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Foreword


What happens in The Tangle stays in The Tangle. It is a self-generating organism, a Word Horde.


The poet Jack Spicer claimed that the moment of inspiration in writing is akin to a visitation from a Martian – an entity – that must attempt to communicate using twenty-six building blocks. The Tangle is alphabet as entity.


Caxton Wood holds time. Each Tangle functions as a point of ingress, and as exit, too. Time too, in The Tangle, is palimpsest. What has happened keeps on happening.


In the time of apocalypse, which is all-time, animals speak. Trees speak, insects word. The grotesque is atavistic, the return of animal souls, as language, from the underworld. Our first language, our first art, our first attempts at communal speech, took place underground, on the walls of the caves – the hybrid animals, rising up, in speech. In the sepulchres too, the early Christian burial sites, we see art, and language, begin their ascent from the underworld, and evoke The Tangle.


William S. Burroughs made the terrifying assertion that language is something that we have been infected with and that we can never be cured of, this constant low-level babbling of words in thought – but Burroughs got it wrong. Push further, to the very precipice of language, out into the air, and there stands the thing itself, revealed and un-worded. Through The Tangle to the clearing, Justin Robertson points to the end of language with words, to the silence at the heart of the wood with sounds, to The Tangle with twenty-six building blocks.


The stories are like tarot cards, The Tangle itself a constantly morphing spread. There is uncanny life in these pages. Every time I reread it, I feel like the scenes have shifted slightly, that there is something newly out of place, that behind the scenes the book has been creepy-crawled, an item misplaced, a character you hadn’t really noticed before, a movement, there in the trees, the snap of a branch, in the dark.


The Tangle is a classic of New Weird fiction, a rewilding of the terrain of M.R. James, Denton Welch, Ballard and Burroughs, Catling and Grant, and a spell – via those twenty-six blocks – set on assassinating modernism with modernism.


David Keenan





When I am in that darkness, I do not remember anything about anything human, or the God-man, or anything which has form. Nevertheless, I see all and I see nothing.


Angela of Foligno, The Memorial


Everything is blooming most recklessly; if it were voices instead of colours, there would be an unbelievable shrieking into the heart of the night.


Rainer Maria Rilke, Letters


Come walk with me to lilac glade, through woodland, stream and knot.


Come stand beneath the gallows’ shade till all weeping is forgot.


Leave the tears and terrors to the mischief of the town.


Come walk with me to lilac glade, to the oak tree’s shady crown.


In darkness now from darkness born, circumference, length and span.


In lilac glade the wreath and thorn, wove mockeries of man.


In lilac glade beneath the earth, in death’s ecstatic bond.


Come walk with me in lilac shade, to the emptiness beyond.


Unknown, The Ballad of the Tangle
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The Maker’s Mark


The fleece dangled from the branch like so much morbid laundry left out in the rain. As the water fell in persistent rods, blood and gore dripped down severed sinews onto the mud. On every branch hung animal skins. Freshly cut from village herds. Weeping fluid into the bark. Erwan, head shaved. Woad running down his cheeks. Waved a ceremonial sickle. The holy man called on the gods to bless the trees of the wood. For their gift of shelter. For their branches to be bent into bows. For the timber of their trunks to be cut into planks and honed into oars. Erwan called on the gods. Here under the holy ash, ruler of the third lunar month. Come spring, its berries would be plucked from its twigs and placed into the cribs of children to keep the spirits of the Tangle at bay. Through the winter rains Erwan brought the sacrifice. Blood and skin to buy the favour of the woods. He rubbed his bloody hands into the trunk until it was slick. Red darkening the grey into black. But the ash tree had no need for blood. No need for skin or sinew. Its roots sucked deep from the soil. Its leaves bathed in the sunlight. It had no need for the charnel gifts of men.


Every year, for centuries, in the last days of winter before the sun grew strong enough to break the grip of frost and snow, they traipsed through the Tangle. Every year they brought their sacrifice. Death paying for life. Yet the ash remained unmoved. Their children died and their crops failed. Their oars still broke in the swell and their boats foundered on the rocks. Still they came in joyful procession. Then, as times changed in the world of men, the sacrifice was made by God instead. No longer did they call on the spirits of the wood. Though their presence lingered. They renamed the day for a saint and brought trinkets and toys, carved to represent the animals. They hung them in the trees and sang hymns. Still the ash remained unmoved.


The village began to grow. Spreading out like an unctuous wave. It became a town. The Tangle shrank back from the settlement as it was hacked and cleared. Trunks were cut and hewn, bent and carved to make pews for the faithful and roofs for the righteous. The ash became curious. These troublesome creatures had once lived in the Tangle. But they had changed. They would pass away in time and the forest would reclaim the land. That was how it always went. Memories were measured in millennia in the woods; these inconvenient animals had occupied only a micro-moment of it, an insignificant blur, like a fly buzzing by. The ash stirred. Some intangible part of the forest had once been human. Young wraiths that had only recently joined the web. They were struggling to shed their former concerns. But they were instructive on a number of points. Humans yearned for transcendence. But lacked the skills to achieve it. Humans liked to make things. But lacked the finesse to make them truly beautiful. They killed, cut, broke and smashed living things and made them into dead parodies of their former forms. Furniture. There were buildings too, like nests but more rigid and prone to decay. They made vehicles, like wings or feet, but too numerous to function as efficiently as either. All these things made them unhappy, yet they kept on making them. The ash consulted the other entities of the forest. Scouts were sent to the world of men.


