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am a librarian by education and a graphic designer by trade.

Most of the time, I work on layout in the tabletop roleplaying
and board game industry, making books, cards, boxes, and all
other pieces of the hobby that should be pleasant to look at. I've
been living in imaginary book worlds since early childhood, and
I've written numerous pieces of worldbuilding fiction before I've
realized I actually prefer my worlds well-researched. It made me
turn to environmental sciences and I haven’t looked back since.

My main project at the moment is Herbalist’s Primer—an illus-
trated guide to real-world magical plants. It’s a whimsical mix
of occult, ethnobotany, folklore, and tabletop RPGs, all packed
into one volume; it’s a handbook for beginner herbalists, healers,
magicians, and survivalists. The book includes a hundred magi-
cal plants, from aconite to yew, taken from all around the globe,
as well as chapters on basic botany, preparation of various salves
and ointments, recipes for magical potions, lists of magical and
medicinal correspondences, and a whole pile of material useful
in worldbuilding. As it’s slowly creeping towards the 400-page
mark, were planning a Kickstarter in the spring of 2021 to cover
the printing costs.

The book is going to be the first in the series—at Double Profi-

ciency, were planning to continue in a similar vein with other
worldbuilder-friendly materials. Were currently collecting mate-
rials for books on animals, geology, occult, cartography, cryptog-
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raphy... And all things ‘fantasy survival’ in the
upcoming Adventurer’s Primer. We're also run-
ning a monthly series of Globetrotter’s Guides
to Greenery (guides to biomes and plants, full
of sensory descriptions and all things world-

building) and Wayfarer’s Decks (cards with
writing prompts, encounters, mysteries,
and puzzles); all of them are available
on our Patreon.

What programs and media do you
{  work with, and why?
My software choices are highly influ-
enced by my workflow—I do layouts
first, then draw whatever fits the space
I've assigned on the page. I've sold my
soul to Adobe; I use InDesign on a daily
basis as it’s the industry standard that most
of my clients demand. For illustration, I go
with Photoshop as well, although that’s mostly
because of Kyle Webster’s [digital] brushes that
I've been using for years and which are now a
part of the Adobe package.

From time to time, I also use the Affinity pack-
age (Publisher and Photo)—it allows me to
seamlessly switch from one app to another and
edit images without leaving the layout software.
I keep promising myself to find the time to learn
how to draw on paper, but the lack of ‘undo’
option is a bit of a deal-breaker for me.

What’s your work process like now?

For various reasons, I dropped illustration for
almost ten years and only picked it up again a
couple months ago. That’s why I do what I can
to draw every day, no matter how much other
work I have to do. Right now, as I almost exclu-
sively draw plants, I start with research. I'm
using original botanical illustrations from the

18th-19th century as references for the style and
organization, and modern photos (taken by me
or found in the public domain) for colors. I have
aphantasia® and visualizing is incredibly hard
for me—I cannot work without references, so
it’s probably a good thing I've decided to draw
flowers, not dragons!

Where do your ideas usually come from?

I have been fascinated by folklore my
whole life. My bookcases are full
of books on magic, vampires,
werewolves, witches, poisons,
nature spirits, and imaginary
lands—and I mean scientific
publications, not novels. I
love research (like a prop-

er librarian should!), and I
can never stop myself from
sharing the amazing things
I've learnt. That’s exactly why
we've come up with the “Prim-
ers”’—to save other worldbuilders some
work and deliver the juicy goodies without the
need to go for a deep delve into 12th-century Old
Slavic epic poems for that one paragraph about
invoking the forces of nature to one’s benetfit.

Do you have a world you create for?

My partner, Jakub, and I are now working
together on a science-fantasy world for a game
called “Blazing Aurorae.” It’s a world placed in
an icy tail of a comet: think opalescent mists,
rainbow bridges, floating islands with magi-
cally-protected atmosphere, giant leviathans,
underground stalkers, and longboats traveling
from one island to another, sailing through out-
er space on solar winds. We’ve been having the
most fun coming up with flora and fauna that
could have evolved in this kind of environment

! the inability to form mental images of real or imaginary people, places, or things. Mirriam-Webster Dictionary.
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— we actually wrote it down, and you can read
about the process on our blog.

What'’s your favorite subject matter?

As somebody who has been doodling flowers
since preschool, I find that ornamental art is my
favorite. I love filling spaces with tangled vines
and colorful petals—whether it’s in illustration,
layout, embroidery, or gardening.

What subject matter, technique, or method have
you had difficulty with?

I am constantly trying and failing to use real
watercolors—I use digital ones all the time, but
the flow of real paint is just something I cannot
control. I know I should embrace the ‘happy
accidents’ of color spills, but I find myself more
frustrated than enjoying the experience.

What sort of obstacles do you face today in
your art?

I don’t have much time for it, between a full-
time freelance graphic design job, writing a
book, and family obligations. I love drawing—
but because it’s so closely aligned with my work,
it sometimes feels just like that—work, and on
a deadline. There’s a lot of truth in the idea of
‘personal art’ being what helps an artist to stay
sane.

56 Worldbuilding Magazine

Issue 6 | 2020 SURVIVAL

What inspires you?

I find endless inspiration in the natural world. It
should not be surprising, as plants are almost all
that I draw these days—but I keep taking photos
of every interesting sight I find on my walks with
the dog. My current project keeps me somewhat
contained to this topic—with Herbalist’s Prim-
er needing over a hundred illustrations and my
limited free time, I try to stay laser-focused. But
the pile of photos of lovely sights, animals, sky
patterns, rock formations, and people’s faces is
growing each day, patiently waiting for the day
I close one project and start another.

What do you wish someone had told you earlier
about entering the creative field?

Thattheartisticfreedom often comes after finan-
cial freedom. You can be an incredible artist and
keep making peanuts, as you constantly under-
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value and undercut yourself. When I started my
freelancing business less than two years ago, I
did the same thing; I still do, but I'm getting
better. Pricing one’s work is somehow a much
harder skill to practice than drawing, probably
because as a society we find nothing shameful
about being a great artist, but many scowl at the
idea of an artist wanting to get properly paid.
However, we all have bills to pay, and the sooner
we acknowledge the fact, the sooner we can get
rid of the idea of working for exposure.

This interview was edited for Worldbuilding
Magazine.

Thanks to Anna for joining us! If you enjoyed
learning about the Herbalist’s Primer, or any of
their other projects, you can find more about it
on Double Proficiency’s website.

If you would like to be featured in a future Art
Showcase, click here to apply!
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THINKING

SIDEWAYS

ABOUT LIFE AFTER DEATH

by Robert Meegan, illustrations by Tristen Fekete

@ sciFl 1 TECHNOLOGY

Cyberpunk, as a subgenre of near-future sci-
ence fiction, reached its zenith in the last
decades before the turn of the millennium. Its
popularity began to fall when the future arrived
and people realized that “jacking-in” actually
meant finding a coffee shop with free Wi-Fi. It
plummeted with the discovery that when given
ridiculous amounts of pocket-sized computer
power connected to the world’s store of infor-
mation, most people would use it for watching
pet videos, taking photos of themselves, and
spreading conspiracy theories. The sudden
stop that marked the end of the fall was the
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realization that the all-powerful corporations
that cyberpunk authors used as the heavies
completely lacked the proper level of menace.
Instead, we got one corporation that trades all
sorts of really useful services in exchange for
showing you targeted advertisements; another
that doesn’t bother to use those ads, because
they know that you're going to buy from them
anyway; and a third, most famous for theme
parks and animated movies, that has acquired
much of the entertainment industry to make it
as inoffensive as possible.



The future is never what we thought it would be.
Where is the edgy nastiness that we had been
warned against? If we want to bring cyberpunk
back, we’ll need to think sideways about it.

People say that eighty percent of life is simply
showing up. The rest largely consists of stick-
ing around. Those who can’t pull off the second
part serve as object lessons and plot hooks. As
creators, we appreciate those who are willing to
give their all for the cause, but sometimes the
story would benefit from a character not staying
dead. This is where the various fantasy genres
have an edge over science fiction. Fantasy offers
options for returning a character from the far
side of death’s door; while you, as a worldbuild-
er, don’t have to use all or even any of them, no
one is suddenly going to start pointing fingers
about the implausibility of your wraith or mum-
my. Disembodied spirits wandering about the
castle are almost de rigueur if you want to set a
properly dismal mood.

Science fiction isn’t so lucky. Sure, if you're
dealing with far-future space opera, you can
use Clarke’s law and point to advanced technol-
ogy that essentially serves the same purpose
as magic. With each step backwards from that,
the situation gets worse. If youre dealing with
the near-future, no one is going to accept your
resident technician saying, “Captain, I've recon-
figured the polarity of the interface protocol and
with a little luck and a wee dram of whisky, we
should be able to reintegrate all of the bits and
bobs of our red-shirted colleague who had the
misfortune to trigger that micronuke.”

Here is where we need to get creative. Let’s look
around at what the fantasy crowd is doing and
see what we can appropriate and repurpose.
With a bit of imagination, we can restore some
edgy nastiness to cyberpunk and when faced
with a shortage of edgy nastiness, the best place
to start is with death.

IN MY TIME OF DYING

The standard approach in fantasy when all pre-
cautions fail and someone vital to the plot dies
is to bring them back to life using resurrection
magic of some kind, which generally requires
the deceased’s surviving companions to gather
up as many pieces of the victim as they can find.
These are then bundled off to someone who can
perform the appropriate ritual. This must usual-
ly be accomplished with some degree of haste, as
there is normally a “Best If Used By” date asso-
ciated with the body. Although details about the
resurrection process are rarely well-document-
ed, it seems likely that the steps must include
reassembling the components into something
approximating their original locations, reani-
mating the body, getting it healed to basic oper-
ating mode, and then restoring consciousness.

In an example of reality catching up with fiction,
at least the first few steps can be accomplished
today. In the event that someone loses all or part
of a limb, if reasonable efforts are made to keep
the severed part chilled, it can be reattached sev-
eral hours later. More sophisticated measures
can preserve tissue for several days, which might
be necessary if the patient requires immediate
treatment for other conditions such as infection
before the reattachment surgery. The most recent
research has shown that mouse limbs preserved
in a protective fluid at liquid nitrogen tempera-
tures (-196°C) for as long as seven days can be
successfully reattached. Other work suggests
that extremely high pressure during the freezing
and thawing process can prevent the formation
of ice crystals that damage cells.

