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About This Issue 

 

 

Vision 

Issue# 23 

September/October 2004 

Welcome to the penultimate Vision issue of 2004.  We're looking at markets, 

agents and NaNoWriMo (National Novel Writing Month -- 

http://www.nanowrimo.org/) this time, and I hope that you find it interesting and 

informative.  People who aren't doing NaNo can still find some interesting notes 

on outlining in the section.  And for the science fiction and fantasy people, there 

are two very nice articles on creature creation by Marilyn Glazar.  Watch the next 

issue for the last two parts of this series! 

http://www.nanowrimo.org/


Vision: A Resource for Writers       6 
September/October 2004 
Issue # 23 
 
We have a new name on the masthead this month: Margaret Fisk, Features' 

Editor.  She'll be handling the Forward Motion reviews sections.   

• November/December -- Toys for Writers (October 10 deadline)  

In 2005 we will focus again on genres in writing.  I would like to see articles on 

how to approach any aspect relating to the genres below: 

  Fantasy  

  Historical Fiction 

  Horror  

  Poetry  

  Romance   

  Science Fiction  

  Suspense & Mystery  

  Young Adult & Children  

As always, I'm also looking for any articles related to writing, including the 

technical side and the whimsical aspects of the work.  We pay one half cent per 

word. 

Also, be sure to check out Vision's Weblog and let us know what you think of this 

issue! 

mailto:margaretfisk@comcast.net?subject=Vision%20Articles
http://visionforwriters.blogspot.com/
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Editor's Note: 
Autumn  

by Lazette Gifford 
©2004, Lazette Gifford 

 

My favorite season is autumn, with the often cool, damp afternoons that are just 

made for sitting down at a computer and writing tales of mystery and wonder.  I 

think I create my best stories on days like these, watching the leaves fall and 

waiting for the first snow. 

However, autumn is also a sign of how the year is nearly past.  There are only 

months left to 2004!   

I have now been officially in charge of Forward Motion for an entire year, and it's 

been an interesting, rewarding and educational experience for me.  I love 

working there, but I've started to learn how to step away from the site and get 

needed work done on other material again.  Sometimes a person has to let go 

and trust that as long as no one is going to die it's all right for things to be a little 

late, or have a little less constant care. 

And that brings me back to autumn and writing.  I am, like everyone who reads 

and writes for Vision, involved in writing.  I've made it my vocation and my 

obsession, but for the first few months of this year I let it take a back seat to other 
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aspects of my life.  But autumn has arrived, my favorite writing season, and I've 

found myself eagerly pulling up stories to finish and joyfully leaping into new 

challenges.  My husband says that I'm in a much better mood.  Even the cats 

appear to be happier. 

So my note to all of you this time has only one true message:  Don't forget to 

enjoy writing.  Sit back on a cool, autumn evening (if you have such things where 

you live) and tell the tales that you love, even if you only write them for yourself.  

Your life will be richer for it. 

And you might even make your cats happier. 
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Waiting for Ghosts:  
An Interview with  

Tamara Siler Jones 

by Lazette Gifford 
©2004, Lazette Gifford 

 

In a few short weeks Tamara Siler Jones will have 

her first book on store shelves. Ghosts in the 

Snow (A Bantam Book, ISBN # 0-553-58709-9) is 

described as a forensic procedural mystery in a 

medievalist fantasy setting and is already drawing 

considerable attention. 

Tamara is also an accomplished quilt-maker with 

pictures of several lovely works up on her website. 

Be sure to check it out and learn more about Tamara and her upcoming books: 

http://www.tamarasilerjones.com/  

  

  

Vision: Tell us about Ghosts in the Snow. When will it be available? 

http://www.tamarasilerjones.com/
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Ghosts in the Snow is the story of Dubric Byerly, a 

long-retired war veteran, who finds his relative 

peace as Castellan of Castle Faldorrah shattered 

when his castle becomes the hunting ground of a 

ruthless killer. The murderer preys on serving 

girls, taking their kidneys and hair. Cursed by the 

Goddess he denounced decades before, Dubric 

sees every bloody ghost as each woman dies. 

With no apparent connection between the 

murders, a skeleton staff, and increasingly angry 

and violent castle residents, Dubric must find the killer while risking war, and the 

loss of his sanity. 

It's scheduled for a November release which, oddly, is October 26, 2004. It 

should be available to the English-speaking world (US, Canada, Great Britain, 

Australia) the first week of November.  

Vision: This is your first sale. Can you tell us about how it came about? 

Tamara: Oh boy. That's a complicated question. The simple answer is I queried 

and got an agent, then he sold it. The accurate answer is a bit more involved. 

One day at work I got an idea that my character, Dubric, wanted to solve a serial 

crime. When I got home, I started writing. Six months later, after writing 

practically every day, my first draft was done, but it was a long way from perfect. 
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Normally, that would have been okay with me, but the book insisted otherwise. I 

was happy being a casual writer, but Ghosts wanted more.  

I joined the Del Rey Online Writer's Workshop, rapidly met some wonderful 

people who became my writer's group, and I revised, revised, revised. Chapter 

One was voted runner-up for Best Fantasy Chapter and life got strange. I started 

receiving fan mail, and hate mail, as well as wide and varied comments on-site 

about my work. The best was "You Suck. Your Story Sucks. Why Have You 

Wasted My Time?" I still love that quote. It reminds me not to take myself, or the 

process, too seriously. It's not brain surgery, after all, and no one's life is 

depending on it, not even mine. I've discovered that readers either love my stuff 

or loathe it, and that's just fine. 

While at OWW, I learned a lot about theme and voice and structure. The hardest 

bit for me to learn was passive/active voice. It truly drove me insane (ask my 

husband). "You're passive," critiquers would say. "What the heck does that 

mean?" I'd reply. I'd get some nonsense about subject object babblespeak. I 

wasn't a lit major in college, or English, or journalism. Not even close. In fact, as 

a freshman I tested out of the only English class on my transcript. Art, science; 

that I know. What the heck does passive voice mean? All the grammar books 

had the same mumbo-jumbo nonsense. Can't anyone explain it in normal terms?  

I can, for all you non-lit types out there. While this is not the full explanation for 

passive voice, a good way to start is to avoid the use of state of being verbs (is, 
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are, was, were, am, be, been, being...) to shore up your more active verbs. There 

you go. Simple. I learned those verbs in 6th grade and still remember the entire 

list. I rooted them out of my prose as if they were vermin and it made a huge 

difference. 

Once the manuscript was active voiced, as clean and perfect as I could make it, 

and correctly formatted, I started to look for an agent because the book would not 

be denied. 

The first query, of course, came back as a rejection, but I was determined and it 

didn't faze me. Much. It didn't faze the book at all. I sent ten more queries the 

following day. Seven rejections came back. Most were personalized and 

expressed concern over my length. Ghosts, at that point, was about 247,000 

words. Yep, dang near a quarter of a million, but I honestly didn't know any 

different. 

About that time, I found Holly Lisle's site (due to the recommendation of my 

super-proofer Sam Godwin) and read some of her essays. Good golly, I was 

more than two times too long! No wonder no one was interested! 

I revamped my query, offering to split the book in half. The narrative took a 

definite turn/lurch near the middle and it was a prime place to break it. Ten 

queries went out and almost immediately I got a response from an agent, William 

(Bill) Reiss at John Hawkins and Associates. He wanted to see more. Less than 
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two weeks after sending the initial query, I was agented by one of the best 

agents in the country. After six months of queries, I received very, very few 

rejections. I couldn't believe my luck. 

Bill suggested some changes, which I made, and he sent Ghosts out to three 

publishers. Del Rey said no, as did NAL. Off to two more. Warner a no. Still no 

word from Bantam... then, about 6 months after the initial peek, I got an email 

from Juliet Ulman at Bantam, filtered through my agent to lessen the blow (not 

that I would have minded the naked truth - I'm a glutton for punishment). Juliet 

wanted to know if I'd be willing to get rid of the epic fantasy bits and focus on the 

mystery aspects instead. 

Gosh, yes! I want to write commercial mystery/thrillers anyway so, for me, it was 

like jumping from step A to step M on my writing career plan. 

We discussed some changes and the contract negotiations began. While Bill 

hammered out the details, I went back to writing. The entire second half of 

Ghosts was discarded (as was the follow up novel I wrote during the query/sale 

process). Also, of Ghosts' first half, we kept maybe 1/3, if that. It became a 

completely new book and I wrote it in less than three months. I turned it over to 

Bill a couple of weeks before the contracts were final, and he gave it to Juliet the 

day I signed. It's a heck of a story, tight and vicious and surprising. I hope. 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Vision: Between the acceptance and the published novel, what sort of process 

do the work and you go through? 

Tamara: Work. Lots and lots of work. The book was accepted in mid-June, 2003. 

I re-wrote darn near the entire book, from scratch, before September 1, then 

immediately began work on the next book, Threads of Malice (in between family 

time and a full time job). It was a big upheaval to my mundane life. Family 

members who normally barely looked at me hung on my every word. People we 

rarely heard from started to call. Everyone and their uncle wanted to read it. A 

writing buddy made me a single hard-cover copy of the original Ghosts so I let 

folks read that. Again, either they loved it or loathed it. I tried not to think of the 

implications of getting published, and instead focused on writing Threads. 

Changes came back from Juliet. Made them, sent it back. More changes, more 

changes... still more changes. Lots and lots and lots of changes. There were very 

few "story" changes after the big rewrite. Most were clarification and clean up. I 

have some bad habits: words I like, sentence structures I tend to fall back on, 

things like that, and there were scenes to stick in to explain this or that or 

whatever. I started marketing, attending conventions for readings and panels. I 

found it very difficult to work full time, write full time, and edit full time (all the 

while being a wife and mom and daughter with a sick father). Stress started to 

show. My dad's illness progressed, leading to a couple of meltdowns in my 
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psyche. He passed away in February while I was in the midst of an edit. I barely 

remember anything that happened in my life from January till June. 

I quit my job in May. It was either that or be locked away in a padded cell. 

I love what I'm doing; love the process, the learning curve, my agent and editor. I 

even love the work. I just never imagined that there would be so little "free time." 

If I'm not actively creating narrative, I'm editing, proofing, researching. It's a full-

full time job, dang near 24/7. I have to make plans to not work; otherwise it never 

stops.  

Vision: You don't outline when you write but trust your subconscious to keep the 

story on track. How do you deal with worldbuilding and other background 

material? 

Tamara: There was some initial worldbuilding, but it was a long time ago, and it 

all changed dramatically during re-writes. Back when I was a newlywed (in the 

dark ages when computers measured their storage space in KB), I wrote a 

sappy, vapid book called Magician's Gambit (unaware of David Eddings' novel of 

the same name). I wrote happily along, oblivious and unaware of, well, 

everything except my story. I devised a convoluted past history, where some 

demons spewed from the ground and ate their way across a continent. Mostly, 

whatever disgusting, nasty, vicious thing I could think of got added in. It was a 

mess, but it gave me a shell. Not much of a shell, but the concept of an earth-like 
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place that made it to a certain point, then was forcibly ripped back to the dark 

ages, or worse. 

I still had that shell in the recesses of my mind when I started Ghosts 15 years 

later. I knew that the world had taken a severe back-step hundreds of years 

before, knew that some boys with guts and determination fought and died to get 

the land back. I knew they built their new society around a feudal model, knew 

they had horses and swords and built stone keeps where they could. I knew 

there was a magic dagger of terrible, and cursed, power. And, I knew that the 

surface wouldn't match the underlying truth. That stuff was already there in the 

shell. 

The rest I made up on the fly. And then, after I did, my editor changed it. She 

changed it all. Juliet has the unique knack of flipping my narrative inside out and 

show me what I intended to say all along. 

Well, almost. Simply writing Ghosts changed a lot too. 

See, originally the world was conquered by demons. Now it's mages. Originally 

the fall back happened around 1740. Now it's apx. 1870. There were seven 

families involved in the retaking of the land; the seven families remain but they've 

been completely restructured. Magic, its uses, modes, and effects -- changed. 

Political structure -- changed. Religion -- changed. People who originally died 

now lived, and vice versa. Even character archetypes changed to fit the new 
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mold. I think that my willingness to be flexible and let it happen in its own way 

made it a lot easier to implement some of the bigger changes in backstory and 

world mechanics. To me, everything is fluid and flexible, at least until it's in print. 

