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Michael:  Today I'm with author Hannah Hess, who's just across the Bristol Channel from me in sunny 
Wales. Hello, Hannah. And for those who don't know you, who haven't come across your work yet, could 
you tell us a little bit about yourself? 

Hannah:  Sure. Yeah. Thanks for having me on today. So I am a wife and a mum and a fairly newly-
published author, so I'm still adjusting to that. And yeah, I live in Cardiff. I keep trying to get out and 
haven't really managed it yet. God wants me here for a reason. And yeah, I guess the most defining thing 
is I follow Jesus and that's what defines my life more than anything else. But yeah, wife, mum to three 
kids. Not sure what else to say. 

Michael:  You say you're still trying to get out of Cardiff. Were you born and bred?  

Hannah:  Yes, born and bred.   

Michael:  Cardiffian? Is that a word?  

Hannah:  Yeah, Cardiffian.  

Michael:  What's the name for people from Cardiff? 

Hannah:  I think Cardiffian will do. I'm not sure. I've never heard anything other than that, but yeah, 
Cardiffian will do. Yeah. Born here. 

Michael:  Podcast listeners, you can write in and tell us what somebody from Cardiff is. 

Hannah:  Someone will have a better idea than me on that one! 

Michael:  And you say you are a newly-published author. How many books have you written so far? 

Hannah:  So, I have two little books out in the world. So The Dark Star came first, and then The First 
Skyrider was released last year in the autumn. But yeah, I have more in the works, so I'm getting used to 
the idea. 

Michael:  Exciting. And I notice, so The Dark Star, the first book, as you mentioned, and the second one 
at the top, it says Callenlas (if I've pronounced that correctly) Chronicles? Yes. Is that how you say it? 
Callenlas. 

Hannah:  Callenlas, yeah. 

Michael:  Okay. Callenlas Chronicles. So did you decide after the first book … Is this a situation where you 
wrote the first book and then the big company came to you and said, ‘It needs to be a whole entire 
series, like Indiana Jones and give us a Chronicles?’ Or did you always have in mind that you were going 
to write a series of books? 

Hannah:  Yeah, so it was a series in my head long before I actually went for it with publishing. I'd sort of 
built this world up as a teenager and started writing the stories as a teenager, and it just kept developing. 
And so I'd always known that I would write, well, always desired to write a series of books. And I think 
publishers often like that. They like the fact that there's more books to come. So I think it was in my 
favour that I had a series in my head ready. But yeah, I've had about three or four books planned out, 
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and I might push it to a fifth in the main series. And then we've got a couple of other little ones as well 
on the side. 

Michael:  Oh, exciting. Little spinoffs. Okay. So could you tell us a little bit more about the setting of your 
world? You say you came up with it as a teenager, so tell us about it and maybe how it's developed. 

Hannah:  So as a teenager and child, I loved reading, so I think I was reading lots of fantasy. I mean 
Narnia just really set my imagination alight. It’s such a cliché, but cliché for a reason, and just any book 
that kind of took me out of this world, I suppose. So I was just loving these stories and started to think, 
‘Well, I'll create my own world’. So I think when I look back at my notes and things from when I was really 
young, it's morphed a lot. It wouldn't be recognisable now, I don't think. But it's a world where there are 
dragons and people are able to use telepathy and telekinesis really, but we call it mind arts and mind 
powers in the book. So people are able to use their mind beyond their body to move objects and to 
communicate. I think I wanted an element of the supernatural and magical, but I wanted it to require 
effort and to require work. Do you know what I mean? I wanted the kids or the people to have to master 
something rather than it just being a power that you harness. I was trying to think what else. There's 
mountains and forests and yeah, stars. Stars are really important. Stars are able to come down and live 
among people as human beings or appearing as human beings. So that's a really important element in 
the world. Yeah, I think that's enough. 

Michael:  That's really interesting, because I didn't talk too much with Jamin Still on an earlier podcast 
about this, but he has a similar thing about stars coming down. 