We can make use of that. The well-equipped
medic of our future has a cryogenic chamber for
body parts or even whole bodies. At the scene
of an accident, instead of pulling the sheet over
the victim’s face and watching the coroner haul
them away, authorities call for the “popsicle
truck.” When it arrives, the recently deceased
are stuffed into tubes, which are then pressur-
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ized with cryopreservatives and flash-frozen. At
this point, the frantic race against time will no
longer be a concern as the corpsicle will be held
in a state of “mostly dead,” which offers far more
options for recovery than “all dead.”

The “putting the pieces back together” step has
also greatly improved over the years. Microsur-
gery has allowed doctors to reconnect even tiny
blood vessels and nerves, making limb reat-
tachment far more successful. Relatively small
patches of the patient’s own skin can be used as
seed material to create laboratory-grown graft
material to cover large areas of trauma. Early
experiments growing three-dimensional struc-
tures such as bone and organs have already
shown tantalizing signs of progress. Even the
regeneration of spinal nerves, once considered
impossible, has been accomplished with real-
world results, albeit on a limited scale.

While the unfortunate corpses remain frozen,
they are scanned and a surgical plan devel-
oped. Any missing or severely damaged parts
are regrown and readied for transplantation.
Instead of a single marathon session of surgery
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to repair the trauma, the process can be spread
out over days or weeks, with breathing and cir-
culation initially handled mechanically until
the body can take over these functions for itself.

The tricky bit has always been the brain.
Long-standing opinion has held that the brain
would suffer irreversible damage after three to
five minutes of oxygen deprivation. Rare cases
where someone had been revived after drown-
ing in freezing water offered hope that brain
cells might be somewhat resilient to damage
caused by temporary death. This optimism was
rewarded in 2019 when researchers at Yale took
the brains from thirty-two hogs decapitated at
a slaughterhouse and demonstrated that four
hours after death they could be revived using
equipment to provide oxygen, nutrients, and
chemicals to repair the decomposition caused
by toxins that had developed. The cocktail also
specifically included drugs to prevent the brains
from recovering consciousness, although the
scientists were prepared to administer addition-
al anesthetics if it appeared that pain sensations
were being generated.



Allofthebrains studied wererestored to metabol-
ic health. That is to say, nerves and blood vessels
began to operate normally. While normal activity
of the brain was suppressed for ethical reasons,
samples of the tissue were taken and individual
neurons were found to function normally. It’s not
possible to say definitively that brain function
would have autonomously restored itself—the
brains might have remained in an inert state,
not regaining consciousness. On the other
hand, as we are able to use advanced imaging to
observe the transition between unconscious and
conscious minds, we are likely to develop new
methods of “jump-starting” a brain.

Given all of this, characters in our society don’t
necessarily need to fear a violent death. If they
can afford the right insurance coverage, their
demise will trigger a device within their bodies
sending a message dispatching a team of first
responders on a recovery mission. In a matter of
weeks to months, they can be back on the streets,
as good as new—albeit with the possibility of a
few new quirks and some memory loss.

SPIRITS IN THE
MATERIAL WORLD

Of course, bringing someone back to life in a
literal sense might not be practical. The bits and
pieces left over from whatever caused demotion
from the ranks of the living might prove insuf-
ficient. Another alternative is that when the
character failed to keep up with the payments
on their insurance, it was impossible to get rein-
stated with the pre-existing condition of “dead.”

Fortunately for us, not all forms of fantasy res-
urrection result in a physical body. There is a
long tradition of ghosts and spectres haunting
the world of the living, neither dead nor alive.
These spirits are generally limited in their
interactions with the mortal world. They may
communicate verbally or through dreams and
visions. Physical interactions, if at all possible,
might involve nothing more than a chill wind,

a tap on the shoulder, or the slight nudge that
sends a vase toppling off a shelf.

There’s no reason why we can’t have ghosts, too.
We just need to work out a few details.

If you look at the literature, you’ll find wildly
varying estimates of the memory capacity and
computing power of a human brain. There’s a
reason for this—brains and computers are very
different things. Brains are comprised of a huge
number of very slow neurons. Computers have
far fewer transistors which operate many orders
of magnitude faster. Connections between the
transistors in a computer are incredibly reliable,
while signals between neurons only trigger a
response about twenty percent of the time. Data
stored in a computer’s memory is also depend-
able, with a very low probability of corruption.
Human memory, on the other hand, is notori-
ously unreliable and subject to gradual fading if
not frequently refreshed.

Because of these differences, brains and com-
puters operate very differently. Computers
are deterministic because transistors behave
consistently, given a set of inputs, the output
is known in advance, at least theoretically. On
the other hand, brains are probabilistic; given a
large enough sample, neurons will produce sta-
tistically consistent results, but any one neuron
may or may not give a response when stimulat-
ed. A consequence of this is that brains are what
engineers call “highly redundant,” meaning that
neurons serve as backups to each other. Memo-
ries are stored holographically, with each aspect
of the memory spread across multiple neurons
so the failure of any particular neuron to fire
doesn’t necessarily mean that the entire memo-
ry is lost. It’s quite possible that some details are
recalled clearly, while others are fuzzy or misre-
membered.! Holographic memory is one reason
why a smell might bring back vivid memories,
while a name makes no connection.



Brains also make use of parallel processing on
multiple levels. You can walk and chew gum at
the same time. Both of these normally run in the
background, but it’s possible and even necessary
at times to move these to the front; for example,
when walking on an icy sidewalk. There are oth-
er levels of parallelism, too. For one, your eyes
are looking at this and interpreting what they
see. Somewhere in your visual cortex, a decision
is being made that you're looking at text and the
image is, in some way, being passed to the lan-
guage centers. That image is then converted into
the word elements that are matched with your
stored vocabulary. This happens smoothly and
at high speed. If you'd like to see your powers of
parallelism, pick two nursery rhymes that you
know by heart. Now start speaking one while
writing the other. Despite both of these skills
needing the language centers of the brain, most
people are able to pull this off.

At the very lowest level, multiple neurons pro-
cess the same information. Some indications of
this are when something is “right on the tip of
your tongue.” You know that you know it because
that part of the processing has completed, but
the correct synapses haven’t successfully fired.
This has also been suggested as a cause for the
experience of “deja vu.”

All of this is fundamental to a question that has
been asked for at least a half-century: is it pos-
sible to capture a human mind and transfer it to
a computer? The answer is a most definite may-
be. Since we're building our own worlds, we can
take that as a “yes,” which leads to the question
of what it would look like.
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The first requirement is some way to download
the contents of a person’s brain. In most science
fiction, this is a matter of attaching a few elec-
trodes to the subject’s head and watching lights
flash on the computer for a minute or two. This
is fine if youre looking for a retro or comic
approach, but we want to create a grittier, more
realistic world, and when you look at the details,
mind reading turns out to be a lot more compli-
cated than it first appears.

Most people learn about the concepts of short-
term and long-term memory. This being biol-
ogy, the truth is more complicated, of course.
It turns out there are many levels of memory.
When someone tells you their contact informa-

L It's important to note that the term “holographic” as used here does not refer to visual holography, the science of storing
a three-dimensional image using photographic material. Instead, it's a term of art used in computer science to describe
a memory structure where data can be stored and recovered using multi-dimensional vectors. You can use a few well-
defined vectors or many vague vectors to locate a piece of information in this way.
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tion and you're frantically typing it in before
you forget, youre using what your teacher called
short-term memory. It’s a high-energy process,
which is why you can’t store much in there and
why it doesn’t last long. You actually have much
faster and even shorter-lasting memory. Earlier,
when we talked about seeing a page and hav-
ing it passed to the language center, we were
talking about a special form of very short-term
memory. It lasts tens of milliseconds and then
it’s gone. This is called sensory memory and the
time between when those neurons are read and
when new sensations are received is what allows
movies and television to work—your brain has
learned to ignore these brief intermissions, so
you don’t see the brief flicker as the next frame
is repainted on the screen.

Intermediate- and long-term is much more
complex. As memories become more long-last-
ing, the mechanisms used to store them has
to become both more stable and less ener-
gy-intensive. The brain does this by moving
from electrical charges to chemical and even
structural changes in the neurons themselves.
Intermediate-term memory requires the estab-
lishment of an ionic imbalance that preserves
the neuron’s state. Long-term memory appears
to involve the encoding of specific proteins that
can maintain this imbalance as long as they
are regularly refreshed. At any given time, only
a small fraction of the memory neurons are
going to be active in this way. The frequency of
refresh is not known at this time, but it appears
to be on the order of months. There seem to be
some chemicals that can trigger or suppress the
refresh system, although testing of this is still at
the stage of individual neurons.

Since we want the ability to read those inter-
mediate- and long-term memories, we need to
stimulate the refresh cycle for all of those neu-
rons, to get the memories into the highest pos-
sible energy state. Dumping massive amounts of
stimulants into the brain runs the risk of quite
literally cooking it, as all of those chemical reac-

tions generate excess heat. It also has the poten-
tial for inducing mental trauma in the patient.
The onrush of every memory all being recalled
at once would undoubtedly be overwhelming. To
counter this, let’s say that a brain dump requires
the person being recorded to spend a month in
the laboratory, sedated, while a steady low-level
dose of refresh chemicals percolates through
the brain. This could keep things under control.

Even in this environment, all memories aren’t
going to be recovered. Some will have faded
below the threshold where they can be refreshed.
Others might be subtly altered in the copy, as
connections were either lost or wrongly created.
Perhaps the memory of a long-ago event substi-
tutes someone who wasn’t there for someone
who was. This sort of false memory is common
even without artificial stimulation and it’s one
of the reasons why eyewitness testimony is so
unreliable. On the process side, we can throw
in the benefit that when the process completes,
the patient will be pleasantly surprised at how
sharp their mind seems. If we really want to
make a brain dump special, we can also say that
there is a chance of temporary or even perma-
nent psychosis afterwards, as memories that
might have been best left forgotten are recalled.

Now that we have an image of a person’s mind,
can we build a computer that can run it?

Most personal computers have a single CPU.
These usually contain anywhere from one to
eight processing cores, each of which can han-
dle one or two “threads.” This means that the
computer can be doing somewhere between one
and sixteen simultaneous things. In practice, it
looks asifit’s doing much more because the cores
can perform billions of operations each second,
making them able to switch between tasks, usu-
ally without the user noticing. Still, even though
our neurons only cycle roughly twenty times per
second, you can glance at a photo and recognize
a friend far quicker than your computer can.



