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Do you have a favorite piece youve worked on?

I can’t possibly say, as I would have to point to the
entire body of Polyfantastica as one big multi-
faceted image.

Do you have any words of advice for aspiring
worldbuilding artists and illustrators?

Quite simple: make a hobby out of worldbuilding
to the point where you have little interest in any
mainstream movie/TV series/video game. Build
all the characters, landscapes, creatures etc. and
dedicate them back to the world you are building;
make it ‘cause your new world wants to exist. And,
in doing so, you will find out a lot about yourself
and your capacity to change the way you see life.
And, perhaps you can share your world with
others to inspire them to start their own worlds.
This is a kind of life-hack that can give you a sense
of empowerment, a sense of independence that is
not only good for your mental and spiritual health,
but is also unlimited amounts of free fun.

Mahalo again for involving me in your work my
friend!

This interview was edited for Worldbuilding
Magazine.

Solomon Enos can be found on his website or
Instagram.

Special thanks to Solomon for taking the
time to speak with us and share a bit about
Polyfantastica! If you have an illustrated world
of your own, apply for one of our future art

Jeatures.
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BUILDING SYSTEMS
OF TANISTRY

by Sedn Gray

/l HISTORY 4 POLITICS

Fiction is overflowing with kings and queens,
galactic empires, and bloodlines bursting
with hidden power. History, too, is replete with
important lineages and conquerors who spawned
mighty dynasties. This article aims to explore an
often neglected succession system that helped
create several such titans and how it can be
applied to your own worldbuilding.

Originally found in Gaelic Ireland, tanistry is a
method of succession where the nobility elect a
ruler from their own number. Each member of
the nobility is eligible to become monarch. While
named for the Gaelic version of this system,
tanistry has also been used as a system of
succession in the Ottoman and Xiongnu empires.

TANISTRY IN HISTORY

First, let’s look at a few historical examples of
succession systems similar to tanistry. We'll
start with the Gaelic version of tanistry because
it offers us clues as to how the system emerged.
In this method of succession, the heir would be
selected from a pool of potential noble candidates
while the king still lived. This assembly, all of
whom shared a common patrilineal ancestor,
would choose an heir known as the tainist.1

With so many potential candidates for the throne
available, the inevitable happened. Infighting
and betrayal became a common theme for
Gaelic nobility as they raided and pillaged each
other to assert their dominance. Reputation was
everything if you didn’t want to be deposed by
your kin.2 Unfortunately, these conflicts had the
adverse effect of creating a poor reputation for

L Ekin Des, Hell or Some Worse Place, Kinsale 1601, O’'Brien Press Ltd, 2018, Pg. 208.
2 Ekin Des, Hell or Some Worse Place, Kinsale 1601, O'Brien Press Ltd, 2018, Pg. 208.
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the Irish since others saw them as ruthless and
constantly belligerent.

Gaelic tanistry demonstrates quite clearly how it,
and related heredity systems, can take shape—
and be shaped—by the lands of your world.
Gaelic Ireland was a cattle-based society, where
a person’s wealth, measured in cows, could be
stolen in minutes. Without a central government
to enforce law and order, local leaders needed
to be perceived as strong to dissuade potential
cattle rustling.3 Naturally, a system arose to
provide candidates who fit the bill and toss out
those who didn’t. Chieftains who couldn’t satisfy
their noble backers were quickly and violently
ejected from power.

A similar system arose during the foundation of
the Xiongnu Empire. As the first nomadic empire
to arise on the Mongolian steppes, they practiced
extortion on a national scale—raiding China to
maintain the stability of their empire. Possessing
a powerful military advantage through their use
of horse-mounted archers, the Xiongnu set the
stage for later nomadic empires such as the Huns
and Mongols.

For 150 years, the Xiongnu ruled the plains
uncontested.# Their dominance was built
on taking riches from China, either through
pillaging, trading, or demanding tribute. The
empire’s leader, the Chanyu, then distributed
this newfound wealth among the lesser chiefs of
the Xiongnu to ensure their loyalty.> Below the
chanyu, the Wise Kings of the Left and Right
functioned as governors of the Xiongnu empire,
with the Wise King of the Left being the Chanyu’s
designated heir. Underneath these two officials,
twenty-four “great chiefs” existed, who acted akin
to an electoral college. If the heir was too young or

incompetent, they would choose from among the
brothers of the dead Chanyu to rule the Xiongnu
Empire¢. This system, at a fundamental level,
hardly differed from that of the Gaelic chiefs. If
its similarity to Gaelic tanistry was anything to go
by, infighting and chaos should have torn it apart.

Despite the odds, however, the Xiongnu proved
quite successful. Perhaps it was due to the
Chanyu’s ability to reward loyal followers,
ensuring it was better to back them than revolt.
Whatever the reason, the Xiongnu Empire held
together remarkably well for a confederacy of
nomadic tribes unused to organizing on such a
massive scale.

TANISTRY IS A
FASCINATING
DISPLAY OF HOW
CULTURES’ NEEDS
SHAPE HOW THEY
RULE THEMSELVES.

It is also worth noting that methods of succession
can, and often do, evolve as time goes on with
tanistry being no exception. The Ottoman
Empireis an excellent showcase of how pragmatic
concerns can change how tanistry works over
time. As the centuries passed, the Sultans’
succession processes transformed depending
on the needs of the current situation. Early on,
their tribal roots heavily influenced how leaders
were chosen. Any male from the dynasty was
eligible to rule under the old system, but there
could only be one in charge of the empire. In
response to this custom, a policy of fratricide
became commonplace. Once the Sultan died, all

3 Ekin Des, Hell or Some Worse Place, Kinsale 1601, O'Brien Press Ltd, 2018, Pg. 209.

4 Man, John, Barbarians at the Wall, Bantam Press, Pg. 143.
> Man, John, Barbarians at the Wall, Bantam Press, Pg. 92.
¢ Man, John, Barbarians at the Wall, Bantam Press, Pg. 92.




bets were off. To prevent infighting, beginning
with Sultan Murat I in 1362, sultans killed
their brothers and half-brothers once they took
the throne.” However, lifelong imprisonment
eventually replaced this fratricide as a more
humane solution.

