


In 2002 when I was nineteen years old and starting college, I began drawing a webcomic. I 

published it on the internet with webspace provided by my internet service provider. The comic 

was a side project to my cyberpet adoption agency. I was working with a lot of inspirations at the 

time.  I had been watching anime like Slayers at a friend's house after school on Fridays, plus 

playing lots of video games that I had missed out on during the 90s. 

 

Most relevant to the comic was my discovery of yaoi and shounen ai, which was slowly getting 

trotted out via such channels as doujinshi sales on ebay at the time, as well as a burgeoning 

western audience producing slash for stuff like Harry Potter and Final Fantasy 7. I was 

desperate to find LBTQ media, and this all seemed very promising to me at the time. It was easy 

to get swept up in my friends' enthusiasm and excitement and I'm positive all of us were looking 

forward to this "renaissance" finally giving us the kind of media we'd always craved. Stories 

about queer folks, stories that weren't just the same heterosexual romance over and over again. 

 

It was a weird time, with a lot of problems. I'm not sure I feel nostalgia for this time, because it 

wasn't altogether pleasant - it was hard to get your hands on things that weren't horrible, to be 

honest. Lots of yaoi/slash/BL material was, at their core, incredibly homophobic. Pedophilia was 

widely featured. Misogyny was bizarrely rampant. Most of my "yaoi friends" turned out to be also 

fatphobic and quite vocal about it. They were also self-loathing queers who dealt with their 

problems by abusing other queers, and it showed in their work. There wasn't really a full 

spectrum of queer representation at the time being produced by anyone - certainly there were 

no characters I could directly relate to myself. I realized that I was expecting way too much and 

became disillusioned with the idea that anyone would produce something I could engage with 

without being either insulted by it or totally embarrassed by it. 

 

Fandom never felt particularly welcome to me, and I struggled to feel truly engaged with 

fanwork.  I craved more freedom than fandom tended to offer. I wanted to work with characters 

were just factually queer, without question, without having to endlessly justify it - something that 

the slash and yaoi fandoms spent a great deal of time doing. It was fun, in a way, and nowadays 

I see people reveling freely in their head canons and such, and I think that's wonderful. But back 

then, the given trendy fanwork wasn't all that rewarding to make, and it felt very samey because 

of the constant retreading of "can queers even be characters?" I wanted something more, and I 

didn't want to deal with people bullying me for not representing characters the way they wanted 

them to be or for not naming my characters shit like "Raven Darkdirk" or whatever. So I decided 

to make my own story, with my own queer characters, and tackle various topics that had always 

interested me - like abuse, philosophical nonsense, and mythological things.  

 

I don't really want to be too negative about fandoms. I know these are a positive experience for 

wide swathes of people. I know that a lot of queer people crave carefree and positive 

representation, so my comic, which has always been about fairly unpleasant and twisted queer 

people, doesn't really fulfill that need. But even now, I don't really see people talk about the 

problems unique to queer circles and the abuse that can occur within them. You have your 

call-out posts and such, but I'm talking about actual fictional works - dramas, tragedies, and 



comedies - that explore the particular way problems occur within these kinds of communities. 

There still doesn't seem to be a lot of blunt talk about this stuff, because it's seen as "divisive of 

the queer community." I don't want to see stories where queer people tragically die for cishets to 

cry about forever, but I also feel like there is definitely a place for telling these stories as long as 

a lot of people are being silenced for the content of their experiences. It might seem ridiculous 

because Grayling is a fantasy story, but it was my way of indirectly representing a lot of 

experiences I had gone through myself, and exploring them in a safe way.  

 

But! I also included a lot of the truly horrible yaoi tropes I was consuming at the time with 

extreme carelessness. I have to eat some crow when I write "I wanted to do something different" 

because I also produced something that was also the same old yaoi bullshit. But getting away 

from all that stuff was my goal with making a webcomic, and I believe that ultimately I 

succeeded to some extent. If Grayling was my ladder out of the yaoi sewer, then the lower 

rungs of that ladder are certainly smeared with muck. 

 

A few people have written to me over the years about how reading my webcomic was a really 

fun experience for them, that it was an important or formative experience for their own 

queerness. It always gives me such joy to hear these things. Webcomics are truly wonderful in 

that they allow you to not only see a story grow, but the person behind it grow as well. It has 

been a truly precious experience, and I feel like writing these characters and feeling truly 

responsible to them made me a better author. It's just a work of fiction, but it allowed me to 

develop my own ethics and to establish and maintain my own standards at a time when I didn't 

have anyone to talk to about what I was going through. We had to find our own way, and I can 

only hope it continues to help other people out in some small capacity, even if it's just to 

entertain with its sheer weirdness. 

 

I've annotated this arc with my comments and jokes, and tried to elucidate as much as possible 

what I remember of my choices for the comic. When I was 19, I was writing a lot based on my 

moods, so there are erratic and completely inappropriate mood changes in the plot. I was also 

making the story up as I went along, which might be why I would lean heavily on stupid yaoi 

tropes so often especially in the beginning. I'll try to impart more context for these instances as 

best I can to give a clearer picture moment to moment in the comic.  

 

Thank you for reading, thank you for your continued support, and thanks to many of you who 

have been here for many years now. This annotated Grayling is dedicated to you! 

