


Here it is, the second chunk of Annotated Grayling. 

 
There are just so many things going on in this arc, and so many eyebrow raising 
moments, it's hard to string together words about it. I was hitting a stride with the writing, 
had a lot of ideas to bounce around, and had no idea how to do any of it. There's 
certainly still quite a lot to enjoy, but that makes the parts that don't work stand out all 
the more. 
 
But what's done is done! That's both a weakness and a strength for a webcomic. I 
thought frequently about going back and redoing the comic before it was actually 
finished particularly because of this arc, but gritted my teeth and tried to keep going 
instead.  
 
This arc is also when the comic started becoming marginally popular. It was (and still is) 
embarrassing to deal with the fact that the comic was taking off when it was particularly 
obnoxious, but I guess that says something about webcomics culture in general.  
 
I still get people who comment to me that they read the comic and thought it was going 
to be typical puerile yaoi trash, but they persisted for some reason and were surprised 
to find that it became something else. I'm sure there are dozens more people who won't 
read the comic simply because the style reeks of BL and they're not interested in the 
genre. The derision towards yaoi is a whole topic unto itself that I won't go into here for 
now. 
 
Re-reading oldGrayling with a critical eye and actually taking notes is definitely helping 
me remember it better. I have always had some memory problems, so doing this is kind 
of a new journey for me. My attitude has changed so much from this time in so many 
ways, not least of all in terms of how I regard webcomics.  
 
I still really like webcomics and I think it's a promising and innovative genre, accessible 
and flexible and so many other good things. I love how many webcomics are free to 
read and offer really unusual topic matter and can talk about literally anything. But it's 
also sometimes embarrassing, especially in terms of the community and financial 
issues.  
 
My wife is a big Pictures for Sad Children fan, and what went down for Janet Harbinger, 
and how other "successful" webcomics people treated her over it, solidified a lot of 
vague concepts I'd internalized about webcomics culture for a long time. There's a lot of 



exploitation and abuse within internet communities - the expectation that you "give it 
your all," that you have an obligation to fulfill your dreams at the expense of your health 
(regardless of how well you're paid), all these social pressures to overwork and "prove 
yourself." Everyone was volunteering to work themselves to death, as long as it was for 
"art." 
 
Only now are people finally unpacking this, and it's very validating in a way - but also a 
huge downer.  The industry has normalized and wildly exploited these attitudes for a 
very long time, and it's horrible to see. Comics aren't worth killing yourself over. It's 
weird to struggle for so long trying to get into the thick of things, knowing it may never 
happen because you're a weirdo making weird products, and then realize that you've 
been trying to break into a prison this whole time. 
 
So, the idea of being a "real artist" making a living off my drawing is a really complicated 
and upsetting topic for me anymore. I think I'm most comfortable relegating my creative 
outlets as hobbies and keeping my finances separate. But that means I have to sacrifice 
a lot of my life to work a dayjob. I'm a low-energy person who can only handle a certain 
amount of activity a day and no more - I can't go to school AND work, for example. I just 
get too tired. So my life has been pretty limited in that respect. But I'm doing pretty well 
for myself and I'm happy to be supporting and helping my friends. There's a lot for me to 
look forward to. 
 
 
- Arby 
May 2018 
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I love stick-Smoke here.

In this page, Fern's coat looks incredibly impractical. He'd be soaked. It's definitely a "fashion" duster.



I was easing into drawing smaller eyes at this point. I also put a lot of effort into the cinematic quality of this page, since it was Curtis' "swan song," complete with stupid lyrics.

Rae is spooky. I wouldn't want to run  into him in a dark, dank alley way. Especially without pants on.



I used to love drawing landscapes at dawn or sunset with Tower in them. For me, the image of Tower is really iconic for the story, and would feature heavily if it was ever animated.

Darcy was a character belonging to a friend, who dated Lem in our text roleplay. It wasn't so much a deliberate choice on my part, just something that grew organically. Lem was never supposed to be gay & Darcy will be a girl in the new comic. Darcy will still be a vampire, however. I'm looking forward to depicting Faidian vampires. I love vampire stories & always wanted to develop my own definition & rules for the creature. I think there's a lot of potential for vampires, but it's not really explored much for whatever reason.

This is a cat ownership joke. I never had anything specifically in mind, but I can think of a few examples...My family cat, Jerry, once delicately placed a single drop of icy liquid snot on my eyelid as I lay in my bed. A cat I live with nowadays, Gil, performs "the Gil Chill," wherein he smears his nose & licks an area of your skin, & then breathes on it, chilling the area and making for an incredibly unpleasant experience. This is the kind of thing Smoke is doing to Lem.



This scene is so anti-climactic considering the importance of what's happening. I hadn't really put together how significant this was for the story yet, so it's pretty cringey for me. Even though the art was getting a bit better, in a few ways (certainly not all ways...they look very gaunt)

Fern ~handling the situation~

This was the early aughts, & coming off the Whedon 90s, "humorous" writing was of course snarky mcsnarksnark forced-negativity traded barbs, forever, for no reason. I guess Lem has plenty of excuses to be annoyed here, but this kind of bland snarkiness isn't really appropriate for what's happening. I'm trying to make it serious by having them pretentiously lecture each other, but there's no emotional insight to this scene.

I ended up not exploring this much, but Lem has an affinity for insects. 



I had sooo much trouble controlling facial shapes & it took me a very long time to even get any variance going. May is supposed to have a round face! I was trying but failing. I still have trouble with this, though.

Herp derp we're serious now so we have to talk like weird bitchy robots

I also could NOT draw May's hair the way I wanted. I admit, my inability to draw her pixie cut turned me off of drawing her for a really long time. It's silly looking back now...

A brave effort of a panel establishing what Lem's apartment looks like, but there's way too much text in this panel.

This line is pretty true to Lem's character, though I would probably draw him with a funnier expression, now. It took me a long time to loosen up and do goofy faces, too. Even though I loved doing jokes in my comics, I was still struggling to do "serious" looking art so I could do a range of dramatic situations. I also started trying to avoid doing things that felt too "anime" because I felt like I couldn't pull it off. Being self-conscious, though, made things kind of stiff.

I definitely don't think May would even jokingly threaten Lem with violence, now. She'd be less quick to anger too.



You can tell that this is important dialogue because of how small it is, and how it's disappearing into the background color.

Another weird thing about my style at this time was the flared cuffs & pant legs. It wasn't just Fern who was getting a ballooning effect. This was a wonky thing I didn't even like, but I got into a habit of doing it & didn't control it at all.



I still like the idea of the elementals having stupid thematic outfits, but I never felt like I made it land. Like I need to make them stupider and go full camp, or stop trying altogether. I'd try & do it, then feel kind of embarrassed because it was so goofy.  In the end I think I'd still like to play with various stupid outfits & address changing fashions more frequently, but also the animal & "specter" forms should cover the function of these robes anyway. This is something based entirely on the childhood game that Grayling is based on - the various characters wore robes that matched their element. Kind of like a video game thing.

This is such forced dialogue. Lem shouldn't have to tell the others this; they freakin' know! It's just there to explain what's going on to the audience.

Lem definitely has one of the weakest outfits. Is he wearing a brown t-shirt under there? I still have trouble drawing suits - they just end up looking like bathrobes.

I do still like May's outfit a lot.

Cal's line here... ugh. The sentiment of this is accurate, but the way I wrote this line is awful. This is like stuff people would shout during a bad LARP.