*


Detective Inspector Sarah Ward of Caxton CID slipped under the police cordon that had been set up around a crime scene tent. The tent flapped in the winter wind. Under the canvas was a body. She pulled back the hood of her cagoule as she trudged across the muddy grass to where the victim had been discovered by a late-night dog walker. She felt older than her years. The force was sucking the life out of her. The rain hissed in her face, insolent and rude. Her superiors were public school misogynists or talentless hacks. The wind drove the drops into her eyes, blurring her vision. The younger officers were a mixture of bored hotheads and those who just never got around to leaving. Just like her, they had joined the force because there was fuck all else to do. The rain rasped and punched. In Caxton there was the meat processing plant, the sawmill or the call centre. You moved on, did acid or joined the force. The crime rate was lively though. Public drunkenness, urinating and affray every weekend. Domestic violence was popular, as was cannabis cultivation. There was a scattering of amphetamine laboratories, a thriving heroin trade and a range of sexual crimes to deal with. But murder was rare. Especially murders like this one. She nodded, attempting a smile for the young PC who was emerging from the forensic tent. One of the better ones. Anthony Barrowman was his name. Her smile stalled as PC Barrowman pushed past a colleague and threw up through his fingers.


‘Fuck me. Are you alright, Barrow boy?’


Barrowman’s concerned co-worker saluted awkwardly when he caught sight of DI Ward approaching through the rain.


‘Sorry, ma’am, didn’t see you there.’


She shot him a resigned look.


‘Language on duty, what have I told you, Franklin? Barrowman, are you alright? Take the contents of your stomach away from the crime scene, if you please.’


She placed a reassuring hand on the young PC’s shoulder as she passed. But he didn’t look up or acknowledge her. His eyes stared fixedly into black drizzle.


She pushed the flaps of the tent open and stepped inside. The only sound was the buzzing of the spotlights and the occasional supressed wretch. She looked around at the gathered group. Caxton’s finest, and even a couple of forensic scientists from the city. Hardened professionals. They were all staring in silence at the grizzly pile that stained the floor like offal in an abattoir. At first, she thought it was a carcass that had dropped from the back of Sullivan’s butcher’s van. It was gleaming and glossy. Freshly slaughtered. Maybe it was the poachers? They’d been at the deer again. Caught lugging it across the park, no doubt. They must have decided to dump it here rather than risk getting nicked. She looked at her colleagues. Why the silence? Why those wide-eyed stares? She looked again at the mound of flesh. Gradually her eyes began to decode the muddle of blood and tissue. A form began to take shape. It was a man. She knew it was a man because she could just about make out his testicles. They looked like two plum tomatoes dangling from white fibrous stalks. The penis had been removed. The scrotal skin too. In fact, all the skin had been removed from the entire body. As had the legs below the knee, the arms below the elbow, the eyes, the hair and the nose. All that remained was a bloody stump. She wanted to run out of the tent, but she was too fascinated to move. There was no reason why anyone should have to witness this kind of carnage. It just wasn’t reasonable. One of the forensic team finally broke the grim stillness.


‘Time of death was somewhere between eight and ten post meridiem, though I’d have to run some more tests back at the lab to be certain. Cause of death was . . .’


Her voice was shaking, and you could hear her gag reflex triggering as she tried to hold her professional tone.


‘Judging by the pattern of the arterial spray and the pooling of blood, also the angle of the cut here on the legs, it suggests the victim was still alive while the amputations took place. Again, I’ll need to run some more . . .’


The forensics expert jumped up and ran out of the tent. Vomit had begun to escape from the sides of her face mask. Sarah Ward followed her out as the reluctant clicking of cameras began inside. She tried to arrange the picture. The murderer was stealthy, quick and skilled. A doctor? A butcher? A vet? Or perhaps a keen amateur. She paced around the perimeter of the crime scene, projecting theories that might account for the atrocity inside the tent. The rain blackened her shoes and began to work its way inside. Mud sucked at her soles. She cursed and started to make her way back to the certainties of concrete. But something on the grass between the path and the edge of the woods caught her eye. She turned and lifted the tape. She squelched through the gloom, her curiosity momentarily eclipsing her discomfort. Pulling her torch from her pocket, she scanned the ground. The beam settled on an object. It looked like a makeshift mausoleum. She shone the torch over the surface. It was a pyramid of leaves; actually, it was more like a cone. The leaves had been neatly twisted to form the structure. About 7 inches tall, it gleamed through the downpour. It was glistening with fresh blood.