I like the process of discovery, the unearthing, and as I worked through the book 

I had to research a wide variety of things. I chose some aspects of Dubric's world 

early on, while others developed over time. Many more changed while writing 

and editing. I tried to remain flexible and let the characters and story show me 

what was important. There are a lot of little details, glimpses into the world, 

lurking in the shadows. It's a fully developed place, three-dimensional and alive, 

but the characters and story are what's important to me. If some aspect of the 

world needed to change to better showcase the story, that wasn't a problem at 

all, even if it was the histories of the characters themselves. 

Most of the changes I discovered by writing. For example, Lars, Dubric's page, 

originally was of minimal importance. But, after writing my way into the story, 

things in the shadows suddenly made perfect sense. Lars is now vital to Dubric's 

story, and the story as a whole. I didn't know about Dubric's ghosts or why he 

has them until I actually wrote it. I didn't know lots of things going in, but that's 

okay. I knew enough to get started and my characters knew the rest. 

I think that the work involved in writing a complicated novel like Ghosts is the 

same whether it's all pre-planned and structured, or organic and discovered. You 

can either do the grunt work up front (in outlines and worldbuilding and such) or 
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you can do it from the back (revision and restructure). Whichever way works for 

the writer is the way to go (or some other completely different way). 

I tried, desperately, to write a book from an outline while Ghosts was in its query 

phase because that's what I was supposed to do. All the writing books said so. I 

sat down over several weeks and did the world building, did the whole character 

arc, story arc, development, move to climax and denouement thing. Was fun. 

Highly enjoyable. But when I sat down to write, my notes hamstrung me. I wrote 

247,000 words in 6 months with Ghosts all from a one sentence idea and two 

opening lines. In Mirror and Darkness, in 4 months, I wrote sixty PAGES. I was 

miserable, the story was miserable... I was doomed as a writer, forever a one-

trick pony. 

I fretted and sulked and grumbled for a while, then realized I liked my first scene, 

only the rest was crap. I chucked all but the opener and threw my notes in a 

dumpster. I wrote the entire book, The Stone Spies, in about 6 weeks and I was 

in heaven. Since Ghosts went through so many dramatic changes during its road 

to publication, the entire story of Stone Spies is now defunct, but it's a really fun 

book and bears no resemblance to the outline I tried to make it adhere to. I 

trusted my characters to know about themselves and their world. They haven't 

disappointed me yet. My free-wheeling method might not work for everyone, but 

it works for me. 
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Vision: Because Ghosts in the Snow is a forensic mystery you did some odd 

research. Can you tell us a bit about it? 

Tamara: I have a bit of a medical/science background to start with -- I was a 

veterinary medicine, chemistry, and medical laboratory major at various times 

before I got my degree in art. That helped. I also love all things disgusting, 

including blood and guts, so even the most disturbing aspects were very 

interesting to me. 

I read books and prowled sites about Jack the Ripper, searching for attack 

patterns, quirks and little details of the crimes. I read up on autopsies, brushed 

up anatomy, and started collecting information on serial killers like I collect fabric. 

Books about blood spatters and footprints and crime scene methods became my 

reading of choice. I made phone calls and asked questions, dug through old 

textbooks to find details about razors or decay rates or how much blood 

someone can lose before they die. Lots of wonderful research! Little of it actually 

made its way into Ghosts, but it was all there in my head or notes in case it was 

needed. 

I also learned about medical practices of the civil war era, about writing 

implements, paper, parchment, optics, dyeing, rust, factories... lots of little 

atmospheric details. I don't claim to be an authority on any of it, but I hope that 

Ghosts' details are at least reasonably accurate. 
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Vision: Who has influenced your writing? 

Tamara: Currently (outside of my writers group), my favorite writers are Stephen 

King, Thomas Harris, Stephen R. Donaldson, John Grisham, Arthur C. Clarke 

and Neil Gaiman. I read dang near everything except westerns. Since starting on 

this road to publication, I have met so many wonderful writers online and in 

person (like Wen Spencer, Patricia Bray, Joe Halderman, Holly Lisle, Lazette 

Gifford, Victoria Strauss, Mary Winter, S.E. Viehl, Glen Cook, Lawrence Watt-

Evans, and a multitude more), all of whom are wonderful, helpful people. I'm 

ashamed to say I haven't read them yet, but I will. They're on my must-do list 

along with JD Salinger, Truman Capote, the Brontë sisters and Virginia Wolff. I'm 

dreadfully behind on my reading. 

Beyond writers that I've read and writers that I actually know, I remember one 

college professor who wrote on an essay, Tammy, you write very well. Was a 

nice little boost at an opportune time in my life. 

Vision: When did you know you wanted to be a writer? How long have you been 

writing? 

Tamara: I've been writing since grade school, second or third grade, if not 

before. All through primary/secondary school, I wanted to be a veterinarian. That 

didn't work out (finances got in the way), so I tried other things, finally graduating 

college with a degree in art. 
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I've always been writing something, and getting published was a small, vaporous 

goal until Ghosts demanded that I make it vital. I still find it weird to describe 

myself as a writer. I've been doing it so long that it's part of me, yet it's very new 

as a vocation. Before Ghosts, writing was a private passion. Now it's public. 

That's taking some getting used to.  

Vision: What advice would you give to someone trying to sell her first novel? 

Tamara: Make it as perfect as you can because editors and agents don't have 

time to teach the basics. Trust yourself, trust your story, and never give up. 

Accept no alternative other than "I will be published" but be ready, and willing, to 

make changes if need be.  

Vision: Do you see the Internet as a good tool for upcoming writers? If it helps, 

how should writers best be using it? 

Tamara: I think it's a great tool. Without it, I certainly would have had a much 

harder time. All of my writer buddies are online; we're scattered all over the globe 

and would never have met each other without the internet. I converse with my 

editor and agent via email most of the time, and there are some awesome 

message boards and research sites just for writers. 

The internet is great for helping aspiring writers know that even though they write 

alone, they're not alone. Their problems with their story, characters, manuscript, 

and sales are normal and expected. It's nice to chat with someone who 
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understands the frustration of a dead story line or rejected query, and someone 

who understands the elation of the perfect word, the perfect sentence, or writing 

ten magical pages. Most non-writers have absolutely no idea. They think we're 

nuts. It's reassuring to discover that we're not, or at least not to others of our 

kind. 

The internet is also like having a library at your fingertips. Google is one of the 

greatest inventions of our time. But it's also addictive. I have a tendency to 

answer emails and message boards right now! I need to ignore the ding. 

Writers should be aware of the scams and things out there. It seems like so 

many of the bad agents and rip-off publishers are online, but if you stick to 

reputable sources, like Herman's Guide and publishers you've actually heard of, 

you'll be a lot safer. 

Vision: What is your average day like? Do you write every day? 

Tamara:  

Morning: 

Get up. Watch Simply Quilts (the only TV show I watch), eat breakfast and read 

comics online (I read Stone Soup, Foxtrot, For Better or for Worse, and The 

Boondocks). Read Ann Landers -- it's great for story ideas, or so I keep telling 

myself. Check the message boards on FM, answer emails and other pressing 
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correspondence, go exercise. Once I'm home again, I clean house and make 

lunch for hubby (he comes home for lunch). I try to do some editing, but 

mornings are usually pretty full. 

Afternoon: 

Edit, proofread, return back and forth emails with editor and/or writing buddies. 

Finish housework. Do freelance artwork, if there is any. Ask the kid if she's 

cleaned the bathroom yet. Let the cats in and out a couple hundred times. Edit 

some more. Start supper. My only real reading time is while supper cooks. Sad, I 

know. 

Evening. 

Supper with the family. Finish up that day's allotment of edits, email back and 

forth with Sam and go over life and story lines. Tell the kid to turn off the TV 

because it's sucking her brain away. Laptop and I settle on the couch and I get to 

WRITE! 

Bedtime at 11:30 or later. 

I don't get to write every day, but I do work on writing every day. Some days all I 

do is edit (like yesterday). Other days it's all creation. Some days are research 

heavy. It just depends. Sometimes I try to take a "no writing" day. I last until 8 pm 

or so, then I can't take it anymore and I have to write. 
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Vision: Your first sale is a fantasy novel, but are there other genres you write in? 

Is there another genre you would like to attempt but haven't yet? 

Tamara: My editor has already mentioned a spin off series featuring Lars so I'm 

trying to work Dubric's stories toward that end. They'll probably be darker and 

have more magic. Maybe be a bit more intense. They'll also show more of the 

political and geographic landscape, I think. I just have loose, swampy ideas for 

those right now. 

I'm also in the midst of developing a set of modern forensic 

mystery/psychological thrillers with no fantasy elements. Standard commercial 

fiction fare. (My editor and agent both liked the same one of two story ideas I 

pitched so the Meg Nakathani mysteries will possibly be a "go" sometime in '06). 

I need to feel out the character a bit more, ding her up a little -- I like tragic 

heroes -- but her first mystery will likely shock a lot of people. It's shocked 

everyone I've described it to. 

I'd like to write a SF novel, but I haven't started yet. I'd also like to write a writing 

book at some point, and an epic, but they're a long way off. I have too many 

people to kill first. 

Vision: You already have several conventions lined up. Have you attended 

conventions as a fan in the past? What sorts of things are expected of you now 

that you've sold a book? 
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Tamara: I actually used to organize SFF conventions, or at least the gaming 

aspect of them, so I'm very comfortable in the fan-convention environment and I 

understand the insanity that the staff has to control and endure. Last year's World 

Fantasy was a bit of a change in that not only was I not working behind the 

scenes, there were no fans to speak of. No costumes, no Klingons, no gaming. 

Nothing but writers and editors and agents, all talking books and stories. It was 

heaven, but exhausting. I don't think I've talked so much in such a short period of 

time before. 

Now instead of scheduling games and arranging furniture, I'm giving readings 

and being on panels. Since I know how frustrating "talent" can be for the staff, I'm 

volunteering to help and doing everything I can to be flexible in where they put 

me and what they'd like me to do. I'm also meeting many, many people who are 

struggling to break the publication barrier and who are trying to understand the 

business. I try to pass on what I've learned, from little tips about making your own 

letterhead, to sentence structure and mechanics, and I also try to be 

approachable and friendly. Most writers tend to be rather shy individuals -- myself 

included -- but when I'm on the program at a convention, I want to be a bit more 

animated and outgoing. It's been great fun. I've been a pro at three conventions 

so far and have four more scheduled for this fall. 

Vision: You have other books listed on your page. How soon can we expect the 

next one out after Ghosts in the Snow? 
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Tamara: Threads of Malice is on schedule for release in November '05. There's 

a teaser for it on my site and in Ghosts' paperback release. I haven't started book 

three yet and I'm wavering between doing something with the historical 

precedent of werewolves or murder by arson. Both ideas intrigue me, but I might 

decide to do something political too. Lots of ideas skipping around my head. 

Vision: Thank you for taking this time for this interview. Any last words you'd like 

to say to our readers? 

Tamara: I love to help aspiring writers understand how to better navigate the 

road to publication, understand tense/voice/structure, or just talk shop. Feel free 

to drop me a line at tam@tamarasilerjones.com  or just say "hi" at a convention. 

Also, believe in yourself and believe in your story. Miracles can happen. I'm 

proof. 

Thanks, Zette! This has been fun! 

To keep track of Tamara Siler Jones and her upcoming 

work,  

be sure to visit her website:  

http://www.tamarasilerjones.com/  

  

mailto:tam@tamarasilerjones.com
http://www.tamarasilerjones.com/
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Workshop:  
Talk to Your Characters 

by Lazette Gifford 
©2004, Lazette Gifford 

 

Every day Forward Motion Moderator Justin Stanchfield posts writing exercises 

at the site that can help get the creative juices flowing.  Once a week that 

exercise is 'Talk to Your Characters Day.'  Many people have found this one 

extremely helpful.  The exercise can be done a number of different ways, from of 

drilling your characters for answers in an interview type setting to having your 

characters write a letter to you. 

I had never tried anything like this before I came to Forward Motion.  Many 

people do it regularly, but if you are like me, you likely have some misgivings.  It 

certainly won't work for everyone or every character, but I discovered that the 

exercise can be both helpful and fun.  Sometimes finding the 'fun' part of writing 

is as important as finding the characters. 