 

All the best, 

 

Arby 

 

December 2016 

 



A strange beginning to
the comic, but this is
actually imagery I consider
central to Fern's character.
He runs away and hides
in remote and abandoned
locations, because of his
feelings about endangering
others.

Smoke narrating
is very OOC to
me now, though.

More OOC stuff to come!



I still like Smoke
twirling his key ring
around his finger...

The speech bubbles in
these beginning pages
are so primitive! I was
scared and lazy about
making "tails" on speech
bubbles.

Floating anime eye - a staple
of the early aughts.

I had downloaded a variety of
"Comics Fonts" from a freebie
website, and this was the first one
I tried. I had trouble finding
anything that would suit the
weird art, and knew I couldn't
use Comic Sans.... Not that
it helped much!



These early pages were drawn in pencil,
scanned, and then painted in Photoshop
with a mouse. It shows, haha!



Cal is folded up like
a lawn chair in the back
seat of the car! 

I had a lot of trouble back in these days  figuring out why godlike people who can teleport would even need a car.  I'm sure I would change this scene significantly if I were to do it now, but I was trying to introduce magical ideas more gradually.  I would jerk between being too scared to introduce ideas that I thought might be confusing, to being too impatient and rushing through stuff with no explanation. Pacing! It's important!

~pure anime magic~



They casually go to Arduc in one 
panel! The car was supposed to be
magic in some way, but I did not go
into it at all. I wanted to quickly get to
the yaoi boy hand-holding, or whatever I had in mind.

I remember being annoyed with this drawing of Cal, but keeping it because his hair came out nice.

The narration font may be comic sans

Fern wearing a headband was such a bizarre element of his design early on. I hated drawing it, I hated the way it looked, but headbands were such a thing in late 90s anime, I thought it was a good idea for some reason. I abandoned it quickly and never went back to it. It's actually funny looking at these early comics and realizing how quickly Fern's hair changed from one strange problem to another.



I think at this point I downloaded some Photoshop brushes to try and give the comic more texture.

Very wangsty
for Smoke...



This notation in the corner is a credit for the PS brushes I used. 

Grayling's first ... joke?

I was very attached to drawing the "popping vein" anime symbol on Fern's hand, because I wasn't drawing any foreheads in these days, and Fern had all that hair.



It's funny because Cal is old...but we all know we wouldn't be in this mess if Cal could take care of himself, so this is some fairly inane dialogue. The kind of "filler" dialogue that you give a character for the sake of them saying something without much reflection on the characters and larger story.

At this time, I was still really inspired style-wise by Slayers, and you can see it in my anime muzzles/noses/eyes.



A knock-off Daria? Oh boy!

I did want Morse to be a relatively normal teenager, and grow in the course of the story. Her immaturity matches the elementals' at first, but because she's a mortal, she actually grows up.



This panel of Morse actually looks really good! I kind of wish I'd done more dot-eyes back then, and not embarrassed myself so much with the terrible big anime googly eyes. But I love anime, and was bent on emulating it a certain way at the time.

This much is still true - Cal loves approaching people in bookstores! This is how he met Asne. He's "attracted" to Morse here because he feels a magical connection having to do with Rhodes. He knows she has something to do with Faidia.

It's funny looking back at my own art at this caliber. My faces are all the same, and I can't even keep hair lengths and styles distinct. These would be problems for a long while. 

But also, Cal's a creeper. He doesn't bother to think of a more appropriate way to approach the situation.



Cal lays on the "charm." Ugh, haha.

This goofy chibi of Morse actually always felt inspired by Calvin and Hobbes to me, and does to this day.

I struggled with this drawing of Morse! I can remember and you can tell by the thick penciling on her goofy looking head. It looks like a hairy peach. I was really struggling to get her hair to look even consistent at this point.

I reverted suddenly to a more generic font at this point. One of the reasons I was unhappy with the first font I used (aside from the more obvious reasons) is because it was in all caps. I wanted to have standard capitalization in my comic - it's my own preference while reading most anything.

Ha! I still like this stupid joke.

Gotta wonder what other adults would have thought of seeing an old geezer like Cal hand a high school girl a hundred dollar bill...



Fern's nasty remarks about mortals are not something I would repeat if I were to redo this scene, but the sentiment isn't entirely out of place. Fern has a lot of self-loathing that he would have expressed with some degree of anti-mortal sentiment. But, this is too vitriolic and not as subtle as I would have preferred. I was struggling to convey various attitudes elementals have about mortals (Fern wants nothing to do with them because he might cause them harm versus Cal actively wanting to toy with mortals to a certain degree, etc) and hadn't completely thought out Fern's "arc" yet. In the current comic you can certainly see how Fern saying these things contradicts his origins & initial attitude towards mortals!

Smoke is truly magical indeed if he can GO TO ANOTHER DIMENSION AND USE AN ATM. Some of these things are a bit tongue-in-cheek on the part of my younger self not fussing over every little thing, but I'm not sure this joke particularly lands if their circumstances are explained in a single panel like 5 pages ago...

This dialogue of Fern's in particular reeks of the angsty, self-inflated, weebish teenage woes I had at the time. Tell it to Hot Topic, Fern.

Fern's parachute pants are slowly being born before our eyes in these pages.

Smoke having to be the "mature" one who takes care of the "uke" was definitely a silly yaoi motif I had absorbed at the time and thought was appealing, for some reason. It's true that Fern has a lot of executive dysfunction, but this isn't exactly written with that in mind.