*


Mike Stains turned off the lights and tutted as the cold winter rain spat at his window. It would be a miserable walk home from Mike’s Militaria. He decided to wait a while until the rain had died down. He’d have a couple of cans, maybe flick through a few of the specialist magazines he kept out the back for his more discreet customers. He shuffled behind the counter and slid through the curtain to his back office. There was a door on the right, sealed with a padlock. He fumbled for his keychain and unlocked the door. This was Mike’s inner sanctum. A space where he could commune with the past. It contained a desk, a small kitchen, a fridge and the memorabilia from several unsavoury regimes, their insignia, uniforms and propaganda. Mike casually donned the cap of a dead field marshal. He imagined himself as a powerful man. He coughed and cleared his nose into the sink, before opening the fridge and helping himself to a can of lager. He sat down, pulled a magazine from the pile on the table and absentmindedly flicked through the pages. He belched and turned the magazine around for an alternative view. A knock on the door disturbed his recreation. Not the police again? Nah, they wouldn’t be bothering him since the sergeant’s last parcel arrived. Maybe it was one of his special customers? They sometimes came late. Fucking degenerates, no respect for opening hours. He retraced his steps back into the shop, leaving his shrine open. He turned on the lights and peered out. There was no one there. A branch from the tree that was planted on the pavement outside clattered against the window. Rattling the pain. It made him jump. That must have been it. The wind was fierce tonight. It was the tree, nothing else. He turned off the light and returned to the back of the shop. The weather was getting worse; it looked like he might be here for a while. Mike Stains paused at the entrance to his secret room. Something was wrong. There wasn’t a tree outside the shop this morning.


*


Rik Storm clinked the ice against the edges of his cut glass tumbler, admiring the reflection of the open fire in its multifaceted surface. He clicked the stop button on the remote control. His VCR clonked to a halt. He’d seen this one before. It failed to raise even the faintest stirring in him. He let out a sigh. Things had been so much better when he’d been on tour. He’d had the finest then, no questions asked. But things had changed. That fourth album. The reviews were bad; the record was bad. People stopped coming to the shows and the favours dried up. Then people started asking awkward questions. Worried parents wrote to radio stations. That’s why he was holed up here in Caxton. He knew most of the cops out here couldn’t give a shit about a washed-up pomp rocker. He could just about manage on his royalties. He had enough to pay a few people off. He would ignore the rest. He could call up Mike Stains for the necessaries. The guy was a prick, but he delivered. He even liked the fourth album. Fuck me, he must be a prick. Rik Storm put down his tumbler and reached for his cordless phone. He dialled Mike’s Militaria. No reply. Prick must have gone home. He opened a draw and pulled out a spliff. Lighting it, he got up and went to his record shelf. He reached up and pulled out the first Rik Storm album, admiring the svelte figure of his former self as he placed it on the deck. Rik began to nod his head in time to the beat, eyes closed, smoke sucking in and out. He was on a stage gyrating and pointing at the crowd. A smile began to break out on his face. Outside, the sound of the storm was like the roar of the Storm’s faithful fans. Rik Storm, Rik Storm, Rik Storm! The rain pelted against his French windows. Rik Storm, Rik Storm! He air guitared as the solo came in. All of those hands reaching to touch him. The trees in the garden swayed violently in the gathering gale. Rik Storm, Rik Storm, Rik Storm! He cranked the stereo to maximum. No neighbours, no bother. His fingers ran over the invisible fretboard. Rik Storm! Rik Storm! Rik Storm! The French windows buckled. At first the glass bulged like a membrane. Leaves and stems spinning in the cavity, drilling through the soft boarder between life and afterlife. The Tangle was here. The Tangle was here to harvest. The window could not resist any longer and came crashing in. Branches, like the arms of roadies, pushed the frame aside and streamed into the room. Creepers and vines crawled across the walls, dislodging silver discs and the arrogant gallery of a lifetime. Arms around politicians. Arms around actors. Arms around royalty. Arms around the blossoming waist of an uncomprehending rock star. Rik Storm! Rik Storm! Rik Storm! With a scream that was once loud enough to fill the Odeon, he was dragged into the darkness.


*


Brigitte Molin was a sadist. A reluctant teacher with no time for children. Always wanting, grasping, needing. She hated their optimism most. She adopted punitive measures to drive such thoughts from their young minds. These indolent dolts in her care, fat through indulgence and slack parenting, chips and fizzy drinks. These punk rock and rollers with their ripped trousers and blasphemous haircuts. No discipline, no future. She sought to belittle and harry them at every opportunity, to crush their confidence with her relentless, barbed commentary. At least then a new generation might yet rise, one that would be nearly as miserable as her. The Reverend Molin wore his resentment for all to see. In the creases of his anachronistic suits. In the pomade that held firm his dictator’s wedge hair. He gave sermons of monstrous length with dispiriting content. Long, rambling diatribes about sinners and hell that, in an earlier age, would have been characterised as ‘fire and brimstone’ had they not been so tortuously dull. He was pissed off. Promises of a respectable position in a respectable town had vanished as his prejudices emerged in the seminary. But his father still had enough clout with the bishops to allow his son to find a quiet parish in which to ferment his bitterness. Caxton was deadly dull, but monochrome enough for his tastes. Besides, hardly anyone attended these days, so he had plenty of time to indulge in his other pursuits.


‘Pass me the knife, would you?’