Fortunately for computer scientists, people
like to play video games. What’s more, theyre
willing to pay considerable amounts of money
to play games that are as realistic as possible.
While early video games used blocky graphics
with very low resolution, the newest games are
almost photorealistic and can be played in high
resolution. To put a video game onto a display,
the millions of pixels that make up the image
must be calculated many times per second.
These calculations are relatively simple; it’s the
sheer number of them that is the limiting factor.
To solve this problem, the makers of video cards
have developed special purpose graphical pro-
cessing units (GPUs), the latest of which contain
more than ten thousand cores, with each core
still operating at more than a billion operations
each second.

Extrapolating from this, we can see that the
computational power needed to host a function-
ing mind is certainly practical. Storage capacity
for data is well within reason. What’s missing is
an understanding of how the mind works—the
source code, as it were, that the brain runs. Giv-
en the recent utter failure of a billion-euro pro-
ject to build an artificial brain, the best option
here is to make this the point where we hand
wave the science and attribute a breakthrough
to some mad genius.

So what would our ghost in the machine actu-
ally be like? The difference between billions
of neurons operating slowly and tens or hun-
dreds of thousands of cores operating quickly
should definitely create noticeable effects. Some
might be trivial, such as a tendency to do tasks
such as mathematical calculations unnaturally
quickly. Others might be far more subtle. With
the change from probabilistic to deterministic
processing, recall might be more certain, but
the random bursts of insight that well up as a
half-formed thought might not appear.

As mentioned, the downloaded memories might
be incomplete or inaccurate. New memories will
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need tobe processed with somesortofafilterthat
discards most sensory data, so that the available
storage is not overwhelmed with recordings of
everything seen and heard. With old memories
remaining perpetually sharp, the possibility of
psychoses and other mental illnesses—such as
post-traumatic stress triggered by recall of past
events that would gradually fade in an organic
mind—can’t be overlooked. These conditions
might manifest themselves in a manner similar
to those displayed by the ghosts of fantasy: a
tendency to dwell upon the past and, in particu-
lar, on old injustices.

The decision as to how the ghost interacts with
the rest of the world could be handled in several
ways. Most would be purely virtual, hosted on
servers located in the data cloud, while those
with particularly deep pockets or good reasons
for paranoia might choose to have their own
servers, locked away safely in a private data
center. Ghosts might only have access to those
sensors they actually own or lease, as well as
certain public units. A friend or employee might
wear a sensor pack to provide mobility, but
those who lack access to these options might
find themselves more or less pinned to a small
number of locations.

Those who can afford one might invest in a
golem—a cybernetic body. Depending upon
finances and tastes, this might be something
obviously mechanical or virtually indistinguish-
able from a living person. There’s no need for it
to even have a human form factor. Wandering
around in the body of a robotic dog or cat or
even soaring through the sky as a bird might be
a diversion for the rich and famous. The golem
itself would have sufficient processing power
to take care of basic mobility and other motor
functions. For all of the higher-order thinking, a
high bandwidth wireless connection back to the
ghost’s servers would be needed. A golem might
be disabled by jamming communications back
to its brain, but the ghost itself would be out of
reach of physical harm.



LIVE AND LET DIE

Now that we have resurrection and the spir-
it world sorted out, it seems like something is
still missing. By making death less permanent,
we’ve removed a level of risk from our world. To
maintain the proper balance of terror we need
a fate worse than death, just to spice things up.
Our ghosts are physically dead, but mentally
alive. That’s pretty bad. Being physically alive
but mentally dead would be worse. For our
inspiration here, we need to go full sideways and
look to fantasy’s third cousin—horror.

There are reasons why zombies are terrifying. We
harbor deep taboos about the dead, many doubt-
lessly originating from the basic fact that hanging
around decaying bodies is generally unhealthy.
Religions and cultures in the hotter regions of
the world generally practice quick burials, often
within twenty-four hours. It’'s much safer to
mourn the dead after they’re safely packed away.

Another frightening characteristic of zombies is
their brutal mindlessness. As generally depict-
ed, they act without thought, just moving toward
the nearest source of food. This is not merely
subhuman, it’s beneath our expectations of even
animal behavior. Instinctively, we expect a crea-
ture to display some sort of strategy that shows
a measure of intelligence. If an animal is low on
the food chain, we anticipate it showing caution,
checking for more dangerous predators before
darting out for food. If it’s a natural hunter itself,
we look for it to stalk its prey and possibly work
in unison with a pack of its kind. In all cases,
we know that if it’s wounded in its pursuit, an
animal is going to fall back and reconsider the
situation. The fact that zombies do none of these
things emphasizes their wrongness.

The problem is that rotting people either shuf-
fling or sprinting around a modern city (whether
silently or while chanting “brains”) isn’t going to
work particularly well for most cyberpunk set-
tings. Sure, azombie apocalypseis one thing, but

it involves the entire collapse of society. That’s
not the genre that we're working with. There’s a
reason why everyone in the early “living dead”
movies was trying to hold out until dawn. Dawn
was when the authorities would show up, well-
armed and organized. Even well-armed and
disorganized works when the menace is mind-
less, and one characteristic of cyberpunk is an
abundance of lethal hardware. If we want to use
zombies (and who doesn’t?) as anything more
than mobile target practice, we need to refine
how we think of them.

One of the primary roots of zombie mythology
comes from Vodou, a religion that developed
in Haiti during the colonial period. Vodou is
a complex religion that incorporates aspects
of West African religions brought by slaves as
well as the Roman Catholicism practiced by the
Europeans who enslaved them. While monothe-
istic, with a supreme deity, it also has many lwa,
which can be described as supernatural spirits.
The practice of Vodou is built around these lwa.
If they are appeased by suitable rituals, they are
benevolent to the practitioners. When they are
offended or angered, they can be vindictive.

Vodou has both male and female priests—oun-
gan and manbo, respectively—and ceremonies
often feature spirit possession, where an lwa
takes over the body of one of the participants.
Usually, a ceremony is focused upon summon-
ing a specific lwa, but occasionally another one
crashes the event. Unlike many evangelical
believers who seek to be possessed by “the holy
spirit,” most Vodou practitioners try to avoid
possession, as it’s believed that their own spirits
have been pulled from their bodies to be replaced
by the lwa for the duration of the possession.

Human nature being what it is, there are those
who would use the lwa to gain power or for
harm. One who does this is called a boko, and
they are considered, for lack of a better word,
to be a sorcerer. Their power comes from their
ability to create a zonbi.



Most of these are zonbi astral, a spirit zonbi.
These are created when a portion of a person’s
soul is captured after their death and then
trapped by the boko in a bottle, along with shav-
ings from the person’s skull and various “spir-
it-admonishing medicines” that force the spirits
to work as they are instructed. Considering that
Haiti was settled specifically as a slave colony,
having one’s spirit enslaved in this way holds an
existential terror among Vodou adherents that
is hard for outsiders to understand.

There is another, much less common, type of
zonbi. The zonbi astral is a spirit without a body.
A zonbi ko kadav is a body without a spirit. To
the extent that most non-Haitians are aware of
zombification, this is what they are thinking of.
From the perspective of Vodou, a zonbi ko kadav
is a person whose spirit has been removed from
their body by a boko, usually to be trapped as
a zonbi astral. The body, spiritless, becomes a
slave to the boko.

Anthropologists and ethnologists have reported
on the phenomenon at least since the 1930s and
Wade Davis published a rather sensational book
on the subject, The Serpent and the Rainbow, in
1988. In it, he claimed that a zonbi ko kadav was
created, usually by a member of a secret society,
using a neurotoxin to simulate death. After the
victim was entombed (the nature of the terrain
and the climate in Haiti means that many many
people are interred above ground), the boko
would recover the body and administer a mix-
ture of stimulants and psychoactive drugs that
would both awaken the person and render them
susceptible to coercion. The zonbi would then be
sold into slavery and taken far away from their
home village.

Later researchers cast doubt on much of Davis’s
information, although they did independently
verify certain aspects. Certainly, the adherents
of the Vodou religion believe that it is possible
for aboko to capture souls. And, while some pur-
ported zonbis turned out to be cases of mental
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illness or mistaken identity, there were reports
where the possibility of enslavement through
the use of drugs could not be ruled out.

All of this is interesting, but how can it be used
in our cyberpunk worldbuilding?

There is a vast, barely tapped pool of knowl-
edge among practitioners of traditional med-
icine (including sorcerers). Researchers have
recognized this and have begun to seek these
practices out. Modern scientific laboratories are
fully capable of exploiting that knowledge and
producing drugs that produce the same results
more consistently. We'll create a corporation in
our world that is doing just that—Invate Phar-
maceuticals, dedicated to a simple philosophy:
everyone deserves the best possible health that
they can afford.

Invate has taken note of the boko practices and
has decided that this is how they’re going to staff
their security forces. Around the world, special
forces operatives, expert assassins, and top
bodyguards drop dead. Not all at once of course,
just here and there. Some might vanish mysteri-
ously while on an assignment. Others might be
picked up by a popsicle truck but never show up
at any hospital. Instead, they find themselves in
an Invate lab, where they are subjected to drugs
that break their connections to reality.

Do you remember when we talked about chem-
icals that can enhance the refreshing of long-
term memory? Well, there are others that can
suppress that same refresh. Constant training
keeps their combat skills fresh in short- and
intermediate-term memory, but their pasts fade
away forever. Within a year or two, Invate has
a virtual army of the most deadly people on the
planet, utterly without personality, and com-
pletely devoted to Invate, even to suicidal levels.

And our heroes? Well, all they have (besides
an impressive arsenal of very dangerous equip-
ment) is the cranky old ghost of the person who


https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/31490.The_Serpent_and_the_Rainbow

designed the Invate security systems before falling out with management and
ending up both dead and destitute. Now the ghost is all but forgotten and only
accessible through a handful of public interfaces. That’s the kind of edgy nastiness
that allows plenty of room for creative storytelling.
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Her cry was just a whimper, barely audible over the pops of burning wagons
and strangled screaming from down the forest road. Steel on flesh. Teeth on
flesh. A shadow loomed over the woman’s body, obscuring the firelight from the
torch she'd brandished moments before.

“Help me,” she managed. A surge of courage gripped Arne. He charged toward the
shadow.

“Get off her! Ye rotten beast!” He froze in place as the shape lifted its head. Red
in tooth and claw, the creature lifted its jowls and a low, edged rumble rose from
its chest. Its pointed ears were flat against its furred head. Blood dripped from its
short snout. Arne steeled himself. “I ain’t ‘fraid of you, ye gory hound!” He stepped
forward again, with legs shaky but determined.
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A bark broke the air to his left. A second beast slammed into his side, pinning
Arne against a tree. He dropped his axe in the snow. The beast snarled as it bit
into Arne’s right thigh. Great fangs ripped through his breeches and deep into the
flesh beneath.