Stepping away from the usual way in which a writer creates characters can help 

introduce new elements.  You might be surprised at the kinds of things you can 

pick up for a story just by pretending that your characters are sitting in front of 

you.  You have opened your mind to a new kind of inspiration that looks outside 

the box of normal character creation. 
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In writing the answers, you might also want to indicate which questions annoy 

them, how they fidget or look worried -- in other words, make this is an 

'interactive' character creation exercise.  Make them as real in your mind as you 

can manage -- and after all, isn't that what you're trying to do anyway?  Just 

because you have removed them from their normal environment (the pages of a 

story) shouldn't mean you see them less clearly now. 

What kinds of questions should you ask?  Try ones like these: 

• Who are you, really?  

• What do you want?  

• Whom do you trust?  

• Whom do you mistrust?  

• Whom do you secretly love?  

• What are your secrets?  

• What are your lies?  

• Where do you want to be at the end of the story?  

• Why do you oppose your enemy in this book?  

• What choices do you regret?  

• What are your strengths?  
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Coming up with more that specifically suit your work is a lot of fun as well.  And in 

finding and asking the questions, you might learn answers to plot problems as 

well.  Don't feel that you can only do this with your main characters.  If there is 

someone lurking in the shadows and you want to develop them a bit more, take 

them aside and discuss the situation. 

If you go with a letter form rather than interview, let the character ramble as 

though they are writing to a friend or relative.  Or they can be writing a letter of 

complaint about their lives to the author.  You can get a feel for the personality 

and quirks that you want to embellish to make your characters distinctive. 

I once sat down and asked questions of a character who had been the main 

focus of eight books I had already written. She and her team of three associates 

worked at solving cases in a science fiction setting.  I thought I knew her, but 

almost immediately I came up against something totally unexpected.  

(Me) So, who are you, really? 

(Devlin) How the hell should I know?  In the eight books you've written you 

have never once given me more than a whisper of a background.  I know 

I'm from Tempest.  I know I was poor, and I even used to pickpockets and 

barely avoided trouble.  However, beyond that... how the hell did I get from 

that to one of the top five agents for the IWCS? 
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You gave the three guys great backgrounds.  Lots of details.  I don't even 

have a second name. 

(Me) I... Ummm... I wanted you to be mysterious. 

(Devlin)  I'm not mysterious, I'm damned boring!  How can I stand up there 

with the boys -- a famous scientist from Earth, the best Bear Dancer from 

Forest, and the Inner World Council's top psi?  Who the hell is going to 

care about me?  I'm nobody. 

(Me)  You aren't nobody! 

(Devlin)  Prove it.  Tell me what makes me interesting.  You tell me who I 

am. 

(Me)  You're Devlin.  You are one of the top five agents for Inner Worlds 

Council Security.  And you have this great team. 

(Devlin)  I am not my job or my team.  But without them, I'm pretty much 

nobody. 

At this point I think she would have hit me over the head if she'd been real.  But it 

defined a very serious flaw in my story arc for the IWCS books.  Devlin really 

wasn't mysterious, and she paled compared to the three guys she works (and 

lives) with. 
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I'm still working out who she is, in fact.  I think she's going to make a fascinating 

character, in the end. 

For another look at what this kind of interview can produce, check out the 

lighthearted article from Vision # 18 -- Character Driven Plotting by Valerie 

Comer: 

http://fmwriters.com/Visionback/Issue18/advcharacterdriv.htm 

Good luck, and have fun. 

 

http://fmwriters.com/Visionback/Issue18/advcharacterdriv.htm
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Hunting Your Agent  

by Leah Tribolo 
©2004, Leah Tribolo 

Originally published in: (SPAWNews, September 2002) 

 

  

I am a writer but at conferences I moonlight as a huntress - my prey is an agent.  

Very carefully, though I make it seem spur of the moment, I approach my 

unsuspecting victim. The agent does not know it but I have done my research. I 

know what is represented by her agency and that we would be a good fit. I know 

who her clients are and that this is an agent I would love to have represent me. 

Ideally this agent is a member of AAR and charges no fees, though, some that 

do are reputable.  

After doing my preliminary research, I gird myself with the weapons of a writer - 

words and knowledge. I have prepared a "log-line" to describe the essential plot 

of my book in 25 words or less. For my book "Inheritor" I wrote, "The story of an 

idealistic young man who seizes power and destroys his people's lives to ensure 

their survival during a 75-year arctic winter." I am prepared to answer any in-

depth questions about my book and have five marketing ideas I can discuss. I 

also know who my competitors are in the bookstores: Herbert - Dune, Martins - 

Song of Ice and Fire, Rawn - Dragon Prince. 
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Donning my armour - good business casual - I am prepared to pursue my agent. 

I do this gently. They are people.  They tire very quickly of being accosted in the 

hallways at conferences, by those just like me. 

Find a discussion opener. Did you admire her presentation? Do you have a 

question about it? Then shift the topic and ask if she might have thirty seconds to 

spare for your log line. Most will say "yes" as they are always on the lookout for 

the next best-seller and since you have not made them feel hunted, they do not 

realize that they are well and truly caught. If she seems interested, offer to take 

her for a quick coffee (or cocktail) in the hotel bar to discuss your work further. If 

you get lucky she will say "yes." If not, you may still get a card and an invitation 

to submit ahead of the queue, which is an advantage the regular query approach 

rarely gets. 

Good places to begin your research for the right agent are the current Writer's 

Market, online (literary agents) and by word of mouth with fellow writers. Check 

out:  

- Association of Author's Representatives  

http://www.publishersweekly.com/aar/   

- Writer's Market Online  

http://www.writersmarket.com   

http://www.publishersweekly.com/aar/
http://www.writersmarket.com/
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- LiteraryAgent.comTM  

http://www.literaryagent.com  

Keep in mind that most reputable agents do not advertise in magazines or 

newspapers. 

  

http://www.literaryagent.com/
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How to Start Marketing Your Book 

by Marilyn Peake 

http://www.marilynpeake.com 
©2004, Marilyn Peake 

 

  

Published authors can be recognized these days by the two hats they wear: the 

crazy, feathered, creative hat of the writer and the serious felt hat of the 

businessperson.  This is a metaphor, of course.  But it carries more than a grain 

of truth. 

After a book is published, whether by a traditional press, print-on-demand press, 

or self-publishing house, it enters the overcrowded book market.  For a book to 

succeed in today's marketplace, there are three basic requirements: the book 

must be well written, there must be an audience for the book, and the writer must 

find that audience. 

An important first step for a newly published author is to accumulate good 

reviews by professional book reviewers.  If the author is able to obtain reviews 

from the most prestigious print sources, for example the "New York Times" or 

"Publishers Weekly," that's great.  For internet publicity, request reviews from a 

variety of well-respected websites such as:  

http://www.marilynpeake.com/
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http://www.midwestbookreview.com 

http://www.RebeccasReads.com 

http://www.MyShelf.com 

http://www.apolloslyre.com,  

and the web site for "Curled Up With a Good Book," http://www.curledup.com.  

This is only a sample.  There are many great book review sites on the internet. 

While you're waiting to hear back from reviewers, instead of biting your nails and 

pulling out your hair, use your free time to get all of your advertising ducks in a 

row.  If at all possible, obtain a website.  Create promotional items that advertise 

your book and your website: bookmarks, flyers, pencils.  Line them up.  Get them 

ready to go.  Make sure that your book, including its picture and all of the 

background material about your book, is posted everywhere that you can 

possibly sell your book on the internet: http://www.Amazon.com, 

http://www.bn.com (Barnes & Noble.com), http://www.Walmart.com, any and all 

reputable websites where the book can be sold.  Then post links from your 

website to your book page on those sites. 

When you receive your book reviews, if they're good, ask permission from the 

reviewer to post them on your website.  Some reviewers will allow you to post the 

entire review; others will ask you to post only part of it and then provide a link to 

http://www.midwestbookreview.com/
http://www.rebeccasreads.com/
http://www.myshelf.com/
http://www.apolloslyre.com/
http://www.curledup.com/
http://www.amazon.com/
http://www.bn.com/
http://www.walmart.com/
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their website.  Whether you post all or part of the review, however, create a link 

to the reviewer's website.  Out of courtesy, let the reviewer know that you've 

done so.  Usually the reviewer is delighted that you've created the link.  In this 

way, you begin to build relationships on the internet.  You begin to network and 

to establish your presence on the web.  This is extremely important for a new 

author. 

Another way to establish your identity is to obtain interviews from reputable 

internet sites, including interviews on internet radio.  If you can arrange 

interviews at the same time that your book reviews are published, so much the 

better.  If you were planning to buy advertisements, this is the time to advertise.  

You want to flood the market with news about your book, in order to create as 

much "buzz" and excitement as possible.  You want the entire world to hear 

about your book. 

If you have a generous advertising budget, there are ways an author actually can 

reach for the stars and attempt to reach most of the planet.  "Radio-TV Interview 

Report" ( http://www.rtir.com ) combined with the "National Publicity Summit," 

both run by Bradley Communications Corp., has helped many authors to become 

famous and their books to become overnight bestsellers.  CHICKEN SOUP FOR 

THE SOUL, EMBRACED BY THE LIGHT, and RICH DAD POOR DAD are all 

books made famous by "Radio-TV Interview Report." 
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However, advertising through "Radio-TV Interview Report" alone usually leads 

only to radio interviews.  Radio stations frequently do not have a large enough 

audience for the author to sell many books.  On the other hand, radio interviews 

help an author to develop credibility and a kind of resume. 

For an author who wants to be on television and can afford a generous 

advertising budget, the "National Publicity Summit" is the place to meet 

representatives from a large number of television shows and print media.  

Examples of television shows at past Summits include: "Live With Regis & Kelly," 

"60 Minutes II," "ABC's The View," and "Late Night with Conan O'Brien."  

Examples of print media that have attended are: "Publishers Weekly," Oprah's 

"O" Magazine, the "New York Times," and "Newsweek." 

In conclusion, it's very important for a newly published author to create a 

promotional budget.  Whether that budget is large or small, once the book is 

published, it's time for the author to don a business hat and thinking cap.  It's 

time for the author to brainstorm and to just get out there and introduce their new 

book to the world! 

Look out world, here you come!  Best of luck, new authors! 
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Nonfiction Idea to Publication 

by Robert Billing 
©2004, Robert Billing 

 

According to my research, the non-fiction market is, at the moment, in a 

remarkably healthy state. There are publishers actively seeking new authors for a 

diverse range of subjects, including cooking and gardening.  Spirituality, 

particularly New Age, and computer books also appear to be selling well. 

The primary qualification for selling a non-fiction book is knowledge of the 

subject. But beyond that there are things you can do to endear yourself to a 

publisher and generate repeat sales. 

I call these the three Ps.  

• Prompt -- The author who is near godliness gets manuscripts, proposals 

and proofs back to the publisher a day or two early.  

   

• Precise -- It's impossible to make no errors. But if you check five times 

and ask your friends to read the manuscript as well you should be able to 

keep them to an acceptably low level.  
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• Professional -- Do what you say you are going to do and don't sulk if the 

publisher doesn't see things your way.  

  

The Steps 

1)  The Idea 

The idea needs to fit in with the publisher's list, supply something that the 

publisher does not have, and address a potential market. For example, if a 

publisher has books on learning French, German and Italian, a book on Spanish 

might sell. A book on Chinese might be seen as outside the range of the 

publisher's list, and one on Basque as only having a small market.  

2)  The Pitch 

This is sent by e-mail or post, depending on the publisher's guidelines. Study the 

guidelines carefully and try to find the name of the commissioning editor. You can 

call the publisher and ask the switchboard for the name of the correct person. My 

pitch e-mail is an appendix to this article.  

3)  The Proposal 

Usually this will be a chapter, or a few sample pages, and a synopsis, which for a 

non-fiction book is just a list of headings. The publishers may also want to see 
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your credentials as evidence that you have sufficient experience to write the 

material as an expert.  

4)  Contract 

If everything goes well you may be offered a contract at this stage. It is well worth 

getting an intellectual property expert to look it over if you do. If you don't use an 

agent -- I don't -- try approaching the Society of Authors.  

You may find that the publisher is amenable to small changes to the contract. 

Conclude negotiations as quickly as you can. Note that the contract will specify a 

deadline and you must be able to meet it. Don't agree to something you can't do.  