Brigitte passed the reverend the special curled blade used to cut the precious pods. He skilfully sliced into the flesh, biting down on his tongue in concentration.


‘There she goes.’


Dark, thick sap oozed from the cut, brown and gummy. The reverend scooped it up and let it drip into the brick moulds his wife was holding out for him. It was warm in the greenhouse; he wiped a bead of sweat from his brow before attending to another pod. Such hard work, much harder than marijuana, but he did so prefer the outcome.


‘Just one more row, then dinner. I have a lot of marking to do.’


‘You’ll need a little bit of relaxation to help you through that pile of bollocks!’


The reverend waved his knife and mock injected himself, making a comical show of ‘nodding out’. Stupid, talentless bastard, she thought. His smile died on his lips. Dried up hag, he thought.


‘Right you are.’


He turned his attention back to the poppies. He stuck his knife into the flesh of the next plant in the row. But the knife refused to cut. He tried again, applying more pressure this time. Still the knife seemed to skim off the surface.


‘Bloody thing’s gone blunt.’


He drew the blade across his finger to test it. A bright red line burst from his skin as the knife sliced a gully through it.


‘Fuck it.’


He sucked the cut and returned to the pod as the metallic tang dribbled down his throat. The bulb was like thick leather, impervious to his cuts. Brigitte sighed and leaned in.


Unseen backs bent to the purpose carried the parts for the art of the woods.


Unseen hands silently weaving the flax and the thread for the throne of the gods.


‘Here, let me try.’


She snatched the blade testily from her husband’s bleeding hand. Blood dripped into the soil. Its lively signal generating a pulse. These were the subjects of interest. The material, the matter.


Unseen eyes measured the cuts.


Take only what you need. The filament probed beneath the surface. The harvest was here. Brigitte harrumphed and curled her spine. She moved closer, raising her arm to cut the bulb. The filament passed the command and the poppy shot from the soil. Its stem lengthening like an electrical flex. Green fibres wove across the space between teacher and plant, grasping her hand, directing it in an alternative arc.


Unseen arms directed the cuts.


The blade in Brigitte’s hand swept down. It sliced the reverend across the eyes, splitting his corneas like ripe tomatoes. At first he was too stunned to scream. By the time he had found his voice, the poppy-primed hand of his wife had slashed his throat, reducing the scream to a gurgle. All she could do was stare.


Unseen shoulders would carry the load.


To the maker in the woods. On quiet stems. On quiet stems. The other poppies in the greenhouse rose. Their fronds spread across the bed at speed, shooting towards the reluctant teacher. The stems whirled around her like a tornado, binding her tight. The filaments began to crawl up her cheeks, until they reached her mouth. An incoherent moan was emanating from her like the sound of a failing foghorn. The filaments entered her mouth, pulling her lips apart. She stared, wide eyed, the tuneless tone continuing to rattle around the greenhouse. Her hand groped towards her own gaping mouth. The knife, like a bloody harpoon lashed to her fist, plunged into her. Her knuckles, moist with sap and gore, were pulled across her teeth as the knife took her tongue. The moan was drowned as bright arcs of blood-spray hit the panes of the greenhouse.


Unseen backs bent to the purpose carried the parts for the art of the woods.


Unseen hands silently weaving the flax and the thread for the throne of the gods.


Then there was silence. Caxton was a quiet parish.


*


DI Ward stared at the hastily assembled incident board. Photos had been pinned to the cork. Barely believable images of broken bodies and severed limbs. She was late in this morning. Her phone unanswered all night. She thought of the whiskey bottle on her kitchen table. Empty. She’d woken up face down on the Formica surface, still dressed in the clothes she’d come home in. There was blood on her shoes and trousers from the grass in the park. The glistening stalks. The phone had been bleeping out an irritating Morse code. She remembered replacing the receiver, bleary eyed and hungover. Fuck.


‘Get me a car, I want to visit all three sites immediately! And get hold of whoever’s in charge at each crime scene and tell them to secure them properly. I don’t want any press snooping about or kids looking for souvenirs. And tell the duty sergeant . . . tell him to . . . just tell him to check my number in future and send a fucking squad car if he can’t get me on the phone!’


Fuck. She remembered the tone pulsing through the receiver. The boss had talked about getting those new mobile phones for the DIs, but they looked like house bricks and weighed nearly as much. She didn’t fancy lugging that about. It’s what all the dealers were using though, that’s how you could spot them. Leisure wear and fucking massive phones. She mustn’t screw this one up. They were watching her, all those nicotine-stained lads, five pints at lunch, cosy with the gangsters at the golf club. Blind eyes turned, backhanders paid. They didn’t much like women cops. ‘You call that progress?’ She’d put up with it for years, the leering and sniggering. But she was better than them and they knew it. Because she cared just enough not to be a monster like them. Not that she liked people. Most of the ones she came across were awful, it went with the territory. The body in the park, now that was something else, no one could process that. Only the monsters could, only the monsters. An eager-faced policeman poked his head around the door of the incident room.