Woof, this background could have used some TLC!

Just a general comment from the tv stand.

Morse's Mom allowing the story to go on, for some reason. This "gag" was intended to show that Morse's family situation is not so hot, but I was also just impatient to get to "the good stuff," and parents were just so uncool and annoying because I was 19 or whatever. Now I'm like, "damn woman, do not let this strange man come into your home." Might have been a bit inspired by the Invisible Boy's dad in the movie Mystery Men. I love that bit.



It's okay because Cal is polite! Right, guys? .... Guys?

Morse is a sucker, but hey, she's only what, 15 or 16? 



I had settled on Cooper Black for narrative/time establishing text at this point. Don't ask me why I didn't erase the penciled dialogue behind the typed text on this page. It's practically illegible! 

Ah, the sight gag here is not well done.. Well, younger self, you tried.



Fletcher the cringe machine.

This was before Tumblr & the internet in general was giving so much attention to feminism and misogyny. My comic was my only outlet for talking about these things! I couldn't even talk about it around my friends - we had to self-censor or face being cut out of social situations. It was a pretty bleak time. We make fun of The Discourse nowadays, but I would never go back to these times when I could only talk about these things by shoddily inserting a crap character into my story. I could have done a much better job depicting a villainous  character like Fletcher, but I wasn't prepared to - I just wanted to make a personal rant and then move on quickly.

Eating disorder "joke" is def not making a comeback.



Fletcher isn't even all that bad, in the end. I underestimated how it's really hard to write sincere dialogue for abusive and unlikable characters.  I thought I could just blat out some obnoxious dialogue and impart what I hated about Fletcher, but it didn't really work and just made me impatient to get rid of him so I could go back to things I wanted to write and what I thought people would like, ie bishounen or whatever.

Now, of course, I relish drawing horrible characters, and capturing sincere abusive sentiments in dialogue. I look back on Fletcher and I can see how half-hearted my attempt was - my teenage self didn't want to think about "Bad Things," simply complain and move on to "the good stuff." It was indulgent and yet not indulgent enough.



A trophy case would have served as a good way to explore Morse's background and interests, but alas, I spent no time with it.

Ice burn

I forgot completely that Morse had a little anime girl fang in these early strips, probably inspired by Lina Inverse. Maybe I'll bring that back because it kinda suits her.



An abrupt cut to the school room, with absolutely no forewarning, and fresh attempts at speech bubbles.

Teachers should have been a lot more reluctant to let an adult man tag along to a school room, but whatever right? Cal is basically a fluffy anime mascot creature you can fit in a backpack!

This sequence doesn't make a whole lot of sense, but Cal IS trying to stay near Morse because of what he senses might be about to happen.

Looking at this now, a very easy fix for this situation would have been to turn Cal into his crow form to tag along with her and hide in her bag. Boy, that would have worked great. Utilizing the elementals' animal forms is a huge weakness of mine. 



I believe Smoke looks grumpy in part here because he doesn't think this is a good time to be drinking. Then again, he does have a beer - perhaps because Fern didn't want to be lonely.

Whacky! Zing! Duhoy!



Enter Curtis the wasp boy, and a return to "coloring" the comic.

This part definitely starts to read like a text roleplay log.

Brace yourselves for lite anime drunkeness. It's like Fern drank a "can of juice" and completely lost it. Except you know it's been like 8 beers and maybe a whiskey or few

I think I could make Curtis' character work now, but I am frustrated with his existence in the old comic because for some reason I decided to give a lot of Fern's characterization and dialogue to him. At the time, I felt like creating and inserting a new character would let me get out information I was holding back, but instead it just meant I displaced it and took valuable time away from Fern's character. Oh well! 

I'd get myself into trouble wanting to do anime tropes, but also knowing what was wrong about them, AND being incompetent at comedic timing and drawing in general, so what came out could be truly bizarre.



It's also important to remember that I was making the story up as I was going along, and Curtis was the result of me firming up some ideas, but not really completing them. I was having trouble getting the plot off the ground joking around with my existing characters, and I thought someone delivering some information about the Lemaneriallian side of things would help drive the story along. It actually works ok in terms of that, but it ended up contradicting a lot of my other choices and causing more problems than it was worth. I wish I had gotten out more about Lemaneriallian society with this character.



Gosh, this page is so forced and out of character for Curtis. Curtis was supposed to be low-class and coarse, but I didn't really know how to write him. He comes off as downright posh here. There's also threads of Final Fantasy 7's Zack about him, certainly. And for some reason, I thought it would be a good idea for him to flirt with Fern, even though I had no intention of that paying off, or even thought there was chemistry there. Weird.



Nice band photo op

Why the heck can't Fern keep his shit together in this comic? Jeez.



I'm guessing this sequence came out of a belated realization that I needed to actually address the fact any of the characters had animal forms, but it's really wedged in here. At least it gave me an excuse to draw cute mice!

Still trying out things with word bubbles. These were pretty laborious & didn't look very good for all the effort put into them, but at least they're legible.



I think this was supposed to hint that Cal exerted some kind of mind control over the principal, which is pretty insidious now that I think about it.

Well what do you know! Everything comes together at the pet store!

A Sherlock Holmes quote. Good.