5)  The advance 

Suddenly you are a real writer who gets paid. Don't go too wild at this point; 

remember you haven't actually written the rest of the book yet.  

6)  Research 

You now discover that you don't in fact know as much as you thought you did 

about the subject. Don't worry, but remember that you will have to do more 

research.  

7)  Write 
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Set sensible goals and keep going steadily. Don't sit around doing nothing 

visible, and then try to write the book in the last three weeks. Including research, 

writing, revision, and testing together, an average of 10,000 words per month is 

reasonable.  

8)  Panic 

You may have to shut yourself away for months to work on the book. After a 

while you might develop cabin fever, lose confidence in what you are doing and 

contemplate giving up. Take the afternoon off and go to the cinema, or treat 

yourself to some retail therapy.  

9)  Test 

Try to find friends who are interested in the subject and get them to read what 

you are writing. Ideally, try to recruit a panel of beta readers who will read and 

comment on the completed manuscript. You need both beta readers who are 

experts and will nitpick and beta readers who know nothing and will get lost if 

what you wrote isn't clear. 

Assume that about half your beta readers will fail to produce anything, and that a 

few will send you essays on why you have written the wrong book, rather than 

critiques. However, you will probably find a few gems, such as the lady who went 

through my manuscript ferreting out every misplaced comma for me.  
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10)  Submit 

Publishers will tell you -- probably in the contract -- what you are expected to 

send to them. They will definitely need a printed copy, possibly two, and you may 

be contracted to provide the manuscript in electronic form. 

It's better not to use single-vendor standards such as .doc, .sxw or .wpd as they 

can behave in a capricious way when imported into another package. 

Plain text or .rtf (Rich Text Format) will probably work at the first attempt. 

Adobe .pdf (Portable Document Format) has one enormous advantage: a .pdf file 

generated on one computer will display or print absolutely identically on any 

other computer. Unfortunately, it is almost impossible to import a PDF into a 

typesetting program. 

At this point the commissioning editor will hand you over to someone else who 

will do the detail editing. Expect to be asked for some changes at this stage, and 

budget the time to make them.  

11)  Copy Edit 

The copy editor will now take over, and make adjustments to bring the format of 

your book in line with the publisher's house style. This is where double spacing 

and big margins come in -- copy editors have to be able to mark up the 

manuscript to give instructions to the typesetters.  
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12)  Typeset 

Mercifully this process is now electronic, and usually takes the text from your 

disk. However, computers aren't what they used to be, and a number of silly 

things can happen. For example, the typesetting software can try to convert the 

quote characters to "smart quotes," wrecking samples of computer programs if 

you've written a computer book.  

13)  Proof 

In most cases, you will be presented with a thick wad of paper -- the book pages 

printed exactly as they will appear in the finished product. You now have a 

ridiculously short time -- probably no more than fourteen days -- to check the 

proofs very carefully and get them back to the publisher. 

There are standard marks used to indicate the various kinds of corrections. The 

publisher will probably send you a crib sheet. 

Note -- and this is important -- that the colour of ink you use for correction is 

significant. The typesetter will already have marked any errors he found in green. 

You must now use red to mark any typesetting errors that you find. If at this stage 

you find that you, rather than the typesetter, have made a mistake, you should 

mark it in blue. Publishers can, in theory (they don't always bother doing this), 

count up the coloured marks and use the totals to apportion the cost of correcting 

the typesetting. 
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If something is seriously wrong, ask to see the corrected version of the proofs, 

just in case the correction itself goes adrift. 

You may also be asked to compile an index at this stage. If so -- you will know 

when you sign the contract -- it's worth using your word processor's index tool to 

do a first pass, and then manually adjusting the page numbers. 

14)  Publish 

That's it. Once you send the proofs back the publisher should send you the 

second part of the advance. Now you can begin planning the launch party and 

the shameless publicity.  

  

Appendix: Websites of computer publishers actively seeking new authors.  

www.crcpress.com  

www.quepublishing.com  

www.apress.com/about/writeForUs.html  

www.shop.osborne.com/osborne/aboutus/writeforus.shtml    

www.oreilly.com   

www.sybex.com/  

www.sams.com  

www.wrox.com/misc-pages/writeforwrox.shtml 

http://www.crcpress.com/
http://www.quepublishing.com/
http://www.apress.com/about/writeForUs.html
http://www.shop.osborne.com/osborne/aboutus/writeforus.shtml
http://www.oreilly.com/
http://www.sybex.com/
http://www.sams.com/
http://www.wrox.com/misc-pages/writeforwrox.shtml
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The original pitch e-mail: 

  

To: XXXXXX@XXXXXX.co.uk 

Subject: Linux  

Dear Ms. XXXXXX, 

  

I notice that you don't appear to have a "Teach Yourself Linux" among your 
titles.  

The growth of Linux in the last few years has been one of the major success 
stories of the software industry. Some publishers, such as O'Reilly, have brought 
out a great many titles related to this software.  

I think there still remains a gap in the market for a book which will explain Linux 
to the reader who is broadly familiar with desktop computers but is not a 
specialist. 

 I am very well placed to be able to write this book if it would be of interest to you. 

I originally learned to program from your "Teach Yourself Computer 
Programming" in the late 1960s. Since then I have bought and benefited from 
several of your titles.  

I have been using Linux for six years.  

I have written extensively, producing several technical articles on digital 
television, two novels (alas unpublished), and a great many short stories.  

I am currently running my own company, so there can be no disputes about 
assignment of intellectual property.  

I know some of the people responsible for the major distributions of Linux.  



Vision: A Resource for Writers       47 
September/October 2004 
Issue # 23 
 
I have been accepted by XXXXXX Ltd. to teach their embedded Linux course on 
an occasional basis.  

I was one of the speakers at the "Embed with Linux" seminar recently held in 
Reading.  

If you are interested I could put together a proper proposal and let you see it 
immediately after the new year, and then write the book in about six months. 

  

Yours, 

Robert Billing 
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The Lure of Bad Publishers 

by Mary K. Wilson 
©2004, Mary K. Wilson 

 

Many writers would do just about anything to see their novels in print.  I should 

know; I'm one of them.  I became an electronically published author in December 

2002.  Now, before I go any further, I will say that there are some good non-

traditional publishers out there.  I hope to expose the temptation that the poor 

ones offer and give new writers something to think about when they consider 

where to submit their well-traveled novels. 

When it comes to getting a story or novel published, the advice to aim for the top 

certainly applies.  Obviously, if an author feels that her novel is ready for 

publication, she should submit it first to the best market for that work.  In science 

fiction or fantasy, this may be a major publisher such as DAW or Tor.  Once a 

novel has garnered rejection letters from the larger publishing houses, its author 

may start to look for alternate methods of publishing.  That's all right; however, 

there are a few telltale signs that a venture may not work out in the author's 

favor. Avoid any publishers, whether print or electronic, that display these signs. 

An obvious sign that the company doesn't have the author's best interests at 

heart is a request for money at any time during the process.  Many businesses 

will publish novels electronically for free, but may charge a "setup fee" for print 
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publishing.  If your goal is to make money, rather than produce a limited number 

of books as gifts, be aware that this defies the first rule of writing, which is that 

money should flow towards the author.  If the writer is sending money to 

publishing companies, agents, editors, etc. to be published, there is a good 

chance that the company or individual's first priority is not the success of the 

writer.  The job of a publisher, agent, or editor is to earn money by selling writing, 

not by charging fees to the writer. These fees may mislead novice writers, 

especially when they're worded as “setup fees.”   

However, the fees aren't the worst problem.  It's a fact that not all print books will 

be stocked by bookstores.  Print-on-Demand books are considered non-

returnable by distributors.  This means that if a major bookstore buys five copies 

of the book and only two sell, the remaining three sit on the shelves until they are 

sold.  For books published by major publishers, those three copies could be 

returned for credit.  Bookstores are hesitant to stock such non-returnable titles 

due to the lack of guarantee that they will move. 

Many bookstores won't -- or can't -- even order single Print-on-Demand titles.  If 

someone calls a bookstore with the ISBN number for a Print-on-Demand title, 

there is a good chance that the bookstore will not have it available to order.  This 

means that often, Print-on-Demand books are only available through the 

publisher directly, the author, or online outlets such as Amazon.com.  People 

who are hesitant or unable to purchase online will not be able to buy these 
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books.  This limits the availability of the title as well as possible royalty income for 

the author. 

Before signing a book contract with a smaller press, ask what distribution 

channels it uses.  A company that is distributed through Ingram's will find its 

books in more stores and available in more outlets.  If a company doesn't use a 

national distributor such as Ingram's, there is a very good chance that chain 

bookstores will not be able to order the book.  Lack of distribution is the primary 

reason why many Print-on-Demand novels fail to earn royalties for their authors. 

A book from any non-traditional publisher may lack promotion.  When you do not 

want your book to have a large distribution, this does not matter, but if your goal 

is to reach a wide audience, it is a critical matter.  Quality of promotion varies 

from publisher to publisher, with even the big publishing houses granting very 

little funds to promote some books.  In the world of small and Print-on-Demand 

presses, the promotional support offered to authors ranges from nothing to 

sending out review copies to bustling fan communities.  It pays to ask other 

authors published with that house, or the company directly, how much promotion 

it does for their authors -- before signing a contract. 

For Print-on-Demand publishers, the quality of the finished product varies as 

well.  Some use a lighter stock for the covers, and the book may not even be 

bound squarely.  When an author receives her author's copies in the mail, the 

book should stand up against any book on the market in terms of quality.  If it 
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doesn't pass an author's inspection, the book will most likely stand out in the 

marketplace -- for all the wrong reasons.  Don't be fooled; not all print books are 

alike. 

I've found Print-on-Demand publishers sometimes offer a higher royalty rate than 

traditional publishers.  This can mislead novice writers into thinking that they will 

make more money than with larger publishers.  However, royalties are only paid 

on books sold.  If a book can't or doesn't sell, then it won't pay royalties.   

What can novice writers do to protect themselves against some of the pitfalls of 

publishing?   

The first step is to research the publisher thoroughly.  Ask published authors for a 

reference.  If published authors are happy with their publisher, most likely they 

will let you know about their experience.  Likewise, if authors are unhappy with a 

publisher, they will let you know about their concerns.   

Secondly, ask publishers about fees, and if they charge them, avoid the 

company.   

Third, ask publishers about their distribution channels and how they sell books.  

Remember that those with arrangements with national distribution companies, 

such as Ingram's, will get your book into more stores.   
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The last thing an author can do is to check reports, such as Karen A. Fox's 

“Show Me the Money” report (available at 

http://www.karenafox.com/money.asp).  While this report covers mostly romance 

authors, many of the publishers listed publish more than one genre.   

If everything checks out, then there is no reason why the aspiring author cannot 

publish with a small press, electronic, or Print-on-Demand publisher.  Hopefully, 

this article will provide some tools to avoid the lure of publishers who will not help 

your career. 

http://www.karenafox.com/money.asp
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Starting Out:  

A Guide for Young Writers 

by Victoria Hastings 
©2004, Victoria Hastings 

 

So, you want to be a writer. You love to write. You love the sense of freedom it 

gives you, and you want to publish a book. But there's one problem: you're too 

young. Or, at least, that's what you think. 

Actually, you're wrong. You're never too young to become a writer. In fact, you 

may already be a writer. The definition of "writer" is: "one who writes." Do you 

write? If so, then you're already a writer! 

Then, of course, there is the difficulty of trying to get published. It's hard being a 

kid, huh? Don't think anyone will take you seriously, do you? If so, think again. 

I'm not saying this will be easy, because it won't be. But if you set your mind to it, 

you most definitely can get published. 

My first time being published was in a newspaper that bought stories about the 

outdoors. My mom helped me research what the paper was looking for, and after 

reading all the guidelines, I wrote it, sent it in, and voilà! I got a $50 check in the 

mail, and I was only in 5th grade. You may think I was just lucky, but that's not 

the way it works. 



Vision: A Resource for Writers       54 
September/October 2004 
Issue # 23 
 
You see, the reason I was published was because I did some research. You 

have to also. Find out what kind of stories and articles different newspapers or 

magazines publish. When you find one in particular that you like, look over the 

guidelines, follow them, and try submitting. I can't guarantee you'll get accepted, 

but you won't know unless you try.  