The burly man beat the creature’s back and head with the iron rim of his shield
until it yelped and pulled back. A longsword blurred out of the darkness and sliced
the thing clean in half. Its torso landed with a thud, long tongue limp in the gory
snow. The abandoned legs and pelvis teetered for a moment before pitching for-
ward, spilling fetid viscera into a snowbank.

The huge figure holding the longsword roared. The beast first-seen abandoned its
meal, scampering off into the wintery wood. The giant knelt in the blood-spattered
snow and felt at the woman’s neck.

“Dead, or near enough besides,” his resonant voice rumbled. The giant turned and
looked at Arne, “Best get that leg bandaged. Might be some alcohol left that hasn’t
yet caught fire.”

Eloquent for a giant, Arne thought. He spared a wary glance at his injured leg.
Blood seeped from the wound. His mind raced. Thoughts rushing. Adrenaline
pumping. No pain though. His eyes rolled.

“Hey!” The giant stood and stepped over to him with surprising grace. With his
massive hand, he slapped Arne across the face, “Hey! Focus, pig. You can't slip
away yet.” The nightmare sharpened. The shadows and flickering fires became
clear. The giant’s craggy features and wide, flat nose came into focus. His bright
blue eyes glowed in the moonlight.

“Th—the woman,” he sputtered. “We have to save the others. What were those
things?”

“You can’t do a rotten thing until you pull it together. As for what those things
are... Vulcae, in my tongue. Warg in yours, I believe.” He paused, looked at Arne,
“Breathe, pig.” The human sucked in air and breathed out slowly, shakily. His heart
calmed.

“If you call me pig one more rotten time, I’ll feed you your teeth, cow.”
“That’s better.” The giant said with a grim smile, “Now, survivors.” He stalked

away into the darkness. Dumbfounded, Arne collected his axe and slipped it into
his belt before picking up the torch the savaged woman had dropped.

The giant found three survivors. Vassily, a grizzled southerner who'd a shallow scalp
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wound that looked worse than it was. Hilde, a former doppelsoldner from Auster-
lund. And Aedrich, a smarmy northern lad whod been recruited in a village not
far from Arne’s own. Arne found two others. Bruen and Brittle, a pair of local girls
who'd been with the company for less than a year but had proven themselves more
than capable: their swords and shields were vital during the skirmish at Yver Delta.
Theyd often entertained around campfires with a quick joke and a ready song. Bru-
en was hiding a limp. Her sister stole furtive glances, concern written on her face.

All were company men and women Arne had known for a season at least. Some
longer.

Except for that giant. He was new, hired specifically for this caravan tour. Arne
thought that the company must’ve spent a fortune on him. Giants were in high
demand as mercenaries and doppelsoldners. Arne had seen the giant, of course,
during the tour, but he'd not said a word and Arne didn’t know his name.

Gore, black in the night and glistening with reflected firelight, daubed the snowy
forest pass. The caravaners and merchants were all killed during the attack. Limbs
and other remains littered the road. Wagons and carts burned. Most of the goods
were either destroyed or weren’t making it out of this place. Fortunately, Arne found
a bottle of Virratan vodka in the wreckage, from which he took a long draught and
dumped on his wound. Whatever he wasn’t feeling before, he sure as all rotting
hells felt now. He gritted his teeth and tied a strip of cloth tightly around his thigh.

“Well,” Aedrich broke the silence, “That seems to be that. Likely won’t be gettin’
paid this time ‘round.”

“We have more to worry about than pay at this point, boy,” the giant said.

“Boy? Who in the thirteen rotting hells does this cow think he is?” Aedrich scoffed.
Arne and Hilde, who'd both performed over a score tours with the company and
known each other nearly a decade, shared a withering look. The giant said nothing.
Just stared at Aedrich. There was a long, tense moment before the boy relented.
The giant broke his gaze.

“Should we try to make camp?” Arne asked.
“No,” the giant replied. “When the fires die down, they’ll be back to feed on the
dead. We need to move now. Make our way across the frozen lake on the other side

of this rise and out of their territory. Grab everything we might need.”

“What were those things?” Brittle asked. The giant paused his rummaging to look
up at her.

“Death,” he continued rifling through provisions. “Now move. Don’t wait to find
out more.”
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They were out of the forest, upon the wind-blasted surface of the frozen lake when a
blizzard descended, as if to punish the mercenaries for daring to cross the expanse.
The wind piled the snow in swift-forming drifts, impeding their movement. All
except the giant struggled with each step. At his urging, theyd pilfered as much fur
and clothing as they could wear from the caravan. Despite their best efforts, the
frigid gale still cut through their garments.

Arne couldn’t see much through the storm. Just the barest outline of the giant’s
eight-foot frame at the head of the column. Neither could he hear anything over the
howling winter winds. Hilde had tried to tell him something just after the gale bore
down on them. Although she clearly shouted, he still could not catch her words.

The deafening wind and impenetrable snow veil gave way to Arne’s imagination.
He saw shadows and phantoms streaming through the whiteness. Horrible slav-
ering beasts with blood-soaked fangs watched just beyond his sight. He thought
he caught a glimpse of a chasing shade here, a rushing shadow there. No longer
was he able to discern between the howl of the wind and the howls of... something
else. Something hungry. Something angry.

Arne shook his head to rid himself of the nightmares. He trudged on, through
knee-deep snow, towards the distant treeline, obscured almost entirely by the
blizzard’s veil. The cold seeped into his bones, cutting through layers of cloth and
leather. He shivered uncontrollably.

A scream cut through the storm’s wail. Arne knew he couldn’t have imagined
that sound. He whipped around to a mess of writhing grey shadows some way off
behind the column. He recalled seeing Bruen’s limp. Shed been at the back of the
column. She fell behind. Oh, hells.

“Hey!” He shouted from the back of the line. Brittle had already begun trudging back
to save her sister. “Hey!” He shouted louder. Still no one turned. He shoved Hilde
just ahead of him. She saw Arne’s panicked expression, Brittle running through the
snow, and the chaos that was Bruen and her attackers beyond. Her eyes widened in
terror. She shoved Aedrich ahead of her and took off through the snow with Arne.

Desperately, he lifted his burning legs above the rising winter snowdrifts and
down again into the next one. The snowfall reached just above his knees.

Looking up, he could see the shadows clearer. Frost-matted fur and frenzied vio-
lence came into alarming focus. Bruen lay in the center of three wargs, one was
ripping at her arm, another at her injured leg. They threatened to tear the woman
in two. She kicked at the third and beat at the one gripping her arm with her free,
albeit mangled, hand. Her taken arm was lifeless. The furs around her shoulder

and under arm were dark.
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Brittle was close now. She'd brandished her blade and was plowing through drifts
at a pace that only those burning through the last dregs of adrenaline could ever
hope to match. A blur barked from the blizzard shade and she was tackled into
the snow, spattered red with her sisters’ blood. The fourth warg’s teeth clamped
around Brittle’s throat. Red gushed from its maw and seeped into the drift. She
beat at the warg with bare fists, despite her grievous wound, teeth barred and
snarling like the beasts themselves.

Arne and Hilde finally reached the scene. They shouted, drew weapons, and swung
at the bestial attackers. The wargs yelped in surprise and scampered off into the
storm, swiftly disappearing into the haze.

Brittle twitched in the rime of her own gore. Bruen’s right arm was limp at her side,
her hand a meaty mess. She dragged herself one-armed—a fast-freezing scarlet
trail in her wake.

“B-Brit,” she stammered upon reaching her sister’s body. Arne could just make
out her whimpering above the din of wintery rage, “Brit, come back. No no no no
no no... Here, I'll help you.” She shovelled dark snow into her sister’s gaping neck.
Shock. Bruen’s frantic attempts slowed as realization seeped into her eyes.

All was still for a moment, except for the living sister’s wracking sobs. Snow was
piling upon them. Arne crouched down beside her. “Time to go, girl.” He placed
his hand on her uninjured shoulder and pulled at it lightly. She didn’t move, didn’t
respond. He noticed shed stilled completely. Her sobbing breaths faded. “Hells,”
Arne swore. Standing, he locked eyes with Hilde. An icy tear clung to his cheek. She
simply nodded and turned. The giant surveilled the scene, his stony gaze inscrutable.

“We move,” his deep voice sliced through the wind. “Their corpses might distract
the pack.”

The storm subsided by the time they reached the treeline. They trudged through
snow at the top of a hillock leading down into the silent forest below. The blizzard’s
rancor had left a peaceful night in its wake. Arne couldn’t help but think it merely
a false respite—a cruel deception before fangs ripped at their throats.

A vast forest of evergreens, much like the one theyd left hours before, sprawled
before them. Miles and miles of green-black blanketed the rolling land until yield-
ing to the southern leg of the Ard Carraig Mountains—just a shadowy line rimming
the night’s eastern horizon from here.
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Arne’s beard was stiff and frozen, pulling at his face with every gelid movement. His
red nose ran a river of snot into his mustache. Snowflakes and icy tears crusted his
eye lashes. He could feel the windburn on his cheeks and forehead. Despite his fur-
lined leather boots, he couldn’t feel his toes. He assumed that wasn’t a good thing.

“Move quickly,” the giant’s deep voice broke the fragile silence. “We should take
refuge in the trees before the wargs catch up to us.” He began making his way
down the rise.

“I'm sick o’ this big bastard bossin’ us ‘round,” Aedrich muttered. The giant halted
and craned his great neck, peering into the dark. Aedrich froze, eyes wide.

“Run!” The giant shouted, breaking for the trees. The rest followed his gaze to the
north, where black specks sprinted along the treeline toward them. The company
took little further motivation to work their frozen limbs. Fortunately, the snow upon
the slope was considerably thinner than that which blanketed the lake. Unfortunate-
ly, that only served to make the hill more treacherous.

The mercenaries took the slope as quickly as possible without falling. They couldn’t
yet hear the wargs but they knew it was only moments before the creatures set
upon them.

Arne heard someone swear behind him. A second later, Vassily rolled past Arne,
the momentum of his fall carrying him faster down the hill. He tumbled, casting
and collecting snow along his descent. He stopped suddenly when he slammed
into a tree. The sound of snapping bone could be heard over over Arne’s heart
drumming in his ears.