‘Your car’s ready, ma’am. Oh, and we had a call from that dog walker from last night, reckons he remembers seeing Tam knocking about near the woods about twenty minutes before he found the body. I’ve sent a couple of officers to see if they can pick him up. They’re checking the usual haunts, but nothing yet. You don’t reckon it’s Tam do you, ma’am? The body, I mean.’


Not Tam Stamp? The happy hippy? She liked him. He was a local character, more eccentric than insane. The kids taunted him, but he always took it well. She had no idea where he lived, if indeed he had a place to call his own. Some said he lived in the woods; some said they had found his shelters hidden in the dark nooks of the forest. Others thought he lived with his mother. He kept her body in her bedroom like Norman Bates, they said. The nonsense these gossips came out with. He was adrift, in another world. A smiling traveller. No trouble, no killer, but perhaps a victim? He used to make little figures from sticks. He would hang them in the trees for children to find. She thought of the glistening cone of bloody leaves and shuddered. She knocked back her coffee and pushed through the swing doors.


She sat in silence on the way to the crime scene. The driver was a junior detective, cocky, thick as mince, with the beginnings of a beer belly troubling the buttons of his Burton shirt. It was doubtful he could offer any insight. It was true that all the victims had skeletons in their closets, barely concealed sins that could well warrant a degree of retribution from outraged family members or criminal gangs. But that wasn’t unusual round here. There were so many secrets behind Caxton’s twitching curtains that she wouldn’t be surprised if a thunderbolt didn’t smite the whole fucking place one day. The victims were known to each other to a greater or lesser extent. Rik Storm bought gear and dodgy videos off Mike Stains. Stains got the gear from the Reverend Molin, or at least that was the working hypothesis. Once they had discovered the reverend’s laboratory, it looked likely that he was serving up in some capacity. The officers that were called to the rectory had found his head and feet in the blood-spattered greenhouse. They’d been crudely squashed into the torso of his wife, who’s own head was missing, along with her legs and arms. They also found rows and rows of empty flower beds, with neat holes where the plants had once been. From the residue found in containers, the presumption was they were opium poppies. But all the poppies were gone. There was a strange neatness to the carnage. No upturned pots or loose soil littering the floor. It was as if the plants had upped and left of their own accord. So, there was a connection between them. All except Tam. Tam was a strictly magic mushrooms type of guy. Acid maybe. But morphine and smut? It wasn’t his style. If the body in the park turned out to be him. Who’d want to kill a hippy?


They started at the rectory. It was the closest to the station. When she arrived, everything was in order, cordons up and protective clothing issued. The outrage was obvious, but the clues were less apparent.


‘No prints? With all this blood? Not a shoe print? No fibres?’


‘Not a thing, ma’am. It looks like they did it to themselves?’


‘What? Why? When? Cut their own fucking heads off and scurried away?’


Sarah Ward left the question hanging in the horror. She walked out of the blood-spattered greenhouse and into the large rectory garden. She greedily gulped in the fresh air. Only the monsters. Only the monsters. She started to walk towards the back of the garden, where it dipped down to a tall privet hedge. Beyond the hedge was the Tangle. A vague sense of foreboding rose in her veins; her nerves began to tingle. Only the monsters. Only the monsters. She reached the hedge and paused. She looked back at the crime scene. She could smell death in the air. Turning back to the solid wall of green, she began to push through the hedge. The spindly density of branches scratched and stabbed at her face, causing small lesions to swell on her cheeks. The hedge was too thick to pass through. But then, quite gradually at first, the hedge seemed to give way, as if it was begrudgingly letting her pass. She felt like Lucy in the wardrobe, pushing coats out of her way en route to some inverted Narnia. Sarah stepped through the other side. There was silence. No birdsong or the expected distant thrum of traffic from the new bypass. Only the static buzz of emptiness. Across a thin strip of scrub lay the edge of the wood. She stepped into the spiteful stalks, their roughness scratching her calves as she walked. She knew it was there before she saw it. The knotty stalks lay flat, arranged in a circle as if they had been scythed down. In the centre of the circle was a green, glistening cone of blood and leaves.


*


The backyard of Mike’s Militaria was a jumble of rust. Old bikes, exhaust pipes and discarded panels from a host of stolen vehicles were decaying in untidy piles. Loosely secured plastic sheets hovered over the mountains of debris like ghosts. Driven by the wind, they fluttered violently, making a cracking sound like the volley of a firing squad. DI Ward pushed past them, looking for bloodied leaves amongst the rotting carcasses of machines. Her colleagues looked on, detached and uninterested. She knew it was here somewhere, that grim trademark. The assailant considered themselves an artist, or at least a keen apprentice. A collector of parts and materials for some great work, a sculptor or craftsman. That’s what she thought now. Not a medic, the parts had been chosen for aesthetic reasons. The killer was making something. But here, so far, she had drawn a blank. She rooted about in the rubbish that was piled up against the back fence. That strange tingle again. She shouted up the yard to where two young PCs were loafing about.


‘Get this lot shifted away from the fence, will you?’


‘Yes, ma’am.’


