnamon and electricity fills your mouth.

No one tells you that the longest night is the night when you are finally offered your Contract.

It’s been three months, and your body has healed, but it no longer belongs to you. The Inked are here to serve, and you will, just like all those before you. This is the Contract of your ancestors, the way they chose to survive the hunger, the love of the Cursed. The cost of peace paid by the ink on the skin.

A creature calls out to you, hungry, your body like a beacon in the dark sea. You do not question when your fingers reach out.


VINING

Emmett Nahil

THE FIRST TIME he peeled back the skin of my thigh, I thought that I would die. The pain was unlike anything else I’d felt before. 

I won’t go on to describe it at length, because worse elements were soon to be introduced.

Dirt, nitrogenous fertilizer—filling the wound so the seedlings would have a good home, as we’d agreed—stung in a different way, but also clouded my senses, numbing the excavation site he’d dug into the thickest part of my leg. What should have been the sharp pain of incision only tugged a little bit, because of the way in which Eli had laid in the novocaine. He’d gotten good at it from habitually applying it to himself, and the pinch of the needle was gentler than a bee sting. 

Make contact. Take something back with you through the void. That had been our agreement. As collaborators, as lovers, I couldn’t agree more. It had just so happened that he had the skill and the steady hands of a surgical student. We’d joked long ago that he’d be using those hands to do his own top surgery next. We’d laughed about it.

I blinked, and I felt something sunken tugging at the very pit of my stomach. Digging its roots into me through the dirt he’d laid into my wound with those precise, steady hands, flashing green and turquoise and blue and black, black, onyx black—

“Michael? Michael,” He said, leaning down so that his mouth was close to my ear. “Wake up.”

“ . . . I’mawake,” I said, having nodded off at some point in the past few minutes. Or passed out, one of the two.

He stood back, to look me over. “What did you see this time?”

The Root Oracle, I wanted to say, the same thing that I’d seen behind my eyes for the past week. But at the moment, my mouth tasted like pennies, and saying anything at all didn’t seem like such a good idea. If I started to talk, I had the sneaking suspicion that I’d be coughing blood within a second or two. I could only imagine getting blood spatter on his clean scrubs, and what a shame that would be. Instead, I stayed quiet.

“Say aah,” he said. In-between the black spots blooming on my vision, I could see the medical tweezers gripped in his hand.

Bracing myself, I opened up. “Aah . . . ” 

I could feel him reach back into my mouth with the tweezers more than I saw him do it. The trichomes that had grown between my molars and into my throat registered the motion on my behalf, tickling a sensory part of my brain that made gooseflesh rise on my arms. The part of me that used to be a medical student registered the simultaneous reaction calmly, cataloging it away for future use.

“ . . . They’ve broached another five centimeters,” he said.

“Ah-huh.”

I could tell that he said it more for himself than for me; Eli had a tendency to talk to himself as he worked. I’d known they’d grown before he said a word. The Root Oracle had been showing me for days.

When the plant had first started to tendril inside my flesh, I had resisted. He’d had to bind my arms so that I wouldn’t itch at the bumps behind the skin. The vines climbed up through the graft site, between my muscle and skin. At first, I’d flirted with the idea of tearing out the seedlings with my teeth if he didn’t let my arms free. Eli had worked so hard to tend them from seed, we both had. I had been charged with ensuring that the plastic-wrapped starting cups had enough moisture, that they were sprouting well enough. Eli was in charge of misting them with the reactive mixture periodically, to ensure their levels of psychoactive compound were high enough. That the chemical we were after would still be extant in the adolescent plant. It would be a shame to destroy that, for a little discomfort.

We had tested on other plants, which had promptly accepted the graft. After a time, we moved to rats, adult mice. When we had been grilled by department administration about what we needed the creatures for, we pooled the remains of our stipend money and took a trip to the pet store. We walked out with young feeder mice, and had to make do with that. Their tiny bodies were delicate, and too easily consumed by the seeds. They still moved around after consumption, mossy bodies skeletal and still-walking.

Eli hefted his dense notebook onto the counter, mechanical pencil scratching out measurements with one hand while the tweezers remained in my mouth.

“You can still talk, correct?”

I hadn’t started coughing yet, or thrown up like a few of the other inspections before. “Yeth.”

