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I continue to be fascinated with the short story, the novella and novelette, and the way that these limitations create a breeding-ground for some good weird shit.

Because at its heart, writing is, can be, and should be about expressing your weird shit. The narratives of larger stories are fine and good, and there are thousands of amazing novels and epics out there. But at the same time, putting limits on yourself lengthwise and not feeling trapped by the expectation of having to write several hundred pages of a single narrative can be oddly-freeing. Sometimes an idea, brilliant as it is, can’t be the entirety of the road trip narrative, from beginning to end and all the lessons that captures. Instead, it’s a brief moment, something appearing and ending, not necessarily understood so much as experienced, seen in the darkness through a hallway light clicked on in an apartment window. Then the light turns off and it’s over, but that doesn’t make what you saw any less powerful.  

If that makes any sense. I’m spitballing here, we might also be wrong in not embracing the market that demands doorstopper genre fiction, but who am I to know anything about the market? 

With this collection, I’m trying to push myself and that weirdness of singular moments in writing, experimenting, more and more. Science fiction and fantasy should be more that your tabletop RPG or videogame scenarios, or your prestige TV pitches disguised as novels. The works of fiction that really hit me and made me THINK about fiction was all short stories. “The Lottery,” “To Serve Man,” “There Will Come Soft Rains,” and even this weird short story I read in 10th grade about a Communist takeover in America through the eyes of a 1st-grader...all of them were weird stabs into the dirt that was my brain, and none of them were remotely-close to conventional or comfortable or trying to be “beyond” their framework. 

And while those might have their places, they are comfortably in the middle of the pack, and the middle can get crowded over time. Sure, those outside edges can be weird, undesirable, too crunchy or burnt or borderline-incomprehensible. But in the fragments, you find there, sometimes there’s challenging greatness, or at the very least a nugget of weirdness that sticks to you.

What I hope from people, from anyone really, is to understand that writing is hard work. I teach writing, and “it’s work you have to do when you need to do it” is part of not just a life skill but also a writing approach. You gotta buckle down and do it. And one of the great side-effects of not overthinking or aiming for a particular thing, you can get something that truly reflects who you are and what your voice is. 

All I want is that you can tell what my voice is. Not my vibes, not my aesthetic, but my voice. So yeah, enjoy. 


-  2024
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“Black Crow Hands” 
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In the misting rain, the smell of green felt overwhelming, Galeah thought, staring up at the dirty-gray stone of the keep tower. Beside her, Sir Llyn stood motionless, almost oblivious to the wetness that the girl felt seeping into her feet through the wet fertile grass and dirt. She breathed deep despite it, glad of it, glad it wasn’t the mustiness of their own keep at the height of winter, the animal shit of barns slept in while on the road, or the bad food and old beer of inns on the road. That loamy scent, full of life right on the edge of rot, kept at bay with farming and irrigation and harvest, it was everywhere in Pelles, she realized. 

Everywhere but here. 

A mile or so outside of the prosperous farming town, up a hill between the road and the woods, a stone’s throw from the old burial mounds and standing stones, there was the tower. Pelles Tower, standing here for a hundred generations, the townsfolk had said, quaking in fear when they described it to the knight, begging his aide to defeat the ghoul knight within with his beast-skull face and black plague weapons. He’d kill their menfolk and steal their boys, the innkeeper said, unleashing curses upon them all and never dying, no matter how many brave farmers’ pitchforks managed to pierce gaps in his black steel plate when confronted. But Sir Llyn of Bran-dyn was a true night, one of the survivors of the siege of Morghause’s Keep, they insisted. He could defeat the ghoul knight, they’d insisted. 

Galeah sighed as Sir Llyn spoke to the villager who accompanied them, not letting the man leave until he was satisfied. One of the poorer men from the edges of the area who’d been willing to come along for coin, showing them how to navigate the barrows towards the artificial hill the tower stood on with respect towards the dead. More than some in Pellam did, she’d heard their guide mutter. 