Fern and Cal's reuniting is some hardcore anime bullshit. I went a little TOO far keeping Cal's intentions ambiguous. It just comes off as me passing time while I figure out where the heck the story is going, and delaying any kind of meaningful character interactions. It seems that way because that's what it is. 8)



This is such a weird thing to say to a teenaged girl, Fern. How could you say that? Wait, I wrote that. I guess I'm continuously trying to communicate that Fern is a misanthropic and extremely anxious individual, but this is very unnatural dialogue. No one talks like this. Fern is the original shitposter.

Cal is at least being a manipulative, weird bastard - you know, true to his character.



A staple of Fern's character that I think still has a lot of value, and is expressed here, is that he's a prickly person who gets peoples' defenses up quickly. Even when he's not actually being angry and irritable, people tend to perceive him as weak, lazy, spineless, or having a poor attitude. I feel like this is a type of character that doesn't get represented often, even though I think it's an interesting "catalyst" to add to stories, to bring out different aspects of the cast. If a character like this IS represented, there tends to be a lot of other characters bending over backwards to make the grumpy character "happy" or whatever, and that doesn't tend to be what I'm interested in seeing out of those characters. Fern is a very troubled person with deep self-loathing, and it's interesting for me to reason out who will have patience to deal with him and who will not.

Cal, you jerk. Or one could say...you b-baka!



I would probably count this as the first (among many to come) ungraceful info dumps. Nowadays, I probably would not have included any of this text. Maybe had just a panel of Fern looking mopey - maybe have Curtis talk to him more to get a little bit more of his current mood out of him. Instead, BLAT - just a big ol' inner monologue slapped down on the page.

At least you get a load of how neurotic & fragile Fern is, if there was any doubt!



Smoke: Fern, please go away.
Fern: Ok

So many ellipses! Apparently, this is when
THAT annoying habit started. If only I'd made these mice a habit instead.

This joke is still ok with me. I forgot about it.

A heckuva transition! Yikes! Not even an establishing shot!



I would make derogatory statements about using anime emoticons, but what's the use - I still use those. Just not in my comics. I hope.

I clearly copy-pasted Fern, but I'm not sure how I added the kid. Might have drawn the different angles separately, and then crudely joined the lineart in Photoshop.



I would say Cal is a lot weirder than Curtis, but Cal has that superficial charm going for him, I guess.

Fwamp! Fashion! Zing! God help me.



The other Best Grayling Character besides Curtis, Fern's coat. The initial design of the coat was really ornate. It is, of course, some kind of ridiculous Trigun knockoff. I feel like I was also imitating a military coat I had seen and admired.

Another joke informed by a bit from Mystery Men. 



This isn't even the worst info dump in the comic, but I'm still not looking forward to it.

This scene demonstrates what I wrote earlier about how I gave Curtis Fern's role in the story. I should have had Fern explain this stuff, but I got caught up in excuses: It would have been out of character for Fern, Fern had no motive to do it, Fern was distracted, and so on. Curtis is a character I introduced with the express purpose of accomplishing this goal - I couldn't figure out how to "deliver" this information, so I forced it to happen. I could have definitely accomplished it with the cast I already had, but I didn't have the ingenuity to pull it off. This is why I feel negatively about Curtis - not so much because of the character himself, but the writing troubles he represents for me. I should have been more flexible, and developed circumstances to give Fern a motive to be closer to Morse.

This snarky attitude is Fern through and through, but coming out of Curtis' mouth!



I'm going to have trouble holding back on all the things I have to say about Mid and Delye, because at the time of writing this, they haven't appeared in the re-booted Grayling! But they're both going to be quite different than they were in the old comic. Fern bringing  Mid flowers isn't particularly out of character, though. With the new versions of these characters, I'm hoping to flesh out things that I'd always hoped to do with them, but didn't have the guts to do before.

For some reason, this silly joke really reminds me of Ace Attorney - in particular, Athena Cykes. I like that character a lot, and she's a good example of the kind of humor I was trying to accomplish with Mid and Delye during their "best" moments in the old comic. A little more innocent and light-hearted than some of the other stuff I did with them (that didn't work at all). A lot of the old material with these characters is also just downright offensive and I intend not to repeat it.



Delye & Fern's friendship, however, is definitely going to stay in the new comic. In fact, this relationship is going to have a lot of significance. It's not a romantic relationship, but it will serve as the jumping board for an important ideological climax of the story that I'm really looking forward to doing. 



To some extent, this aspect of Mid & Delye's relationship is going to hold over, but it's going to be a lot more complicated than it's depicted here. This is just one stage in their friendship, an early one. They wouldn't still be interacting like this at this point of the timeline in the modern iteration of the comic. This seems really innocent and silly now, and of course it's very weebish and informed by shounen ai and yaoi tropes I was absorbing at the time.



Splat! There it is! I had literally just come up with these ideas, so I was just excitedly writing them down straight into the final product.. I don't think there's anything necessarily wrong with certain kinds of info dumps, they can be really interesting, but it's hard for me not to be embarrassed by my own examples. It's a sticking point for me that has only grown in significance with age. I feel like a lot of sci fi and fantasy stories get bogged down in things like this. Looking back, I was working too quickly and impatiently and not giving myself time to think up ways to couch all of this. A lot of it didn't even need to be in the comic.



This is actually a pretty good page looking at it now, but once again, I could have done this with Fern instead of Curtis. Asking to be squished is definitely still relevant dialogue.