Whilethissystemmightsoundincrediblyunstable,
it worked quite well. The Ottoman Empire grew
from its humble roots as a semi-nomadic Turkic
tribe to a great power that lasted for centuries
(until its eventual dissolution in 1922).8

PRACTICAL APPLICATION

Now let’s look at applying tanistry to our own
worlds. As the above examples show, the system
has changed quite extensively depending
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on local customs, needs, and events. These
distinctions provide an excellent opportunity for
worldbuilders, allowing them to create a bespoke
version of tanistry for their own uses.

Picture an archipelago of small, wintry isles. This
is Foria. Life is hard with scarce resources and
long winters. A few humans live here, scattered
into different tribes and small bands, struggling to
survive. The soil is too poor for farming, so they
hunt and forage to keep themselves fed and clothed.
Without their magic, they would not survive on
these islands, for the temperature drops drastically
at night. With little to no wood to be found, it
can be hard to keep oneself warm. Thankfully,
their nobility can control fire, conjuring and
manipulating it with ease. The blood of the sun god
runs through their veins they say, claiming direct

7 Quataert Donald, The Ottoman Empire, 1700 - 1922, Cambridge University Press, 2005, Pg. 90.
8 Hughes Bettany, Istanbul: A Tale of Three Cities, Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2017, Pg. 587.
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descent from him. Lighting fires not blessed by
him is tantamount to blasphemy in their culture.

There is a cost, however, to these powers.
Magic rots the body and mind, leaving its wielder
addled and frail after prolonged usage.

Now that we've set the stage, let's look at how
tanistry might arise in this setting. Initially, the
chieftain passes their role onto a hereditary heir,
but issues soon emerge. Many chiefs fall prey to
magical illnesses before the birth of a suitable
successor, leaving the tribe directionless.
A leadership crisis emerges. Some clans respond
by choosing a new chief from their ranks to fill
the hole left behind. What begins as a temporary
band-aid soon becomes permanent with the
most capable magician assuming the role of
chieftain—rather than a son or daughter. Those
who use this new system thrive in comparison to
their neighbours since they can better guarantee
strong leadership. Before long, all of Forian
civilization has adopted it.

Of course, this system isn't a panacea. It encourages
infighting and equates magical prowess with
good leadership. It is also, effectively, a meat
grinder, ruthlessly masticating a tribe’s magicians.
Being crowned chieftain might even become
something of a punishment—a way of substituting
criminals for other, more valuable magicians.

Tanistry developed in Foria in large part
because of the presence of magic. The unrelenting
environmentencouragessmallgroupsandintimate

connections if you want to survive. Being leader of
the tribe quickly became a death sentence, leading
to the concept of the “chosen chief,” Eventually,
chieftain becomes a poison chalice, their early
death becoming vital to the tribe’s survival
Perhaps a long-living ruler is seen to be a selfish
one, as he is not using his magic to help his people,
but rather avoiding it to save his own skin.

CONCLUSION

None of this is to say that the success or failures
of these cultures was due to tanistry alone.
Many factors help explain the rise and fall of these
groups, and attributing it all to a single reason
would be a gross oversimplification. History
is complicated, and any readers interested in
learning more about tanistry’s role throughout
our past are encouraged to do their own, deeper
research. This article is an overview of tanistry
and its potential worldbuilding applications, not
a comprehensive account of these peoples.

Tanistry is a fascinating display of how
cultures’ needs shape how they rule themselves.
This system has much to offer any prospective
worldbuilder looking to build complex, fleshed-
out worlds. The sky may be the limit when it
comes to constructing kingdoms and empires,
but having a roadmap is always handy.
The succession systems of the Ottomans, Xiongnu,
and Gaels showcase the incredible potential of
tanistry, just waiting to be tapped.

@ BACK TO INDEX

John Smith is a synonym for an everyman's name, but
what are some really common names in your world?

Has anyone done something so unspeakably
terrible that none utter their name?

How do different cultures in your world trace
kinship and succession of power or wealth?
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THIRTY-THREE
TALES OF WAR

STORIES TWELVE THROUGH FIFTEEN

by Emory Glass, illustrations by Emory Glass and Tristen Fekete

™\ FANTASY (HIGH) ) FANTASY (DARK) [ CULTURE

hirty-Three Tales of War is a collection of flash fiction pieces that follow thirty-three anonymous
individuals living during the Candrish Civil War. Earlier stories appear in V3I2: Technology,
V3I6: Trades and Occupations, and V4l1: The Arts.

Xll: NOBLE

WHEN he looked upon the face of his newborn sleeping in her
mother’s arms, the Nobleman’s heart broke under waves of
unrelenting shame. He glanced at the rugs, the tapestries, the ornate
bed frame, anything but the pale, dewy face of his blessed wife.

“Hello, Papa.” His wife’s voice was strained. She managed a weak
smile and beckoned him.

His feet were lead weights. One step. He swallowed. “She’s
O beautiful,” he choked out.

Handmaids and physicians darted in and out of the vermillion
room, dodging around him as if he were nothing more than another
piece of furniture. If only, he thought. If only.

His marrow was mired in regret. Not for the daughter she had
borne him—for he loved his little rosebud as any would love their
own flesh and blood—but for the one he had no longer; the rose
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culled before it first turned its face to the sun. Its canes had been
snapped and budding union shorn by jealous hands.

She could never know there had been another rose.

A familiar pat on the back whacked him out of his thoughts. The
Noble barely glanced at the man he could never forgive. The rose-
cutter. The cane-snapper. He may as well have been a walking
blade. His name sat first on the growing list of betrayers: the man,
his wife’s niece, the Noble’s own mother. Her—the “her” whose
name he refused to know even as his bones ached with her memory,
the lover who had not known she had been loved and the mother
of his first rosebud.