Not like I reasoned this out at the time, but it is kind of smart for Lem to have a sword here. If they don't want to engage in a magical battle and risk polluting the city, they're better off using mortal style weapons. At the time though I just thought it was cool & then got embarrassed because it was so trite. Even tiny story choices like this can put you through all kinds of emotional roller coasters...



Yeah, sure...Rae is a "kitty." A cute kitty. Who is terrible

Now that Curtis is dead, I guess it's time to show Rae in a sympathetic light. I mean a pathetic light. I mean this is some silly hurt/comfort trope stuff. I was nuts about that stuff for a time. Now it makes me wanna hurl.



A lot of the items on this list were actually things that guys said to me, or said to my friends.

What a strange introduction for Mid! In one of the B-plot b&w strips. Doing some kind of fish out of water thing. I kept doing this - this is just a slightly tweaked version of Cal's introduction. The character being oblique, confusing, & putting up walls in the way of communication on purpose for no reason. This was an easy way for me to quickly and cheaply add interest to characters and make it "rewarding" once the protagonists figure out how to talk to them, a holdover from text roleplay.

I had written that Faidian glossary, I was gonna use it.

This is definitely commentary about Megatokyo. I had realized it was bad. 



Excuse me, Rae. It's yaoi time.

It's DAWN okay the background has to be light now



This page introduces the font that would become standard for Grayling for the rest of its run: Gadget. It finally clicked! 

It's really hard for me to take Rae as being sincere here, but I'm not sure what I thought at the time about it. Probably nothing deep. He thinks he's being sincere, however, & that's good enough for him and Cal ... !

Understatement of the year. Well, Cal's attachment to the concept of "Family" is certainly accurate! He thinks it's a panacea, even and especially when family is actually the problem.

I have a hard time pinning what I don't like about this interaction. Maybe the fact that I'm presenting it as positive, when it really is not. I was still indulging in "Teehee boys cuddling" and not really emphasizing how this is part of an abusive cycle of behavior.

I'm usually fine with anachronistic stuff, but I wouldn't do such a direct biblical    reference now. Probably.

Lem's basic concept of decency & accountability doesn't apply to us.
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Fern...what happened to your legs...
I was a little too ambitious with the anatomy I could handle here.

Where is Fern pointing? Where is Fern looking?

The cute kitty did something fucked up! I don't remember if there was really motivation to this beyond showing that Rae is dangerous & doesn't value other people unless they benefit him. Also, I guess he was hungry. Even so, this is really over the top. He didn't really have any reason to hate Curtis this much. It was also a convenient way to get rid of Curtis, but it backfired because killing him made people like him like a million times more.

Yikes. You could have built up to that a little bit, Lem. This should have been paced out better, but it's definitely the type of thing Lem would say...

Given the next page, this rushed page was supposed to book-end the whole "wander around the city" episode. It ends with a bit of a fart, doesn't it? I was definitely losing control of the narrative at this point. I was juggling a lot of different threads and it all kinda came tumbling out in a gnarled mess.



Cut to a bizarrely disembodied internal monologue from Fern talking directly to the audience about the nature of violence among elementals? What?

I think this was me realizing I needed to re-center Fern as a main character after getting rid of Curtis.

I adore these stick figures though, and the sun's expressions. These are hilarious. 

This is such a complicated emotional conflict, but I tried to cram it into 1 small  panel...sheesh. In the newer comic, this is an issue I'm going to try & show really well. It's a lot like the feelings people have about not wanting to be their parents. This takes years for most people to deal with, & there's even more going on for Fern & Lem.



Lem, that's not true. There's nothing straight about this comic.

This is another absurd exchange. Darcy would have known about this stuff long before, but I needed to inform my audience of the backstory, so I made Darcy a woobie the audience could relate to.

I wrote about this a bit before, but I changed this quite a bit. Darcy will not view the backstory this way in the new comic because of changes I made to the narrative. But leaving the modern iteration of the comic aside, this contradicts information we learned before. Earlier in the comic, it was mentioned that the creation story had Lem killing his brother - so Darcy would have known about that. You could argue that he didn't understand that it wasn't just a metaphor, but it's still confusing. I didn't think it through.



I blacked out so much of this stuff from my memory. I forgot Curtis mistook Mid for a girl. I want to forget again...

Mid loves sugar and can't turn down a treat.

Mid's "cover," of talking in  a language no one understands...ok.

I like Morse's dialogue here
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Morse is taking Curtis' advice to heart at this point. This is a pretty exasperating situation though. Can't really blame her!

arby
I think I honestly just wanted to have Delye show up and be in the comic. There's no good reason for him to be here. By this point I desperately wanted Fletcher gone & was sad I had put him in the comic at all.

arby
Rae is gone but drama is still going to happen, so Mid is here to hassle Morse.



This will definitely not happen in the new comic. Lem is not like this. I was pretty bent on making him a villain in the old comic, but I disagree entirely with this characterization now. Domestic abuse makes him totally repulsive. I just thought this kind of thing was angst fodder when I was 19, but now I find it stomach-churning. It's something I only got perspective on as an adult.

This is also gross because this exchange is also to show "Darcy is strong!!1" This didn't need to happen to show that Darcy's strong. It's really bad romance novel grade nonsense. I must have been feeling wangsty so I did a scene like this.  

This should be Morse's job! In fact, I have to do some silly deux ex machina stuff later on in the comic to explain why Morse even knows the same information! More mistakes with characters' roles and the flow of information.



I know what I was trying to do with Mid's schpiel here, but it's not quite right. The dialogue just ends up saying "Elementals are people with flaws who might be dicks to you!" He should have been putting emphasis on how they can show disregard for mortals' safety - a lot like what the Crystal Gems in Steven Universe. He also talks about the elementals like they're all the same, which we know isn't true. It's a lot of text that doesn't accomplish what it should.

This is a lot of angsty information to dump in Morse's lap all at once, and it doesn't really do anything for her either.

I remember I worked really hard on this shoe, and then I ended up having to cover it up with text. Sigh :'<

I had fun with this fire! I'd get hung up on the fact I couldn't come up with reasons to show the elementals using their magic casually..
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The length of Delye's dress changed.

At least Captain Uber is having a good time. Somebody should be. I'm not sure if I was actually modeling this thing on any characters. I guess it was supposed to be a Power Ranger...with an Ushanka...and a tommy gun.

Fletcher shouldn't have a cthulhu doll. Maybe it's from an anime.  He doesn't strike me as the Lovecraft type.

While I was & am a big  anime fan, I dated someone in HS who was obsessed with Sailor Moon & was a total bore. Sailor Moon was a lot more fun and more interesting than they made it out to be, but I was in Delye's position here quite a lot of the time. Though I didn't eat any models.



Nice, nonsensical backpedal there, Mid. "These horrible people aren't all that bad, really"

I absolutely did not remember I made Rhodes and Morse' fathers twins. That's a weird detail I made up on the spot while doing this page and never used it again.

I forgot I even did this! Photo auras! I don't know if it would ever occur to me to do something like this again. Spectral photography isn't something you should make canon and then never use again. Most of the magic I think of for this world has to do with peoples' conscious and subconscious thoughts. It's a little more ephemeral and flexible than more tactile magic like spectral photography. I don't mind the idea, it's just something I would have to be more consistent about for it to work.



Mid's report: "That sounds like bullshit, but I believe it."

This entire line of inquiry of Mid's isn't going to appear like this in the new comic. The idea of there being no equivalent elementals to Rae in these other worlds, and Rae fixating on Sutiyenner for this reason, is absurd to me now in light of other developments I've made to the way all of this works. But, y'know, it works well enough to explain the motivations behind the actions of the characters thus far.