The two constables raised their eyebrows and looked at each other in a quiet conspiracy of misplaced superiority. Sarah pretended not to notice. The young coppers clumsily shifted the rubbish, cursing as pools of water that had gathered on the plastic sheets overflowed onto their shoes. She was reminded of her father putting up furniture without reading the instructions. Armed with bluster and a toolbox he would fire into every task in the same way: as if the world would bend to his will if he swore at it enough. Eventually the fence was clear of debris. She began to explore along its perimeter. The tingle was growing into a pulse. A loose slat tipped and opened. She squeezed through. Mike Stains’s yard backed onto the railway, where freight trains rattled down from the town to the docks. The embankment plunged and rose, forming a drab valley of ragged grass and weeds. On the far side, the trees of Caxton Wood stood on the edge of the embankment like a squadron of cavalry tensed to charge. She inhaled sharply. She held onto her breath. She slowly exhaled as the vague outline of a theory took shape. The woods, always the woods. Was he hiding out in there? In the trees. Watching, planning, waiting for his materials to ripen. Checking on the sturdiness of his victims. Waiting to carve them open. Was he there now watching her? The sides of the cutting were dotted with cans and plastic bags, looking like ugly flowers blooming out of season. She began to tack her way down, scanning as she went. She reached the track without finding anything. On the other side, the cutting rose up in the same untidy fashion. The pulse was now throbbing like a kick drum. She began to climb, less diligent in her search this time; she knew she wouldn’t find it here. Breathless, she reached the top. The fence at the summit provided only the vaguest suggestion of a barrier. She climbed over the fence. She was drawn to a shape where the thick, ugly scrub had been scythed down. Circles. Circles. The pulsing stopped. The static hissed. On the edge of the Tangle the green cone glistened red.


*


The siren’s strangled whine was jarring. Out of time with the rhythmical metronome of the squad car’s windscreen wipers, it sounded like a nursery school music lesson. Inside the car, the atonal anti-rhythm was not helping DI Ward’s concentration.


‘Do you need to have that thing on?’


PC Barrowman had collected her from Mike’s Militaria in his squad car. He had volunteered for the job. Sarah offered him a weak smile. He’s got potential this one, so let’s hope the lads at the station don’t get to him any time soon. She tapped impatiently on the dashboard, trying to get a clear picture of what happened that night. The more information she got, the less sense it all made.


‘I don’t understand the preliminary pathology reports, Barrowman.’


She was talking at him, not to him.


‘They put the time of death between eight and ten for all the murders. How can that be right? It would mean the assailant had to kill and dismember all the victims within half an hour of each other. They’d have to get across town, kill the next victim, butcher them immediately, and then move on to the next one. All the while leaving no trace, either at the crime scene or between locations. Something isn’t right, even the most skilled surgeon couldn’t do that. So, there’s got to be a team of them, highly organised, well co-ordinated. But why is there no trace of them, no witnesses, no prints, nothing? You would have thought someone would have noticed groups of people dismembering bodies in four locations at exactly the same time.’


But she knew there was a single intelligence behind all of this. Those blood-drenched cones were identical in every respect, dimensions the same down to the last millimetre. They could have been made before the murders. Taken by each team and left as some kind of warning? No, that wasn’t it, they were too obscurely placed to be warnings. They were the trademarks of a craftsman.


‘Did the lab have any luck with those cones?’


‘Ash, Barrowman. They were leaves from an ash tree, freshly cut and twisted, by fuck knows who.’


They were approaching the country pile of Rik Storm. Tasteless columns and faux grandeur. The squad car scrunched to a halt on the gravel. DI Ward nodded to PC Barrowman to follow her round the back of the house. He looked confused, but she was insistent. They pushed through the side gate and entered the back garden. She wasn’t interested in picking through pop memorabilia, old LPs and gold discs. She wasn’t into Rik Storm’s bombastic nonsense. Nor did she want to spend her time pulling up floorboards looking for elicit magazines and dirty photos. She knew they were there, they all did. She was there for the tiny tower of blood and leaves that she knew was nestling in the scrub. That was death, alive in all its terrible ingenuity. She wanted to know its secrets.


She drifted across the garden, pulled by imperceptible ropes. She was only dimly aware of Barrowman and the other officers. They were milling about, analysing the crime scene, doing police work, wasting their time. Again, the tingling sensation began to rise. An impossible itch making her twitch as she walked across the lawn. The same glances were exchanged, the same old tuts and shaking heads. Sarah was floating above it all, drifting through trailing stems, covered in soft weeping leaves. She smelled the strong aroma of honeysuckle and witch hazel. Her head began to swim. She was caught in a tangle of flowers, each bloom’s perfume more pungent than the next. Her nostrils flared. There was a sour note lurking in the perfume. It tried to hide, but she could smell it. The note of decay. The metallic hum of blood. What are you hiding in that beautiful coil? She started to run. Rik Storm’s garden was long, blending from well-kept lawn to rough brush before colliding with a wall at the forest’s edge. The reek of death asserted itself above the sweetness of the garden. Sarah pushed the stems aside. Still floating above the ground. In another world. In another dimension. The tingle of the Tangle. The raw buzzing screech of silence. She could see it now. There on the edge. A blood-black cone. Barrowman’s breathless voice dragged her back through the stems until she found herself staring at Rik Storm’s garden wall.