Yet his white knuckles confessed what only he knew: he had
betrayed someone, too.

“Artis!” His wife sang with far too much energy for someone who
had just given birth. The Noble cringed at both syllables of the
man’s name. His wife handed their daughter to the man, who
cradled her like a careful bouquet.

“What is her name?” Artis asked through a watery Brisian accent.

“I think we’ll call her Igana,” she replied. “She takes after her
papa’s nose, don’t you think?”

Both looked to the Noble as if to tease out an agreement. Shame
rooted his eyes to the mahogany floor. Thank Leladya, he thought,
that this child was born in Zoldonmesk, even if she is a child of
war. Thank Leladya that she will inherit the powers others would
deem the realm of men. His jaw clenched at the sight of Artis’
fine slippers. Thank Leladya that wretched cur can never cut her
away from me.

The Noble approached his wife’s silk-sheeted bedside as he would
the cage of a feral beast. “You're right, my honey,” he murmured,
quickly adding, “But her eyes must look like yours—red as garnets,
I expect?”

Her expression soured. ““My honey.” Gods, you sound Brisian.” She
turned to Artis. “You've had him down in that miserable swamp far
too long, blueblood. But...” she looked back to the Noble. His heart
thumped. “I am pleased you were so swift in reeling him back here.
I have no idea what I would have done if I'd had to do this alone.
But, I trust whatever business you two were carrying out is well
ended. I dislike my husband residing so far from our home.”
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“From now on, his attention is all yours, madam.” Artis laid the
child upon her chest.

Her expression suddenly became serious. “Husband.”

He could barely bring himself to meet her gaze. Her eyes hooked
O into his skull and forbid him let go.

“You must promise you won’t leave me—us—alone ever again. I
need you here with me. This war isn’t over yet.”

The room spun and his ears rang. Deep within his marrow, he felt
it. The panging. Rose petals stamped on and bleeding in the rain.
Don’t go. Don'’t you leave me here. His stomach sat in his throat.

Already he had taken too long to answer. Swallowing, he said, “I
will stand by you and my daughter until my dying day.” He stood
still as a statue. His eyes fell upon the content face of his daughter.
“I have only ever loved you.”

His daughter: the second. The first to turn her face to the sun in
bloom and his only legitimate heir. Smiling, his wife gestured for

O him to sit beside her. For the first time, he held his daughter in
his arms. “Hello, Igana,” he whispered. “Oh, how long I've already
loved you.”

XIll: DAUGHTER

THE Hall of Prisms in Sarona was nothing like the Rose Fortress.
Everything was so...damp and stony, walls punctured by enormous
stained glass windows that dwarfed the young girl standing where
the great Ranov queens once stood, in garb they once wore, waiting to
be called down to her coronation in the very halls they once stalked.

The Daughter chewed her lip as red-clad seamstresses and tailors
circled her for yet more pinning, tucking, and stitching. Normally,
the gown would have been finished ages ago, but her accession
to the throne of Sosna Chonok was so sudden there had been no

O notice until the moment was nigh. Or...that’s what her mother told
her, at least.

“Young mistress?” Her governess’ voice queried from the plush
chair on the other side of the room. “How do you fare?”

The Daughter stopped chewing her lip. “Like a mannequin. When
will they be done? I want to see my mother again before...well, you
know.”
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Her governess came to her, cupping the Daughter’s cheek in her
smooth, grey-skinned hand as if she were a child much younger
than fifteen. “I am certain your mother would love to see you
before your coronation. Know she will be watching you every step
of the way even if you are a Chobortsriya when next she sees you.”

The Daughter bowed her head and considered her feet, which sweat
something awful buried in fine black-and-red-jeweled slippers that
looked far too imposing for her taste. She mumbled, “I suppose it’s
better if we don’t. I want to be taken seriously as a Chobortsriya.”

“And you will be,” said her governess. “You look exactly as fierce as
your mother. Eyes, red as garnets. Hair, crimson as an Ignan rose.
Skin silver and dewy as the stars. More wit than most know what
to do with. And, most importantly of all—” she rested a manicured
hand on the Daughter’s shoulder. The seamstresses worked around
the intrusion, stitching beads onto a high, red collar. “Birthright.
Your mother’s armies crushed the false queen’s rebellion just
weeks ago. Sosna Chonok has been a lawless pit since well before
then, but it must be restored to order. You, her eldest heir, are the
only woman to whom she can entrust this most important and
sacred job. Chobortsriya of Sosna Chonok. The Rose of the North.
You will raise this realm to greatness.” With a reassuring pat, her
governess withdrew her hand.

The Daughter bit her lip. As far back as she could remember,
everyone had just talked about what would happen if Zoldonya
Chovrekozh broke the allied North and finally claimed its land:
who would lead Sosna Chonok once the newest false queen was
ousted and how the Blue Queen’s remaining allies would be wiped
out, what to do if the Yellow Queen went back on her word and
attacked. It all seemed so...big. And herself, so small. Her stomach
was a jar of fireflies. She was just two years old when the Blue
Queen was executed one early spring—not that she would have
wanted to see such butchery. It took thirteen years to break the
Northerners of their dedication to her, but her mother proved
it could be done. Yet, some dark and deep part of the Daughter
wished the Blue Queen had never been captured at all, nor the
Northern regions shattered beyond recognition. Perhaps then
filling her shoes wouldn’t seem such a daunting task.

“I just don’t feel ready,” she admitted. “I don’t think I'm ready to
lead anybody, much less the former capital of Kandrisev.”

“Neither did your mother, when she became Chobortsriya of
Zoldonmesk at no older than six. But that’s what your household
is for: a governess to teach you, advisors to guide you, and many
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more members to keep your necessities at bay while you focus
on honorable rule and just command.” Her governess clasped
her hands around the Daughter’s. “Please, young mistress, don’t
worry. Everything will turn out perfectly fine.”