It was square, maybe four levels tall, a fat base level with some kind of long hall stemming out of it on top of what the girl-squire could tell was a mound of earth that had been dug up from a ditch to raise the structure above ground level. From that squat base level, the remains of some kind of statue, and three more levels rose up to a peaked cap. Arrow-slit windows dotted the upper levels and in the gloom of the rainy daylight, she could see brightness within, like torches were right there. The remains of a mortared stone wall were scattered all around, “been like that since before Pelles was Pelles,” their guide had said, indicating just how old the whole structure was. A single incline of earth led up towards the entrance to the tower, dirty black timbers set with crude bands of iron, she figured, stepping forward a few paces to try to get a better look.

“Don’t,” she heard Sir Llyn call, “We’re almost done here,” he continued, turning back to their guide. Galeah vaguely-heard him crying softly, Sir Llyn’s gentle but insistent tones tamping them down, and she stepped back to the mule, trying to shake her shoulders and cloak to get some of the rain off, to no avail. Only fire and dryness would help with that now, and they were a long way off from that.  Finally, the knight let the man go, and bowing and scraping in thanks, he ran past her, feet squelshing in the mud and green grass back towards their path through the barrow-mounds. “And?” she called as he came back over to their animals, his horse and her mule, shaking his head. 

“What the innkeep did not tell us is that Pelles Tower is, supposedly, full of treasures, which is why so many men keep coming around here,” he said. “Stupid idiots, fools thinking grave-robbing is going to pay. They apparently already plunder those,” he pointed towards the mounds behind them, “and it’s gotten more than a few villagers hanged.”

Grave-robbing? Galeah looked around, and in the distance they could see the fields and windmills of Pelles farmers, broad canvas sails still in the rain. “But it’s so fertile here, I mean, everyone’s so well-off? Really?” 

“Fucking greedy,” Llyn said, shaking his head and tugging his gloves on. He wore a leather vest and mail hauberk under his own hooded cloak instead of his full plate in the rain, and Galeah handed him his sword-belt from his saddle-horn. “Always fucking greedy, no gods-damned respect,” he muttered. Her master was not the most enthusiastic of knights, she’d found, and in a weird way respected that, his unwillingness to allow knighthood to turn him into something he wasn’t. But the old ways were hard for him to shake, she knew that much. He still left barley and beer at the roadside shrines whenever they could, and in private, she knew he sometimes prayed with old words. “Do, do you think the knight inside is...” she trailed off as he strapped the belt with longsword and dagger on. He shrugged. 

“Let’s go be proper guests,” he said, leading his horse and motioning for his squire to follow. “And stay on the path, as well.” She nodded as they led the animals towards the tower, single-file, and Galeah felt the rain ending, though that smell was still there, lessening as they approached the keep. “Ho, the keep!” the knight yelled as they approached, “Ho, keeper of the tower!” She could see now more detail, the remnants of a shallow moat, the way the remains of the statues on the keep were crumbling and mossy, statues of great heroic figures of sorts, mostly-gone or going now. “Ho, the keep! Ho, keeper of the tower!” 

They were, Galeah noticed, within the remnants of the ring of the outer wall now. “Stay on the path,” she heard Sir Llyn say again, and Galeah nodded as they came up towards the tower. 

The door opened. 

He...or she...seemed tall, in a full visored helm that curved forward, like a peak. The mantle underneath that covered throat and upper chest was leather or metal scales, the iron plate below it dark and well-made, but dented, showing its age like the helmet. It covered his form over gambeson, also dark, though Galeah figured it was just old and dirty. The helmet looked odd, and she figured it’d once been crested in some way, probably matching the cloak hanging off his shoulders, trimmed in black feathers. 

“A crow?” she said, not meaning to speak aloud as Llyn shushed her and held his hands up, palms open. “Ho, knight of the tower! We ask only for hospitality, and offer gratitude and coin that we can!” The crow knight, as Galeah was beginning to think of them, cocked his head, and she could see the mace and sword on his belt, gauntleted hands calm, relaxed. They raised up, and he...she could see the beard and moustaches now...lifted the visor, nodding back at Llyn. “The hospitality of the keep is yours, for the cost of gratitude.” He turned back into the tower, the door left open. “Picket the animals and come in,” Llyn said, striding up to the door, “and then come in.” He followed into the darkness of Pelles Tower, Galeah just watching.