Arne took the rest of the slope at a slide. Digging in to control his stop, he reached
Vassily who was gasping for air, his arm bent the wrong way. Sparing a glance to
the north, he could see flashing shadows between the trees.

“Come on, old man,” Arne said. “Those devils are right behind us. Come, on! Up!”
Vassily mumbled something incoherent, his face pale in contrast to the dried blood
from his scalp wound. “Aye. Now walk!”

Arne had a feeling they wouldn’t make it out of this alive. He could hear yipping
and growling behind him now. They set off down the remainder of the slope as
quickly as possible. Hilde appeared suddenly, longsword drawn, having shrugged
off some of her excess furs.

“Go! I'll hold them off!” Hilde shouted.

“Don’t be stupid,” Arne panted. “You'll kill yourself!”

“Go! Gods dammit!” Her look brokered no argument.
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They struggled down the hill. Legs already burning from keeping his balance and
supporting Vassily. Not to mention his own groaning wound.

The growling crescendoed behind them. A flurry of yelps and screaming from the
swordswoman and wargs alike. Arne had once helped the woman hold a gap against
an entire battalion for five whole minutes before reinforcements had arrived. She
was steel made flesh. She’ll make them bleed... If they bleed at all. Nevertheless,
he choked back tears, his throat constricting, thinking of what those beasts might
do to her. Not sure even Hilde will make it out of that alive.

They’d made it down the slope, far enough for the sounds of the fray behind them
to echo across the snow-blown wood. Snarling and growling, ripping and tearing,
a symphony woven of steel and claws surrounded the pair. Vassily seemed to be
losing consciousness again, his weight drooping toward the ground. Arne hoisted
him up, gritting his teeth under the burden.

Great arms appeared out of the forest’s shadows.

“Where’s that bellum?” The giant asked as he hoisted Vassily onto his shoulder
with seemingly little effort.

“What?” Arne’s limbs ached with relief.

“The... warrior woman. Where is she?”

“Oh, she... held them off for us.”

The giant trudged on silently for a moment. “Ebura-Bellus shall welcome her into

Valabor’s Hall,” his deep voice rumbled in the shadows. Arne would have gaped at
the giant if he wasn’t so rotting tired.

“We need to get a fire going,” the giant said. The four remaining, Arne, Aedrich,
Vassily, and the giant, made it to a small dell against the south edge of a sudden rise.

“I grabbed a flint from the caravan,” Vassily replied, having recovered somewhat
from his tumble and walking on his own now. He produced a sharp piece of flint

stone and held it out.

“Good. ” the giant said, turning to Aedrich. “Gather all the dry bracken you can,
boy.”

“I'll ask again,” Aedrich replied. “What fool put a cow in charge?” The giant turned
his great head toward the young man, jaw muscles working in his stony face.
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“Aedrich,” Arne hissed.

“What? This plainsman’s been ordering us around since the attack. I'm asking:
who put him in charge? I certainly didn’t.” He moved to stand toe-to-toe with the
giant, his six-foot frame dwarfed by the giant’s towering physique. Idiot child. The
giant lifted Aedrich off the ground by the collar and pinned him against a nearby
tree. Arne imagined the boulder-like arm muscles of a full-grown male giant pulled
taught beneath the layers of leather, cloth, and fur.

“You wish to strut around, flashing your feathers like a cockrel? Do so whilst being
ripped apart by those beasts. I aim to survive. I've fought those things before. I
know their ways. You wish to live through this? Do as I rotting say you impotent
speck. You hom-enfant.” The giant’s piercing blue eyes were iron and flame. “Oth-
erwise, I'll feed you to the wargs myself.” He dropped Aedrich, who gagged and
choked in the snow. The boy glowered at the giant but sulked away obediently. The
giant motioned for Arne to follow him. They stepped away from the group.

“You should know,” the giant began, “I doubt we’ll make it through this alive.
These beasts aren’t wolves. They’re... more.”

“What do you mean,” Arne asked. The giant paused, thinking.

“I don’t know. They are a form of undead. I am assuming you northerners have
seen undead, yes?” Arne nodded. He and the company had been sent to root out a
few draugr hives before and he’d even faced a puk or two, but he'd only ever heard
folktales and ghost stories of wargs, at times named werevargen in the North.
He'd assumed they were merely myth.

“You're saying they were once people?” Arne asked.

“Aye. My folk say those who do beastly deeds in life rise as beasts in death.” A far-
off look overcame the giant’s visage. “Regardless, they act like wolves but think
like people. Take comfort that these rose from humans and not my kind. We would
already be dead otherwise.” The giant shook the memory away. “We are to get as
far away from their den as possible.”

“How do we know where that is?” Arne asked.

“We don’t.” A dread silence fell over the pair. Arne felt sick. His emotions were
shreds, his consciousness fading. He'd not last much longer on his feet.

“What is your name?” Arne asked the giant.

“Epatus.”
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“Arne.” Epatus took his glove off and proffered his massive hand. Arne did the
same and human and giant greeted each other.

“We should return. Gather some firewood. Wouldn’t want the whelp to whine any
more.” A grim smile spread across Epatus’ face.

“I didn’t want to shout,” Vassily said. “She’s feverish and losing blood fast.” They’d
returned to find Vassily crouched over an unconscious Hilde.

“Bloody gods in thirteen hells, I've never met a cannier woman than she,” Arne said
kneeling beside her. She had numerous cuts and bruises across her face and blood
spatters covered nearly every surface of exposed skin. The woman was bleeding
from a grizzly looking stomach wound. Her eyes fluttered open. Brown. Simple.
Sharp. Uncomplicated. He'd known her too long not to notice the warmth within.

“Dammit Arne. What'd I tell you ‘bout crying in front o’ the others. The captain’ll
dock yer pay ‘f he catches ye.” She slurred and slurped her words through swollen
cheeks and cut lips.

“Aye, he might at that,” was all he could manage. “You rest now.” She closed her
eyes, losing consciousness again.

“Doubt she’ll make it through,” Vassily said. “Gut wounds are difficult to treat
when equipped to do so. I have nothing to work with that might not make her
death worse in the end. And, I'm down a hand.” Arne swallowed a knot in his
throat.

“Just keep her comfortable then,” Arne looked around. “Much as possible anyways.
I'll take the flint. If the wargs return, the fire should help scare them off.”

Arne and Epatus set to the task. When Aedrich returned, no longer grumbling at
the giant, they had enough wood to set up perimeter fires around the dell. Epatus
had said this would help, “Though she may have led them here. Not much to be
done about it now, and being backed against a sharp rise will prevent us from
being surrounded.” A small boon in an otherwise wretched night.

The caravan had been initially attacked at sundown. Morning wasn'’t far off. Epa-
tus said he'd take watch and let the others rest. He'd wake them at first light or last
breath. An encouraging sentiment, Arne thought.

Hilde was dead when they awoke. The cold stiffened the rigour and her wounds
were frosted over. Fortunately, her eyes were closed.
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“Died in her sleep. A blessing where few can be found,” Vassily said to Arne. “I am
sorry. She was a good woman and a better warrior.”

“Bellum a’beaux pael ca. Ebura s’héte Salle d’Valabor dahn,” Epatus said rev-
erently. He spotted Arne’s questioning look and simply added, “A eulogy for one
worthy.” Arne nodded.

The sun was swiftly chasing the night away. Its light revealed a world coated in
winter. The dense forest clustered with leafless limbs and evergreens whose boughs
were burdened with heavy snow. Within the dell they'd taken shelter was a large
tree with sprawling roots, and in the crook of one of these roots, Aedrich rested.

As Aedrich roused himself, he revealed a large hollow within the root structure
that was packed with snow. Presumably a comfortable place to rest for the night,
but a bad omen nevertheless. Epatus’ eyes went wide. Panicked, he began kicking
snow around and shoveling drifts with his immense arms.

“The big one’s finally lost it,” Aedrich said.

“Quiet boy!” Epatus hissed. He jumped and yanked his hand from the drift he was
investigating. It was bleeding. A small, fresh cut graced his palm. He reached back
in and pulled out a jagged white femur. Likely a deer, judging by the size. “The
Hanged One take us.”

“What is it?” Arne asked.
“A bone,” Vassily replied, clearly horrified along with Epatus.
“So? Forests are full of bones.” Aedrich said.

“See that gap in the roots you were sleeping in? That’s not just a hollow. We're in a
den. The wargs use that for shelter,” Vassily replied. Arne noticed that the flames
had all gone out. The grey morning was slowly brightening. Each passing moment
revealed more evidence of a messy, barbaric settlement. Tufts of fur, broken bones,
snapped tree limbs. In their rush and fatigue, they’d missed all the signs.

Creatures emerged from the obscuring trees. Arne got his first good look at the
beasts they’d been fleeing all night. Lupine but... different. They stalked forward
on all four paws but hunched like they were bent over. Grey, black, white, or brown
fur covered their heads, shoulders, and ran down their backs, but thinned along
the limbs and torso. Their bones jutted from skin pulled too tightly. Most had
various lacerations and injuries that gaped bloodlessly. A brown-furred one’s jaw
was askew and hung limply from its hinges. The grey one was missing an eye.

Eight wargs padded forward, hungry eyes fixed on the four mercenaries.
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“The only way out is through.” Epatus said, readying his longsword. Which, to a
giant, meant a six-and-a-half foot blade attached to a two-foot hilt.

“Aye,” Arne said, drawing his battleaxe and picking up his shield. Aedrich and
Vassily both nodded, the former drawing his axe and dagger and the latter a simple
shortsword, his crippled arm useless. Each shrugged furs and extra cloth from
their shoulders.

Twenty feet away, the wargs stopped and the leader, a huge black-furred beast,
slowly rose. Arne gasped as the creature stood, even hunched, at least a head taller
than him. Wiry, veiny muscles shown through the thin layer of fur on its limbs. Its
ribs pressed oppressively against its taut skin. The creature slavered, its tongue
lolling from within its rancid maw, and barked. Or... spoke? It sounded angry and
tortured. Hungry and desperate. Starving and glutinous.

“They won’t give up until we're dead,” Epatus said, “Keep them at a distance if you
can. If not, let them bite you, it’ll leave them vulnerable.”

“This rottin’ mammoth fucker’s crazy,” Aedrich shouted then broke from the line
in a panicked sprint, skirting the edge of the rise and making for a gap in the hills.

“Damn it, boy!” Arne shouted and took off after him. The big warg yipped and
three others took up the chase. The rest advanced on Epatus and Vassily.