Hannah:  Oh, no, he stole it! 

Michael:  But that's not something. No, well, I'm just intrigued that two writers who obviously don't 
know each other have come up with very similar ideas, and it's not something I think I've come across 
before. Where did that idea come from, and are they representing something? 
Hannah:  So my thought was, again, I want supernatural. I wanted a supernatural element, a magical 
element, but I wanted it, again, to avoid the cliché of a lot of the fantasy books of elves and dwarves. 
There’s nothing wrong with that, but it has been done a lot. And in C.S. Lewis in The Voyage of the Dawn 
Treader, they meet a star Ramandu, isn't it? Who has been forced to live on the earth as a punishment, I 
think, for something he's done or a penance kind of thing. And I'm pretty sure that the magician that 
they meet on the island with the duffelpuds is also a star, I think that's hinted at. Anyway, I just 
remember this idea of thinking, ‘Ooh, that's a good idea’. And no one's done that before, so I kind of just 
borrowed. So I said the guy stole it. I stole it from C.S. Lewis, and perhaps that's where he got it from 
too. I don’t know. But yeah. 

Michael:  Brilliant. 

Hannah:  Yeah, that was the root of it, I think, was just that. Yeah, I thought it was a cool idea. 

Michael:  Amazing! And you said you loved as a teenager escaping into another world and then thought, 
‘Well, I can create another world’. Did that help you as a teenager? Was that something that you were 
conscious of? Was there something to escape from? How did that help you growing up? Being a 
teenager is hard. I recognise. Everybody knows that. It is pretty horrible, isn't it? So yeah. Did that whole 
thing help you navigate being a teenager? 
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Hannah:  It helped to a point. I think I loved stories from a very young age. I would read and read, I think 
probably as soon as I could read a full book, chapter book I would read. So it wasn't just as a teenager, 
but I think there was definitely an element of escapism. Or perhaps in the creating of my own world, that 
was where the escapism was. I would literally lose myself and I'd get very attached to characters and 
stories. I think there was definitely an element of struggling. Not to cope, because I did well at school, I 
had friendships, but there was definitely an element of trying to escape or process the world that I was 
struggling with. It is really hard being a teenager, isn't it? You just, yeah, really, really difficult. So there 
was nothing particularly awful going on, but there was definitely an element of struggle, I think, in just 
fitting in and finding myself, and books and creating a new world helped with that. I think that kind of 
helped process, helped to escape, helped maybe gave me a sense of control when I felt that other things 
were out of control. 

Michael:  And your characters are generally pre-teens/teenagers around that age bracket? Yeah. Okay. 
Why go for that age range as your heroes, for want of a better word, rather than adults or even younger 
children? What was it about that age bracket? 

Hannah:  So that was just the age I wrote them at, partly because this was when the book started 
developing in my head when I was probably 16, 15, that kind of age. And so they just naturally had that 
age feel as I developed them. But then as my own kids were growing up, my son is now almost 15, which 
I can't really believe. I was looking for books for him to read and for my other son to read, and I did 
resurface some books I'd read. But I found there was a huge gap, particularly in the Christian world of 
books, aimed at 12 to 16, I'd say. I think once you get into higher education, there's a huge wealth of 
books aimed, well, perhaps not novels, but books aimed at Christian teenagers. And again, under 12, 
there's a huge range of novels and books. 12 to 16, there was this massive gap, and I was like, well, these 
kids, this is when their brains are forming, when their hearts and minds are forming. And I just felt like 
this was a really sad gap. So as well as me having just developed these books by chance, I suppose, in my 
youth and in young adulthood, I was like, well, now I need to write young men this age. I need to write 
young women this age because my kids, if there's a gap for my kids, there's a gap for other kids too. So it 
became a bit of a mission. 

Michael:  Brilliant. I love that. And do you feel that there are particular themes and ideas you can explore 
because they're that age? Are there just naturally things that they're going to be experiencing because 
they're teens? 