What IS interesting about this report is that Mid, by divesting this information to all of the elementals, is doing something that's still accurate to his character: though he's Cal's minion, he is actually beholden to all of the elementals under certain circumstances. He's obligated to serve in all of the elementals' best interests, even if it means a "betrayal" to Cal. If something poses a threat to the elemental structure, Mid has an obligation to inform everyone about it, regardless of branch allegiances. The establishment of this arrangement will receive more attention in the new comic. I'm surprised to see that I had enacted it this early. Mid is a weird character magically - an "elemental of elementals" in a way.

Cal: I'm not even mad.
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This is a kind of cartoonish and misinformed depiction of a "troubled youth camp" or privately funded mental hospital? It's hard to tell because I didn't really know what I was doing. It's a depiction informed entirely by movies & my angsty imagination. That being said, I was legitimately scared of ending up in places like this since I was a child for a variety of reasons, so that fueled some of my exaggeration. I guess the biggest bit of misinformation I had at the time was not realizing psych wards did not hold people for life anymore, which doesn't matter much because that just replaced some horrible problems (institutionalization) with other horrible problems (homelessness). Anyways, I pictured Rhodes' parents paying some unethical people running a "home" to lock him away, which is definitely something people still manage to do to the disabled.

The text flow in this panel is reversed. I still make this kind of mistake, because you have a character on the left but who speaks second. It's pretty easy to mess this up. I had to stare at it for a few seconds before I realized I read it backwards. Morse's dialogue should at least be on the bottom half of the panel.

Morse actually coming out and complaining about the writing inconsistencies.

Smoke takes it upon himself to look after Morse. You know. The child they kidnapped in the middle of the night.

In the modern comic, Fern will still be a bit of a pyromaniac. It's a trait that tends to fall by the wayside so I feel like I haven't properly characterized it yet. I'm going to try and demonstrate the natural progression of Fern's character more clearly in the new comic, but it's kind of challenging because he's that trope of a character who wants and tries to be good, but tends to overindulge the senses. I don't want him to be like, zany, but he kind of is. 



Here it comes - I think this is my most embarrassing info dump!

Why the heck does Darcy have to introduce himself? I guess I'd decided May and Lem were a lot more distant or that Darcy's relationship was a new development that May wasn't aware of because of her hermit lifestyle. This is silly though. 

Modern May would be a bit more courteous than this, though Darcy said something kind of rude.



The only explanation I have for this crime is that I had finally just solidified the backstory and was eager to tell it, so I just dumped it as soon as possible into the next page without thinking about how to illustrate it. This page is a one way ticket to comics jail. This is the dramatic impetus behind the story and it's just dumped out in a single page in one long, unbroken diatribe. :'( RIP this page, and me



At this point, I'm pretty sure I was using a nib pen to ink the comic, instead of just pencils. It's still quite grainy but there's any discernible line variation.

Also, at this point, I was still using a mouse on the computer, but I had switched from Photoshop to Painter for coloring the comic. The idea of using Painter without a drawing tablet is absurd to me nowadays, but I certainly managed to muddle through back then.  I used the Liquid Ink tool in Painter for the blood on these pages, and I had a lot of fun!



It's so weird that I went immediately from some of the most artless info-dumpage in comic history to my most kinetic scene in the comic yet.  I ... have no explanation for this. I remember I was definitely excited to depict some senseless violence, however. This was a scene I actually imagined ahead of time with some level of choreography and visuals, and the backstory was kind of like, "Well I already drew this for the dream sequence so I don't want to do that again, right? So I'll just have May explain it." Except it took like 5,000 words on a single comic page to do that. Oops.

Hurhur, Rae talking like a super villain is actually hilarious to me. He's such a dingus.



Is this a shonen manga all of a sudden?

I still really like this color palette of having everything black/gray except for the red and orange of the fire and blood.

Some of these drawings are definitely better than others, but there's plenty of movement and I think I made it pretty clear what's happening? Which was a triumph at the time. 

This dialogue could use some work, though. I was trying to do this really villainous speech seriously, but it comes off kind of prudish and old-fashioned. It's weird how you can look back at something, realize you were taking it way more seriously than you would now, and yet you made it goofier than intended because of tone-deafness or whatever.



Why show Mid actually grabbing Rae's arm, when you could just show a disembodied anime eye? Budgetary constraints?

I'm not really fond of what a woobie I made of Rae here. If I were to redo this, I think he'd put up a bit more resistance. Mid diffuses the situation a bit too fast. But, well...I doubt this entire sequence will have any place in the new story. This is actually a part of the story I'm going to either skip, or do with Morse alone or with other characters.

A lot of this entire scene is subsumed into basic motives: show adorable yaois, and show blood, which were things that just went together somehow in a lot of pieces of media at the time. I figured, hey, Fern can heal, what would it hurt for there to be senseless violence? I think people liked it at the time, it was exciting! But I remember kind of regretting it immediately because how expediently I moved on from it kind of trivialized Fern's experience. Violence is still really fucked up, even if you can heal up from it. If this were something like Jojo's Bizarre Adventure, at least there would be a gradual ramp up to the healing abilities of the characters, and that tension would help fuel the story and make you care about the characters ("I don't want anything bad to happen to this person"). I kind of just don't do this again, at least not for a really long while. It's just here for the indulgence of it (and to show Rae is an asshole).



Reading this now as an adult, this dialogue somehow reminds me of a Sonic comic, and now I'm imagining an echidna version of Fern and I want to die.

I wanted to hint that there might be magic shenanigans going on in Arduc, too, with Fern's comment here. I never followed it up though.

At least Rhodes has a big room?



I switched back to pencils for this page, and filled in the characters. I was still struggling to figure out what look I liked best for the art. Honestly I think I'm resigned to changing my techniques up on the regular as a matter of course to keep myself interested, albeit in less noticeable 

So Rae's motive here is so seize power so that he can resist Lem. I think a better touch for this entire sequence would have been to have the siblings emphasize that they think Rae is mindless and uncontrollable. Instead there's some weak statements about how Rae will inevitably destroy the world, when in fact Rae is kind of necessary by the logic of the elemental system to restore balance to the world. Once he pops out, he's unstable, but he'll come over to your side of things if you convince him it's in his best interest. It's kind of underwhelming. I mean, Mid isn't the sharpest knife in the drawer, and he manages to control him immediately. I guess part of this is that I'm trying to make Lem look like a hysterical liar, but on the other hand, Rae DID actually threaten to destroy the world. The whole thing is rather awkward. In the new comic I haven't fleshed out all of these details yet, but I can say that balance is going to come up a lot more as a very important concern of the elementals, and Rae's absence is a big problem for that balance.



On this page, it's back to inking with a pen!

Morse is like "This magic system sucks I want a refund"

Laying out basic information. Had I realized that I hadn't done this yet? That's silly.

I always think of this scene as being VERY early in the comic, but it's actually way in here. Wow, the cross hatching on Morse's shirt in this panel actually looks pretty good except for a couple of spots. Viv is more of a Faidian musk rat in the new comic. I'm designing a new creature for him, but it will still functionally be a squirrel. He'll still be blue, of course, but unfortunately not a marill because I don't want to get sued by Gamefreak.



Just in time, Fola and Viv arrive with some Fresh Anime Bullshit. 

Wow. I love this drawing of Viv. There's just something about it. He makes a cute mascot animal.