Nice cover, Curtis. Haha...It's all just ~magic~! 

It's still a bit of a  mess, but I am approaching my final form with word bubbles here.

Curtis...don't talk about
that...



Things have finally started to happen! Almost!



Another wasted opportunity for an establishing shot, showing Fern's bedroom. Fern takes a nap...floating in space!



I remember having a lot of fun rubbing colors around for these pages. The text is way too small and the white doesn't really go with the topic matter. If the visuals were a bit clearer, I could probably have left a lot of this un-narrated. 

This whole sequence is going to receive a very different treatment in the new version of the comic. I'm also planning to do it in a couple of  parts, revealing more of the story behind this whole mythological scene.



One of the "plot holes" here is why Rae and Lem even have weapons. At this point they weren't supposed to have much of a conception of violence, and they didn't need food or anything to survive, so it doesn't make any sense. But it's a holdover from my old childhood iteration of this story.

The "bestial" aspect of the characters here is definitely something I'd like to keep, though!



I've changed my mind about this sequence quite a lot over the years, but what has stayed consistent is that it's an unreliable narrative. No one is really in a position to tell the truth about what happened, and the curse involving Rae is only part of that. 



Pasted in poetry quotes. Good. Unfortunately, I'm not sure what I had put in here. Maybe something I was reading in a class! Shakespeare?

At this point, I am fairly certain I started using Painter to color the comic. The grainier "realistic" watercolor is a sign of that.

We always have time for gay flirting that goes nowhere in OldGrayling.



This is when I was cross-hatching everything badly in pencil,  and drawing a lot of angsty suffering pictures.



This is pretty good advice, except for the fact it's not really an option. I'm honestly not sure whether Curtis was supposed to be in the know or not. If he was, this is kind of a mean thing to say, since she can't actually avoid getting involved. It didn't occur to me to examine this issue at the time - I was just interested in making it clear that people on the magical side of things had disagreements on how to proceed.

"Karien" is just Faidian for goodbye. I guess I was trying to show how Curtis was trendy and foreign, but it just comes off like a bad anime sub.



This is still a fun page and I remember people liked it. The art of the comic was rapidly changing, though not particularly "improving" in terms of the line art. Bad cutesy anime was easing into bad "serious" anime. This page is a confusing mess, and it's really angsty and strange, but I was pretty happy with the scribbly red text for Rae. I wish I had used a similar effect for Cal's blue dialogue, it doesn't look as creepy so it doesn't match.

I'm surprised people understood what was happening in this page at all - it's only 3 panels for an entire transformation sequence! But at the time it did the job.



A strange beginning to
the comic, but this is
actually imagery I consider
central to Fern's character.
He runs away and hides
in remote and abandoned
locations, because of his
feelings about endangering
others.

Smoke narrating
is very OOC to
me now, though.

More OOC stuff to come!



I still like Smoke
twirling his key ring
around his finger...

The speech bubbles in
these beginning pages
are so primitive! I was
scared and lazy about
making "tails" on speech
bubbles.

Floating anime eye - a staple
of the early aughts.

I had downloaded a variety of
"Comics Fonts" from a freebie
website, and this was the first one
I tried. I had trouble finding
anything that would suit the
weird art, and knew I couldn't
use Comic Sans.... Not that
it helped much!



These early pages were drawn in pencil,
scanned, and then painted in Photoshop
with a mouse. It shows, haha!



Cal is folded up like
a lawn chair in the back
seat of the car! 

I had a lot of trouble back in these days  figuring out why godlike people who can teleport would even need a car.  I'm sure I would change this scene significantly if I were to do it now, but I was trying to introduce magical ideas more gradually.  I would jerk between being too scared to introduce ideas that I thought might be confusing, to being too impatient and rushing through stuff with no explanation. Pacing! It's important!

~pure anime magic~



They casually go to Arduc in one 
panel! The car was supposed to be
magic in some way, but I did not go
into it at all. I wanted to quickly get to
the yaoi boy hand-holding, or whatever I had in mind.

I remember being annoyed with this drawing of Cal, but keeping it because his hair came out nice.

The narration font may be comic sans

Fern wearing a headband was such a bizarre element of his design early on. I hated drawing it, I hated the way it looked, but headbands were such a thing in late 90s anime, I thought it was a good idea for some reason. I abandoned it quickly and never went back to it. It's actually funny looking at these early comics and realizing how quickly Fern's hair changed from one strange problem to another.



I think at this point I downloaded some Photoshop brushes to try and give the comic more texture.

Very wangsty
for Smoke...



This notation in the corner is a credit for the PS brushes I used. 

Grayling's first ... joke?

I was very attached to drawing the "popping vein" anime symbol on Fern's hand, because I wasn't drawing any foreheads in these days, and Fern had all that hair.



It's funny because Cal is old...but we all know we wouldn't be in this mess if Cal could take care of himself, so this is some fairly inane dialogue. The kind of "filler" dialogue that you give a character for the sake of them saying something without much reflection on the characters and larger story.

At this time, I was still really inspired style-wise by Slayers, and you can see it in my anime muzzles/noses/eyes.



A knock-off Daria? Oh boy!

I did want Morse to be a relatively normal teenager, and grow in the course of the story. Her immaturity matches the elementals' at first, but because she's a mortal, she actually grows up.