Hannah:  I think what I felt was, I don't think the themes change. I think if anything, when you're a 
teenager, you're thinking more deeply and more interestedly about the world. And so actually I think the 
themes would be the same. So love, life, death, hero, what's life for? I don't think that would be any 
different, but perhaps the way you can write about it might be different in that I think what I was 
thinking was that as an adult, you have a point at which it's called the suspension of disbelief, isn't it? So 
that ability to go, ‘Oh, yeah, this could happen’. I think you've got a much lower threshold for that, as in 
that kicks in really early. So anything a bit magical or ridiculous, you kind of know this isn't realistic and 
your brain can't engage. Whereas I think with kids that's not there.  
It's a good thing. It's a really good thing. I love it because it means that anything can happen. You can 
grab a dragon and tame it and ride it, and you're like, ‘Yeah, this is really exciting!’ Adult books don't do 
that. You don't have the same sense of anything could happen and that vivid imagination. So I really like 
that actually. I think it gives you more freedom in one sense to explore these things. So I think the 
themes would probably be the same. Kids are asking the same questions. In fact, I think they're more 
likely to ask these questions than adults, but you can handle them with a bit of a broader imagination 
and a bit more scope, which adds excitement to the story I think. 
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Michael:  That's brilliant. It’s something that's come up in a number of the conversations through this 
series on the podcast that there is something about kids and teenagers, because I guess the possibilities 
are broader, the imagination is broader, so they're asking the same questions, they're facing the same 
issues as adults, but things are just more open. And so the possibilities, and so there's just a lot more you 
can explore than with a jaded adult who's already decided what's what. But then at the same time, that 
becomes something that adults can go back into because those questions are still there, but perhaps 
they're not asking them in the same way anymore. 

Hannah:  So many adults read kids’ books, don’t the? In fact at the minute that’s mostly what I read 
because they’re much more fun! 

Michael:  Yeah. Yeah. Well, that's why you can go back to Narnia again and again and so on, because it is 
the same. It's the same themes. But yeah, allowing you to ask questions that perhaps you've stopped 
asking. That is the beauty of writing things for kids. It is for adults too. Love that.  
Tell us a little bit more about your process of writing the books. Did you have particular themes? So 
obviously this world had evolved, but when you came to going, ‘Okay, I'm going to put this into a book’, 
did you think, ‘Here's the theme that I want to write about, now let's get my characters doing things’. Or 
did you think, ‘Here's a setting, what are my characters going to do? How are they going to respond to 
the situation?’ I'm intrigued which way round you came to it. 

Hannah:  Yeah, I think because the world and these characters developed when I was a younger person 
growing up, that came first and I wasn't really thinking particularly deeply as I developed them. But then 
as I reached adulthood and my faith and the person of God and Jesus became so much more important 
to me, and I think as I realised that that was what C.S. Lewis was doing, and what other writers I loved 
had done was create books where these themes and these theology and ideas about the world could be 
explored. I was like, ‘That's what I want to do’. And so it became more deliberate as I got older.  
Saying that, I've been really, really careful that what I did not want, (and I really hope I've managed to 
sidestep this), is to be preachy and to have a book with an agenda. And I'm pretty sure C.S. Lewis, (I 
should have researched this before I spoke to you), I'm pretty sure C.S. Lewis or Tolkien said something 
about, yeah, basically if you write with an agenda, it kind of destroys the story. The story must come first. 
But I think if you're writing as a Christian or any person, whatever your deep heart is, it will come out. It 
will be there. And there have been times when I have deliberately drawn in themes, but most of the time 
I'd say the story, the characters come first. I mean, Runa especially, she just does her own thing. And I'm 
just along for the ride, to be honest. She always surprises me, that girl. So yeah, so the story, the 
characters come first. Otherwise it wouldn't be an authentic story, I think. And yeah, I think you find it in 
any book that has an agenda, you spot it straight away. Kids especially, they spot it straight away and it 
immediately puts them off. So I've really tried to sidestep that idea. At the same time, the world 
Callenlas is underpinned by strong theology, I hope, and principles of love and sacrifice. And yeah, there 
is something higher, there's a higher purpose to our life. There's a higher being that we can relate to, and 
a goal of doing what's right and good. Yeah. So yeah, I hope that answers that question. 