Fola heard there was going to be some elemental action and he ran over here to spoil it. Most of the motivations for anyone being anywhere are pretty weak in this story for a long time. I had a lot of trouble resisting the urge to just introduce characters one after another out of enthusiasm and wanting to hurry the story along. 

I had probably only drawn Fola's hair like this a few times at this point and it was really awkward and hard for me to draw. All of the characters are "hard" for me to draw at this point, but Fola was particularly difficult for me to be happy with. The things you get hung up on...

Because of my social circle at the time and some abusive dynamics that were going on all up in there, I was not able to come right out and say  this until now, more than 10 years later:  Fola is ace. I thought of him as ace when I was drawing this page and it stuck. Viv of course is a silly oversexed character and this is an inappropriate joke in a lot of ways, but Fola and Viv are best friends and they have a really amazing and close relationship. I wanted to depict an ace character who was very close to someone else without it being sexual.  As deep as I was in the yaoitimes, I really wanted to see a character dynamic like this, so I made it happen.



Definitely something I dealt with as a teenager, though this is kind of a toss-off joke situation in the first place, is that a lot of the guys I interacted with were very unreliable. You'd end up having to walk home or call your parents for a ride because they'd drag you somewhere and then decide they were going to stay for 8 hours and you had to either put up with it & get dragged onwards, or get ditched. It was a strange kind of abusive thing that no one had warned me about but I had to learn about on my own once I was around kids who were 16+ and had use of a car. Not being able to rely on your peers to take you home when you were ready was a pretty big deterrent to doing...well... anything. Especially when you grow up in the northeast where the weather kinda precludes walking/biking for most of the year. I guess this was on my mind when I did this comic. One of the many reasons that I preferred the internet for socializing.

On one hand, this page is ridiculous because it's about Fletcher. On the other, at least I'm demonstrating that Lem actually has a decent relationship with some of his constituents. His mostly-positive relationship will carry over into the new comic, with some dramatic caveats.

Oh man, you can tell how DONE I am with Fletcher in this dialogue. I did not even try. I don't know why I had to kill him, I could have just dropped him with no explanation, but I felt this compulsion to finish what I'd started or whatever. There are parts of the comic that lack explanation entirely but I guess this just had to get done! I think I felt like Lem having a sword was like bringing a gun on stage. I had it in my head to make good on all the talk that the elementals were dangerous to mortals, too. But since Fletcher is a joke character, it doesn't really accomplish anything of true weight.





Suti's dialogue is a strange digression from the usual flow of the comic. He's omniscient in Arduc, so he's kind of just sensing out the Faidian elementals, while at the same time not quite grasping what's happening yet. He has his plan of revenge but it's desperate and unlikely to succeed because of how disgustingly strong the elementals have gotten from devouring other worlds.  Suti has gotten far by intimidating Rhodes but he's just a kid.

Yeah, mortal kid, go steal that elemental's wallet and make me great again



A lot of these panels seem to be doing that classic "cut off the hands so you don't have to draw them" move, but it's also just boring composition in general. I was never that hesitant to draw hands, but I definitely had and still have issues with mixing up my panels for more visual interest. This is my version of the "Talking heads" problem.

Class-trash was something I always wanted to include in the comic, because the branches are supposed to have a lot of history with each other, lots of infighting and historical resentments. But it was surprisingly difficult for me to write and make it sound sincere. Fola's sniping is pretty weak and half-hearted, he's not referring to anything specific because I hadn't actually fleshed it out enough, and Smoke is only vaguely annoyed. Fola would still be a nitpicky weirdo nowadays but I think his dialogue could definitely stand to sound like it's actually based on something, showing the resentment instead of just trying to tell the audience "there's something here!" when there clearly isn't. Not enough nuance. 

Viv isn't being sexual here, it's more like a cat person joke. I would probably word this different or not do it at all now because I wouldn't want Viv to seem like he's flirting with her. Gross



This is some strange dialogue from Fern. For some reason I never remember that he says he doesn't like his own face here. 

Suti is selectively blocking Rhodes' senses to control him, but I would not have Fern just blurt out in his face "you're deaf" now. There's no reason that he would be able to pick up on that except just ~magical bullshit~ explanations. But there's really no reason for Rhodes to be considered properly deaf in general. He's cursed and unresponsive, and that's generally all that needs to be established.



Unwitting minions? Don't most minions fall into that category? 

Talking smack about mortals here doesn't make a whole lot of sense... The elementals do worse than this. I guess instead of "mortals" he should have said something more general like "people," or more specific like "people who run for-profit homes for the disabled" or whatever this place is supposed to be.



Wow, I absolutely forgot this page even exists. Necco Fletcher wasn't something that stayed with me.

My parents always threatened our cats with being sold to gypsies when they were bad, so this was just something in my vocabulary. Wouldn't include this now because it is racist.



Fola must be standing on a box to be taller than Smoke here

Everybody's finally together. 



Fola stays classy and steps out

Some of these jokes, I read them and I'm like, well that's me but it's a past me...But this joke about "Anime Style" ... I might have made this today

This tone of, "lets put the fun back in dysfunctional" type humor, is definitely no longer something I'm into.

Scared? Primaries? Maybe



The whole gang comes back to the house. Cal's in his boudoir drinking wine like a goth AOL chat room

Cal is a crow, so he collects tons of things and clutters the house with them. I wanted to illustration his nest-lining habit with this room. 



Wow, I'd love to keep this stupid dialogue about dwarves. This is like something my wife and I would say now.

I doubt Morse has ever been in a house like this one. I imagined her family as pretty strait-laced.



The dialogue is flowing a little bit better now. Asking about the nillits is certainly a reasonable thing to do. And I still fully endorse using anime emoticons in comics. I should probably work emoji into New Grayling.

Cal the predator



Morse sits uncomfortably in this no doubt very musty museum grade chair

Cal has a lot of surface level charm so I think this kind of interaction is still accurate to his character, but I'm looking forward to writing it now and having him say just completely ridiculous shit because of how dumb he is.



I'm sure I'll still make light of how petty these two can be in the new version of the comic, but betterer

Mid doing little household work things. I'm not sure that's a trait that will carry over to the new Mid.

Gotta chug some of that primary juice

I guess Lem can just tell by looking at him, but the way this is worded is comically abrupt

What could Rae be thinking!?



We're deep in yaoi trope territory. I do think it's funny that Rae, after umpteen years, is finally with his boyfriend in the flesh, but he's totally distracted by the prospect of banging Lem's boyfriend - a person he's never even met - out of sheer spite. It's ridiculous but also true to his character

This TV with an arrow is just so weird. I don't remember doing that. What was I thinking? It makes me laugh.

Fern was always slightly tsundere or at least very sarcastic or facetious. This isn't really much of a joke but he is joking.



Darcy is so mother henny here. I think it's that yaoi trope of the uke doing feminine things. I guess Lem could use some spoiling or whatever right now, but isn't Darcy famished or whatever?

"I'm stupid" Lem yelled into Darcy's eyeballs

Lem's depression and poor self esteem will definitely make a comeback in the new comic, and then some!

I especially hate how Darcy's comforting him after that absurd sequence where Lem hit him. But this was the standard of the time - gotta maximize the angst >_< How else will my teen ass get high

Lem! Spoilers!



This should have been a major plot point, actually shown in the actions and scenes of the comic. Instead I just plopped it down here. It occurs to me that part of the problem with Old Grayling is that it's basically just note-taking. I always considered it a "draft" and therefore "notes" on that level, but there are definitely much larger chunks like this one that make it unsuitable for an actual audience.