“But what if they don’t...” her voice grew as tiny as she felt. “Like...

O me?”
“Wh O? ”»

“The Chonokians. A-and the rest of the Northerners. Surely just
because we conquered them they won’t turncoat and start hating...
her.”

Her governess bent down to look her directly in the eyes.
A stained glass cornflower reflected in her deep pools of yellow.
The Daughter’s heart fluttered. Was it a sign?

“They willlove you in time. You are kind, brave, and a more capable
leader than you know. Your abilities will only flourish as long as
you are still willing to learn. I am certain of it.”

O The cornflower’s reflection enraptured her. The sigil of a dead
queen. On her coronation, she’'d be asked to choose a sigil to herald
her presence, too. Nothing had stood out to her other than a rose
until the reflection of that glossy cornflower in the eyes of her
governess. There would be riots if she chose such a symbol. She
may even be killed over it.

“Mistress? What’s wrong?”

The Daughter shook her head to clear it. “Sorry, I...” she looked
around the room, searching for an excuse. Most of the old
furniture had been covered in sheets and ancient tapestries telling
stories of the Ranov family’s ancestors. One bore a pedigree chart.
She shifted her feet. “I just know the Yellow Queen isn’t happy
about this. I was supposed to marry her nephew and now I'm not,
and she called all the Rahvi warriors back to Chariv.”

Her governess’ knit brows faded to a softer look. “Marriage
contracts shift all the time, as do military alliances. Your mother
won the North, so she picks who leads it. If need be, she will win
the West just as easily. Do you trust me?”

The Daughter swallowed. Truthfully, she didn’t know. Her head
was spinning with scenarios, plots, and subterfuge. All of it
just seemed too big. Too hard. Up until her mother brought
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the last bastions of the Blue Queen’s allies to heel last autumn,
the Daughter hadn’t set foot outside the Rose Fortress in Igna,
much less the borders of Zoldonya Chovrekozh. Still, she sighed.
“Yes, governess, I trust you.”

“Then believe me when I say there’s no reason to worry.” She
extended a hand. “Looks like they’'ve finished dressing you up.
Are you ready to meet your future subjects?”

The Daughterbarely realized the seamstresses had finished stitching
her into the gown. They now stood in a neat, pin-straight line off to
the side, heads bowed so they could better hear her next command.

She looked down at herself. Red, as always. Vermillion, crimson,
currant and ruby, interspersed with sable and onyx. Her hair,
plaited into one waist-length braid, cascaded over her shoulder
and down her front. It was stunning. Then, every outfit she wore
was stunning. She could be given no less.

Cautiously, she stepped toward the door. When she moved, the
gown tinkled. She looked over her shoulder at her governess and
the stained glass window behind her. The Blue Queen had also
been young when she came into power. She hadn’t been ready for
it, either. Such thoughts made her doubt her own true-heartedness.
A thought that raised the hair on the back of her neck crept to the
forefront of her mind. Had Sofezhka Ranov been scared, too, when
she was crowned the Blue Queen of Kandrisev?

XIV: SON

Content warning: graphic violence

THE air was a wet and suffocating blanket. Behind rain-thickened
clouds, the moons struggled to bare their faces. Starlight died in
the swirling grey mist before ever gracing the ground. A crackling
bonfire hidden away in a poplar grove alone lit up the night.

Thankful for the kiss of heat against his clammy palms, the Son
rubbed his hands together and held them just above the flames.
Warm. Invigorated. Stripped of coldness and uncertainty. That’s
how he imagined his whole body would feel when at last Ranovi
Hoshal and its Sentinel fell to justice. For Sosna Chonok. For the
Blue Queen. For him.

“You're certain?” his elder sister, Chedevrena, asked.

Alongside her stood many familiar but stony faces, eyes eager for
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the blackness of war. Avgana, their eldest sister. Their mother’s
brother, the Commander. All the generals and officers under him
who were dedicated to doing the true and right thing. Each would
receive a promotion and a pay raise if the plan succeeded. When.
There was no “if” because there was no uncertainty. Nearly the
entire city was behind him and his sisters’ plan.

“If they refuse to fight we’ll bring the fight to them,” the Son said.
“Why are your feet so cold just now? We've planned for months.”

“My feet are fine,” Chedevrena snapped with an air of indignance.
“You just...you seem different now that we’re so close is all. I want
to know you're alright.”

“I'm fine,” he said through gritted teeth. Silence. He went back to
contemplating the flames.

If Nezhlovyad Region had just chosen a side in this war—the Blue
Queen’s side, the right side—and quit stuffing their ears with
cowardice by pretending neutrality would cure this madness, he
wouldn’t have had to act. If Ranovi Hoshal, at least, had agreed to
side with the Blue Queen and aid her armies in driving back the
O Usurpers, it wouldn’t need to be overthrown. Nezhlovyad wouldn’t
lose such a valuable spot near their borders. In their daft eagerness
to remain uninvolved—as if that would keep the Usurpers from
cutting them down where they stood once they made it to the
eastern coast—they had done little to defend themselves from the
Red and Yellow armies. Overthrowing Ranovi Hoshal and taking
it for the Blue Queen would be a simple task; especially when the
so-called leader they prepared to overthrow was their mother.

The pathetic loon knew what Ranovi Hoshal’s support would mean
for the North. Solidarity meant everything to the Ranovs: rather,
the only Ranov left. Her dynasty began here in Hoshal Fortress
over two hundred years ago. Instinctively, his hand covered the
back of his neck. It didn’t matter one bit if the Blue Queen had been
nezhdoya. She bore the name Ranov, and that should have been
enough for anyone. His tattoo prickled. Nezhdoya. If his mother had
O ever cared about him, she had an odd way of showing it. Choosing
neutrality was choosing inaction. It was choosing against him.

“Then if everyone is warm and ready, we await your command,”
he said to Avgana.