Michael:  Yeah, absolutely. Now, it doesn't give much away to say that the two main characters in The 
Dark Star, Runa and Zaphreth both start from a place of loss. So Runa has lost her mum, and Zaphreth 
appears to have lost pretty much everything. And so why did you choose to start with characters who 
had already suffered? 

Hannah:  Yes, this is a really good question. In fact, one of my friends who read through the book before 
it was published, she's just, she's really been great in helping me get these books out. She asked the 
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question, ‘Does Runa's mother have to be dead?’ And I understand that it's one of the most painful 
things I think that can happen to a person, isn't it? And so it did make me think. I think yes, because 
Runa would not be who she was without that. She would not be this adventurer trying to escape. I don't 
think she'd have been as dynamic because she had to learn from quite a young age, I think, to be 
resilient and to look after herself. And so I think it is a key part of her story. And again, Zaphreth, he 
would not have gone seeking everything he seeks.  Again, he wants escape. He wants something better, 
he wants something greater. He knows this life isn't enough. He knows it's broken. And I think those 
things are the drivers in the story almost, that's what is pushing them forward, I think as well with kids 
that are dealing with some horrendous things. And it's really important that they have stories that also 
deal with difficulty and suffering and show them a good way of dealing with it. And I think when I was 
growing up, I realised I was really ill-prepared for suffering and pain. The impression I guess I was given is 
‘If you do the right thing, then good things will come to you’. I don't think that was the theology I was 
taught, but that was the impression I received was, ‘If you do good things, then good things will happen 
to you’. 
And of course, when you reach young adulthood and things start to go wrong, the immediate 
assumption is ‘What have I done wrong, then? What have I done?’ And so it's really important to have 
characters that wrestle and struggle and to give kids the tools and the structure so that when difficulty 
comes, they know or they have a better idea of how to handle things.  
But yeah, I think the suffering that Runa and Zaphreth face is really important to both their stories. And 
Runa does say, I realise at the beginning of the book, she says something like, oh, she didn't really miss 
her mother, but I think you've got a bit of an unreliable narrator there. And I think actually the fact that 
she carries her mother's knife with her everywhere says, no, she does miss her mother. Her life would be 
very, very different if she had had her mother with her. So I think, yeah, it was really good to think about. 
I think I wasn't as conscious about that element, to be honest as I wrote The Dark Star, it was just 
something that came out. But talking to you and talking to other people, I thought, ‘Oh no, that is 
actually, it's a really important theme that they both start from brokenness and work towards something 
better from that’. So yeah. 

Michael:  That is fascinating and so helpful because again, it goes back to the authenticity of the story. 
It's real life. We all face losses of different kinds. And being able to explore how you respond to that in a 
Christian worldview, is just so vital for kids. Thank you for doing that. But that's interesting that you did it 
unconsciously.  
I remember when we started talking about having this conversation, and obviously the theme of the 
podcast is Grief and Hope, and you're saying, well, I don't think I really write about that kind of thing. 
And I read pretty much page one, and there's already loss. So you absolutely do write about that. But I 
guess in such a way that it's normal life, sadly, this side of eternity, grief. Grief is a normal part of life, but 
it does shape us in incredible ways, isn't it? 

Hannah:  Yeah, definitely. 

Michael:  So you’re two books in to the Callenlas Chronicles. You say you've got plans for possibly five 
books. So have you written three and four? 

Hannah:  They're in the works, so I'm working on book three. Yeah. So yeah, that's in the works. 