It's amazing reading this dialogue nowadays because I totally disagree with this. I was trying to be "adult" about these concepts and excuse abusive peoples' bad behaviors like, "Maybe someone abused me, but I'm just as bad, so it's okay." Absolutely not.

At least this scene reminds me I am really enjoying the chance to redo Lem's character and get it right this time in New Grayling.

I was leveling up and used some Photoshop brushes in the background here. Except for the vacuum of empty space (where I'm putting this note now) this isn't the worst. Lets you really soak in those yaoi rays.......



They're all killers! I really put way too much emphasis on the killing in the dialogue. Probably because I struggled to get these concepts across in the art. Now I can just fill an entire page with blood instead of repeating myself.

Trying to make Suti sound as villainous as I could, even though Suti isn't really that villainous a character? Well, he's the bad man and we're supposed to be scared of him, so I thought I had to have him say these things. Suti has a reason to be a jerk, but not quite as messy and long-winded as this. I don't think he'd have to continuously bully Rhodes to stay in control. At this point, I haven't really fleshed out how I'm going to do this part of the store in the modern iteration, because I have a lot more things I need to do first before getting to this - the story being in chronological order now and all.  I definitely want to give Suti more nuance in the beginning so his character isn't so back-loaded.

And that's it for now! I hope you enjoyed all the words I had to say to my past self, and I hope you'll hang in there for the next segment of The Annotated Grayling! <3



I was easing into drawing smaller eyes at this point. I also put a lot of effort into the cinematic quality of this page, since it was Curtis' "swan song," complete with stupid lyrics.

Rae is spooky. I wouldn't want to run  into him in a dark, dank alley way. Especially without pants on.



I used to love drawing landscapes at dawn or sunset with Tower in them. For me, the image of Tower is really iconic for the story, and would feature heavily if it was ever animated.

Darcy was a character belonging to a friend, who dated Lem in our text roleplay. It wasn't so much a deliberate choice on my part, just something that grew organically. Lem was never supposed to be gay & Darcy will be a girl in the new comic. Darcy will still be a vampire, however. I'm looking forward to depicting Faidian vampires. I love vampire stories & always wanted to develop my own definition & rules for the creature. I think there's a lot of potential for vampires, but it's not really explored much for whatever reason.

This is a cat ownership joke. I never had anything specifically in mind, but I can think of a few examples...My family cat, Jerry, once delicately placed a single drop of icy liquid snot on my eyelid as I lay in my bed. A cat I live with nowadays, Gil, performs "the Gil Chill," wherein he smears his nose & licks an area of your skin, & then breathes on it, chilling the area and making for an incredibly unpleasant experience. This is the kind of thing Smoke is doing to Lem.



This scene is so anti-climactic considering the importance of what's happening. I hadn't really put together how significant this was for the story yet, so it's pretty cringey for me. Even though the art was getting a bit better, in a few ways (certainly not all ways...they look very gaunt)

Fern ~handling the situation~

This was the early aughts, & coming off the Whedon 90s, "humorous" writing was of course snarky mcsnarksnark forced-negativity traded barbs, forever, for no reason. I guess Lem has plenty of excuses to be annoyed here, but this kind of bland snarkiness isn't really appropriate for what's happening. I'm trying to make it serious by having them pretentiously lecture each other, but there's no emotional insight to this scene.

I ended up not exploring this much, but Lem has an affinity for insects. 



I had sooo much trouble controlling facial shapes & it took me a very long time to even get any variance going. May is supposed to have a round face! I was trying but failing. I still have trouble with this, though.

Herp derp we're serious now so we have to talk like weird bitchy robots

I also could NOT draw May's hair the way I wanted. I admit, my inability to draw her pixie cut turned me off of drawing her for a really long time. It's silly looking back now...

A brave effort of a panel establishing what Lem's apartment looks like, but there's way too much text in this panel.

This line is pretty true to Lem's character, though I would probably draw him with a funnier expression, now. It took me a long time to loosen up and do goofy faces, too. Even though I loved doing jokes in my comics, I was still struggling to do "serious" looking art so I could do a range of dramatic situations. I also started trying to avoid doing things that felt too "anime" because I felt like I couldn't pull it off. Being self-conscious, though, made things kind of stiff.

I definitely don't think May would even jokingly threaten Lem with violence, now. She'd be less quick to anger too.



You can tell that this is important dialogue because of how small it is, and how it's disappearing into the background color.

Another weird thing about my style at this time was the flared cuffs & pant legs. It wasn't just Fern who was getting a ballooning effect. This was a wonky thing I didn't even like, but I got into a habit of doing it & didn't control it at all.



I still like the idea of the elementals having stupid thematic outfits, but I never felt like I made it land. Like I need to make them stupider and go full camp, or stop trying altogether. I'd try & do it, then feel kind of embarrassed because it was so goofy.  In the end I think I'd still like to play with various stupid outfits & address changing fashions more frequently, but also the animal & "specter" forms should cover the function of these robes anyway. This is something based entirely on the childhood game that Grayling is based on - the various characters wore robes that matched their element. Kind of like a video game thing.

This is such forced dialogue. Lem shouldn't have to tell the others this; they freakin' know! It's just there to explain what's going on to the audience.

Lem definitely has one of the weakest outfits. Is he wearing a brown t-shirt under there? I still have trouble drawing suits - they just end up looking like bathrobes.

I do still like May's outfit a lot.

Cal's line here... ugh. The sentiment of this is accurate, but the way I wrote this line is awful. This is like stuff people would shout during a bad LARP.

Not like I reasoned this out at the time, but it is kind of smart for Lem to have a sword here. If they don't want to engage in a magical battle and risk polluting the city, they're better off using mortal style weapons. At the time though I just thought it was cool & then got embarrassed because it was so trite. Even tiny story choices like this can put you through all kinds of emotional roller coasters...



Yeah, sure...Rae is a "kitty." A cute kitty. Who is terrible

Now that Curtis is dead, I guess it's time to show Rae in a sympathetic light. I mean a pathetic light. I mean this is some silly hurt/comfort trope stuff. I was nuts about that stuff for a time. Now it makes me wanna hurl.



A lot of the items on this list were actually things that guys said to me, or said to my friends.

What a strange introduction for Mid! In one of the B-plot b&w strips. Doing some kind of fish out of water thing. I kept doing this - this is just a slightly tweaked version of Cal's introduction. The character being oblique, confusing, & putting up walls in the way of communication on purpose for no reason. This was an easy way for me to quickly and cheaply add interest to characters and make it "rewarding" once the protagonists figure out how to talk to them, a holdover from text roleplay.

I had written that Faidian glossary, I was gonna use it.

This is definitely commentary about Megatokyo. I had realized it was bad. 



Excuse me, Rae. It's yaoi time.

It's DAWN okay the background has to be light now



This page introduces the font that would become standard for Grayling for the rest of its run: Gadget. It finally clicked! 

It's really hard for me to take Rae as being sincere here, but I'm not sure what I thought at the time about it. Probably nothing deep. He thinks he's being sincere, however, & that's good enough for him and Cal ... !

Understatement of the year. Well, Cal's attachment to the concept of "Family" is certainly accurate! He thinks it's a panacea, even and especially when family is actually the problem.

I have a hard time pinning what I don't like about this interaction. Maybe the fact that I'm presenting it as positive, when it really is not. I was still indulging in "Teehee boys cuddling" and not really emphasizing how this is part of an abusive cycle of behavior.