After tonight, she would become the Sentinel of Ranovi Hoshal and
declare it independent of Nezhlovyad. If Nastveta Evgorod wanted
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it back, she could damn well raise an army and take it herself.
Everyone looked at Avgana. She gave a quiet nod.
“Move out,” the Son commanded.

The mob advanced on the city walls. They were hardly impregnable,
being made of wood and stone that was crumbled and rotten in more
than one place. Complacency had made them weak. As they drew
nearer more faces joined, ducking out of alleyways and turning off
street corners, pouring from backdoors armed with whatever they
could grab. Scant few had outright refused to participate. Their
silence was duly ensured. Those who were expected to refuse were
never asked at all. When dawn broke, they’d know.

As the mob thickened, so too did it hasten. The Son, along with his
sisters, led the charge. His veins buzzed with levity. The corners
of his lips cracked into a grin. Tonight, justice. Tonight was for
everyone like him.

Like waves, the mob broke through the outer walls of Hoshal Fortress,
flooding the gates with cries for blood and war that grew louder as
their passion crested. The Son and his sisters breached the curtilage
first, followed by a surge of bodies. The watchers at the fortress door
turned their spears on the position they once defended.

“Downwiththe Xobortsriya!” Someone shouted. “Kill the Sentinel!”

The Son didn’t care to hide his mirth any longer as more voices
joined in murky chants. The day had finally come when his sisters
stood at his side to say “No.” The Blue Queen’s word was law; the
time of nezhdoya was over. He would not be sold like chattel to
some foreign princess. They had already torn him away from one
family and he refused to suffer through it again.

The watchers at the fortress door held it open for him and his
sisters to enter. The wood cracked against stone as the mob bled
in, inundating the main hall. The Son and his sisters raced to their
mother’s quarters.

The Son slammed open the reinforced door. Their mother huddled
in a corner with her handmaids, her bodyguard standing over
them with menace in his eyes. When their eyes locked, his mother
burst into tears.

“My son! My son! Thank Leladya youre here, my son! Have they
hurt you? How did they get in? My gods, it’s like the whole city
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has gone mad.” Her face fell as his sisters stepped out aside him.
A general guarded the threshold. “What’s happening?”

“It didn’t need to be like this.” The Son drew a lithe blade from the
strap on his chest and handed it to the bodyguard. “But it is what
I wanted.”

His mother and her handmaids screamed, wailing like the fools
and lunatics they were. The bodyguard jerked down on each
handmaid’s hair to force them to expose their throats. He slit them
with no ceremony. They coughed and gurgled for some moments,
clothes stained black and floorboards slickened by a swelling pool
of hot, black blood. This room would need intense tidying after
this was over. Or...perhaps it could serve as a deterrent.

“Mercy. Mercy!” his mother screeched.

Her bodyguard seized her and pulled her up. She doubled over,
still sobbing, skirts wet with blood and urine. The bodyguard
returned the blade.

“Sisters?” he asked.

Quietly, Avgana and Chedevrena stepped around him. They, too,
held blades. Their mother made a horrible noise as if the air had
been sucked from her lungs. Sputtering, sobbing, all she cried was,
“Why?”

Avgana came to her and kissed her on the cheek. “I'm sorry,
mother.” She stuck her stomach with the blade.

Chedevrena approached. “I'm sorry, mother.” She stabbed her ribs.

The noise it made pleased him. Like a dart whistling past one’s
ear. Torn cloth, flowing blood. He approached. “I'm sorry, mother.”

When his blade entered his mother’s back, no pangs of remorse
sickened him. In fact, he felt nothing. Not even relief. The bodyguard
O released her. They stabbed until their mother’s blackened, stumbling
form slumped over on the floor. She convulsed. Her lips quivered
as if she were trying to speak, but only air escaped. The Son knelt
at her side. Her sea-grey eyes, glossy and fading, searched his face.

“The Sentinel is dead,” he whispered to her. “Longlive the Sentinel.”

She stopped shaking as he spit in her face.
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XV: HUSBAND

A FIRE crackled in the hearth. It was the only noise inside the
cabin. He sat on a hard-bottomed chair, staring deeply at the
woman he called his wife.

“Divchena,” he whispered. “Please, don’t do this.”

She looked back at him from the dining table bench, tears in her
oaken eyes. Sniffling, she pulled a stray hair back behind her ear.
“My country is falling apart.”

“We don’t need a country. Not out here. Don’t go. You’'ll be killed
before you get across the border.”

She bit her lip.

“These are Zoldoni lands,” he said. “Zoldoni trees, Zoldoni skies,
Zoldoni mountains. We grew up here. Our village—"

“Our village is gone,” she snapped. “If the Red Queen can’t protect
her subjects I'll find a Queen who will.”

“If you go to war—"

“When. When I go to war, I will fight amongst my sisters and
brothers at arms. I am a woman of Kandrisev and it is my duty to
fight for it until my dying breath.”

“But why fight for her?”

Silent, she kept her gaze set on the floor. A thousand moments of
silence passed between them. Each held a memory, a piece of the
life they’d built together. He begged her, in his mind, not to shatter
them to pieces.

She took a deep, shuddering breath. “I am barren. I will not bring
children into this world. If I cannot protect my own child, I must
at least protect another’s.”

“It could be me that’s barren,” he exclaimed. “And I don’t care
about children, all I want is you.”

“And you can have me,” she said. “But our home will never be
safe. When the raiders come our crops will be taken, our well
polluted, and our house burned to ashes. If they let us live, we’ll
have nothing. It’s six days to Losevka and even farther to Igna.
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We will die here in this shack, alone, having done nothing to save
ourselves or anyone else. Is that the kind of life you want?”

Tears welled in his eyes. “We’ll be safe if we stay here. There’ll be

plenty of orphans. We could adopt. We’ll have as big of a family as

you want. We don’t have to die here and you don’t have to sacrifice
O yourself for nothing. We can make it work.”