He nodded curtly, jotting another note and retracting the tweezers, careful not to nick my teeth or what grew in between them. “Did you see anything when you were unconscious this time?”

I had been doing so well that I didn’t dare clear my throat now. After a while your body simply accepts the scraping in your thorax, the curl of a vine against the base of your tongue, as natural. It represses some reactions while allowing others to be felt with much more clarity.

“Nothing. Just . . . colors,” I rasped. “And lights.”

“Colors,” he said, squinting. “What kind of colors.”

“Blue. Black, green, dark green—” I finally loosed the cough I’d been holding in since I woke up. He darted back, quick on his feet. The half-outfitted basement laboratory we’d constructed, together, had been designed with mutual convenience in mind. Mine was a large, padded chair lined with easily cleanable vinyl, complete with straps to restrain my limbs. To skirt around some of your natural reactions to the plant, Eli had said. His was a large tool rack, with rags and cleaning supplies nearby in case of messes. The seedlings were delicate even when they’d taken root, and it had been a trial to get the mice and rats to not bite and scratch them out from the graft site. Even moving them had garnered an air of disaster whenever we’d tried it, and the transplanting from hydroponic flask to the dirt grafts station shook the both of us. My immobility was a part of the bargain.

“Your eyes were twitching while you were out,” he said. “ . . . You really don’t remember anything at all?”

I made sure to look him dead on. Eli’s eyes were always a shade too light. A blue not of water or the sky but of raw ozone. It had been the first thing about him I’d noticed, when we first met.

“I must’ve been dreaming,” I replied.

He blinked, rolling the mechanical pencil between his latex-gloved fingers. “The visions came in well enough when you first started.”

“What are you accusing me of?”

“Nothing. I’m not accusing.”

“Well, what are you saying, then?”

“I’m just saying that it’s strange to start off with more access than with less,” he said. “Everything we’ve read has documented an increase in contact with the entity over time.” 

I could feel myself bristle, the tendrils inside my graft curling as my muscles tensed. “So you think there’s no way it would . . .  taper off?”

His nose wrinkled. “It doesn’t seem likely, no.”

He knows. He has to know. 

“What’s wrong with you?” I hissed, feeling the beginnings of a leaf fluttering against the back of my gums. “Why do you think I’d lie?”

“Nothing’s wrong,” He leaned over my chair, staring a hole into me. Even if I could have moved away from his gaze, I wouldn’t have. “And I didn’t say you were. I just don’t think you’re telling me the whole truth.”

I felt the coppery taste pooling below my tongue, so I kept my mouth shut.

After a moment, he swept away, leaving me as I was. As I closed my eyes, I fell back in, slipping back into the space in the rear side of my brain that held me in orbit, like a leaf on a long, vining plant.

I felt a little guilty, but every second I was speaking to Eli I had itched for that return. The voice of the Root Oracle didn’t sound like words, or an audible phrase in my head. A sensation didn’t echo so much as emit from a lower part of my brain stem, crawling upwards from my spine into my unconscious thought as instinct, inclination. It was craving.

I delved down, and the Oracle was waiting for me.

Veiled and many-fleshed, it peeled and undulated out of the richly fertilized blackness in my skull. I knew it found the space comfortable, because it had told me so. It was cool and damp inside that place, and it grew and flourished in the dark and cramped spaces within my body. What I was fed, fed it. Allowed it to grow strong and tensile and many limbed.

You’ve returned to us. 

“You called me,” I thought in return. The words emitted from me, bled out of every cell, and the Root Oracle lapped them up as soon as I thought them. Its mouth was occupied by many cilia and peeling tendrils which cradled its head and neck, extending backwards. The shape of its body was that of mandrake root mixed with dozens upon dozens of solanaceae belladonna blooms. It smelled of jasmine and decaying flesh, and dripped dirt and moss as it moved and coiled in and out of itself before me.

We appreciate your devotion. It’s not often that we see such loyalty so quickly.

“ . . . Do you see others? Often?”

That entirely depends on your definition of often. It said, in a manner that could almost be described as dry. None, in your lifetime.

Something in me swelled at that. I felt more sure than ever that Eli shouldn’t know about the Oracle. It wouldn’t be right.

We choose you as much as you choose us, Michael. 

“ . . . Really?” I thought, which sounded stupid and childish even in my own head. “Why.”