I'm usually fine with anachronistic stuff, but I wouldn't do such a direct biblical    reference now. Probably.

Lem's basic concept of decency & accountability doesn't apply to us.



arby


arby


arby


Fern...what happened to your legs...
I was a little too ambitious with the anatomy I could handle here.

Where is Fern pointing? Where is Fern looking?

The cute kitty did something fucked up! I don't remember if there was really motivation to this beyond showing that Rae is dangerous & doesn't value other people unless they benefit him. Also, I guess he was hungry. Even so, this is really over the top. He didn't really have any reason to hate Curtis this much. It was also a convenient way to get rid of Curtis, but it backfired because killing him made people like him like a million times more.

Yikes. You could have built up to that a little bit, Lem. This should have been paced out better, but it's definitely the type of thing Lem would say...

Given the next page, this rushed page was supposed to book-end the whole "wander around the city" episode. It ends with a bit of a fart, doesn't it? I was definitely losing control of the narrative at this point. I was juggling a lot of different threads and it all kinda came tumbling out in a gnarled mess.



Cut to a bizarrely disembodied internal monologue from Fern talking directly to the audience about the nature of violence among elementals? What?

I think this was me realizing I needed to re-center Fern as a main character after getting rid of Curtis.

I adore these stick figures though, and the sun's expressions. These are hilarious. 

This is such a complicated emotional conflict, but I tried to cram it into 1 small  panel...sheesh. In the newer comic, this is an issue I'm going to try & show really well. It's a lot like the feelings people have about not wanting to be their parents. This takes years for most people to deal with, & there's even more going on for Fern & Lem.



Lem, that's not true. There's nothing straight about this comic.

This is another absurd exchange. Darcy would have known about this stuff long before, but I needed to inform my audience of the backstory, so I made Darcy a woobie the audience could relate to.

I wrote about this a bit before, but I changed this quite a bit. Darcy will not view the backstory this way in the new comic because of changes I made to the narrative. But leaving the modern iteration of the comic aside, this contradicts information we learned before. Earlier in the comic, it was mentioned that the creation story had Lem killing his brother - so Darcy would have known about that. You could argue that he didn't understand that it wasn't just a metaphor, but it's still confusing. I didn't think it through.



I blacked out so much of this stuff from my memory. I forgot Curtis mistook Mid for a girl. I want to forget again...

Mid loves sugar and can't turn down a treat.

Mid's "cover," of talking in  a language no one understands...ok.

I like Morse's dialogue here



Morse is taking Curtis' advice to heart at this point. This is a pretty exasperating situation though. Can't really blame her!

I think I honestly just wanted to have Delye show up and be in the comic. There's no good reason for him to be here. By this point I desperately wanted Fletcher gone & was sad I had put him in the comic at all.

Rae is gone but drama is still going to happen, so Mid is here to hassle Morse.



This will definitely not happen in the new comic. Lem is not like this. I was pretty bent on making him a villain in the old comic, but I disagree entirely with this characterization now. Domestic abuse makes him totally repulsive. I just thought this kind of thing was angst fodder when I was 19, but now I find it stomach-churning. It's something I only got perspective on as an adult.

This is also gross because this exchange is also to show "Darcy is strong!!1" This didn't need to happen to show that Darcy's strong. It's really bad romance novel grade nonsense. I must have been feeling wangsty so I did a scene like this.  

This should be Morse's job! In fact, I have to do some silly deux ex machina stuff later on in the comic to explain why Morse even knows the same information! More mistakes with characters' roles and the flow of information.



I know what I was trying to do with Mid's schpiel here, but it's not quite right. The dialogue just ends up saying "Elementals are people with flaws who might be dicks to you!" He should have been putting emphasis on how they can show disregard for mortals' safety - a lot like what the Crystal Gems in Steven Universe. He also talks about the elementals like they're all the same, which we know isn't true. It's a lot of text that doesn't accomplish what it should.

This is a lot of angsty information to dump in Morse's lap all at once, and it doesn't really do anything for her either.

I remember I worked really hard on this shoe, and then I ended up having to cover it up with text. Sigh :'<

I had fun with this fire! I'd get hung up on the fact I couldn't come up with reasons to show the elementals using their magic casually..
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Why doesn't Mid just ASK Rae? I guess because Mid read the script. We have to interact with Morse and make her a part of the story so just make do! Is it assumed that Rae's attraction to Arduc is a subconscious magical magnetism? That's basically the biggest motivator in the entire comic and it's so vague.

Congenital defects? Like halflings? Halflings popping up in Arduc would have been pretty crazy.

Eccentric, Morse? Is that really the word you want to use?

Mid's one to talk about crazy relatives



arby

The length of Delye's dress changed.

At least Captain Uber is having a good time. Somebody should be. I'm not sure if I was actually modeling this thing on any characters. I guess it was supposed to be a Power Ranger...with an Ushanka...and a tommy gun.

Fletcher shouldn't have a cthulhu doll. Maybe it's from an anime.  He doesn't strike me as the Lovecraft type.

While I was & am a big  anime fan, I dated someone in HS who was obsessed with Sailor Moon & was a total bore. Sailor Moon was a lot more fun and more interesting than they made it out to be, but I was in Delye's position here quite a lot of the time. Though I didn't eat any models.



Nice, nonsensical backpedal there, Mid. "These horrible people aren't all that bad, really"

I absolutely did not remember I made Rhodes and Morse' fathers twins. That's a weird detail I made up on the spot while doing this page and never used it again.

I forgot I even did this! Photo auras! I don't know if it would ever occur to me to do something like this again. Spectral photography isn't something you should make canon and then never use again. Most of the magic I think of for this world has to do with peoples' conscious and subconscious thoughts. It's a little more ephemeral and flexible than more tactile magic like spectral photography. I don't mind the idea, it's just something I would have to be more consistent about for it to work.



Mid's report: "That sounds like bullshit, but I believe it."

This entire line of inquiry of Mid's isn't going to appear like this in the new comic. The idea of there being no equivalent elementals to Rae in these other worlds, and Rae fixating on Sutiyenner for this reason, is absurd to me now in light of other developments I've made to the way all of this works. But, y'know, it works well enough to explain the motivations behind the actions of the characters thus far.

What IS interesting about this report is that Mid, by divesting this information to all of the elementals, is doing something that's still accurate to his character: though he's Cal's minion, he is actually beholden to all of the elementals under certain circumstances. He's obligated to serve in all of the elementals' best interests, even if it means a "betrayal" to Cal. If something poses a threat to the elemental structure, Mid has an obligation to inform everyone about it, regardless of branch allegiances. The establishment of this arrangement will receive more attention in the new comic. I'm surprised to see that I had enacted it this early. Mid is a weird character magically - an "elemental of elementals" in a way.

Cal: I'm not even mad.
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This is a kind of cartoonish and misinformed depiction of a "troubled youth camp" or privately funded mental hospital? It's hard to tell because I didn't really know what I was doing. It's a depiction informed entirely by movies & my angsty imagination. That being said, I was legitimately scared of ending up in places like this since I was a child for a variety of reasons, so that fueled some of my exaggeration. I guess the biggest bit of misinformation I had at the time was not realizing psych wards did not hold people for life anymore, which doesn't matter much because that just replaced some horrible problems (institutionalization) with other horrible problems (homelessness). Anyways, I pictured Rhodes' parents paying some unethical people running a "home" to lock him away, which is definitely something people still manage to do to the disabled.