-

[image: ]


WHEN SHE CAME INSIDE, Galeah looked around at the space, the bottom level of the tower. “Close the door child,” the crow knight said. His voice wasn’t old, but not young either, the tiredness of middle-age but...no, something else in there. His voice was old, but it didn’t feel natural. 

The place was barren. No treasure, not that she expected it, but as she shut the door and looked around, Galeah saw just how barren it was. There used to be something there, a lot of somethings. Chests were open, tossed aside. Racks she recognized for armor and weapons, some just knocked over like they’d been ransacked. A wardrobe was on its side by the hearth against the far wall where a small fire burned, a pot over it. The crow night was undoing his armor, stacking it neatly into a crate by the door. “Please, sit, we so rarely have guests,” he said in a humorous tone. Hair long and streaked with gray but not unkempt, beard the same color but somehow kept-short, probably with a dagger. The mace and sword went into another crate until he stood before them in plain linens, picking up cups from a table and blowing dust. “Here, we will drink.” The way he emphasized made her remember something, something half-forgotten among learning how to sharpen a sword versus a knife or axe or making sure a horse doesn’t wander off in the night. 

Llyn and Galeah sat on a long bench among candles, across from a chair they assumed was the crow’s, and he poured from a dusty bottle before lifting it up himself. His smile looked so sad and genuine, she thought, like a man about to die getting to feel his children’s hands on his, or a mother finding her long-lost child that is about to die. “Welcome to my home and hearth, good guests. Find yourself under my roof and protection. Cheers.” He raised the bottle up, and they raised their cups. The old way, Galeah thought to herself, struggling to remember the book she’d studied as an apprentice scribe before becoming Llyn’s squire. This was the ancient greeting ritual to ensure they would not be harmed. She drank, and it was good, warm and spiced with the scent of fruit she’d never tasted but knew, deep down in her animal brain, to be delicious. 

“I am Brann,” he said, drinking heartily from the bottle and sitting down in his gambeson, “steward of this keep, knight of the shadow of Pelles.”

“Llyn, knight of Bran-dyn, and my squire, Galeah of Dinium,” Llyn said. “Forgive me, but you said Pelles’ shadow?” Galeah said nothing, watching. He knew something, she could tell, once again looking around at the ransacked keep. There were stairs to one side that led up, but she had a feeling, and then saw it. A small cot behind the bench they sat on, blankets and mattress and a pillow. 

“Aye,” the crow, Brann, said. “He knighted me and was of his shadow, his...” the knight seemed confused, “I am, I am in his shadow, his,” he trailed off, before Llyn spoke. “His cohort. You fought alongside Pelles, the great hero.”

“I still do!” the man suddenly snapped, banging his fist on a chairside table, and Galeah jumped. “I...I apologize,” he said suddenly, standing, striding away, “I get, it’s clouded, my mind, old war wound you know. Spear to the helm,” he said, and Llyn said nothing as Galeah nodded. “Gods we were like killers, before we finally built this place, just a single blade across a battlefield. This gave us a chance to do something, be something, you know?” Brann said, motioning with arms wide. “The great treasures of Pelles, you know? Every single piece of it...” his voice trailed. 

“It was cursed, wasn’t it,” Galeah said suddenly, softly. Llyn and the crow Brann turned to face her, suddenly, and his face calmed, nodding. “He, he said he’d a way to fix it,” Brann whispered.  

-
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WE’D LOOTED RAPED AND robbed across the kingdoms when we came here, a train of mules a hundred long, a hundred squires and servants, alongside fifty knights and all the villagers we could press at the end of a lance to build this. I will say I didn’t like it, but my blood was fucking fire when I fought with a longsword and Pelles told me this was going to get me into the halls of death a hero. I was a child, a fucking boy of sixteen, what did I know? Sixth of seven boys on the road robbing to eat and hoping I didn’t get hanged or worse for it. 