Michael:  But meantime, and in fact, when somebody knew I was talking to you, they sent me a message 
asking when the next book is out, which is, that's very exciting. So tell us there's something else 
happening before the next full book, as it were. 
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Hannah:  Yeah. So I don’t know how much backstory to give you. The short story is we are releasing a 
short story in October [released October 2023], so it's really exciting. It's called The Water Maiden of 
Lealos, and it’s a spinoff. It's shorter than a full length novel, a novella. So it's not really part of the main 
series. The third book will be coming out then in a year after that, in the Winter 2024, but this one's 
coming out October 2023. 

Michael:  Exciting. So when you say it's not part of the main series, it's still in the same world? 

Hannah:  Yes, definitely part of Callenlas. And I think I can let you know that we're going back to visit 
Runa again. So that'll be really exciting. I think a lot of readers really latched onto her, so she's featuring 
in the book. 

Michael:  But it does have maybe even more themes of loss and struggle. I mean, I love that. So can you 
tell us more or is it so secret? 

Hannah:  No, I think I can tell you something. I think what was interesting was this, originally I had a plan 
to write part of the main series. I don’t know if readers might have noticed, but when The First Skyrider 
is set early in the world, and Cairn is the main character there. And at that point, the island, the whole 
island is one nation under King Elior. By the time Runa comes along (in ironically the first book), she's 
much later in the history. At that point the island is four nations. And so Callenlas is only the central land, 
and then you have Sardia in the south and two other nations in the north. And so I wanted to explore 
how that happened. 
So I kept trying to write it as a full length book, but essentially it's a tragedy. It's a really awful part of the 
history. And every time I came back to it, it was just, the stories just were sad, terrible things kept 
happening, and terrible things kept happening to the characters. And I was like, ‘I can't do this. I can't do 
it to the readers’. And also everyone's going to finish this book and be really depressed. So I couldn't 
really get to grips with it as a full length novel. And then when my publisher suggested that we maybe 
write a short story, it was like, ‘Oh, okay, so I have material here. What if someone (Runa) is looking back 
into the history, trying to work out what happened and why, you can deal with it from one step 
removed’. So the tragedy is still there. I feel really sorry for a couple of the characters because I'm just 
putting them through terrible things. But you're a step removed, you're looking at it through diaries and 
letters, and you've got Runa to keep the upbeat element and redemption can come out of that story in 
the present, in Runa's story.  
Because I think as a reader, we know in life things aren't always resolved. Most books would probably 
have an unhappy ending because if you're just looking at this life, then yeah, often things don't get 
resolved, do they? We are often left with pain. The hope I think, is that there's another life to come, isn't 
there? And that there's redemption in the future. We are waiting for that and there's that hope. But in a 
novel, you need the redemption, otherwise no one will ever read your books.  

Michael:  But what you're saying is that the redemption is found in the whole story, that it does sit very 
much in that whole story. So there might not be redemption in the history part of it, but actually 
hopefully by that point you've read two of the books, so you're getting a sense of that there might be 
some resolution. I mean that's a wonderful picture of how we can read the Bible and that the fact that 
we've got the New Testament, we've got the vision of Revelation. And that's the point of Revelation, isn't 
it, that if you just look at what's going on right now, it looks awful. It looks like the dragon’s consuming 
everything. It's disastrous, but the Lamb wins. Let me just pull back the curtain, show you that the Lamb 
wins. So hold onto that. While you are struggling, while you are facing persecution, because the Lamb 
wins. 
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Hannah:  Absolutely. We know the end of the story. Yeah. And yeah, it enables you to get through the 
hard bit, doesn't it? 

Michael:  Yeah. 

Hannah:  That's really great. 

Michael:  Trust the author, I like that. It's something I think, I'm trying to think who said it. I think it was 
maybe Doug McKelvey, maybe it was Glenn and Heidi Johnston. Anyway, it was something said at the 
Hutchmoot Conference. Somebody wiser than me was saying about how you trust. When you go into a 
novel and the reason you keep reading is that you trust the author. You trust the author to take you on 
the journey through and generally that they will take you to a point of redemption and some sort of 
resolution unless they're really depressing. And so we can trust the Great Author of our lives that He will 
take us through those dark valleys, but out to redemption the other side. So even just the fact of novels 
and the way we read them and trusting the author is a wonderful picture of trusting the Great Author. 