‘Sorry, ma’am, we just had a call from control . . .’


Barrowman was panting hard, steaming in the drizzle. He was struggling to get the words out. She looked at him through strobing eyes. She was still hovering between the dimensions, unable to settle. Everything seemed to be out of focus and flat like a medieval painting. The constable’s words extended into protracted tones, as if his voice was playing on a broken tape recorder.


‘There’s been another. Up at the playground on Wentford Hill, a couple out for a stroll . . .’


‘There’s a witness too. Says he saw them being dragged into the woods. They were still alive.’


‘Wentford Hill? That’s not far from here.’


Her words had a dreamlike quality to them, almost as if pronouncing them was alien to her. Barrowman looked concerned and confused.


‘Is everything OK, ma’am?’


She didn’t answer. Her movements were entirely without urgency. Slow and languid. She pressed her palms against the wet bricks of the wall. Beyond it, the Tangle rippled. A shock passed up her arm, causing her to spasm suddenly. She spun around.


‘We must go. Radio control. Tell them to set up a perimeter. No one in. No one out. Tell the others to bring weapons.’


‘Yes, ma’am.’


The squad car tore down the country lanes, its blue light flashing across the fields like a hyperactive lighthouse. Windscreen wipers beat out a doleful rhythm as the fine rain fell. DI Ward was glued to the radio, gathering every bit of information she could. They had a witness. To find a witness was a stroke of luck. But the testimony being relayed to the detective was nonsensical and garbled. Barrowman kept glancing over at her as she spoke to control. His face was blending from a perplexed frown into the wide-eyed incredulity of an officer who was used to hearing bullshit stories every day.


‘They thought it might be kids?’ The detective rolled her eyes and banged the dashboard. ‘Because? What? Why? Where? Yeah, yep, yes.’


She clicked off the radio and stared out of the window in silence. Barrowman started to say something but thought better of it. The road looked like a river of mist on which they floated, the car a faint outline like a fading pencil drawing. Thin arms bent at knobbly joints. Deformed limbs with tiny hands at their end. Dragging bodies through the undergrowth. Barely visible above the grass. She saw razors cutting, and cruel blades skinning. Two humans lost in the woods. Two humans offered as a sacrifice to the artisan of the forest.


Unseen backs bent to the purpose carried the parts for the art of the woods.


Unseen hands silently weaving the flax and the thread for the throne of the gods.


‘Hurry, Barrowman, we haven’t much time . . . Time, time, time, time to run, time to run.’


The car had reached Wentford Hill car park, a popular spot for doggers and lovers alike. This morning it was empty except for the single patrol car that had responded to the 999 call. A bored-looking, plump PC was leaning on the bonnet with his arms folded as his wiry colleague paced around the car kicking the loose stones and scratching his scalp under his peaked cap. They looked up with only mild interest as the squad car screeched into the car park with sirens blaring. Barrowman remembered this place from his school days. A path bisected a picnic area on one side, dotted with rickety wooden tables covered in tediously obscene graffiti, whittled by bored youths. On the other side, a playground of rusty swings and a roundabout so dangerous it should have been condemned long ago. No children came up here anymore. The youths would progress from the tables to the swings as the Thunderbird wine took hold. It was great for sex and drugs; the cops never bothered them. Barrowman wondered if the couple who had been snatched had really been ‘out for a stroll’. The detective just kept staring out of the window, her eyes flickering this way and that, as if she was experiencing an entirely different view from him. Her gaze settled on a spot beyond the playground. Somewhere beyond the dark fringe of the Tangle.


‘We’re here, ma’am. Shall we wait for backup?’


She looked at him as if he had asked the most ridiculous question in the world.


‘Oh, no, there’s no time for that.’


In this world, she jumped out of the squad car, ignoring the two officers already at the scene. She offered them no direction. PC Barrowman, though it was above his pay grade, tried to give them some instructions of his own.


‘Get a perimeter set up, will you, lads? No one’s to go up to the woods. The DI will be back to direct the team when they get here. Alright?’


But he couldn’t help looking somewhat unsure about that statement. DI Ward was already quite some way up the path. The two policemen glared at him. They looked like a washed-up comedy duo on receiving a less than favourable review in the Caxton Gazette. The plump one unfurled his crossed arms and gave Barrowman a mock salute.


‘Right you are, guv’nor.’


‘Wanker.’


The wiry one muttered under his breath. Barrowman smiled to himself and followed his boss up the path. He’d get a couple more stripes, maybe a pip or two on his collar. He quite enjoyed the feeling of command.


‘Ma’am, shouldn’t we wait for the firearms team at least? Won’t we be just adding to the casualty list if we charge in there?’


He was confident now. Powerful. In charge. He was striding towards the detective. Here to save the day with his instinct for detection. Sarah Ward had stopped at the end of the path, where the cinder track changed to worn earth as it entered the woods. She didn’t react to the constable’s voice. His confidence began to dissipate in the fine drizzle. His voice softened to a shy schoolboy murmur.


‘I was thinking it might be better if we wait for backup, ma’am. The perimeter will be set up soon, so they won’t be able to get out without being spotted. We can push in from all sides that way.’