I sent in a poem to the very same newspaper that had accepted me before, but 

they rejected it. The thing is, I was okay with that. You have to accept rejection, 

because you may get rejected 10 times before someone decides to publish your 

piece. That's just the way it works. 

Another way to get published is online. Although you may not get paid for your 

writing, your work is still being published, and it's something you can put on your 

records in some cases.  

You can also get published with the help of your school. My school had 

information on a state-wide writing contest. I checked it out, and entered two 

pieces. One piece was chosen as an honorable mention. The other wasn't, but 

when I sent the rejected piece into a different contest, it was. You just have to 

pick yourself up off the ground, and try again.  

Many schools also offer to publish students' work in local newspapers. If yours 

offers, jump at the chance. Although you aren't getting paid, your work is still 
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being sent out so all can read it. It's just as big a deal as having a book on the 

shelves when you truly think about it.   

The important thing to remember is to never give up. Don't ever think that 

because you're only 11 you can't be published. Publication of young writers' 

stories can be, and has been, done. Do your research and go for it. You won't 

lose anything, and you may gain something. How will you know until you try? 
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Creature Building 101: 

Part 1 

by Marilyn Glazar 
©2004, Marilyn Glazar 

 

In fantasy and science fiction novels authors are often called upon to come up 

with creatures that have never before seen the light of day.  Sometimes these 

creations are aliens or monsters, and sometimes they are mythological creatures 

such as unicorns or vampires.  If such a creature spends very much time at all 

under the scrutiny of the reader it's important that it live and breathe in the 

reader's mind. 

Fortunately, there are a few tricks that can help lend verisimilitude to made-up 

and imaginary beings.  The first and foremost of these is to pay close attention to 

the rules that creatures on this planet follow.  It's perfectly fine to break these 

rules, just as it's all right to break some grammatical rules occasionally, but it 

helps to know what rules you are breaking and why.  In fact, taking one or two 

rules and breaking them on purpose can make for an interesting creature. 

Holly Lisle pointed out in her article on character creation (see link below) that it 

can be helpful to create a character's personality and background before 

worrying about what that person looks like.  This technique seems to work better 



Vision: A Resource for Writers       57 
September/October 2004 
Issue # 23 
 
for some writers than others.  You may already have an idea of the appearance 

of your creature.  If so, keep it in mind but set it aside while we consider a few 

other factors. 

In staying alive, a species (type of creature) has to have strategies for coping 

with its surroundings.  These strategies can be divided into three categories that 

we'll call Survival, Sustenance, and Reproduction and the three are interlinked.  

A species will not survive without sustenance and if it doesn't survive it doesn't 

get the chance to reproduce.  We will deal with these categories extensively one 

at a time and then consider the appearance of newly created creatures.  In this 

issue we will look at survival. 

 

Survival is the means a creature uses to avoid death.  Every environment on this 

planet is rife with danger.  Animals have to keep warm but not too warm, they 

have to get plenty of oxygen, they have to safely get rid of and avoid toxic 

substances, and they have to evade becoming the main course in another 

creature's meal.  These dangers are inherent to the environment that an animal 

lives in.  Arctic creatures have a different set of problems than tropical and desert 

creatures.  It stands to reason that the problems faced by magical creatures and 

alien creatures would also be different.  For this reason, creature building and 

world building must go hand-in-hand.  Let's look at a couple of real-life examples 
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and then examine a fictional creature to see how each solves its survival 

problems. 

There is a really nice article in the March 2004 issue of National Geographic 

about harp seals (see link below).  You might remember this creature from 

campaign that has been going on since the 1960's to stop fishermen from 

hunting it for seal oil and fur.  This is an animal that lives in cold places and it has 

adapted to its environment.  Harp seals have a thick layer of fat that protects 

them from the cold.  The body is streamlined for swimming, which is important 

since it spends a lot of time under water.   Harp seals are also pretty prolific 

which helps it to stay ahead of losses from predation and hunting.  Females have 

one pup a year from the time they are between four and eight years old until 

about the age of thirty. 

Each spring the harp seals migrate south where there are no 'natural' predators 

and the conditions are just right for giving birth and raising young.  People kill 

these creatures in their southern homes of Newfoundland and Greenland.  In 

addition, ice that is too thick or too thin in their spring quarters can cause the 

death of pups.  However, for a type of creature to exist, the survival of the 

individual is not important.  Harp seals still exist because (so far) they reproduce 

faster than they are killed off.  This is a common and perfectly acceptable method 

of solving the problem of a high mortality rate. 
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For a second example, let's look at a creature in a completely different set of 

circumstances, the Gila Monster.  Who can resist a real-life creature with the 

word, "monster" in its name?  These lizards live in desert areas in the western 

United States and Mexico.  The biggest problems they have to deal with are 

heat, cold, and a lack of water.  They survive because they are designed to deal 

with these problems.  Scales keep whatever water is in the lizard from escaping 

easily.  As an extra precaution, the lizard sleeps under rocks and in the burrows 

of other animals during the day.  It comes out to hunt at night, and although a 

lizard can be sluggish due to low body temperature, it's venom helps it take down 

its prey.  It even stores up extra food as fat in its tail.  This helps Gila Monsters to 

survive the other difficulty of its environment which is the cold.  Summers may be 

hot, but winter comes, even to the desert.  The Gila Monster survives the winter 

by hibernating and living off of the fat in its tail. 

Anne McCaffery created a creature in her Dragonrider series that has lived in the 

hearts of several generations of readers.  It is not at all a creature of this world 

and could not possibly exist on Earth as we know it, but it does follow the rules of 

creature creation and the self consistent rules of the of the fictional world where it 

exists.  It is based on the mythological dragon.  In order to survive on its planet, it 

has to associate closely with humans.  In fact, these dragons were created by 

humans in order to help them deal with an environmental menace.  In order to 

get along with people it has a form of telepathy and impresses upon a human 

companion at birth (a little like some birds impress upon their parents), forming a 
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permanent relationship.  In order to fight the environmental menace, called 

thread, it has the ability to chew a stone containing phosphorous and produce 

fire.  The fire burns the thread that falls out of the sky while teleportation ability 

allows it to quickly duck out of danger's way.  In reading these books it's hard to 

determine if the creatures were created before the world or the world was 

created for the creatures.  Anne McCaffery's dragons could not live without Pern. 

Considering survival mechanisms gives your creature grounding in your world.  It 

helps work the new creature into the ecosystem around it.  Looking at these 

relationships can give a writer a better understanding of a newly created 

creature.  In fact, especially if the creature doesn't figure into the plot too 

extensively, this and a description may be all you need.  It's a nice snapshot of 

the lifestyle of a species.  However, if your creature is the reason for your plot, or 

if it's on stage extensively, you might want to stay tuned for the Sustenance, 

Reproduction, and Appearance articles. 

Article Mentioned: How To Create a Character, by Holly Lilsle, 
http://hollylisle.com/fm/Articles/wc2-2.html    

Article Mentioned:  Harp Seals:  The Hunt for Balance, by Kennedy Warne, 
National Geographic, March 2004 

Series Mentioned:  The Dragonriders of Pern: Dragonflight, Dragonquest, the 
White Dragon, by Anne McCaffrey, ISBN 0345340248 

http://hollylisle.com/fm/Articles/wc2-2.html
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Creature Building 101: 

Part 2 

by Marilyn Glazar 
©2004, Marilyn Glazar 

 

  

In the last creature building article we covered survival mechanisms.  Most 

creatures have environmental difficulties to overcome, and the methods that they 

use to overcome them are great for tying them into your world.  If these were the 

only problems that they had to overcome then the job of making them up would 

be fairly simple.  There are, however, a few other problems that animals have to 

defeat in order to continue to exist.  

Chief among these problems is the question of how to obtain energy and water.  

Other forms of sustenance may also be necessary.  Salt, vitamins, and trace 

minerals can all send animals licking, nibbling, and ingesting unlikely bits of their 

environment.  The need for sustenance is persistent and ever-present.  Many 

animals spend every waking moment foraging for food. 

If that weren't problem enough, the energy almost always has to come in a very 

specific form.  A cow can't be fed pork chops when the hay runs out and a 

vampire won't be satisfied with spring salad mix and a nice vinaigrette.  In fact, 
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the vampire wouldn't take the pork chops either, and the cow would be quite put 

off by the vinaigrette.  Animals are very specific about what they eat.  They don't 

just eat meat or plants.  They eat grasses or small mammals, or human blood.  

Knowing how your creature solves the problems of its physical environment will 

help you figure out how it can solve its sustenance difficulties.  If it sleeps at night 

because its body temperature is too low for much movement, it certainly won't go 

hunting then.  If it has tough protective scales or water-proof hide, it won't absorb 

anything very well through its skin. 

There are almost as many ways to solve the problem of sustenance as there are 

animals.  Animals on this planet almost always obtain sustenance through a 

relationship with another type of living thing.  This means that when you are 

making up one creature, you almost always have to make up another creature or 

plant for it to obtain sustenance from. 

Most people know that herbivores eat plants and carnivores eat other animals.   

These relationships are predator-prey relationships.  We tend to think of this in 

terms of one living thing dieing in order for another living thing to survive.  A wolf 

pack feeding on deer is exhibiting this kind of relationship but so is a slug feeding 

on lettuce.  It is important to remember that predators must strike a balance in 

order to survive.  If they get too good at their job they might run out of prey and 

die of starvation.  For this reason there are always more prey organisms than 
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there are predators.  You might see vast herds of antelope but you won't ever 

see that many lions in one place. 

Predation works, and it is the most common way for a creature to get energy, but 

it isn't the only option.  Again, lets look at a couple of real-life examples and one 

from the fictional realm. 

The canine heartworm gets all of its sustenance, for most of its life span, from its 

immediate environment.  It spends most of its life in the bloodstream of a dog, 

and has every need catered to quite nicely.  As an adult it will move into the dog's 

heart or lungs where it will reproduce, sending its many tiny offspring into the 

bloodstream where a mosquito might carry them to another dog.  If the parasite 

is lucky, the dog will live for many years.  Often though, the extra strain of 

carrying heartworms around in the chambers of its heart will cause a dog to die.  

The heartworms, of course, will die when the dog does. 

Parasitism is a valid way for creatures to solve their sustenance problems.  If a 

source of nutrients isn't completely used up at a feeding, but is allowed to 

continue growing and obtaining more sustenance, then the parasite never has to 

go looking for food.  A great many of the parasite's survival problems can also be 

solved by living inside a host where environmental problems won't bother it and 

predators can't get to it.  
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The parasites we know of don't take over their host's nervous system, but the 

idea of a parasite taking over a human body and mind is so gruesome that 

practically an entire subgenre of horror and science fiction novels have dedicated 

themselves to it.  My particular favorite is The Puppet Masters by Robert A. 

Heinlein. 

Another type of relationship that can solve a creature's sustenance problems 

doesn't involve harm for either of the creatures involved.  An example of this 

relationship is found in between two animals in Africa.  There's a bird called the 

honey guide that just loves honey but can't get to it alone.  The honey badger 

likes bees and larvae and has thick skin and fur to protect it from the bees' sting.  

To get fed, the bird only has to find a bees' nest and lead the badger to it.  The 

badger does the work of tearing the nest apart and devouring the bees.  When 

it's done the bird gets to eat its fill of any leftover honey.  Everybody wins.  Well, 

everybody wins except the bees.  The badger and the bird have a mutualistic 

relationship.  The bees are prey. 

In the real world as we know it, creatures get energy mostly by ingesting each 

other and plants.  In the fiction this isn't necessarily so.  One example of this 

would be the case of the dementors that figure highly in the plot of Harry Potter 

and the Prisoner of Azkaban.  Dementors don't eat.  Instead, these creatures get 

their power by creating fear in people and siphoning it off.  It seems that they also 
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have a hunger for human souls that they can suck out of a person through the 

victim's mouth. 

While dementors might seem to break some of the rules that creatures on earth 

follow, they do follow the rules of preditor prey relationships.  Dementors are not 

always successful on the hunt.  Humans can defend themselves against 

dementors, if they know the patronus spell.  It is also important to note that there 

are a lot more humans than there are dementors.  If the dementors were 

invincible or if there were more of them than there were people, then the 

creatures would not be believable.  Monsters that aren't believable aren't nearly 

as scary as those that seem real.  