This panel of Morse actually looks really good! I kind of wish I'd done more dot-eyes back then, and not embarrassed myself so much with the terrible big anime googly eyes. But I love anime, and was bent on emulating it a certain way at the time.

This much is still true - Cal loves approaching people in bookstores! This is how he met Asne. He's "attracted" to Morse here because he feels a magical connection having to do with Rhodes. He knows she has something to do with Faidia.

It's funny looking back at my own art at this caliber. My faces are all the same, and I can't even keep hair lengths and styles distinct. These would be problems for a long while. 

But also, Cal's a creeper. He doesn't bother to think of a more appropriate way to approach the situation.



Cal lays on the "charm." Ugh, haha.

This goofy chibi of Morse actually always felt inspired by Calvin and Hobbes to me, and does to this day.

I struggled with this drawing of Morse! I can remember and you can tell by the thick penciling on her goofy looking head. It looks like a hairy peach. I was really struggling to get her hair to look even consistent at this point.

I reverted suddenly to a more generic font at this point. One of the reasons I was unhappy with the first font I used (aside from the more obvious reasons) is because it was in all caps. I wanted to have standard capitalization in my comic - it's my own preference while reading most anything.

Ha! I still like this stupid joke.

Gotta wonder what other adults would have thought of seeing an old geezer like Cal hand a high school girl a hundred dollar bill...



Fern's nasty remarks about mortals are not something I would repeat if I were to redo this scene, but the sentiment isn't entirely out of place. Fern has a lot of self-loathing that he would have expressed with some degree of anti-mortal sentiment. But, this is too vitriolic and not as subtle as I would have preferred. I was struggling to convey various attitudes elementals have about mortals (Fern wants nothing to do with them because he might cause them harm versus Cal actively wanting to toy with mortals to a certain degree, etc) and hadn't completely thought out Fern's "arc" yet. In the current comic you can certainly see how Fern saying these things contradicts his origins & initial attitude towards mortals!

Smoke is truly magical indeed if he can GO TO ANOTHER DIMENSION AND USE AN ATM. Some of these things are a bit tongue-in-cheek on the part of my younger self not fussing over every little thing, but I'm not sure this joke particularly lands if their circumstances are explained in a single panel like 5 pages ago...

This dialogue of Fern's in particular reeks of the angsty, self-inflated, weebish teenage woes I had at the time. Tell it to Hot Topic, Fern.

Fern's parachute pants are slowly being born before our eyes in these pages.

Smoke having to be the "mature" one who takes care of the "uke" was definitely a silly yaoi motif I had absorbed at the time and thought was appealing, for some reason. It's true that Fern has a lot of executive dysfunction, but this isn't exactly written with that in mind.



Woof, this background could have used some TLC!

Just a general comment from the tv stand.

Morse's Mom allowing the story to go on, for some reason. This "gag" was intended to show that Morse's family situation is not so hot, but I was also just impatient to get to "the good stuff," and parents were just so uncool and annoying because I was 19 or whatever. Now I'm like, "damn woman, do not let this strange man come into your home." Might have been a bit inspired by the Invisible Boy's dad in the movie Mystery Men. I love that bit.



It's okay because Cal is polite! Right, guys? .... Guys?

Morse is a sucker, but hey, she's only what, 15 or 16? 



I had settled on Cooper Black for narrative/time establishing text at this point. Don't ask me why I didn't erase the penciled dialogue behind the typed text on this page. It's practically illegible! 

Ah, the sight gag here is not well done.. Well, younger self, you tried.



Fletcher the cringe machine.

This was before Tumblr & the internet in general was giving so much attention to feminism and misogyny. My comic was my only outlet for talking about these things! I couldn't even talk about it around my friends - we had to self-censor or face being cut out of social situations. It was a pretty bleak time. We make fun of The Discourse nowadays, but I would never go back to these times when I could only talk about these things by shoddily inserting a crap character into my story. I could have done a much better job depicting a villainous  character like Fletcher, but I wasn't prepared to - I just wanted to make a personal rant and then move on quickly.

Eating disorder "joke" is def not making a comeback.



Fletcher isn't even all that bad, in the end. I underestimated how it's really hard to write sincere dialogue for abusive and unlikable characters.  I thought I could just blat out some obnoxious dialogue and impart what I hated about Fletcher, but it didn't really work and just made me impatient to get rid of him so I could go back to things I wanted to write and what I thought people would like, ie bishounen or whatever.

Now, of course, I relish drawing horrible characters, and capturing sincere abusive sentiments in dialogue. I look back on Fletcher and I can see how half-hearted my attempt was - my teenage self didn't want to think about "Bad Things," simply complain and move on to "the good stuff." It was indulgent and yet not indulgent enough.



A trophy case would have served as a good way to explore Morse's background and interests, but alas, I spent no time with it.

Ice burn

I forgot completely that Morse had a little anime girl fang in these early strips, probably inspired by Lina Inverse. Maybe I'll bring that back because it kinda suits her.



An abrupt cut to the school room, with absolutely no forewarning, and fresh attempts at speech bubbles.

Teachers should have been a lot more reluctant to let an adult man tag along to a school room, but whatever right? Cal is basically a fluffy anime mascot creature you can fit in a backpack!

This sequence doesn't make a whole lot of sense, but Cal IS trying to stay near Morse because of what he senses might be about to happen.