Sarah turned around slowly. Her eyes were expressionless. Her pupils, like black pools, reflected back his dripping, uncertain face. She reached out her hand and grasped him firmly by the arm. Her mouth began to arch up haltingly as if her lips were being winched into place. A smile was suspended on her face.


‘Bless you, Barrowman, bless you. Don’t you see? There’s no time. We have to go now. They are waiting.’


She took his hand and led him into the Tangle.


*


Inside the wood the air was dense. The hiss of white noise underpinned a faint throb, like the pulse of a heartbeat. It was warm. She had played in these woods as a little girl, and so had he, but things were different now. The path had been swallowed by the undergrowth, so they picked their own passage through the stems. Directions and distance became impossible to judge as the world outside the wood vanished from view. There was no sound of traffic. No car horn chatter, no sirens or shouts of command. All the usual points of reference were absent. This was a new, alien landscape. Here they were strangers, interlopers, invaders.


Sarah Ward let go of his hand. The two officers wandered steadily through the boughs, brushing against the soft leaves with their faulty skin. The womb-like cadence of the woods reduced any feeling of urgency. Time had no meaning here. Had they been searching for days, hours or years? It was impossible to tell. Neither seemed to care. The abducted couple. The murderous artist. The severed limbs and broken corpses, all parts of the pitiless necropolis they lived in. The constant flow of construction and destruction, death, birth and the stagnant torpor in between. The snap of a twig broke the reverie like a needle skidding off a record. Sarah froze and signalled for Barrowman to follow her example.


‘Over there,’


She whispered as the dimensions of the forest settled into recognisable shapes. Up, down, left, right. Barrowman nodded silently. They crept through the undergrowth. Another crack. This time a faint cry too. Human wailing. They picked their way with increased urgency. The sounds became clearer. A woman and a man. They were close enough to separate the tones of their cries. But the wood was still too thick to see them clearly. Snap. A desiccated branch broke as something was dragged over the ground. More cries. This time the sound seemed to come from behind them. They wheeled around and stopped, momentarily disorientated. Thumps and scrapes and a hideous scuttling sound. They froze. A sound rose through the hiss. The crackle of thin limbs scampering over dead leaves. Pincer-tipped tarsus tapping. Barrowman instinctively reached for a stick to use as a weapon. DI Ward scanned the trees. Another scream, this time long and continuous. Both sexes harmonizing in a terrible anguished howl. The scuttling sound grew more intense.


DI Ward signalled a manoeuvre with her eyes. They split up and approached the source of the cries from different directions. The undergrowth began to thin. Sarah was drifting through the mist again. She was a little girl in a procession of village girls and boys, skipping towards the great ash. Erwan with the scythe, the vicar with his hymn book. Come to sing for the spirits of the winter and all the saints. All the saints. All the saints are here. The branches melted away as she glided through the woods. The chanting rose. The animals lowed in mournful tones anticipating their demise. The scythe swept, and the blood flowed. The hymns rang out as the villagers danced around the ash. God is here. God is here. DI Ward stood on the edge of the clearing, her eyes as black as Dante’s well.


Barrowman tried his radio, more out of habit than hope. The wood had done things to him since the DI had dragged him in. His perspective had shifted onto a new, unfamiliar axis. His duty was still his duty, he guessed. But in some strange way it felt like someone else’s concern. He crept closer to the sound. He could make out a glade up ahead where the trees had formed into a natural amphitheatre. The soft hum of the forest began to blend with the unsettling cries that were growing in intensity as he got closer. He was a boy again. A boy scout within a troop of boy scouts. They had whittled figures to hang in the branches of the great ash. He was proud of his. A man with no arms or legs, grinning through a mouth with no lips. They hung them on the boughs and sang songs. PC Barrowman stood on the edge of the clearing, his eyes as black as Dante’s well.


Two bodies hung from the branches of the great ash. Ruler of the third lunar month. Queen of the glade. The bodies kicked and swung. Cut and bruised but alive. Around them busy artists were at work. DI Ward stepped into the clearing. Her mouth wanted to form a scream of her own, but she drove it back down. She was face to face with the craftsman of the forest. Behold her work. The ash seemed to spread its branches, like arms, proudly displaying the fruits of its labour. Down its trunk, spider entities scuttled on spindly twig legs that jutted from a brain-like core. The brain looked like a furry walnut oozing with sap. They were perfect facsimiles of arachnids, born from the bark of the ash tree. Outriders of itself, sent into the world of men to hunt and gather. They reminded her of huge huntsman spiders. Sightless and fast, they filled the glade with their hideous industry. A fresh scream pierced the momentary silence. A spider creature was using its pincers to pull a strip of skin from the leg of the flailing man. It gathered up the skin and ran down the branch to join the flow of its comrades who were scuttling down the trunk. Sarah followed its progress, unable to turn her gaze from the fascinating tableau. The spider thing crossed the forest floor where it joined a further group of creatures hard at work. The skin was passed carefully between mute mandibles before being skilfully stitched onto an evolving patchwork using fine strands of silk woven from their abdomen. They were upholstering furniture.
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