Because you wanted to let us into you. Your generosity lets us dig into the surface of this world deeper than we ever could in isolation.

The Oracle’s last words rang within me like a bell, echoing in my stomach and in my chest. In its words, I could clearly see the lives of worms, digging inside the soil for years and decades and centuries, feeding on the dead flesh there, felt a thousand hands inside soil pulling out root after root, felt the snap of eternity breaking down inside the head of an ant—the beauty there was so great as to hold pure, raw terror.

It hurt so badly, as bad as poison. Such that the novocaine-ridden cuts Eli had made in my flesh would pale in comparison even without the painkillers. The pain of those potentialities degrading within me, peeling back my skin and muscle and nerves to demonstrate my smallness, my weakness, my minute human life—

I was diving into the dense, wet dark once again. Sparks of the Root Oracle’s knowledge unspooled as I went down, down, down, and just before I truly felt no more its voice tolled in my head one more time.

Fear not. We will unmake you in your image to be remade in ours.

***

After what I was told was an additional week in the chair, Eli made incisions below my chest, over my lungs. He needed to create an exploratory window through which we could see how far the vines had moved within my body. He was good about keeping them clean, until the tendrils had started to creep up and out of the excision deep from below the skin. We knew that the plant preferred the dark, and so we were surprised when some buds sprouted at the tips of them. He pinched off some of them, which smelled like rotting jasmine as soon as he did. I was barely awake, and I couldn’t be certain if the scent was in my head or between us.

“The growth should continue at pace,” he said, laying a hand on my cheek. It rested there for just a moment, and I felt the Root Oracle slither away from his touch. “Likely close to a week. It’s growing faster than we’d projected.” 

He smiled down at me, and I nodded heavily. The anesthetic he was administering was now more than topical.

I blinked and it felt like an hour had passed. Or maybe it was a minute, or a second.

Chloroform or chlorophyll or Clorox bleach—

“Michael? Michael.” 

“Hmmn?”

He was moving around the room, and for some reason I was having trouble following his motion. I could tell that he was constantly glancing back over his shoulder at me. I could smell that there was something like fear in his eyes, mixed with something else I was far too hazy to put my finger on. “Darling, wake up. The propofol dosage was too strong.” 

“How-long . . .  how long . . . ” I tried to say. My tongue was clotted and unwieldy in my mouth. It was hard to navigate the words around the budded leaves that filled it.

“Huh?”

“Howlongsitbeen—” 

“Michael, honey. You need to tell me what you’ve been seeing, okay?” he said, softly. “And then you can go back to sleep.”

No, I can’t. I can’t—

Luckily, I was much too far gone to tell anyone much of anything. Let alone what the Oracle had shown me. What I’d given it in return, how it had solved every problem of my biology and replaced it with its own pure gifts. He would want it for himself, he would want me to share it—

“Can’t.”

Eli’s tone turned on a knife’s edge. “Michael. Can’t, or won’t?” 

I had let him in because we were the same. When we had found the entheogen seed catalog hidden away we had tried every combination in the book. Me, a botany student, him a medical student. It was a match made in a matchbook, ready to be struck and burnt. He’d done DMT once, and told me that he’d seen God, or something that looked an awful lot like angels fluttering in the trees on the hillside just outside campus. I had to be convinced, but once we crossed that rubicon together, in the make-shift surgical chamber in the basement below his house, it was an easy shift to believe him. We could be better together. We could discover what had been hidden in the under-weave of the universe.

Now, even though we had rolled over the stone together, only I could see what crawled underneath.

“ . . . Because the growth will eventually continue up through to your skull. I can only imagine what will happen once it reaches your brain.”

I didn’t reply, but when I looked down at my fingernails, I saw that they were tinged yellow and chlorophyll-green.

***

“We’ll have to trepan.” 

He carved the slim line of a halo into me—to peel back the skin. The rounded bit of the dental drill was cleaned, ready to relieve the pressure inside my skull. The trepanation immediately allowed some of the tendrils to unfurl near my brow. My head was already shaved, but the matter of my skin and hair was besides the point. I had no use for it anymore.

Eli told me that I looked more beautiful than ever. That there was beauty in this transformation, even here and now. I’d been excavated, and the constant bleed, the IVs and the blood transfusions I’d endured all went to seed, watered inside my skin.