Looking at this now, a very easy fix for this situation would have been to turn Cal into his crow form to tag along with her and hide in her bag. Boy, that would have worked great. Utilizing the elementals' animal forms is a huge weakness of mine. 



I believe Smoke looks grumpy in part here because he doesn't think this is a good time to be drinking. Then again, he does have a beer - perhaps because Fern didn't want to be lonely.

Whacky! Zing! Duhoy!



Enter Curtis the wasp boy, and a return to "coloring" the comic.

This part definitely starts to read like a text roleplay log.

Brace yourselves for lite anime drunkeness. It's like Fern drank a "can of juice" and completely lost it. Except you know it's been like 8 beers and maybe a whiskey or few

I think I could make Curtis' character work now, but I am frustrated with his existence in the old comic because for some reason I decided to give a lot of Fern's characterization and dialogue to him. At the time, I felt like creating and inserting a new character would let me get out information I was holding back, but instead it just meant I displaced it and took valuable time away from Fern's character. Oh well! 

I'd get myself into trouble wanting to do anime tropes, but also knowing what was wrong about them, AND being incompetent at comedic timing and drawing in general, so what came out could be truly bizarre.



It's also important to remember that I was making the story up as I was going along, and Curtis was the result of me firming up some ideas, but not really completing them. I was having trouble getting the plot off the ground joking around with my existing characters, and I thought someone delivering some information about the Lemaneriallian side of things would help drive the story along. It actually works ok in terms of that, but it ended up contradicting a lot of my other choices and causing more problems than it was worth. I wish I had gotten out more about Lemaneriallian society with this character.



Gosh, this page is so forced and out of character for Curtis. Curtis was supposed to be low-class and coarse, but I didn't really know how to write him. He comes off as downright posh here. There's also threads of Final Fantasy 7's Zack about him, certainly. And for some reason, I thought it would be a good idea for him to flirt with Fern, even though I had no intention of that paying off, or even thought there was chemistry there. Weird.



Nice band photo op

Why the heck can't Fern keep his shit together in this comic? Jeez.



I'm guessing this sequence came out of a belated realization that I needed to actually address the fact any of the characters had animal forms, but it's really wedged in here. At least it gave me an excuse to draw cute mice!

Still trying out things with word bubbles. These were pretty laborious & didn't look very good for all the effort put into them, but at least they're legible.



I think this was supposed to hint that Cal exerted some kind of mind control over the principal, which is pretty insidious now that I think about it.

Well what do you know! Everything comes together at the pet store!

A Sherlock Holmes quote. Good.



Fern and Cal's reuniting is some hardcore anime bullshit. I went a little TOO far keeping Cal's intentions ambiguous. It just comes off as me passing time while I figure out where the heck the story is going, and delaying any kind of meaningful character interactions. It seems that way because that's what it is. 8)



This is such a weird thing to say to a teenaged girl, Fern. How could you say that? Wait, I wrote that. I guess I'm continuously trying to communicate that Fern is a misanthropic and extremely anxious individual, but this is very unnatural dialogue. No one talks like this. Fern is the original shitposter.

Cal is at least being a manipulative, weird bastard - you know, true to his character.



A staple of Fern's character that I think still has a lot of value, and is expressed here, is that he's a prickly person who gets peoples' defenses up quickly. Even when he's not actually being angry and irritable, people tend to perceive him as weak, lazy, spineless, or having a poor attitude. I feel like this is a type of character that doesn't get represented often, even though I think it's an interesting "catalyst" to add to stories, to bring out different aspects of the cast. If a character like this IS represented, there tends to be a lot of other characters bending over backwards to make the grumpy character "happy" or whatever, and that doesn't tend to be what I'm interested in seeing out of those characters. Fern is a very troubled person with deep self-loathing, and it's interesting for me to reason out who will have patience to deal with him and who will not.

Cal, you jerk. Or one could say...you b-baka!



I would probably count this as the first (among many to come) ungraceful info dumps. Nowadays, I probably would not have included any of this text. Maybe had just a panel of Fern looking mopey - maybe have Curtis talk to him more to get a little bit more of his current mood out of him. Instead, BLAT - just a big ol' inner monologue slapped down on the page.

At least you get a load of how neurotic & fragile Fern is, if there was any doubt!



Smoke: Fern, please go away.
Fern: Ok

So many ellipses! Apparently, this is when
THAT annoying habit started. If only I'd made these mice a habit instead.

This joke is still ok with me. I forgot about it.

A heckuva transition! Yikes! Not even an establishing shot!



I would make derogatory statements about using anime emoticons, but what's the use - I still use those. Just not in my comics. I hope.

I clearly copy-pasted Fern, but I'm not sure how I added the kid. Might have drawn the different angles separately, and then crudely joined the lineart in Photoshop.



I would say Cal is a lot weirder than Curtis, but Cal has that superficial charm going for him, I guess.

Fwamp! Fashion! Zing! God help me.



The other Best Grayling Character besides Curtis, Fern's coat. The initial design of the coat was really ornate. It is, of course, some kind of ridiculous Trigun knockoff. I feel like I was also imitating a military coat I had seen and admired.

Another joke informed by a bit from Mystery Men. 



This isn't even the worst info dump in the comic, but I'm still not looking forward to it.