Hannah:  Absolutely. Yeah. 

Michael:  That image. 

Hannah:  Really good thought. 

Michael:  I'm intrigued about whether writing a shorter story, has that shaped the way you wrote that 
story in any way? Did you find it limiting or did you actually find it freeing because you knew it wasn’t 
going to be too long? 

Hannah:  I think it was really interesting actually, because I've always said I can't write short stories. 
Whenever I try, they end up becoming chapters and part of a bigger story, it's just how my brain works. 
So I was a bit like, ‘We'll see how this goes’. And I had, (it felt to me) a very tight word count. So it was 
really interesting.  
I don’t know if you are up for a tangent? I've thought a lot about, (you can always edit it out if you decide 
it's not worth it). Well, I've thought a lot about, especially since having children, rules and restrictions, 
and it really struck me that when we write a poem, for example, we put artificial restrictions on our 
writing, but actually what it does is it creates a freedom to say something in a way that we wouldn't 
otherwise be able to say it. And I think in the same way, having this tight word count, a small amount of 
space to say something, it really helped me focus and think, ‘What am I really trying to say?’ And just to 
write the story as briefly as possible, not briefly, as concisely as possible, which I think actually is 
something I should probably apply more to my longer books. It helps the reader, I think, you get rid of 
any waffle. And it really made me focus quite carefully on how I was saying things. So in that sense, yeah, 
it was really, really interesting and it made me think again about how actually when we impose 
restrictions, it actually creates a kind of freedom. And we think restrictions are restricting and bad and 
we tend to see them as limiting. And it's like actually limits are helpful. They help you to say something in 
a different way. Well, you write songs, that's a very limited way. You have what, three verses and a 
chorus and you've got to say something in that time and it's got to rhyme. I mean, I don’t know how you 
do it. Do you know what I mean? You’re putting these artificial restrictions on yourself, but it gives you 
the freedom to say something in a very different way that you wouldn't otherwise say. So yeah, it was 
good. It was good. Sorry, that was a really deep answer. I could have just said, no, it was really awful. 
Really hard work.  
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Michael:  No, I think that's absolutely right. And it is hard work, isn't it? And like you say, I don't write 
novels, I write songs and so it's even shorter, but when you put in the hard work and you pick just the 
right word or just the right few words and it hits the nail on the head, it's a beautiful thing and much 
better than waffling. 

Hannah:  And it's very satisfying I think. I feel like, oh yeah, there we go. I wrote what I thought was 
going to be a 70,000 word story in 15, 20,000 words and it's like, that's an achievement. It feels good, 
doesn't it? And I will hopefully apply it to my next couple of books as well. 

Michael:  Brilliant. Well thank you so much. Where can people find more of what you do? 

Hannah:  Sure. So I have a website at www.hrhess.com. I'm also on Facebook as HR Hess Author. I'm on 
Instagram, same kind of tag. And you can also check out the 10ofthose website and their Imprint 
Reformation Lightning. They have all my books, so I hope that's enough information to find me. 

Michael:  That's brilliant. And we'll put all the links. I should have said at the beginning. I asked Doug the 
same thing. You use your middle initial because you're a writer. 

Hannah:  I do, yeah. 

Michael:  What's your middle name? 

Hannah:  It’s Ruth. 

Michael:  Ruth. Oh, okay. That’s a good solid name. Brilliant. Well thank you again for coming on the 
podcast. 

Hannah:  Oh, thank you. It's been a real pleasure, really enjoyed it. 

Michael:  And listeners, please go check out her books now.  

Editor: [The podcast finishes with a recording of Hannah reading from Chapter One of The Water Maiden 
of Lealos, which is her new book which came out in October 2023.] 
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