“It’s remarkable. How fast it’s taken over,” he mused as he took one of the smaller tendrils out through the hole, gently coaxing out the as-yet uncurled leaf out from under the bone.

I felt more lush than ever; I wanted to fuck him. I felt strong, even though I knew in some ways I was still weak. The life multiplying within me was simply a part of it. I no longer felt selfish, because I knew that the Root Oracle had chosen me, that I’d been honored with something that Eli had helped birth. It had come squalling out of me in root and bloom and he just needed to free me, so that I could show him how to come to full fruit.

The Root Oracle had shown me how to talk to him, even if my mouth was a knotted ball of vines now.

I ducked my chin in his direction. “Come here.”

“Huh? Why,” he said.

“Let me see you.”

“Michael, you can already.” 

“I want you to undo the straps.”

“You know I can’t do that,” he said. “It’s not safe, you’ve lost fluids and blood—”

“That doesn’t matter, come here,” I cajoled.

As if possessed, he walked towards me. I could feel a sprout poking from the corner of my eye, my sinuses filled with it all. I needed him to feel me, to feel all of this green.

Eli leaned down to me, and that’s when I loosed my final weapon.

“So am I to be a vessel forever? Was that what you wanted?” I whispered, letting my voice, my essence seep into him.

“I never wanted to . . . ” he said. “I just need to know. I need you to tell me like we agreed.”

“ . . . Then let me show you.”

He blinked rapidly, cool eyes trained on what had become of me, and tremblingly reached down, unlatching the buckles holding my chlorophyll-veined arms immobile.

In an instant, I saw him for what he was: a dying animal, leaning over me, mouth agape and panting, not knowing what I was, or what I could be. I pitied him. I hated him, and more than anything in the world I wanted to dig my fingers into the fresh loam of his flesh and dig, dig, dig.

And so as summer comes to multiply all things growing, I did.


THE TANGLE (DID NOT KILL KITSAULT)

K.A. Wiggins

THERE IS A town in the north where children told stories of the Tangle. 

It’s empty now.

Or nearly so. Hired groundskeepers make their endless rounds of the tidy streets, mowing lawns to keep the forest at bay; checking seals on windows and doors to shut out the damp; tracing the lines and corners and angles to keep them straight and true and unwavering. Holes are patched. Mildew scrubbed. Darkness huddled against over long, lonely nights while the town waits for a rebirth that does not come.

This is not a story about madness.

***

Steve drives the kind of truck that cannot be parked without taking up four spots on a diagonal. At least, not by him. The truck sprawls, broad and tall and wide and so heavy it chews up the road in its wake. Its oversized cab would seat a family of five and a friend, if Steve would let the rugrats with all their crumbs and smears and stinks up onto its heated leather seats, instead of exiling them to the wife’s SUV. The crew cab truck’s undersized box still thrusts out past the end of his parking pad and into the common driveway of the townhome complex he resents, the shiny, unused knob of its trailer hitch forcing his neighbours to hug the far curb to slip past. That part gives him a little thrill every time he spots their sour faces. One day he’ll get a decent bit of land and have room to spread out, even if he has to wait for the old man to croak so Steve can tear down the old eyesore out in the woods and build a proper homestead.

In the meantime, Steve wedges his oversized truck into his undersized, shared lot, careful not to snag his flags or scratch the shiny, unmarred finish between decals on the sad ornamental seedlings and mercilessly pruned shrubs separating his slice of parking pad from the next.

Something scuttles in the shadows beneath the bushes. Squirrels, rats, raccoons, the neighbour’s cat. Roadkill in waiting.

Steve is and is not a “truck driver,” a “blue collar working man,” a “patriot.”

This is not a story about “good men.”

***

Kale and Rashida and So-jeong and Krish sat around a fire in the woods. That was then and not now, and so they are in no danger of getting in trouble if I tell you that they were young and drinking and maybe doing a little more than that even, and so too was it in a time and place when a fire was no great hazard and the forest had not yet been reduced to little more than dry tinder.