While it is important that creatures be believable, it isn't necessary that they be 

predictable.  Perhaps a creature could obtain some or all of its sustenance from 

an environmental source such as sunlight or radiation.  Maybe a formerly 

parasitic relationship could be thrown out of whack by circumstances and 

become more mutualistic.  In fiction no rules are absolute.  They are merely 

guidelines to help the author make a story work better. 

Sustenance relationships take place between different types of organisms.  In 

order for a creature to really come to life, it will need to be able to reproduce itself 

and this almost always involves relationship between it and other creatures just 

like it.  In the next article we will look at reproduction. 
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Book Mentioned: Puppet Masters by Robert A.  Heinlein.  ISBN 0345330145 

  

Book Mentioned:  Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban by J. K. Rowling, 
Mary Grandpre (Illustrator).  ISBN 0439136350 

Additional Reading 

If you find the idea of parasites intriguing and want to learn more about them, you 
might enjoy reading New Guinea Tapeworms and Jewish Grandmothers: Tales 
of Parasites and People by Robert S. Desowitz. ISBN: 0393304264 

Web Sites of Interest 

http://www.biosci.ohio-state.edu/~parasite/home.html 

This site has pictures of parasites and examples of life cycles. 

http://www.honeybadger.com/FactFile/F.A.Q.htm 

This site has a lot of information about honey badgers, including an argument 
against the widely used practice of calling its relationship with the honey guide 
mutualism. 

http://www.ms-starship.com/sciencenew/symbiosis.htm 

This is a look at some marine animal mutualism 

 

  

http://search.barnesandnoble.com/booksearch/isbnInquiry.asp?userid=O9t1ynmFWV&sourceid=00393694017581734985&bfdate=06%2D13%2D2004+23%3A34%3A33&isbn=0393304264&itm=1
http://search.barnesandnoble.com/booksearch/isbnInquiry.asp?userid=O9t1ynmFWV&sourceid=00393694017581734985&bfdate=06%2D13%2D2004+23%3A34%3A33&isbn=0393304264&itm=1
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How to Go Crazy Once a Year 

by Lazette Gifford 
©2004, Lazette Gifford 

 

National Novel Writing Month: http://www.nanowrimo.org/  

Imagine yourself in the largest collection of writers in one place, nearly all of them 

excited about their upcoming project and bubbling over with ideas, plans, and 

suggestions.  You get to talk to them for weeks prior to the starting date and 

exchange ideas, help out with plot tricks, and encourage each other to be daring. 

Imagine sitting down, waiting for the clock to tick over to 12:01 am November 1st, 

knowing that there are thousands of others who are doing the same thing, and 

that you are all are part of a huge creative flow that can be found no where else 

at any time. 

If you talk to people who know me, they'll tell you that I'm really crazy all the time, 

especially where writing is concerned.  I write every day and generally average 

about eight novels, twenty or more short stories, and dozens of articles every 

year.  So, why does someone who writes this much already still look forward to 

National Novel Writing Month (NaNoWriMo)? 

Because it's fun being part of something involving so many writers.  In 2003 

NaNo had around 25,000 people sign up, and about 3500 made it to the 50,000 

http://www.nanowrimo.org/
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word finish line by the end of the month.  I see others still writing at their novels 

and enjoying the process.  The diehards hang about the boards throughout the 

year, and around September there's a definite upswing in posts and interest. 

But how does a person become crazy enough to do this the first time and every 

year afterwards? 

First let's talk about the people who won't enjoy it.  If you hate writing (want to 

publish a book, don't want to write it), just stay clear of NaNo.  The enthusiasm 

alone will drive you homicidal when you start reading about all those people who 

actually love to write and can't wait to get started. 

If you think that deathless prose is all that should ever be allowed to be written, 

and you tend to linger half a day over the proper placement of a comma -- don't 

even look at the site.  You'll froth at the mouth over posts on the boards long 

before the actual novel writing starts.  This is not a site for you.  Erase from your 

mind the mere idea of NaNo and all those writers racing through their novels 

before your head explodes. 

But.... 

If (like me) you think writing not only can but should be fun, NaNo is a wonderful 

way to be silly, have a bit of crazy fun, and get some writing in as well.  You can 

write something silly, you can write something serious; you can go for a straight 

50,000 words or go for a completed novel (or two).  It doesn't matter.  Even if you 



Vision: A Resource for Writers       69 
September/October 2004 
Issue # 23 
 
don't reach the goal of 50,000 words by the end of the month it doesn't matter.  

No one, including you, is going to die from not writing enough words. 

Here are some pointers that can help out, though: 

Once November starts, don't write more on the NaNo boards than you do in your 

novel.  You'll start comparing word counts and that leads to serious bouts of 

head-against-wall incidents. 

Be prepared with various bribes to get family members to leave you alone.  

Money, candy, promises to clean the cat litter box for all of December -- whatever 

it takes.  

Don't expect to spend all Thanksgiving writing because family and friends get 

very pissy on holidays where they expect you to join in -- or worse, where you 

might have been expected to bake that turkey or some other such thing. (If this is 

the case, move the computer --or better still a laptop -- to the kitchen counter.  

Type in words with one hand while you mix dressing with the other.  Do try to 

focus when you're dicing that onion though.  It can get messy otherwise, and a 

trip to ER will just take more time out of writing.) 

Don't agree to be one of the guests at a science fiction convention the last week 

of the month.  (Tattoo that one on your forehead, Zette.  Idiot.) 

Advanced NaNo tips: 
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Have an idea of what you want to write about no later than October 20th, 

complete with outline, character notes, and in depth world building.  Completely 

scrap the idea at 11:55pm October 31st and at 12:01 am November 1st start 

NaNo with something you just thought of five minutes ago. 

Having failed with the 'overall plan' approach (see above) try at least to have an 

idea of what you are going to write about each day when you sit down to work.  

One way to do this is to have the 'no it's not really an outline, I don't do outlines, 

this isn't an outline' list on hand.  There are 30 days in November.  Jot down 30 

things to write about.  These things must be interesting enough to get you 

through 1667 words a day.  Try to make them at least coherent and linked in 

some way: 

November 1: Mary and Bob run into each other in the grocery store.  

Compare prices of different sizes of eggs.  Eggs and breast sizes.  Sex. 

November 2: Mary and Bob run into each other at the car wash.  Talk 

about car sizes.  Sex. 

November 3:  Just sex. 

November 4: Hell, even I'm tired of the sex by now.  Don't they know 

anyone else?  Mary sits in the window of her apartment staring out across 

the courtyard toward the other building.  No hold it. What are those two 

doing in that window.... 

November 5:  Mary talks to her husband David about... about... no...... 
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November 6: Introduce Mary's boss.  She works at a book store.  She 

spends most of the day shelving books and trying to sell books to people 

who are really just looking for directions to the nearest bathroom.  She 

finds out her boss is having an affair. 

November 7: Mary's daughter does homework with her friend, Tom.  Long 

discussion about social equality. There will be no sex.  Sit on opposite 

sides of the table and hands must remain in plain sight at all times! 

(etc.) There.  One week done. That wasn't so hard. 

It is, really, perfectly all right to have a true outline.  They can keep you moving 

when you couldn't come up with a story to save your life (odd phrase -- there 

might be a story in that...), and they can keep you from reaching 44,000 words 

and dying. 

Or you can 'fly without a net' and let your characters lead you along the path 

without a clue of where you're going.  This is a dangerous way to work when you 

are under a time constraint, however.  Characters have a horrible habit of going 

on strike at the wrong moment.  If that is the case, threaten to abandon them and 

tell the story about their lost dog instead.  If they don't listen, think Lassie. 

The final trick to going crazy for NaNoWriMo is to sit down at your computer and 

let yourself write.  Don't worry about perfection.  Don't worry about reaching 

50,000 words.  You are not here to prove anything to anyone.  It doesn't matter 

who writes more or who has a 'real' book while you're stringing together silly 

stuff.  If you can let yourself go and write you're going to be a winner.   
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A word of caution, though:  Once you learn how much fun writing really is, you're 

not going to want to limit it to November and a mere 50,000 words! 

National Novel Writing Month: http://www.nanowrimo.org/  

And read last year's Interview with Chris Baty who started NaNoWriMo! 

http://www.nanowrimo.org/
http://fmwriters.com/Visionback/Issue18/Interview.htm
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Your Outline Is Your Friend 

by Darwin A. Garrison 
©2004, Darwin A. Garrison 

 

I will freely admit without illicit female coercion or the covert influence of sharp, 

pointy objects on my back that I used to be scared of writing outlines.  I feared 

the rigidity.  I feared the work.  I feared that my story would be an obvious farce 

that no editor in his right mind would publish. 

Now, however, I know my outline to be my friend, my compatriot, my light in the 

darkness of writer's block, and my refuge in the face of accusations of 

inconsistency.  All because of a very simple epiphany: 

There are two types of outline. 

The first is the "editor's outline" that is so feared and despised for reducing our 

wonderful stories to a few meager sentences that harried publishing 

professionals can quickly scan and immediately use as justification for round-

filing our manuscripts.  The second -- ah, yes -- the second type of outline is 

something you should understand and love with all your prosaic heart, because it 

will save your butt over and over again as you write your masterpiece.  I refer to 

this as the "writer's outline." 
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Now, I am sure that much has been written about outlining in general.  I am also 

sure that I have absolutely no intention of doing any research on that at all.  I 

simply want to present something that works for me, and, if you can use it, more 

power to you.  If not, well, who needs you?  Saracen!  Infidel!  Unbeliever!  

Unclean! 

Ah hem...  

First off, what is a "writer's outline"?  Nothing more than an organized approach 

to recording your story idea so that you can find pertinent data quickly, no matter 

how much time elapses from the birth of the idea to the time you actually get to 

work on the dratted story. 

The outline is not a single document, but rather a set of related documents that 

define your concept with as much or as little detail as you deem necessary.  This 

is a key point.  You don't have to write the entire story in some weird form of tree 

diagram.  You just need to write enough to remind yourself what you were 

thinking last Thursday. 

The structure I've settled upon can be built using computer files, three ring 

binders, labeled manila folders, or a set of shelves in the kitchen closet known to 

be free of cats, mice, poltergeists, and other common household pests.  There 

are seven sections to the 'writer's outline' format that I use.  If you are inclined to 

add more sections or break things down into finer detail, then you are an 
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overachieving type-A personality and you should seek refuge from stress in 

Yoga, martial arts, or self-immolation. 

The seven sections are: 

1) Primary story concept 

2) Plot 

3) Characters 

4) Society 

5) World - Geography 

6) World - Flora and Fauna 

7) World - Technology and/or Magic 

This is the framework that I use to keep track of my stories. Each section gets 

filled with individual notes when my brain engages, which is almost never the 

same day that the original story idea occurs to me. Now, let's hit all the items with 

a hammer and see how they squeak: 

1) Primary story concept. 

This is the idea, the question, the late night burrito nightmare that wakes you at 

2:00 AM and encompasses your story.  It is not detailed.  It does not develop 

your world or your characters.  It is not rigid and unyielding in the face of logic or 

simplistic questions from five-year old children.  It's just an idea, people!  Don't 

expect too much of it! 
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So what do you include in a primary story concept?  First, you give your story a 

working title to use to name your file directory or binder!  Under the working title, 

you write a very quick description of your idea that will remind you of what you 

were thinking at 2:05 AM when you were sitting on the pot trying not to 

asphyxiate yourself. (Always keep a journal and pen in the bathroom on the back 

of the toilet or in the rack with the magazines.  Trust me.) 

Example: 

Working title: Errant Magic 

Core Concept:  

World where magic is almost completely erratic and, quite frankly, mostly 

dangerous.  Magic kids shuffled off to 'schools' as soon as household items or 

family pets begin showing signs of deviant behavior or transmogrification.  Story 

is about a group of young magic refugees trying to reach a place where they'll be 

accepted and loved.  Coming of age story and adventure fantasy. 

2) Plot 

Time is God's way of keeping everything from happening at once and your plot is 

your way.  When you are first sketching out your ideas, the plot will be very 

simple.  As you do character development and world development and societal 

development, the plot tends to detonate like a piñata stuffed with M-80s and cans 
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of silly string.  Keep it simple in the beginning and elaborate as required later to 

keep track of what your characters are doing to each other, with what, and why. 

Example: 

Plot outline: 

1) Schoolmaster sorcerer dude goes to city walls to aid the defenders. 