“Two years.” Her voice grew loud and biting. “That’s how long
we’ve been at war. How many more years do you think it will take
to end this if every woman and man isn’t out there fighting to end
it? One more? Two? Six?” She picked up the sack on the floor next
to her and slung it over her shoulder. Standing, she wiped the tears
from her cheeks. At the door, she paused, but did not look back.
“When I return—"

“You won’t.” The words shot out of him rough and ragged before
he could think what they meant.

She turned, covering her mouth. For a moment, she did not speak.
Then, her words were low and fierce. “No. No, I might not. But at
least I will have died for something I believe in.”

“Divchena, wait—"

Thedoorshutbehind her,leaving

only ghosts in the firelight. wnktnm

An amazing worldbuilding platform to create
and showcase your homebrew world!

@ BACK TO INDEX

Interactive maps let your players explore the world of your campaign
Keep track of your NPCs, secrets, plot hooks and timelines
Support for all RPG systems and genres

www.worldanvil.com

76 Worldbuilding Magazine


http://worldanvil.com

BARDIC STORYTELLING

AVOIDING EXPOSITION

by Taylor Frymier, illustrations by Ghranze

A HISTORY @ CULTURE Jd MUSIC

Agreybeard sits on the steps of the dais, lyre
in hand, recounting the lineage of his lord.
The august courtesans and attendants listen
with rapt attention. His gnarled fingers nimbly
fly across the strings as he immortalizes his
master’s mortal ancestors in song and meter,
recounting generation by generation, king by
king, ruler by ruler. He composes a song of
remembrance, a lay of validation.

A young woman sits in the ship’s mess minding
her own business, dark hair drawn like a curtain
across her face. A gang of thugs approach,
thumping down on the seats around her.
Surrounded, she continues to eat, heedless of
their threatening presence. Their leader asks for
a song with a voice like gravel. She pauses, pulls
a zither from her pack, and regales the eatery
with tales of the heroes that came before, of gods
and their doings, of the stars and their forging.
The mean looks the thugs bore on their craggy
faces slowly fade to awed attention.



An elf dressed in feathers and hide, covered in
ceremonial warpaint, dances around a bonfire
chanting in a native language. They keep time
with a buffalo-hide hand drum as the shadows
mingle with firelight in a display of their own.
The watchers sway to the storyteller’s rhythm
as they listen to an epic of past wars, distant
battles, and the brave deeds done therein. The
tribe members’ hearts beat in united anxiety for
the coming conflict.

The heart of humanity beats to the rhythm of
story and song. Since early civilization, people
have gathered to hear the past recounted.
Certain individuals in our history have made a
profession of this tradition. From ancient fireside
tale-tellers to actors of antiquity, medieval court
troubadours, and modern-day writers, folk have
made a career of storytelling. These individuals
have gone by many names: skalds in Scandinavia,
rhapsodes in Ancient Greece, minstrels in
Medieval England, and, most recognizably,
bards.

Bards were professional storytellers, musicians,
oral historians, and genealogists in Celtic
societies.! The term “bard” comes from the
self-same Scottish and Irish Gaelic word and
the Welsh word bardd.2 Dissimilar from the
roguish and adventuring Dungeons & Dragons
class that added to Sir Walter Scott’s efforts
in romanticizing the concept, original bards
were typically employed by a patron (a noble
or monarch) to capture their deeds in song or
to establish an artifact of their ancestry and
heritage. Through the memorization of oral
histories and tribal warriors’ acts of courage,
pre-Christian Celts kept an intricate catalog of
their past.
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Preceding any Dark Age or Medieval annalists,

the Grecian rhapsodes were professional
performers of epic poetry. These individuals
made use of Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, the
wisdom poetry of Hesiod, and Archilocus’
satires, among others. Notably, the rhapsodes
were competitive performers, contending with

1. West, Martin Litchfield. Indo-European poetry and myth. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007.
2. Matasovic¢, Ranko. Etymological Dictionary of Proto-Celtic. Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 2009.
3. Bahn, Eugene and Bahn, Margaret L. A History of Oral Interpretation. Minneapolis, MN: Burgess, 1979
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other singers for prizes at religious festivals.
Some cities even wrote their participation, and
the manner of their participation, into law.3

Farther afield, skalds, from the Old Norse word
for “poet,” composed in the Scandinavian courts
during the Viking Age. Many skalds famously
used the dréttkveett meter: the highly rhythmic
alliterative verse preferred by J.R.R. Tolkienin his
mythic retellings.4 Like bards, these individuals
were primarily employed by noble courts to keep
histories and encomiastic tales—songs praising a
person or thing.5

In worldbuilding, storytellers like bards, skalds,
minstrels, or rhapsodes may be employed to
provide a natural exposition of a society’s history,
their important persons’ genealogies, and even
convey cultural aesthetics.

HISTORY WITHOUT A LECTURE

Do you need to narrate a society’s past or tell
of their heroes’ grand deeds? Are you trying to
provide a catalog of wars, battles, rebellions,
and revolutions? Mythic tales of creation,
cosmic crises, and the destruction of the gods
and, ultimately, the world? Look no further
than your local bard! These noble wordsmiths,
prosemakers, and lay craftsmen serve as excellent
tools for a worldbuilding writer to provide their
audience with the necessary—and, at times,
self-indulgently unnecessary—information to
capture the nuance of current events.

As all modern events are informed by the past,
it’s important for authors writing speculative
fiction—especiallythat whichissetin asecondary
world—to make an effort to include the history
of their setting. Your characters will act within

their setting and maintain a worldview reflective
of its past. The audience should, eventually, be
made privy to this information, but it is generally
a bad idea to explain your world’s history out of
context. Bardic storytelling provides an excellent
way to make these connections.

One thing to note: bardic storytelling often
appears to be a secular establishment. Because
they desire control over the narrative, religions
typically seem to maintain their own method of
chronicling. Even pagan religions keep their own
oral records apart from bards or minstrels.