Arne stumbled through the winter woods. The snow obscured the ground, a dan-
gerous thing in a forest: every root and rut lay in wait to trip, twist, and tangle.
This exact hazard proved deadly for Aedrich.

Just beyond his sight, Arne heard the sounds of growling and shouting. A moment
later he came upon a gory scene beside a frozen creek. Aedrich lay on the ground,
squirming and shouting as the three wargs ripped at his limbs and tore at his
chest. Red stained the fresh-fallen snow. Two of the young man’s limbs were still.

Arne thought better of yelling and alerting the savage trio of his presence. Instead,
he rushed forward wordlessly, and brought his axe down on the brown warg tear-
ing at Aedrich’s leg. Completely distracted and utterly exposed, its spine severed
under the blow. There was a short yelp and the beast went rigid, fangs still embed-
ded in its prey’s leg.

The other two, one grey and another brown, took notice. Their slavering maws
dripped with Aedrich’s blood. The snow steamed as it dripped from their jowls.
Grey leapt across Aedrich’s body, but Arne redirected its flight with his shield, slam-
ming the creature into a nearby tree. Brown lashed out with razor claws, catching
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Arne’s exposed right side. It tore a gash in his clothes and fur. Arne felt the sting of
sudden winter breeze and the burning of rent flesh.

Brown slashed again. Arne blocked with his shield. The beast yelped in pain as its
knuckles and claws jammed against the solid steel boss. Arne seized the advan-
tage and chopped with his axe but the beast swerved at the last moment and the
weapon jammed into its shoulder. The beast cried out. Arne felt his axehead break
through bone and tough lupine-human shoulder meat, but his strike had driven it
too deep—it was stuck fast. Damn, Arne thought.

Grey was up and attacking. It slashed with long claws. Arne sparred with the beast
for a moment before it roared, reeled back, and struck him with such a blow that
the shield shattered and the mercenary was thrown from his feet.

Arne landed in the snow with a soft thud. The axe slipped from his grip. His
shield arm ached. Gods, I'm done for if this is broken. He heard Grey stalk for-
ward, upright on its hindlegs. It snarled. Bloody saliva sloughed from its maw as
it panted. Arne closed his eyes. He heard the sounds of combat near their camp.
The sounds of crunching and tearing where Aedrich lay. He thought back to his
parents and growing up on the streets of Aughlow. Of past loves. Battles won and
lost. I could be done, he accepted.

Grey howled in pain. Arne’s eyes shot open. It was on all fours, Aedrich’s dagger
sunk into its back. Aedrich’s throwing arm fell in a bed of bloody snow, drained
with his last effort.

Arne sprung to his feet, grabbed his battleaxe, and hacked Grey’s head from its
shoulders. The body slumped, lifelessly, into the snowpack.

Brown snarled, spraying sanguinated spittle, and leapt at the recovered warrior.
Arne was ready. He swung his axe, catching the beast by the jaw in midair. It
yelped and fell to the ground. Arne stomped on its skull before the warg could
recover.

Gore feathered the scene. Aedrich stared blankly at the skeletal canopy above. No
breath puffed from his parted lips in the winter air. Arne closed the boy’s eyes.

“Go to whatever gods will take you, friend. I've Hell yet to live.” The clatter of
fighting behind him brought the world back into focus. He stood and trudged into
the melee.

Vassily was dead or dying as Arne arrived on the scene. A reddish-brown warg
was feasting upon his fallen body. Epatus was dealing with the other three, hav-
ing hewn a grey-furred warg in half, its top and bottom laying some twenty feet
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behind him. In the throes of undeath, Arne could see its jaw still working as if
chewing some invisible prey.

Taking advantage of their distraction, Arne slew the warg feasting upon his long-
time companion—his friend. It yelped in surprise with each axe blow.

A deep, rumbling cry ripped his attention to the struggling giant. A silver warg had
its jaws clamped around the giant’s hip, claws gripping his massive thigh. Epatus
was desperately fighting off the other two, and was having difficulty maneuvering
his great weapon with the large lupine body attached at his hip.

t Left the mall village after a month. They were just as curious about me as |
was of them, and so we spoke for hours each day about owr Lives. Howestly,
forgot to write down most of our conversations. (t was Like catching up with an
old friemd, rather than interviewing an ancient people. 'ma sure t will bemoan
this oversight Later.

Ever resourceful, the tmali gave me a small satchel filled with bright pink
petals. They called it something  do not kinow how to write in our seript, but
}oaole home t know it as coneflower. | wasw't aware of its significance, but they
insisted it would help Reep me healthy and ward off any autwmn illnesses.
've beewn eating some of it here and there to help occupy my time on my
Llonely walk howee. The taste Ls...unremarkable. Still, Edith is always curious
about these things. t will have to share with her my journey, as well as any
coneflower petals that remain.
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On impulse, Arne shouted at his attackers. The
SUBSCRIBE TO WORLDBUILDING MAGAZINE great black beast turned its mangy and scarred
head toward the sudden disturbance. Its yellow
eyes locked with Arne’s as it broke from combat
with the giant. It sprinted on all fours toward the
mercenary. Terrified, the veteran warrior, whod
fought many battles and faced far worse odds,
nearly pissed himself. Nevertheless, he squared
up, prepared his attack, and chopped with all his
considerable might...
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them sink into his throat. The breath went from
him as blood filled the passage. He choked and
sputtered. He flailed his arms, desperately try-
ing to attack the beast.

Satisfied its quarry wouldn’t trouble him further,
Black returned its attention to Epatus. Arne saw
that the giant had detached Silver from his side
by ramming his longsword through its torso and
had cleaved multiple great gashes into the sec-
ond warg, which now lay in the snow puffing its
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WORLD ANVIL
CONTEST WINNERS

hosted by World Anvil

¢ CONTEST

he following sections were winning submission to World Anvil’s “Alliance Challenge.” We had a
great time this year sharing some of the World Anvil community’s work with you, and hope it has
helped inspire your own worlds!

INTERNATIONAL DISCOGOLF
ASSOCIATES FOUNDATION (IDGAF)

by Garrett S. Lewis

The International Discogolf Associates Foundation (IDGAF) is an organization
dedicated to the facilitation and management of discogolf tournaments. Local and
government-backed teams alike are allowed to participate. Many across the world
tune in to watch their tournaments, making the IDGAF a multi-billion-dollar
organization.

The IDGAF is run by a thirteen-member board, and a director. The director is
chosen, simply, by surviving a hit to the head with a ceremonial disco golf club. In
these instances, the club wraps itself around the director’s head like a halo—clear-
ly denoting their appointment as director.

The director and the board oversee management of the IDGAF’s funds, contact
governments and notable organizations to found teams, oversee marketing and
broadcasting, and reserve venues for tournaments. The group has secured mul-
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ti-billion-dollar sponsorships over the years, gaining funds from governments and
corporations such as Malaysia, Agnew Sr.’s, and even solitary billionaires.

IDGAF procures venues for their games in order of significance—a local college
game may only be played on a small local venue, while larger games such as the
bi-bi-bi-yearly international tournament—which billions across the world tune in
to enjoy—often have multi-million dollar arenas constructed for their arrivals.
One such arena is the famous Dubai Discotower—which burned down five years
ago in an unfortunate birthday cake incident.

Teams are organized into a bracket, first by proximity starting at the city level,
then by county, state/province, country. Most teams never make it beyond the
first tier, and those who are unable to graduate to the third—are never heard from
again. Not because the IDGAF does anything to them, but simply because they are
ashamed. At the higher end of the bracket, countries and corporations typically
face off against one another—some even settle disputes via discogolf games. While
local teams can technically make it to the international tournament—a series of
accidents and mishaps typically takes them out of the running beforehand. A few
have, in the past, reached the internationals—most famously the Houston Hounds,
who’s team was entirely composed of dogs.

Teams in the IDGAF typically have 3-26 players, depending on their style of play.
Schools, corporations, churches, governments, and clandestine organizations
alike set up their own teams who practice every Wednesday evening at 7:00 PM
local time. This is a hard-set rule, any teams found practicing at different times
are banned from the IDGAF. Each team has an IDGAF-appointed parent, who
provides advice, support, and snacks.

The ACF’s own team was only established five years ago, after a mysterious email
ended up in Bin’s inbox. The team—named the Undercover Agents and is com-
posed of Bin Folks, director of the ACF, and a few close co-workers.

One of the most famous results of a discogolf game was the reunification of East
and West Germany. A team from Russia faced off against a West German team,
in a game that nearly ended in a tie before the West German team was able to get
in a final goal.

The Berlin Wall was then beaten down with discogolf clubs.

Other notable teams are the Hoboken Honkers (who’s players are all trained rodeo
clowns) , the United States Eagles (who’s players include retired presidents and a
genetically engineered super-discogolfer), the France Fleurs (whose players would
all rather be doing something else), The Manila Folders (whose names and faces
are all classified), the Tiélé Tigers (who play each game tied together), and the
Amazon Amazonians (who are most certainly sentient trees out for revenge wear-

ing human skin).
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In truth, the IDGAF is run by a mad cult—who are trying to find the world’s best
discogolfer. They believe that whoever wins the next international tournament is
the prophesied reincarnation of the great hero who originally invented the sport.
They believe that, once found, the reincarnated hero will lead them into the end of
days—cleaving the world in two with a single swing of their legendary club.

To this end, they select and sacrifice some of the best players throughout the
world—whisking them away in the chaos of celebration following their victories.
No award awaits the cult, however, and they know this fully—honestly, none of
them have any idea why they are trying so hard only to die in the end.!

The club itself is made of gold, and is stained in large patches with what the cult
believes is the hero’s blood—but is, in fact, simply spilled juice. The perpetrator
for the juice-incident likely made up the bloodstain theory to get away scot-free.

THE FLOQ: COMBATIVE DEMOCRACY

by Jacob “icastbolt” Boldt

Life within The After can occasionally be chaotic, but nothing compares to the
destructive violence which arose during the appearance of the Sophonts, the first
spirits capable of intelligent organization. Among them were the Rogbo, colorful
bird-like creatures whose wings more closely resembled that of a cloak.

Embattled tribes of Rogbo would frequently skirmish to secure territory and the
vitally necessary essence of @ther. In a period when both became increasingly
scarce, tempers erupted into a calamitous event simply remembered as The Shat-
tering. In the wake of this world-splintering carnage, the tattered remains of the
tribes really only had two diverging courses of action; to put out the fires, or finish
what they started. On the brink of true finality, a Rogbo named Chroma brokered a
cease in the violence. Weaving together the frayed remnants of the tribes, Chroma
bound the last of the Rogbo into one unified collective, the First Floq.