This scene demonstrates what I wrote earlier about how I gave Curtis Fern's role in the story. I should have had Fern explain this stuff, but I got caught up in excuses: It would have been out of character for Fern, Fern had no motive to do it, Fern was distracted, and so on. Curtis is a character I introduced with the express purpose of accomplishing this goal - I couldn't figure out how to "deliver" this information, so I forced it to happen. I could have definitely accomplished it with the cast I already had, but I didn't have the ingenuity to pull it off. This is why I feel negatively about Curtis - not so much because of the character himself, but the writing troubles he represents for me. I should have been more flexible, and developed circumstances to give Fern a motive to be closer to Morse.

This snarky attitude is Fern through and through, but coming out of Curtis' mouth!



I'm going to have trouble holding back on all the things I have to say about Mid and Delye, because at the time of writing this, they haven't appeared in the re-booted Grayling! But they're both going to be quite different than they were in the old comic. Fern bringing  Mid flowers isn't particularly out of character, though. With the new versions of these characters, I'm hoping to flesh out things that I'd always hoped to do with them, but didn't have the guts to do before.

For some reason, this silly joke really reminds me of Ace Attorney - in particular, Athena Cykes. I like that character a lot, and she's a good example of the kind of humor I was trying to accomplish with Mid and Delye during their "best" moments in the old comic. A little more innocent and light-hearted than some of the other stuff I did with them (that didn't work at all). A lot of the old material with these characters is also just downright offensive and I intend not to repeat it.



Delye & Fern's friendship, however, is definitely going to stay in the new comic. In fact, this relationship is going to have a lot of significance. It's not a romantic relationship, but it will serve as the jumping board for an important ideological climax of the story that I'm really looking forward to doing. 



To some extent, this aspect of Mid & Delye's relationship is going to hold over, but it's going to be a lot more complicated than it's depicted here. This is just one stage in their friendship, an early one. They wouldn't still be interacting like this at this point of the timeline in the modern iteration of the comic. This seems really innocent and silly now, and of course it's very weebish and informed by shounen ai and yaoi tropes I was absorbing at the time.



Splat! There it is! I had literally just come up with these ideas, so I was just excitedly writing them down straight into the final product.. I don't think there's anything necessarily wrong with certain kinds of info dumps, they can be really interesting, but it's hard for me not to be embarrassed by my own examples. It's a sticking point for me that has only grown in significance with age. I feel like a lot of sci fi and fantasy stories get bogged down in things like this. Looking back, I was working too quickly and impatiently and not giving myself time to think up ways to couch all of this. A lot of it didn't even need to be in the comic.



This is actually a pretty good page looking at it now, but once again, I could have done this with Fern instead of Curtis. Asking to be squished is definitely still relevant dialogue.



Nice cover, Curtis. Haha...It's all just ~magic~! 

It's still a bit of a  mess, but I am approaching my final form with word bubbles here.

Curtis...don't talk about
that...



Things have finally started to happen! Almost!



Another wasted opportunity for an establishing shot, showing Fern's bedroom. Fern takes a nap...floating in space!



I remember having a lot of fun rubbing colors around for these pages. The text is way too small and the white doesn't really go with the topic matter. If the visuals were a bit clearer, I could probably have left a lot of this un-narrated. 

This whole sequence is going to receive a very different treatment in the new version of the comic. I'm also planning to do it in a couple of  parts, revealing more of the story behind this whole mythological scene.



One of the "plot holes" here is why Rae and Lem even have weapons. At this point they weren't supposed to have much of a conception of violence, and they didn't need food or anything to survive, so it doesn't make any sense. But it's a holdover from my old childhood iteration of this story.

The "bestial" aspect of the characters here is definitely something I'd like to keep, though!



I've changed my mind about this sequence quite a lot over the years, but what has stayed consistent is that it's an unreliable narrative. No one is really in a position to tell the truth about what happened, and the curse involving Rae is only part of that. 



Pasted in poetry quotes. Good. Unfortunately, I'm not sure what I had put in here. Maybe something I was reading in a class! Shakespeare?

At this point, I am fairly certain I started using Painter to color the comic. The grainier "realistic" watercolor is a sign of that.

We always have time for gay flirting that goes nowhere in OldGrayling.



This is when I was cross-hatching everything badly in pencil,  and drawing a lot of angsty suffering pictures.



This is pretty good advice, except for the fact it's not really an option. I'm honestly not sure whether Curtis was supposed to be in the know or not. If he was, this is kind of a mean thing to say, since she can't actually avoid getting involved. It didn't occur to me to examine this issue at the time - I was just interested in making it clear that people on the magical side of things had disagreements on how to proceed.

"Karien" is just Faidian for goodbye. I guess I was trying to show how Curtis was trendy and foreign, but it just comes off like a bad anime sub.



This is still a fun page and I remember people liked it. The art of the comic was rapidly changing, though not particularly "improving" in terms of the line art. Bad cutesy anime was easing into bad "serious" anime. This page is a confusing mess, and it's really angsty and strange, but I was pretty happy with the scribbly red text for Rae. I wish I had used a similar effect for Cal's blue dialogue, it doesn't look as creepy so it doesn't match.

I'm surprised people understood what was happening in this page at all - it's only 3 panels for an entire transformation sequence! But at the time it did the job.



arby
Just a little piece of art trying to draw Fern with his "original" hair style and headband in my modern day style. He can still rock it, I think! Thanks for reading and I hope to see you in Annotated Grayling Arc 2!
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