It’s been a long time, I know that now. Too long, but he said to stay here, to guard the hoard while he went to find a way to make it safe. Enchanted silver armor from the south, swords and greataxes set with rubies and chased in gold. Books and scrolls of ancient magics from the north, gold and cut gems from all over. Things I’d never seen made of metals I’d never heard of, from altars to gods that no one had worshipped for a long time. Make it clean, make it so that every time we touched a coin or jeweled helmet our hands didn’t burn or our dreams end up being screaming pits of death and hate. So I stayed, I didn’t want to but I was the only one left. Did you know that? Pelles the great hero with his fifty knights, they killed each other or he had to put them down, before we realized it was wrong. Those are their barrows out there, you know. Well, most, some are the bolder villagers who tried to get. 

But yes, finally he said, he leaned into my ear and said stay here Brann, for me, this one thing. I’ll fix it I swear, he said, for us. For us, can you believe that? He was my sun, the light of the sky even when we bloodied the grass until the green was gone and it was just black. He was the fucking sun. 

So he left, and I stayed. I cleaned every gilded inch, I fixed every broken suit of armor. I dusted every inch, I made every candle and every meal. I even upkept the wall, and that was a fucking nightmare, so it was the first to be left alone. Then the meals, though by then, I realized a decade had passed and I hadn’t aged a day and somehow, the larder is always full and there’s always something in the pot. 

It was about then that the village started. And I don’t know why, but they called themselves Pelles, and...it made me so mad. They’d heard of him, or maybe somewhere, in that time, in all those decades, he’d become their sun. Their hero, they stole him from me, they fucking stole...

I’m sorry. I wander more, it’s getting harder, I think, to stay here. To keep it all inside, to keep them in. I guess they, the villagers, they heard of Pelles’ treasure, and this place, and they’d come looking. Poking around at first, at the barrows, and then they got bolder, coming into the walls. I’d been sloppy so long they’d begun to truly fall, and I regret that, but it would not have been enough. The first time I saw one of them digging up one of the barrows at night...gods, I don’t even remember what I did to him. But they’d try again, and then finally, they started trying to come into the keep.

That’s where the get-up came from, I never wore that. I don’t even remember whose helm that is, mine is...well, mine was different. Bronze-gilded plate and scale, gods I looked so good in it on my horse, on...on whatever his name was. But the black armor, the helmet, I guess it looked scary enough for a while, kept them away from the barrows and the tower. For a while. Sometimes, they’d fight, or come in a mob, and I’d lay them out in that grass until they’d panic and run. A few got some good ones in, but I never could slow down, how could I? I said I’d wait for him, and I was waiting, I could not fall. I couldn’t. 

But I did get tired. 

So tired, the kind that felt as if it was eating me, from the inside out, hollowing me out but filling it with sand, thick and dull. You two are young, safe, free to feel the river of the day, the month, the year go through you, and I pray to the old fires that you never fucking have to feel the way I did, because I realized I could only do one thing. 

I let them in. 

At first, they thought it was a trap. One was a knight or sellsword they’d hired, and he had the good fucking sense to take nothing. The others though, they took it all. The armor, the gold and jewels, the gold, the magic swords, all of it. Every scrap of cursed fucking metal and leather, lead and pewter, they took it all. I...I hoped it’d keep them out of the barrows, because well...I was so mad. I was mad they’d taken him from me, his name, his...him. They took him from me, and I let them carry off every scrap knowing it would poison them deep down in a way that could never be undone or shaken off. 

I thought it’d be enough. And it wasn’t. 

It’s been getting hard to keep the barrows quiet, you know. I know what they told you, that I slaughtered their men and boys, but I never, on my hono...on my honor as a knight I never killed a boy that didn’t cross that threshold. They should search the northern towns for the ones I told to run and leave this shithole cursed place, so I didn’t end up gnawing on their hip-bones in a broth or...or burying them at the barrow-entrance for my brothers. 
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