2) School kids, knowing their teacher's capabilities all too well, git while the 

gittin's good and escape from the town using a storm drain. 

3) Kids decide to travel across the continent to join a mage uncle of one of the 

older kids. 

4) Many adventures happen during which the kids discover they have stronger 

abilities than their elders. 

5) Kids arrive at Uncle's place, but he's buggered off due to the imminent arrival 

of a barbarian hoard. 

6) Local townsfolk come by the 'wizard's' cave desperate for help. Kids pose as 

'apprentices' and agree to help. 

7) Kids drive off the barbarians, save the town, and become unassailable local 

icons.  Romantic mushy stuff happens to someone, doesn't matter who.  The 

end. 
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3) Characters 

One thing that I've noticed about most good stories is that they do not spend an 

inordinate amount of time dwelling on details of the appearance or personality of 

their characters up front.  One thing I've noticed about a lot of bad stories is that 

they do dwell on such details, often using a mirror as a prop.  Do not have your 

characters admire themselves in a mirror or I will have Guido come to your house 

and break your keyboard over your head! 

That having been said, a cardinal sin of storytelling is having characters change 

eye color, hair color, physical build, or sexual preference during a tale for no 

other reason than you forgot and didn't bother to proofread.  The place where 

such details belong is the character sheet.  Each character should have 

his/her/its own sheet and you should put as much detail into those sheets as you 

have time and stomach for.  You should then refer to them often when you write. 

Don't fret if you cannot immediately fill in a bunch of detail.  You can add that 

later as you develop your characters in the story, if need be. 

You should not, however, feel compelled to use any of that slumping mound of 

data at all unless the application of the detail drives the story forward somehow.  

Really.  I mean it.  Don't make me call Guido. 

Example: 
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Character Name: Xavier. 

Age: Really, really old. 

Occupation: Town drunk and magic zookeeper... er, schoolteacher 

Hair: Long, dirty; should be white; short stubble beard. 

Eyes: Rheumy with brown bits in the middle around the black spot. 

Complexion: Yeah, right.  Wrinkles and liver spots, dirt in the cracks. 

Teeth: Green. God help me, I don't know why. 

Fingernails: Thick, cracked and dirty. 

Clothing: Not one stitch that didn't come from the dump. 

Shoes: What're those for? 

Posture: Stooped.  Bent by years of public abuse and humiliation. 

Personality:  

Xavier is a severely depressed and lonely man.  He's been the butt of town jokes 

for almost seventy-five years, and, let's be honest, that much abuse will shatter 

anyone.  So it's no surprise that he spends most of his time trying to drown reality 

into peaceful background noise.  The kids take care of themselves anyhow.  All 
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he has to do is collect the monthly town food stipend for his charges and use his 

limited magical talent to polish silverware for the local gentry to get booze 

money.  Thank God he's a happy drunk, or the kids would be really messed up. 

         

4) Society 

Wherever two or more of your characters gather, there will probably be discord 

and strife based on their societal paradigms and perceived status.  While discord 

and strife are not what we normally like in a society, it's what societies do best.  

Having well developed and consistent societal backgrounds can make stories 

much more interesting since tales without conflicts are kind of like wheat paste: 

boring but not bad for hanging wall paper. 

Define the social strata, the overall political environment, the status of the 

Hoochoo pagan religion, the status of dogs owned by Hoochoo pagans, the use 

of sacred dog excrement in Hoochoo pagan baptismal rite.  Record all the bits of 

human interaction that you need to explain how your characters view themselves 

and their place in the world around them.  Once again, however, I will caution 

you not to 'core dump' this data in your story.  History books are notoriously 

boring.  Remember that. 

Example: 
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Societal outline of Brinarn: 

Government:  

Multiple small feudal kingdoms caught in the classic middle-ages style time of 

conquest for power warfare.  A few villages governed by democratic elections are 

scattered hither, thither, and yon wherever the land is too poor or too remote for 

any King or Lord to covet it and all the local thugs have been hanged.  Serfs live 

around manors.  Towns have mostly freemen governed by appointed Burghers.  

Nobody bothers the serfs during wars.  It's all about the towns and the loot. 

Religion: 

Consists of a truly mixed bag of monotheism, polytheism, animalism, and 

pyrocutleryism (worship of fire and sharp, pointy things).  Occasionally a prophet 

from some god or another comes in from the wilderness eating locusts and 

honeycomb and covered with sackcloth and ash, but such entertainment is 

usually short lived due to the readily available supply of tar, feathers, stakes, and 

firewood.  The religions are united in their rejection of all things magical, 

however. 

Note about magic status in Brinarn: 

A young child who develops magic in Brinarn is not only an embarrassment to 

the family, but an immediate threat to the health, safety, and welfare of the entire 
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community.  Magic is not just erratic, but, since people cannot control it or keep it 

to themselves, it's also downright hazardous to innocent bystanders.  Since most 

families bond to infants and magic doesn't appear until the kids get close to nine 

or ten, folks tend toward choosing to send their kids to town sponsored "boarding 

schools" of 'magic' in the vain hope that the kids will learn to quash their 

weirdness.  Since Brinarnians are notoriously practical people, all things 

considered, the moment a child walks out the door for 'school,' most families 

immediately put out a 'cot for rent' sign and never think of them again. 

5) World – Geography 

"We not lost, Kemosabe.  We right here.  Trail lost." 

Simple step here.  Draw a map.  Don't worry about being artistic.  You can 

always get an artist to redo it for the book.  Label important places as you write.  

When thoughts occur about how the geography plays into the story, write a note 

about them and slip the note into your binder or closet. 

         

Example:  

(Not the map part. Use your imagination!) 

Angor Mountains: 
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The Angor Mountains are big, dark, and mysteeeerious (wiggle fingers).  Things 

live in them -- big, horrifying things with sharp, pointy teeth and paisley tea sets.  

The kids have to take a trail through these mountains to get to the sea side 

village of Godarm where the uncle lives, or lived -- whatever.  They meet many 

different kinds of local flora and fauna there. 

6) World – Flora and Fauna 

What good would a world be if you didn't fill it up with lots of interesting, creative, 

and progressively more hazardous kinds of animals and plants?  Writers who 

were once biologists or ichthyologists tend to lose their sense of proportion here, 

just like former actuaries tend to generate behavioral die-roll tables in the society 

section (resulting in worlds full of schizophrenics, by the way). 

Once again, do not feel compelled to go into too much detail.  Just get down 

what you need to remind yourself of what that cute critter with the bazooka was 

and keep its yellow tiger stripes clear in your mind.  Not to mention the ivy-type 

plants that tend to violate virgin princesses who were so foolish to sleep next to 

mystical streams in the mountains -- hence the princesses' green babies 

equipped with roots instead of feet. 

Example: 

Woofrus:   
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A woofrus is a small mammal that appears to have the ability to be in two places 

at once and is preternaturally strong but, fortunately, generally good-natured.  It 

is shaped somewhat like a raccoon but without stripes and colored a shocking 

shade of purple with lighter lilac spots.  The little vermin frequently attach 

themselves to magical humans, apparently drawing sustenance from the mages' 

power, which doesn't generally bother anyone since most mages can't use their 

power for beans anyway. Unfortunately, woofrus are also unmitigated raccoon-

sized packrats.  What's surprising is how good they are at their illicit collecting 

considering their natural coloring.  This habit tends to cause all sorts of problems 

in towns as they return to the mage's home bearing various bits of laundry, tools, 

wagon wheels, statuary, and, occasionally, complete barmaids.  The only thing 

that will turn a woofrus vicious is an attempt to remove any of its 'booty' without 

recompense in sugary confections.  As a result, barmaids in towns known to 

house mages will often carry immense bags of rock candy. 

7) World – Technology and Magic 

Let's face it, this is the section where being an engineer or scientist really kicks 

butt!  Speaking as an engineer, I know I have an unholy advantage over my 

liberal- and business-educated friends in technical know-how and logical thought 

patterns, and I delight in it.  Of course, this also probably explains a lot about my 

knowledge of real life politics, law, religion, and insurance, but I digress. 
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In this section, you define how the nuts and bolts of your world work.  You decide 

what your characters have to work with and by what rules they have to abide, 

which makes you something like Congress and the President combined, but not 

quite as powerful as Hollywood.  The key here is to be consistent.  If you start 

departing from your rules, the deviations will show up like beacon lights to your 

readers.         

Example: 

Magic in Brinarn: 

The force of magic in Brinarn is born of the earth.  It is like a huge ocean of 

power constrained by a lack of proper drainage tiles.  There's just something 

about some people, whether genetic, heuristic, holistic or just plain flat assed 

random that opens a hole in the magic dike and lets the power come through.  

Once a person starts causing random magic, they spend the rest of their life 

trying to figure out how to plug the dam.  Most mages focus on trying not to turn 

their bed sheets into lead or bring their nightmare monsters to life as they sleep.  

Very accomplished mages may actually learn to do something useful with their 

power, like polishing silverware or de-stinking outhouses; never anything so 

dramatic as actually conjuring anything on command or banishing demons. 
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I hope that you've enjoyed my somewhat irreverent romp through my ideas on 

outlining.  To quickly summarize: 

A writer's outline is an organizational tool that an author can use to record story 

information in a manner that allows fast and easy access to concepts and ideas 

at a later date and while writing.  The system is flexible and enhances creativity 

by keeping ideas safe and encouraging consistency.  A writer's outline is also an 

excellent tool for distilling from your story an editorial outline. 

Most science fiction and fantasy stories can be encompassed in seven file 

headings: Primary story concept, plot, characters, society, world -- geography, 

world -- flora and fauna, and world -- technology and/or magic.  These are 

guidelines only and individual authors may wish to customize to suit their 

particular style.  The point is that these are headers that describe files to hold 

individual notes that can be added over time.  The actual files may be computer 

or paper based, as suits the user. 

Best of luck with your writing and remember to keep your barmaids well supplied 

with rock candy! 
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Writing with a Road Map 

by Valerie Comer 
©2004, Valerie Comer 

 

To outline or not to outline, that is the question.  The answer?  As varied as the 

writers themselves. 

Consider that you have decided to go on a road trip.  Where do you want to go?  

Usually, we desire more than a general direction, such as 'East.'  'East' or 'South' 

can mean so many things, near or far away. 

Are you the kind of person who stares at a map, measures the mileage, and 

makes all your hotel reservations in advance?  Do you search out the internet to 

discover all the local attractions you could stop and see along the way, figuring 

out their hours of operation, and budgeting in their costs?  Do you check to see 

which towns along the way will have a Burger King so your kids can collect all of 

the Cat in the Hat figurines? 

Some of you will be the kind to plot out your trip by where your friends and 

relatives live, so you can stop overnight with them.  Others still hop in their car, 

switch drivers along the route, and drive straight through to their destination.  And 

yet others will have a general plan (be there by Friday), but be willing to veer off 

the main highway if an antique store or amusement park sign catches their 
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attention.  If the road goes past a lovely lake, you may well stop for a swim, and 

maybe unpack the tent and stay for a day or two. 

Very few people would take two weeks of vacation, and flip a coin at every 

intersection (heads means turn right) in order to figure out where they were 

going.  You do need some sort of a plan to have an enjoyable trip. 

  

There are a lot of ways to get from Point A to Point B, both in driving the 

highways and in writing a novel.  The super structured planner mentioned above 

will always know where they are stopping for lunch ahead of time. ("No, kids, it's 

still 37 miles until BurgerKingVille and lunch time...") And in writing a novel that 

same type of person will want to know virtually every detail about the story long 

before they type "Once upon a time..." 

Is it wrong to plan a trip, or a book, in this fashion?  Of course not.  This type of 

organizational planning suits some people to a tee.  Making all the decisions 

about which way the plot will turn ahead of time gives solid working parameters.  

You need not worry about writing yourself into a corner, the writer's variant of 

finding themselves on a dead end road!  Most of the surprises are discovered 

and solved in the planning stages.  They are not likely to discover, 75K into a 

novel, that the only logical thing to have happen next is for their main character to 
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die.  Does this take all the fun out of writing?  Not for the type of people who write 

in this style. 

Totally organic writers are the kind of travelers who sit at each intersection and 

turn whichever way looks amusing at the moment, so long as it will generally 

head them in a somewhat easterly direction. Quite possibly, at some point in the 

journey, they may find themselves on a dirt road in the middle of nowhere, with a 

decaying bridge the only way across a deep ravine.  The big question is whether 

to trust the rotting timbers, or to turn around and backtrack.   