Then, they were wrapped in the green vastness at the far northern extremity of the Coast Mountains, and the swimming wallow of flames around regrettably damp branches and twigs and Krish’s report card and Kale’s half-written paper on the wonders of molybdenum in the modern world—heavily cribbed from Rashida and gleefully sacrificed at the earliest opportunity—did little enough to press back its dank weight. The fire’s light and all-too-modest warmth was a sensible precaution against the bear and the cougar and the Tangle, or so said Kale, and the rest shrieked with comfortable chills and goggled into the shadows with good-naturedly amused apprehension.

Tales of ghosts and cryptids and ancient nightmares in the woods were traded back and forth as the night wore on. So-jeong snuck up a gnarled branch behind Rashida’s back, mossy and menacing. Both turned out to be more afraid of startled spiders dangling from a high side-pony or scuttling up a sleeve than the Tangle.

Easy to play at boldness in the firelight. Harder on the trek home, shadows twisting just out of sight, unseen fingers snagging your feet, half-glimpsed somethings skittering in the dark. And then that long, long struggle to fall asleep—for the lucky pair whose parents didn’t wait up to smell the smoke in their hair and the lies on their breath—that rigid, wide-eyed, sweat-prickling battle not to hear the Tangle tapping and scraping at the windows.

This is not a story about babes in the woods.

***

Sahil drives a truck. Feels like all he does is drive, but he can’t complain when his brother-in-law must drive in the city for not one but three of those terrible apps, ferrying passengers and dinners and shopping to and fro all day and all night so he may stay within summoning distance of ailing parents. No Sahil is fortunate, on the balance, to have made his way so far as to own—well, one day he will pay it off and then he will own—his own wheels on such a grand and enduring enterprise. He is an entrepreneur, the proprietor of a small business, perhaps one day of a fleet, even, and so what if he had once hoped and worked for so much more? Who will listen to him if he complains (again) that it’s an utter waste of all those years of study (when his parents are listening) or (to everyone else) that his true destiny should have been the screen, with a voice and moves like his?

So, alone but not silent, he hums and sings and bobs while his eyes grow tired and his body grows stiff and too soft for stardom—not as a leading man anyway, not crooning ballads and fiery, passionate romantic entreaties, though perhaps as the bumbling comic he may yet have a chance—mile after mile of highway unwinding under eighteen wheels. He prefers the heavy traffic of the cities in the south. It’s just that little bit more like the bustle and churn of home than that winding climb up the Fraser Canyon and the long, dull stretches of trees. Dark needles that seem to go on forever, and sharp-edged stone, and the rolling dry hills that go all nobbly as the bushes change with the seasons, like cheap, no-good clothes in the wash. Then more trees. Oh, and then more trees. It’s not that he hates trees, or nature, or green things, so much as the up and down and back and forth of it all that gets to him.

But the highway slips away as if someone else is doing the driving. Sahil’s head is heavy, his eyes burning. Lane markers scroll by, signs glinting in the headlights, the occasional wash of streetlights around a turnoff or rest stop painting watercolour streaks across the road. White light darts and flares in the side mirrors. An engine roars, another impatient driver passing in defiance of the double yellow, unwilling to hang back until the next passing lane appears for Sahil to sidle into. He’s a good driver, respectful, took time to learn the rules of the road and follows them, not like some. Not like this late-night stranger on the road. Tires squeal. Red streaks away in the distance; taillights vanishing in the night.

Something stirs in the shadows of the ditch, a snarl of something flickering by and gone so fast it barely registers. A broken branch or a bit of bush rocked by the truck’s slipstream, perhaps, or a buck getting ready to make a dash to the other side, antlers darting in the headlights.

Sahil blinks. Slowly. Too slow, the length between the lowering of lashes and the raising longer each time. He needs to pull over and take a nap before he flattens a deer, or a car, or rolls the rig right off the shoulder.

Instead, he reaches for the radio. Turns the music up. Slaps his face. Can’t afford to rest yet. Let the twitching shadows watch if they want; he has a job to finish. Gotta keep moving.

This is not a story about struggle.

***

There are stories told about stories. Anatomies of legends. Histories of folklore. Crafty cryptid lore and dry, dusty, lifeless academic butterfly-board pinnings of once-living tales and teachings, and had that lonely northern town lasted more than the ring of a tree’s span, perhaps the Tangle’s tale too would have been flayed and dissected or transformed and transmuted. Graduate papers and comic books and quirkily sympathetic or gruesomely garish indie horror flicks birthed from its flesh.
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