The text flow in this panel is reversed. I still make this kind of mistake, because you have a character on the left but who speaks second. It's pretty easy to mess this up. I had to stare at it for a few seconds before I realized I read it backwards. Morse's dialogue should at least be on the bottom half of the panel.

Morse actually coming out and complaining about the writing inconsistencies.

Smoke takes it upon himself to look after Morse. You know. The child they kidnapped in the middle of the night.

In the modern comic, Fern will still be a bit of a pyromaniac. It's a trait that tends to fall by the wayside so I feel like I haven't properly characterized it yet. I'm going to try and demonstrate the natural progression of Fern's character more clearly in the new comic, but it's kind of challenging because he's that trope of a character who wants and tries to be good, but tends to overindulge the senses. I don't want him to be like, zany, but he kind of is. 



Here it comes - I think this is my most embarrassing info dump!

Why the heck does Darcy have to introduce himself? I guess I'd decided May and Lem were a lot more distant or that Darcy's relationship was a new development that May wasn't aware of because of her hermit lifestyle. This is silly though. 

Modern May would be a bit more courteous than this, though Darcy said something kind of rude.



The only explanation I have for this crime is that I had finally just solidified the backstory and was eager to tell it, so I just dumped it as soon as possible into the next page without thinking about how to illustrate it. This page is a one way ticket to comics jail. This is the dramatic impetus behind the story and it's just dumped out in a single page in one long, unbroken diatribe. :'( RIP this page, and me



At this point, I'm pretty sure I was using a nib pen to ink the comic, instead of just pencils. It's still quite grainy but there's any discernible line variation.

Also, at this point, I was still using a mouse on the computer, but I had switched from Photoshop to Painter for coloring the comic. The idea of using Painter without a drawing tablet is absurd to me nowadays, but I certainly managed to muddle through back then.  I used the Liquid Ink tool in Painter for the blood on these pages, and I had a lot of fun!



It's so weird that I went immediately from some of the most artless info-dumpage in comic history to my most kinetic scene in the comic yet.  I ... have no explanation for this. I remember I was definitely excited to depict some senseless violence, however. This was a scene I actually imagined ahead of time with some level of choreography and visuals, and the backstory was kind of like, "Well I already drew this for the dream sequence so I don't want to do that again, right? So I'll just have May explain it." Except it took like 5,000 words on a single comic page to do that. Oops.

Hurhur, Rae talking like a super villain is actually hilarious to me. He's such a dingus.



Is this a shonen manga all of a sudden?

I still really like this color palette of having everything black/gray except for the red and orange of the fire and blood.

Some of these drawings are definitely better than others, but there's plenty of movement and I think I made it pretty clear what's happening? Which was a triumph at the time. 

This dialogue could use some work, though. I was trying to do this really villainous speech seriously, but it comes off kind of prudish and old-fashioned. It's weird how you can look back at something, realize you were taking it way more seriously than you would now, and yet you made it goofier than intended because of tone-deafness or whatever.



Why show Mid actually grabbing Rae's arm, when you could just show a disembodied anime eye? Budgetary constraints?

I'm not really fond of what a woobie I made of Rae here. If I were to redo this, I think he'd put up a bit more resistance. Mid diffuses the situation a bit too fast. But, well...I doubt this entire sequence will have any place in the new story. This is actually a part of the story I'm going to either skip, or do with Morse alone or with other characters.

A lot of this entire scene is subsumed into basic motives: show adorable yaois, and show blood, which were things that just went together somehow in a lot of pieces of media at the time. I figured, hey, Fern can heal, what would it hurt for there to be senseless violence? I think people liked it at the time, it was exciting! But I remember kind of regretting it immediately because how expediently I moved on from it kind of trivialized Fern's experience. Violence is still really fucked up, even if you can heal up from it. If this were something like Jojo's Bizarre Adventure, at least there would be a gradual ramp up to the healing abilities of the characters, and that tension would help fuel the story and make you care about the characters ("I don't want anything bad to happen to this person"). I kind of just don't do this again, at least not for a really long while. It's just here for the indulgence of it (and to show Rae is an asshole).



Reading this now as an adult, this dialogue somehow reminds me of a Sonic comic, and now I'm imagining an echidna version of Fern and I want to die.

I wanted to hint that there might be magic shenanigans going on in Arduc, too, with Fern's comment here. I never followed it up though.

At least Rhodes has a big room?



I switched back to pencils for this page, and filled in the characters. I was still struggling to figure out what look I liked best for the art. Honestly I think I'm resigned to changing my techniques up on the regular as a matter of course to keep myself interested, albeit in less noticeable 

So Rae's motive here is so seize power so that he can resist Lem. I think a better touch for this entire sequence would have been to have the siblings emphasize that they think Rae is mindless and uncontrollable. Instead there's some weak statements about how Rae will inevitably destroy the world, when in fact Rae is kind of necessary by the logic of the elemental system to restore balance to the world. Once he pops out, he's unstable, but he'll come over to your side of things if you convince him it's in his best interest. It's kind of underwhelming. I mean, Mid isn't the sharpest knife in the drawer, and he manages to control him immediately. I guess part of this is that I'm trying to make Lem look like a hysterical liar, but on the other hand, Rae DID actually threaten to destroy the world. The whole thing is rather awkward. In the new comic I haven't fleshed out all of these details yet, but I can say that balance is going to come up a lot more as a very important concern of the elementals, and Rae's absence is a big problem for that balance.



On this page, it's back to inking with a pen!

Morse is like "This magic system sucks I want a refund"

Laying out basic information. Had I realized that I hadn't done this yet? That's silly.

I always think of this scene as being VERY early in the comic, but it's actually way in here. Wow, the cross hatching on Morse's shirt in this panel actually looks pretty good except for a couple of spots. Viv is more of a Faidian musk rat in the new comic. I'm designing a new creature for him, but it will still functionally be a squirrel. He'll still be blue, of course, but unfortunately not a marill because I don't want to get sued by Gamefreak.



Just in time, Fola and Viv arrive with some Fresh Anime Bullshit. 

Wow. I love this drawing of Viv. There's just something about it. He makes a cute mascot animal.

Fola heard there was going to be some elemental action and he ran over here to spoil it. Most of the motivations for anyone being anywhere are pretty weak in this story for a long time. I had a lot of trouble resisting the urge to just introduce characters one after another out of enthusiasm and wanting to hurry the story along. 

I had probably only drawn Fola's hair like this a few times at this point and it was really awkward and hard for me to draw. All of the characters are "hard" for me to draw at this point, but Fola was particularly difficult for me to be happy with. The things you get hung up on...

Because of my social circle at the time and some abusive dynamics that were going on all up in there, I was not able to come right out and say  this until now, more than 10 years later:  Fola is ace. I thought of him as ace when I was drawing this page and it stuck. Viv of course is a silly oversexed character and this is an inappropriate joke in a lot of ways, but Fola and Viv are best friends and they have a really amazing and close relationship. I wanted to depict an ace character who was very close to someone else without it being sexual.  As deep as I was in the yaoitimes, I really wanted to see a character dynamic like this, so I made it happen.



Definitely something I dealt with as a teenager, though this is kind of a toss-off joke situation in the first place, is that a lot of the guys I interacted with were very unreliable. You'd end up having to walk home or call your parents for a ride because they'd drag you somewhere and then decide they were going to stay for 8 hours and you had to either put up with it & get dragged onwards, or get ditched. It was a strange kind of abusive thing that no one had warned me about but I had to learn about on my own once I was around kids who were 16+ and had use of a car. Not being able to rely on your peers to take you home when you were ready was a pretty big deterrent to doing...well... anything. Especially when you grow up in the northeast where the weather kinda precludes walking/biking for most of the year. I guess this was on my mind when I did this comic. One of the many reasons that I preferred the internet for socializing.