TABULATE YOUR DEAD

Let’s face it: nobles and monarchs are often
sociopathic narcissists who can’t wait to regale
their sycophants with a lengthy list of their
dead ancestors. And by regale, I mean bore to

4. Gade, Kari Ellen. Skaldic Poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages Il: Poetry from the Kings' Sagas Il: From c. 1035 to c. 1300.
Turnhout: Brepols, 2009; Anonymous, Tolkien, J.R.R., and Tolkien, Christopher. Beowulf: A Translation and Commentary. New

York City, NY: HarperCollins, 2014.

5. Helle, Knut. The Cambridge History of Scandinavia. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003.

6. Weir, Alison. Britain’s Royal Families: The Complete Genealogy. London: Vintage Books, 2011.



servile incipience. Nevertheless, an inventory of
aleader’s heritage can be an important artifact to
maintain for any society. No more so than for its
leader. Genealogical records help solidify their
right to rule and determine their successors.6
Furthermore, feudal societies—with their heaps
of dukes and duchesses, barons and baronesses,
marquesses and marchionesses, viscounts
and vassals—require devoted documentarians
dictating an account of these features to uphold
the system.

Bardic storytelling can be used here to great
effect. It would feel unnatural for an author to
provide direct narration of a ruler’s genealogy,
but an in-world individual whose job is to keep
that oral record could authentically relay that
information.
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THE COLOR OF STORYTELLING

As with any art form, song, verse, and stories
feed a culture’s aesthetic. Does your culture use
alliterative or syllabic verse? What words are
often repeated? What rhymes are commonly
used? Intentional use of poetic structure can
be a subtle way of implying a culture’s flavor.
The austere sounding iambic pentameter can
reveal a predilection toward nobility and a more
developed culture. Aggressive alliterative verse
can imply a more naturalistic, primitive culture.
And, rhyming songs with shorter lines often give
the impression of a folksy people set in rural
scenery.

What is the tone of this culture’s bardic
storytelling? Bright? Dark? Silly? Scary?
Satirical? How a song feels can influence the way
an audience perceives the culture or subculture
fromwhichitstems.Similartotheaforementioned
way, poetic structure can influence the flavor of a




culture; this effect can have a far greater impact
than one may realize at a surface level.

What instruments are typically used? Typically
Medieval English fantasy fare, like lutes and
lyres? Or, something more exotic like the Arabic
lute-like oud, the iconic Chinese erhu, or the
underrepresented dulcimer? Not only do the
instruments involved help provide the audience a
mental image of the scene and its sounds, but it can
indicate real-world cultural inspirations. Music is
a vital part of culture and the instrumentation
used is often unique to a specific people. Consider
indicating distinct musical instruments to set the
scene and identify your culture’s source.

What characters are frequently cast in these
people’s tales? What are they praised for? What
are they demonized for? What lessons do they
commonly tell? What symbols frequently arise
in these narratives? Numbers? Colors? Animals?
Themes? Myths, legends, and folktales often teach

.

a great deal about a past culture. The themes and
tropes portrayed will provide a glimpse into the
actual values and priorities the culture held. Your
setting’s cultures are no different, and the songs
your bards and storytellers sing can reflect their
cultural values in an organic and reputable way.

These aspects and questions subtly get to the
heart of what is important to your culture. After
all, we look to our real-world cultures’ myths,
legends, and folktales to discover who they were.
And, in many ways, those tales lean into their
aesthetic. The songs and stories you provide your
bards, skalds, and rhapsodes to tell will convey
tone and color, the rhythm your culture barely
notices themselves—their heartbeat.

For worldbuilders, many strategies can be
employed to provide background details other
than overt exposition. Certain tools work better
than others for specific tasks, and the information
provided here is a specific tool efficient at certain




tasks. So, whether you're attempting to chronicle
the life and deeds of your king’s great-great-
grandfather or provide the gory details of an
important battle in your setting, consider using
a minstrel to strum the lute, a rhapsode to sing
the song, a skald to tell the tale, or a bard to write
the story.
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ASK US ANYTHING

by B . H. Pierce
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his Ask Us Anything is presented by a senior member of the Amalgamated Order of
Interdimensional Persons, Percival Aluminius lllumnius, Adjunct Professor of Gateways, 3423

WestNorth Street, Dunny-on-the-Spire.

Is it normal that I see my world as a collage of
different books I've read? I try to write on my
own, but can’t help not see the similarities.

—Dorian the Grey

This brings me back to my undergraduate days.
I did a term paper about determining when
the last original work of fiction was created.
Turned out it was sometime around Gilgamesh.
The point is—there is nothing new under the sun.
Or other suns. Under stars in general. Everything
that has been written, displayed, or sung off-key
in the shower is an amalgamation of the creator’s
favorite works. The key is not always to be
original, but to not blatantly rip off the things you
love. To mix concepts in new or interesting ways.
Being able to say ‘My world is like X mixed with
Y with a little bit of Z thrown in’ is not a sign of
unoriginality, but a good way to quickly describe
your world to someone new.

So, if the similarities you see are extreme, first
you should show it to some other people and
see if they make the connection. Don'’t tell them
at first about the comparisons you see, though,
as that could introduce bias into the situation.
The similarity may very well be in your head
because you know what you're drawing inspiration
from. If they see what you do, then your next step
should be to start drawing inspiration from more
sources or interpret the existing ones through
a different lens. Read authors and genres you
usually don’t. Take it one step further and start
reading some nonfiction. Find the bits of history
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that inspired your favorite works, and do some
research on them to see what you can learn.
Doing more research tends to be the solution to
most of life’s problems. If you expand your horizons,
the horizons of your worlds will expand as well.

What are some common pitfalls that world-
builders can find themselves falling into?

—Daemon Honey

One issue that worldbuilders commonly
encounter is a problem of scale. Many worlds
start with epic visions with hundreds of cultures
spanning thousands of years. Many of these
do not get far beyond the point of a handful
of disconnected places and events before the
overwhelming scale of the exercise crushes the
builder’s enthusiasm. This sad state of affairs can
be avoided by picking one small part of the world
and working on that until it’s complete enough
for your purposes. Even the greatest worlds in
fiction are only fragments of a greater whole.