Like a wrapping of gauze around a seeping wound, The Floq has been the solution
for the consistent bickering between the varied collection of independent Rogbo
tribes. Called into action when an internal issue grows beyond the scope of a single
clan, The Floq seeks resolution with as little bloodshed as possible.

! The ceremonial club used to appoint the IDGAF director had once, in fact, belonged to the legendary hero themselves.
Cultists have handed it down for generations, ensuring that when the hero finally returns, they will have their trusty
tool ready.
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All voices heard,
All intentions tested.
—The Mantra of The Flog

Combative by nature, discussion and resolution of an issue is like suffering through
a disharmonious symphony of chittering avians, where the loudest voice is often
the one to be heard. Unlike a traditional democracy, the will to push an agenda is
considered more important than the number of individuals interested in doing so.

When a matter escapes resolution by words alone, voices of The Floq will har-
monize to call for a Trial by Flume. The act of combative democracy, where the
intentions of those involved in debate transcend words and become action. Lines
are drawn, sides are chosen, and judgement commences. Harsh words like fuel
as the meeting erupts into a literal trial by fire, where the last one standing is
declared the victor.

Overseen by a tribeless judge known as the Vy’Frayer, this honored spirit serves
as the impartial voice in defense of the interest for all Rogbo-kind. Acting as the
quasi embodiment for the will of the entire Floq, the Vy’Frayer is connected to
the Braed—a series of invisible threads that form the basis of the world’s magic
system—of all tribe members. Due to this connection, those within the network
can instinctually find their way to the place of judgment. A valuable trait, as most
meetings seldom occur in the same place more than once.

Revered as an incredibly strong Locus—a spirit of the underworld who can manip-
ulate the breed—the Vy’Frayer is capable of destructive action beyond the means
of a single Rogbo. Having access to the &ther stored within the entire networked
Brad of the tribes, the Vy’Frayer enforces the sanctity of the trials and ensures
the judgments are carried out accordingly.

The Floq will meet high above the plains of the surrounding landscape, nesting
with those of the same tribe of similar ideology. As tribes arrive at the nexus of
council they’ll often collect into separate camps upon large crags and pillars of
stone, trademark attributes of the Zloylands.

Valuing personal liberties, Rogbo don’t often agree about the correct course of
action. It’s not uncommon for tribes to splinter due to disagreements in leadership.
This mentality tends to carry into the debates themselves as discussion quickly
escalates into displays of who can yell the loudest, before exploding into eager calls
for a Trial by Flume.

To those outside the culture of the Floq, the trial appears as a duel of flames.
Gusts of fire trading from pillar to pillar, a horrific display of raw power. To the
initiated, it’s a contest of conviction. A debate given physical form. Harsh, vile, and
empty words traded for pure action and raw conviction. Believing the strongest
will is directly correlated with the most justified course of action, as little as a sin-



gle individual may attempt to make their case
in defiance of an entire host of tribes. Utterly
eclipsed by opposition, solo success during a
Trial by Flume will be difficult, but not impossi-
ble. Should this single Rogbo prove victorious,
their intentions shall be deemed the best course
of action and shall steer the fates of the collec-
tive Floq.

Normally initiated between two collections of
tribes, opposing contenders will take position
upon parallel towers within the regions of the
Zloylands. When every member of the perspec-
tive tribes have taken their positions or cast
their lot, the trial begins.

Accessing the energy stored within their tribe’s
Braed, locus participating will draw ether to
them. Like oversized candles, this excess of
power becomes immediately apparent as the
towers upon which they perch ignite in flames.
Within seconds, quick bursts of this heat are
traded from pillar to pillar. The stillness of the
air broken with the shattering of rock and the
war-cries of Rogbo.

The objective is simple, remove your opponent
from their pillar. Managing to blast the oppos-
ing side from their perch, forcing them to flee,
or incapacitating them entirely will net a victory
for the last tribe member standing. By the act
of winning their trial, any matters at hand will
cede to the victorious party.

‘@, BACK TO INDEX

86 Worldbuilding Magazine

Issue 6 | 2020 SURVIVAL

While a large number of Rogbovarious tribes exist, the
most frequently represented tribes in trials tend to
hail from one of the following clans:

Chroma'’s Veiled: - The oldest of the Rogbo tribes,

the children of the veil are attributed as the original
founders of The Floq. The self-proclaimed cultural
protectors of Rogbo-kind, the veiled often make every
attempt to avoid and prevent the infringement of
outside influences.

Conservative | Stewardly | Isolationist

Flame Eaters: - Among the scrappiest members of The
Flog, while well meaning, the Flame Eaters never turn
away from a fight. Which is unfortunate, as they’re
often getting themselves wrapped in confrontations
with their direct approach to the truth.

Scrappy | Honorable | Wild

Carvlings: - Often considered the meekest of the Rog-
bo tribes, Carvlings are most interested in the pres-
ervation of information and the collection of trinkets.
The locus of their tribe have learned to hone their
flames into refined points. Using this fire as a make-
shift carving tool, they will etch runic text upon walls
and tomes.

Clever | Diplomatic | Snobby
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t woke up to the sounds of a heavy beast me-
andering through my camp. Despite knowing
that  should have stood still, my instinct
was to run, and ( wasw't thinking clearly. |
Rnow that now.

The owlbear animal caught up with me in
mere seconds, its yellow eyes full of fury. tt
struck at wme a number oftimes. [ am not sure
how many blows | suffered. The whole event
is hazy. t dow't even remenmber runmning—
but [ know that [ must have, otherwise she
wouldn't have chased me Like that.

 don't Rnow how long we remained Like
that—the beast over me with its hot breath
on my back—but it must have grown bored
or simply lost interest. Luckily, that all
happened wot far from the edge of the forest.

\

Edith, who has stayed by my bedside wearly

every wmoment, has aLreadg told wme t'me an
tdiot for running from an owlbear at Least
a dozew times.

At night, no Lless.

o ANNA HANNON




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.

How can we create new time structures such
as names for years, or months? And how would
these affect the world?

—thecrazybgirl | Brenda

When you say new time structures, I'm going to
assume you're referring to clocks and calendars,
rather than altering one of the fundamental
building blocks of reality as we know it. I could
give you some advice on the latter, but thanks
to my involvement in the VERY REDACTED
incident I am forbidden by the REDACTED
Convention to discuss such things. But I am free
to discuss clocks and calendars...for the time
being. A word of warning before we delve into
this exciting subject. If you are writing for an
audience, a simple calendar is best, especially if
the passage of time is relevant to whatever story
you are telling. Having to keep track of a com-
plicated calendar will frustrate all but the most
worldbuilding-obsessed readers.

When working out how time will be measured in
your world, the first thing to take into account
are the natural cycles. What easily observable
phenomena occur with repeated regularity in
your world? On planets with an observable night
sky, the paths of celestial bodies will be the most
reliable and visible. Assuming your world orbits
a star, the path of the Sun and Moon(s)(if any)
will dictate the daily routines of most life on
the planet. Don’t forget to take into account the
passage of the seasons as well. Depending on the
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local climate, a calendar could track four seasons
(Summer, Fall, Winter, Spring), two seasons
(Dry Season, Rainy Season) or some other com-
bination thus far unthought of. To begin making
your calendar, determine how long it takes your
world to orbit its star and what other celestial
cycles might be visible from the surface.

Once you know the natural cycles, you can delve
into the artificial. How a society decides a year’s
length can belargely arbitrary. Agricultural soci-
eties typically base their calendar year on the
cycles of the sun, since they need to closely keep
track of planting and harvest times. Nomadic
peoples or hunter-gatherers could focus on the
cycles of the moon or stars.

When you know how long a year is, you can
then work out how it might be further broken
down into months, weeks, and days. If a culture
considers a certain number sacred, they might
make use of that number heavily. For example,
if the number six is sacred, the months, weeks,
and days may all be divisible by six. So a year
with 366 days could have twelve months with
six weeks of five days or five weeks of six days.
You mathematical types might notice that this
doesn’t add up, but we’ll get to that later. Take
note, no matter what rational or narrative struc-
ture people want to put on time, they will have
to bend to the natural cycles. The Jacobins of
Revolutionary France, for example, were fanat-
ical devotees of the number ten. When they
remade the calendar, however, even they were



forced to admit that a year broken into twelve
months and four seasons could not be changed.

With your divisions sorted out, now you can
name them. This is a great opportunity for qui-
et, background worldbuilding. Months and days
of the week are not named by accident. These
names will show off what your culture thinks
is important and worth remembering. Months
may be named after gods or great heroes from
the past. They could be named after the natural
phenomena that occur during said months, or
for animals associated with them. An extreme-
ly clinical society could simply call them ‘“first
month’ or ‘second day’. Consider this carefully if
you decide to go so deep. Don’t concern yourself
with hours, minutes or seconds unless you're
the kind of maniac the REDACTED Convention
was written for. Before the adoption of precise
timepieces, divisions of the day relied on the
cycles of the sun. Morning, noon, afternoon and
night were all people needed.

Now you have a standard year length, as well
as months, weeks, and days sorted. This is the
core of a calendar. It is now time to tack on some
special days. Holidays both religious and sec-
ular will depend on the history of your world
and that’s not what were talking about here.
What we can talk about are the New Years, the
Solstices, and the Equinoxes. The points where
the days and nights are the longest, shortest, or
exactly the same are natural places to put a new
year celebration. New Years Day will always be
a cause for celebration and reflection, so make
sure you know where it is on your calendar.
An interesting feature the Gregorian Calendar
lacks is Intercalary Days, days that fall outside
of the normal calendar. Take our Sacred Six
example above. Twelve thirty-day months adds
up to 360 days, not 366. Those extra six days
could be scattered around the calendar between
the months as special religious holidays, or
crammed together at the end of the year for a
spectacular New Year’s celebration.

There you have it. A full calendar year, what
else could possibly be left? If you want to go
above and beyond, have your world use multiple
calendars at the same time! There could be an
agricultural calendar that follows a solar year, a
civic calendar that follows the lunar year, and a
ritual calendar that follows the course of anoth-
er celestial body like a planet or star. Or to make
it even more complicated, the greater calendar
could keep track of multi-year cycles. The Chi-
nese Zodiac follows a sixty-year cycle, with each
year in that cycle having a specific name. The
possibilities aren’t endless, but there is plenty to
keep you busy for a good long time.