On one hand, this page is ridiculous because it's about Fletcher. On the other, at least I'm demonstrating that Lem actually has a decent relationship with some of his constituents. His mostly-positive relationship will carry over into the new comic, with some dramatic caveats.

Oh man, you can tell how DONE I am with Fletcher in this dialogue. I did not even try. I don't know why I had to kill him, I could have just dropped him with no explanation, but I felt this compulsion to finish what I'd started or whatever. There are parts of the comic that lack explanation entirely but I guess this just had to get done! I think I felt like Lem having a sword was like bringing a gun on stage. I had it in my head to make good on all the talk that the elementals were dangerous to mortals, too. But since Fletcher is a joke character, it doesn't really accomplish anything of true weight.





Suti's dialogue is a strange digression from the usual flow of the comic. He's omniscient in Arduc, so he's kind of just sensing out the Faidian elementals, while at the same time not quite grasping what's happening yet. He has his plan of revenge but it's desperate and unlikely to succeed because of how disgustingly strong the elementals have gotten from devouring other worlds.  Suti has gotten far by intimidating Rhodes but he's just a kid.

Yeah, mortal kid, go steal that elemental's wallet and make me great again



A lot of these panels seem to be doing that classic "cut off the hands so you don't have to draw them" move, but it's also just boring composition in general. I was never that hesitant to draw hands, but I definitely had and still have issues with mixing up my panels for more visual interest. This is my version of the "Talking heads" problem.

Class-trash was something I always wanted to include in the comic, because the branches are supposed to have a lot of history with each other, lots of infighting and historical resentments. But it was surprisingly difficult for me to write and make it sound sincere. Fola's sniping is pretty weak and half-hearted, he's not referring to anything specific because I hadn't actually fleshed it out enough, and Smoke is only vaguely annoyed. Fola would still be a nitpicky weirdo nowadays but I think his dialogue could definitely stand to sound like it's actually based on something, showing the resentment instead of just trying to tell the audience "there's something here!" when there clearly isn't. Not enough nuance. 

Viv isn't being sexual here, it's more like a cat person joke. I would probably word this different or not do it at all now because I wouldn't want Viv to seem like he's flirting with her. Gross



This is some strange dialogue from Fern. For some reason I never remember that he says he doesn't like his own face here. 

Suti is selectively blocking Rhodes' senses to control him, but I would not have Fern just blurt out in his face "you're deaf" now. There's no reason that he would be able to pick up on that except just ~magical bullshit~ explanations. But there's really no reason for Rhodes to be considered properly deaf in general. He's cursed and unresponsive, and that's generally all that needs to be established.



Unwitting minions? Don't most minions fall into that category? 

Talking smack about mortals here doesn't make a whole lot of sense... The elementals do worse than this. I guess instead of "mortals" he should have said something more general like "people," or more specific like "people who run for-profit homes for the disabled" or whatever this place is supposed to be.



Wow, I absolutely forgot this page even exists. Necco Fletcher wasn't something that stayed with me.

My parents always threatened our cats with being sold to gypsies when they were bad, so this was just something in my vocabulary. Wouldn't include this now because it is racist.



Fola must be standing on a box to be taller than Smoke here

Everybody's finally together. 



Fola stays classy and steps out

Some of these jokes, I read them and I'm like, well that's me but it's a past me...But this joke about "Anime Style" ... I might have made this today

This tone of, "lets put the fun back in dysfunctional" type humor, is definitely no longer something I'm into.

Scared? Primaries? Maybe



The whole gang comes back to the house. Cal's in his boudoir drinking wine like a goth AOL chat room

Cal is a crow, so he collects tons of things and clutters the house with them. I wanted to illustration his nest-lining habit with this room. 



Wow, I'd love to keep this stupid dialogue about dwarves. This is like something my wife and I would say now.

I doubt Morse has ever been in a house like this one. I imagined her family as pretty strait-laced.



The dialogue is flowing a little bit better now. Asking about the nillits is certainly a reasonable thing to do. And I still fully endorse using anime emoticons in comics. I should probably work emoji into New Grayling.

Cal the predator



Morse sits uncomfortably in this no doubt very musty museum grade chair

Cal has a lot of surface level charm so I think this kind of interaction is still accurate to his character, but I'm looking forward to writing it now and having him say just completely ridiculous shit because of how dumb he is.



I'm sure I'll still make light of how petty these two can be in the new version of the comic, but betterer

Mid doing little household work things. I'm not sure that's a trait that will carry over to the new Mid.

Gotta chug some of that primary juice

I guess Lem can just tell by looking at him, but the way this is worded is comically abrupt

What could Rae be thinking!?



We're deep in yaoi trope territory. I do think it's funny that Rae, after umpteen years, is finally with his boyfriend in the flesh, but he's totally distracted by the prospect of banging Lem's boyfriend - a person he's never even met - out of sheer spite. It's ridiculous but also true to his character

This TV with an arrow is just so weird. I don't remember doing that. What was I thinking? It makes me laugh.

Fern was always slightly tsundere or at least very sarcastic or facetious. This isn't really much of a joke but he is joking.



Darcy is so mother henny here. I think it's that yaoi trope of the uke doing feminine things. I guess Lem could use some spoiling or whatever right now, but isn't Darcy famished or whatever?

"I'm stupid" Lem yelled into Darcy's eyeballs

Lem's depression and poor self esteem will definitely make a comeback in the new comic, and then some!

I especially hate how Darcy's comforting him after that absurd sequence where Lem hit him. But this was the standard of the time - gotta maximize the angst >_< How else will my teen ass get high

Lem! Spoilers!



This should have been a major plot point, actually shown in the actions and scenes of the comic. Instead I just plopped it down here. It occurs to me that part of the problem with Old Grayling is that it's basically just note-taking. I always considered it a "draft" and therefore "notes" on that level, but there are definitely much larger chunks like this one that make it unsuitable for an actual audience.

It's amazing reading this dialogue nowadays because I totally disagree with this. I was trying to be "adult" about these concepts and excuse abusive peoples' bad behaviors like, "Maybe someone abused me, but I'm just as bad, so it's okay." Absolutely not.

At least this scene reminds me I am really enjoying the chance to redo Lem's character and get it right this time in New Grayling.

I was leveling up and used some Photoshop brushes in the background here. Except for the vacuum of empty space (where I'm putting this note now) this isn't the worst. Lets you really soak in those yaoi rays.......



They're all killers! I really put way too much emphasis on the killing in the dialogue. Probably because I struggled to get these concepts across in the art. Now I can just fill an entire page with blood instead of repeating myself.

Trying to make Suti sound as villainous as I could, even though Suti isn't really that villainous a character? Well, he's the bad man and we're supposed to be scared of him, so I thought I had to have him say these things. Suti has a reason to be a jerk, but not quite as messy and long-winded as this. I don't think he'd have to continuously bully Rhodes to stay in control. At this point, I haven't really fleshed out how I'm going to do this part of the store in the modern iteration, because I have a lot more things I need to do first before getting to this - the story being in chronological order now and all.  I definitely want to give Suti more nuance in the beginning so his character isn't so back-loaded.

And that's it for now! I hope you enjoyed all the words I had to say to my past self, and I hope you'll hang in there for the next segment of The Annotated Grayling! <3
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