Another issue that affects worldbuilders is a
familiarity problem. Humans, by nature, are
provincial creatures. They see the world through
a lens fashioned from their own experiences,
which creates a problem when they try to create
a world very different from their own. What
they create can be riddled with inaccuracies
easily noticed by people with more knowledge
of the environment or culture in question. Do
your research, and most importantly, talk with
people from places and cultures similar to the



ones youre developing. Such conversations can
give you insight even research cannot.

For our last pitfall, we must divide worldbuilders
into two groups. Those who worldbuild simply
becauseit’s afun way to spend a sleepless, caffeine-
fueled weekend; and those who worldbuild as a
greater project, be that writing a story or making
a setting for a game. This pitfall more often affects
the people who are building for a purpose rather
than fun. Too many worlds focus on the magic
system, technology, or some other mechanical
aspect, and then fail to consider the implications
for the characters with whom the builder intends
to populate it. An example is a world where great
effort has been spent on developing a grand
pantheon with extensive prose and intricate charts
showing familial relations and their alliances and
grievances, only to completely neglect how any of
thisaffectsthedailylives of mere mortals. The gods
above may be engaged in an eons-long struggle for
control of the universe, but if you're telling stories
about individuals with short lifespans and more
pressing concerns about where their next meal
is coming from, that information is going to be
largely unneeded.

What challenges do fantasy authors run into
when developing a fantasy world that has en-
tered the age of gunpowder and cannons?

—II Magnifico Barbarossa

Gunpowder and the weapons systems based on
it cause no end of headaches for the worldbuild-
ing community. The gunpowder question is so
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common that the Interdimensional Commonality
Cataloguing Endeavour has an entry on it filed
under “Fantasy Gun Control.” The main challenge
many face is along the lines of “I have all these
monsters and magical people, but don’t they all
become obsolete when they can just be shot?”

The answer to this, as always, lies in extensive,
thorough research.

Let’s look at monsters first. It is true modern
rifles and other weapons can take down large
animals like bears or elephants or whales. It
is also true that spears were capable of killing
them too, a weapon accessible to most everyone
for most of history. Also keep in mind that early
firearms were slow to load and inaccurate. If you
don’t kill the troll with the first shot, which you
are remarkably unlikely to, then you are back to
using good old melee weapons. The introduction
of muzzle-loading, smoothbore firearms is
unlikely to change people’s relationship with
local monsters and beasts too much.

But what about magicians, wizards, and the like?
Surely the masters of the mystics arts will be laid
low by hordes of pistol wielding mundanes, won’t
they? It is rather hard to give a solid answer to
this question due to the sheer variety of magic
systems. A good question to ask yourself is, ‘how
do magic users counter archers?’ Early firearms
have similar capabilities to bows and arrows, so
it’s a safe bet that if your magic users haven’t been
conquered by the likes of Robin Hood, they're
likely to survive the era of the musket.
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A newly engaged couple have a breakdown in an
isolated area and must pay a call to the bizarre
residence of Dr. Frank-N-Furter. Through the
perspective of hetero-normative couple Brad and
Janet, the viewer is taken from a familiar setting
and thrust into the deep end of a world where
any expectation of gender norms are thrown
out of the window. This cult-classic musical is a
wonderful example of taking the social norms of
gender roles and sexuality and throwing them
into the blender.
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MEET THE STAFF
AARYAN BALU

Interviewed by Adam Bassett
Photography by Michael Bailey

i there! I'm Aaryan, a reader, writer, and tabletop nerd who's been around the magazine
for a little over a year now. I've dabbled in writing and editing, but I'm mostly focused
on conducting the World Showcase interviews that show up at the beginning of every issue.
In my free time I'm an audio engineer, writer, and full-time student. I've appeared on and edited the
Worldcasting podcast and am the creator of the Worldhopper’s Guide to the Cosmere podcast.

Meanwhile, I'm busy writing my own books in private as well as posting worldbuilding content online
for Dungeons & Dragons.

MICHAEL BAILEY ¢

SHE KILLS MONSTERS, UVA Department of Drama
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Can you tell us a little more about the process of
conducting those World Showcases?

It’s pretty straightforward. We put out a call for
submissions (and, hey, quick reminder that you
can submit as well!). I read through them, find
what excites me, shoot that person an email, and
organize a time to talk about their worlds!

The interviews themselves are very relaxed. I've
got a few questions prepared ahead of time, but
most of it is about listening and latching onto the
aspects of aworld that catch my interest—because
I'm pretty sure that’ll interest the reader, too.

After that, editors yell at me for using too many
commas. I fix those in the document, and then
we send it off to publishing.

What makes a setting stand out for you?

I'll be honest—I'm not a snob when it comes to
fantasy/sci-fi/horror elements. Throw something
you find cool at me, and if you sell it right, I'll
probably love it as well. The secret is to get me
hooked on a character going through change.

In some cases, that character is literally within
the world—an interesting person whose journey
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https://worldhoppersguide.podbean.com/

lets us experience all the cool things you want to
show off. Other times, the reader is the character.
As a tabletop nerd, if you can quickly set me in a
location and show me some cool new places on
the horizon, I'm deeply invested in finding out
what’s on the other side. Give the world a core
“identity” for me to get excited about, then throw
in interesting conflicts and hooks and walk me
through the implications.

Finally, the interviewee might just be awesome
enough to make the world come alive. I love
hearingpeopletalkaboutthingsthey’repassionate
about—and when people get passionate about
their world, that’s when some of the coolest,
weirdest, and most interesting stuff comes out.

If you're curious to learn more about Aaryan’s
work, you can find all of his worldbuilding and
writing in this Reddit post. You may also follow
him on Instagram or Twitter!
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