How do you avoid making your world a “Mary
Sue”?

—hazzyoo

I applaud you. Rather than ask how to make a
world, you're asking how to do it well. To begin,
we must define what exactly a Mary Sue is. The
Interdimensional Commonality Cataloguing
Endeavor defines a Mary Sue as an unrealisti-
cally flawless character. Originally it specifical-
ly referred to female characters in fan-fiction,
but has grown to include characters in original
media. A male version of this could be referred
to as a Marty Stu (if you prefer visual similarity)
or a Gary Stu (if you prefer verbal similarity).
At first glance, this term for an individual char-
acter may seem to have little to do with world-
building. But there is much we can learn from it.

The key word to pay attention to is ‘flawless.’
Many worldbuilders can be driven by an impulse
to make a world better than their own. To ban-
ish the ills that plague humanity and create a
perfect place. This powerful and admittedly
noble impulse must be resisted. First off, Utopi-
as are boring. If you're creating this world for an
audience, then a world with no conflict doesn’t
make for riveting reading. Although this can be
alleviated by putting your perfect society into
conflict with others, a la Star Trek. Even with



that taken into account, you must be aware that
your idea of a perfect society will not match up
with everyone else’s. Science fiction writers have
a habit of writing about a future where humanity
has embraced rationality and religion is a thing
of the past. To the billions of religious people
whose faith is central to their identity, this can
come off as insulting or disturbing.

To avoid a problematic utopia and/or boring set-
ting, try not to think about your world in terms
of good and evil, or even positive or negative.
Consider what your culture values, what it cele-
brates, and what its people need to do to survive.
Contemplate aspects first before you think of
outcomes. For example, is this society individu-
alistic or communal? The former values the will
of each individual person, while the latter values
the needs of the community. An individualistic
society may well be a dynamic one, where some-
one with brains, luck, and tenacity can rise to the
highest echelons. People can be who they want
to be and damn what everyone else thinks. This
is quite a rosy picture, but this culture might not
be so kind towards those who don’t shine. There
may be little support for those less blessed, with
blame for their situation placed on their own
shoulders. On the other side, a communal soci-
ety could be excellent at taking care of everyone
within. Decisions might be made by wise elders
with the needs of all taken into account before
a choice is made. Long term thinking is the rule
and peaceful stability the goal. But this could
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also be an oppressive society, with your lot in
life determined by your birth and thinking dif-
ferently harshly punished. Neither of these is
inherently good or evil. Both have positives and
negatives. Follow this process to make a world
that is far from being unrealistically flawless.

What can cultures domesticate?
—GiftOfGabby

Bacteria, protozoans, fungi, plants, animals: if
it’s a form of life, human cultures can, have, and
probably will domesticate it.

...I think that was a perfectly thorough answer,
but my editors are insisting I go into more detail.

Domestication itself is the altering of an organ-
ism’s properties to suit the needs of a human
or other moderately intelligent creature. It is an
immensely long process. When done accident-
ly it can take thousands of years. When done
on purpose with a thorough knowledge of the
nature of breeding and ancestry it can take
hundreds. With modern genetic engineering the
work of generations can be done in a few years.
This is contrasted with taming, which is taking
an animal from the wild and training it to serve
a purpose. While this alters a single animal’s
behavior, it does not alter its genetics and it does
neither to the species as a whole.

Where do medicines come from in your world? Who
makes them, and how are they distributed or abused?

What or who is your most divine being in your
universe? What is their role in the mythology?

What are some of the oldest grudges in your
setting, and what's preventing them from ending?
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The first forms of life to be domesticated were
plants. Familiar crops like wheat, millet, rice,
corn, and potatoes became the foundations that
mighty civilizations were built on. What sets these
early domesticated plants apart is that they were
easy to store. All of them could be put into cool,
dry places and last for years if necessary. They
might not be the most nutritious or filling, but
they would last. Once this base was established
the attention of farmers and gardeners could be
turned elsewhere. Spices, fruits, and ornamental
plants were all domesticated, bringing their taste
onto the table and beauty into gardens.

After plants, humans turned their genius towards
other members of the animal kingdom. It should
be noted that the only animals successfully
domesticated are social ones. Solitary animals,
like moose or bears, have proven resistant to
such influence. Domestication takes advantage
of herd and pack instincts, placing a dominant
human at the head of the natural hierarchy.

Over the millennia, people domesticated ani-
mals for three different reasons. The first and
most basic was for food. Cows, goats, chickens
and pigs were all taken from their environment
and brought into the human sphere. Those with
gentle temperaments and valuable properties
were allowed to breed, passing those genes
down to their offspring. A fully domesticated
animal has been altered so much they now rely
on humans for survival, although there is some
gray area to this, as feral pigs do very well for
themselves. After food came the need for beasts
of burden. Dogs were likely the first animal to
be domesticated, as their ears, noses, and jaws
were much more powerful than those of humans.
Horses were valued for their speed and became
the foundation of many peoples who lived on
wide-open plains. Finally, we have products, an
animal domesticated for what it can produce.
Wool is a good example, but also shows there is
significant overlap with this category and food.
A better example of an animal domesticated
solely for its product is the silkworm.

While this covers your question quite thorough-
ly, I feel compelled to continue. We are world-
builders after all, and examining the minutiae
of history for inspiration is what we do. While
taming and domestication are two processes
abundant with potential, let us consider the
possibilities of partnership and symbiosis. Sym-
biosis is when two organisms rely on each other
to survive. The bacteria in your intestines are a
prime example of this. They require you to eat
to survive and you need them in order to break
down the food you eat. The possibilities of sym-
biosis in worldbuilding, especially with humans
and other beings, are ripe for exploration. But
what I find even more interesting is partnership.
In a partnership two intelligent species work
together to achieve a common goal.

To find an example of this, we must go to the
Land of Death itself, Australia. In the later 18th
and early 19th century on the southeast coast
was a whaling station at Twofold Bay, where
orcas would herd baleen whales towards land
from the open sea. Then they would slap their
tails on the water near the beach to summon the
whalers. Led to the whale by the Orca, the whal-
ers would kill it with their harpoon and leave
it overnight so the Orca could eat the tongue
and lips. When they were finished, the whalers
would bring in the rest of the carcass to be pro-
cessed. This piece of history can be used as a
framework for worldbuilding such partnerships
in your own creation. First is the need for com-
munication between the two species. Second is a
task that each requires the other for. Third, and
most importantly, is the partners living in vast-
ly different environments. In Twofold Bay, sea
and land separated the humans and the orcas,
but it could be any kind of exotic environment.
Domestication is an ancient and fascinating
process that could have all kinds of applications
in your world.
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MEET THE STAFF: EMORY GLASS

curated by ACGrad

What is your role for the magazine, what do
you enjoy outside the magazine, and what do
you hope to do going forward?

Oh man, that’s a big question. Well, I am the
freshly minted Senior Meta Director for the
magazine, but before that I have been (and will
continue to be) a writer and community mem-
ber. I am the one who writes Thirty-Three Tales
of War, which
is a flash fic-
tion serial
delving into
the personal
lives of thir-
ty-three indi-
viduals dur-
ing a major
conflict in my
setting,  for
the magazine.

Outside the magazine, I write dark fantasy sto-
ries in the same setting (which I've officially
dubbed “The Chroma Books” and “the Chro-
maverse” respectively). As far as future goals
go, I'd like to figure out whether I want to deal
with traditional publishing and all that entails or
if indie publishing is really the right thing for me.
Besides all that, I actually don’t do very much
now that I'm thinking about it. I like tea, lan-
guages, and lurking around various parts of the
internet, I guess.

That’s already a ton! What kind of worlds do
you build?

Well, I am intensely perfectionistic and like to
pour all my focus into one thing to make it
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really, really good, so I maintain one world with
an extensive depth of lore that has been called
“near technical” before. Perhaps contrary to what
those who know me would think, I don’t consid-
er my world (or stories) to be purely “Grimdark;”
I personally prefer the term “Neutraldark” but
that will probably take eons to catch on as a sub-
genre if it ever does! I say this because I do try
to maintain some balance between the “light,”
“dark,” “grim,” and “noble” aspects of my set-
ting—however, it definitely falls on the darker
end of the spectrum more often than not.

Some people go “top down,” while others write
the details out first with a “bottom up” method;
some make large world maps first and some
create characters first. How do you go about
building your world?

Well, when 1 first started, I began where I
imagined most others would, which was with
why this setting exists at all. I have a whole per-
sonal “Big Bang” going on, except the universe
is sentient and lonely (that is not a joke, that was
the actual premise) and so taught itself to cre-
ate life. Then came cosmology, the creation of
the “Orb” (my Earth analogue), and an intense
amount of other things down to very minor
details such as why this culture uses this spe-
cificembroidery pattern on its clothing. I would
not say this was a strictly top-down direction,
though, since I did at some point skip around
the different “levels” of detail.

I think that, distilled into its simplest form,
my process is one of ceaselessly asking “Why?”
—”Why is the Void lonely? Why did creating this
deity or that deity not solve things? Why are there
five different colours of blood? Why aren’t there



humans? Why are there three moons? Why why
why why why...” I find that this keeps me focused
and ensures that I can still have elements that
are “Rule of Cool” while maintaining the integ-
rity of the setting by challenging me to justify
each element’s existence. The second question I
ask nowadays is “How is this going to screw with
lore I already have?” which I have so far been
able to successfully mitigate.

So ... maybe a philosophical approach?

Do you have any advice for other fiction writ-
ers about worldbuilding?

I seem to have a somewhat unusual stance on
this topic. Idon’t think I've been quite as emphat-
icin the past as I should be that I personally take
a holistic approach to storytelling: the writing,
lore, and artwork are all equally important to
me and are all, in my opinion, equally impor-
tant to the experience of the Chromaverse. In
other words, they are all significant parts of the
story I want to tell.

However, I know that many writers world-
build according to story need, which is also a
perfectly valid methodology. My advice to oth-
er writers is to do the things that will help you
meet your definition of success. Do you need a
four-hundred page tome of lore and information
before you can sit down to write? Absolutely not.
I didn’t even have that. I also personally cannot
imagine trying to write something that I haven’t
done any preparatory work for, but if you tell
stronger stories and make better creations when
youre working on the fly, take that approach. It
all comes down to the kind of story you want
to tell. Once you figure that out, all you really
need is the discipline, self-confidence, and moti-
vation to push forward (I know, I know, easier
said than done).

Follow Emory Glass on Twitter or learn more
about her works on her website.
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