The delete function on a computer works wonderfully well, and when this writer 

discovers just where they made the wrong turn, they can eliminate sentences or 

even chapters, and merrily go on their way again, once they have found the 

place where they went wrong.  And if they find out they're in the Deep South 

instead of approaching the East coast, what's so bad about the south?  Surely a 

great finale can be had, even here. 

Most writers (and travelers) land somewhere in between these two extremes.  If 

you liken the length of a trip to the length of a novel, you can see that it is a good 

idea to understand ahead of time where you want to spend the bulk of your time, 

or words.  Having a clear idea of the route one wishes to take, whether on the 

interstate or the back roads, and pre-selecting a few towns or parks you would 

like to stop in, are also helpful ideas.  In writing, this is like knowing the plot 

highlights ahead of time.  In between, though, you can choose to take a side trip 
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to see that old abandoned mine if it will enrich your vacation, so long as you keep 

in mind how much time it will take out of the rest of your trip. 

The hours, or pages, can only be spent once.  To get it all in before Friday (or 

one hundred thousand words!) requires a certain amount of pacing.  Don't be 

afraid of exploring the back roads on your journey through your novel writing.  

Just make your choices while keeping your destination in mind, and remember 

that you promised Aunt Pat that you'd stop in on Tuesday.  Whether you like to 

travel fully organized, loosely planned, or by the seat of your pants, make sure to 

keep the compass and the road map out where you can see them, and have an 

enjoyable road trip.  Let the words tick by, and have fun! 
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Examining Film's Two-Goal Plotting  

by M.V. Shawning 
©2004, M.V. Shawning 

 

What makes a good movie or novel?  The answer is two jumbo jets colliding in a 

mid air collision, of course!  Start with two solidly built structures, like two Boeing 

747 jumbo jets.  Place the jets in different locations and headed straight for the 

same destination.  Next, have them collide in a spectacular explosion that rocks 

the atmosphere for a hundred miles.  Be sure the audience cares for the 

characters that are living and reflecting the spirit of the story.  This will guarantee 

a fully attentive, 'edge of your seat' audience.  What happens next?  With both 

jets disabled or crashed, there will certainly be a new expectation of outcome or 

goal.   

The scenario described above can also describe a solid two-goal plot.  Two jets 

traveling from point A and point B to the same goal drive the story.  As soon as 

the jets collide, there is a goal reversal, or a change in goals.  Whether or not the 

characters survive and what becomes of them is the new story question.  The 

first goal is no longer valid, or is minor and mundane compared to the new goal. 

The two-goal plot, when structured properly, can be very successful in film and in 

print as well.  For this treatise well known movies will be used as reference 

examples to help the reader gain an understanding of the concepts presented. 
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The two main types of plots used in screenwriting today are the one-goal or 

linear plot and the two-goal plot.  In a linear or one-goal plot, the hero will only 

have one problem to solve during the film and accomplishing that will solve the 

story problem.  Some well-known films that use single-goal plots are The African 

Queen, Star Trek: Generations, and The River Wild.  Though these movies may 

be well known, their successes are exceptions to the rule.  Many consider single-

plot movies predictable, flat, and not stimulating enough for the movie going 

public in today's moneymaking film industry. 

A two-goal plot has the hero working towards a false goal until something in the 

story changes, taking the story down a new path and toward the true goal.  A 

classic example of a movie with a two-goal plot is E.T., The Extraterrestrial.  The 

main character Elliot begins with the goal to keep E.T.  as a friend; he finds his 

second goal at minute 53 of the 107 minute film, and goes in a completely 

different direction.  The goal is now to help E.T. get home.  Jurassic Park is 

another example; Alan Grant's first goal is to assure the safety of the new park; 

his second goal that is found at minute 88 of the 119 minute film is to get Ellie 

and the park owner's grandchildren to safety after the dinosaurs begin showing 

signs of being out of control.  A last example is Star Wars: A New Hope.  Luke's 

first goal is to get R2-D2 to the rebel base to analyze the information he carries; 

his second goal, after minute 94 of the 115 minute movie, is to destroy the Death 

Star.  Note that all of these goal reversals happen after mid-point in the films and 

some almost at the end. 
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The two-goal plot has proven to be far more interesting for audiences than a 

linear plot and is an established moneymaker.  Out of the 200 top grossing 

movies, 190 had two-goal plots.  Using a two-goal plot does not guarantee that a 

film will make over $100 million dollars; however, using a one-goal plot almost 

certainly guarantees that a film will not make that amount of money.  Many 

writers have taken notice of the two-goal plot and the great success it has had in 

the movie industry -- not just screenwriters, but novelists as well.  According to 

Variety Entertainment News, 40 percent of all Oscar winning movies were 

adapted from books.  Further, nine out of the fifty top grossing movies released 

last year were adapted from novels.  The others were remakes, adaptations of 

comic books, or new stories.  Three recent Oscar winners worth noting are The 

Lord of the Rings, Seabiscuit, and Master and Commander; these movies were 

all adapted from novels.  All three of these films have goal reversals in them.   

The Nine-Act Structure 

How to structure a two-goal plot is the first question asked when starting a 

project.  The Nine-Act Structure method by David Siegel is a good one, versus 

the common and limiting three-act structure.  The Nine Act Structure begins with 

Act Zero.  This is the back-story or background of the film's characters and story.  

This act is just as important as the other eight acts, but it is usually unseen.  The 

author must have this information to build the story.  Next, in Act One, the 
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opening of the film takes place.  Images are good openings; usually a sweeping 

crane image of the setting in which the story will take place is appropriate.  For 

example, in Master and Commander, the opening shot is of a ship at sea.  This 

shows not only the setting for the movie but also the tone. 

In Act Two it is time for something bad to happen.  Look for the conflict of the 

story to start here, usually within the first ten minutes.  This is a good time for a 

murder or crime to happen in an action film, or something mysterious or tragic in 

a character-based movie.  The incident may show the evil villain planning a 

hideous crime upon an unsuspecting world or a big shark attacking an unwary 

swimmer.  In Act Three, the audience meets the hero of the story, who will fix the 

problem introduced in Act Two.  Heroes come in all shapes and sizes, from 

someone as young as eleven year old Harry Potter in Harry Potter and the 

Sorcerer's Stone to a little hobbit named Frodo Baggins in The Lord of the 

Rings.  During Act Three, we also see some character development for the hero.  

The hero's objectives and the opposing forces are revealed.  Star Wars hero 

Luke Skywalker's objective is to become a Jedi Knight, and his formidable foe is 

Darth Vader. 

In Act Four the hero commits to a course of action.  There are two ways to 

introduce such a commitment.  The first is when either good or bad 

circumstances force the hero into the jump.  The second is when the hero herself 

sees this jump as the only choice to make.  An example of this would be the 
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character Frodo Baggins in The Lord of the Rings volunteering to carry the ring of 

power from Rivendell to Mount Doom.  When the commitment is made, there is 

no turning back. 

Now, in Act Five, our hero must go after the wrong goal, usually because she 

does not have all the facts.  This act ends with the protagonist or hero at the 

lowest point in the story.  Act Six begins as Act Five ended: with everything at its 

utter worst.  Now suddenly the missing pieces or clues come to the hero and 

cause the reversal of goal to take place.  The hero starts to make sense of the 

information first offered to him in the beginning of Act Two.  In Act Seven a new 

plan of action is developed.  Sometimes the plan is just demonstrated with a 

small sentence or a nod of the head; however, no matter how small the scene 

appears, its importance to the plot is immense.  Trying to achieve the new goal 

propels the hero towards the climax.  Often good luck or forgotten favors show 

up in this act, bringing the plot rapidly to a satisfying victory.  Finally, Act Eight 

wraps up all the loose ends.  The authorities come and take the criminals away, 

or, as in most James Bond films, James kisses the girl and doesn't answer the 

ringing phone with M on the other end.  What happens next?  Fade out.    

The story, which is very different from the plot, is important when creating a 

successful screenplay because the story should be a reflection of the plot.   An 

article by Robin Catesby that appeared in Vision, The Dual Landscape of Plot 

and Story, aptly describes how story and plot work together.  "Strong scripts 

http://www.fmwriters.com/Visionback/Issue 2/script.htm
http://www.fmwriters.com/Visionback/Issue 2/script.htm


Vision: A Resource for Writers       96 
September/October 2004 
Issue # 23 
 
maintain a sense of balance between plot and story.  But, to take it a step further, 

they also employ the craft of symmetry -- a symmetry between the outer and 

inner landscapes of the script's journey.  To create this isomorphic landscape, it's 

essential that you address the needs of your hero on both a plot level and a story 

level..."  The screenwriter or novelist accomplishes this by keeping the story and 

plots frameworks analogous.   

At last it is time to reveal the outcome of the mid-air collision.  What happened to 

those characters that the audience cared about and what was the second goal 

they needed to achieve?  The answer is rescue, of course!  The characters who 

parachuted from exploding jet A met up with the characters that swam away from 

sinking jet B.  Jet B ended up at the bottom of the ocean.  All the characters 

floated on wreckage to a tropical island less than a mile away and spent their 

days surviving harrowing events until rescued.  With the rescue, and the 

completion of the second goal, all the needs of the story and plot are 

accomplished.  The last scene is a tie up shot of the survivors whisked away on a 

helicopter.  The camera zooms out from the helicopter to encompass the great 

ocean, and the island that had been their home becomes very small in a vast 

expanse of blue.  Fade out.  Roll credits. 
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I Hate Outlining.  Do You? 

by Jean A. Schara 
©2004, Jean A. Schara 

 

I hate outlining and I always have -- even back to elementary school days.  

Maybe you do, too.  I understand the beauty and usefulness of outlines; they are 

supposed to help us organize our thoughts before writing and to make sure we 

don't leave out any important points.  I still hate outlining.   

So, when I saw the February Outlining Challenge  posted on the Forward Motion 

Website , I almost didn't check it out.  However, I'm working on a couple of books 

and understand that writers who have contracts have to deliver books according 

to the schedules in their contracts.  If I want to write for money someday, and 

presumably have contracts calling for my words, I need to be able to handle 

deadlines for my writing.  I believe part of that involves knowing where you are in 

your book. 

 So, I clicked on the challenge link and looked it over.  It didn't look too bad, but I 

still was not ready to accept the challenge.  I clicked on a few of the reference 

links at the bottom of the challenge.  I'd read Holly Lisle's "Notecarding:  Plotting 

Under Pressure"  workshop before, and, though I know some will consider this 

statement blasphemy, it didn't help me.  It's an excellent technique.  It should 

work.  I tried it a bit for my National Novel Writing Month novel, but it didn't work 

http://fmwriters.com/
http://fmwriters.com/
http://www.fmwriters.com/Visionback/Issue 11/workshop.htm
http://www.fmwriters.com/Visionback/Issue 11/workshop.htm
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for me.  I'm still a little intimidated by Lazette Gifford's phasing (I confess it 

sounds mathematical...) method.  I reread Peggy Kurilla's "Plotting for the 

Organic Writer," where she mentions Andi Ward's plotting class.  I've attended 

that!  So I reviewed the class transcript from her March 27, 2004 class   

Why have I gone through this long litany of links?  Perhaps one of the most 

useful things I gleaned from my graduate degree in Adult Education was a ready 

understanding of the term "eclectic."  The education field uses it to describe an 

educational approach employed when a practitioner takes bits and pieces from 

different educational theories and applies them in the way that works best for her 

situation.  Not only does the word sound great, but it captures my preferred 

learning, teaching, and working style: "use what works best in a particular 

situation."  That is what I have done in response to the outlining challenge from 

February. 

I re-read Peggy's organic article and Andi's plotting class transcript.  I pulled out 

my trusty whiteboard, and jotted some notes for both my books.  (You can use 

butcher paper, sketch pads, or newsprint -- whatever you have.)  I confess I 

didn't do a complete plot as Andi's class recommends -- I just jotted some key 

points and put them on an arc.  After that, it just looked like a logarithmic curve, 

but the parachutes illustrated in Andi's class will appear a bit later.  I needed to 

do much more work before what I scribbled on the white board could effectively 

match up with Andi's instructions, but it helped to get main points down in a way 

http://www.fmwriters.com/Visionback/Issue14/wbplotandorganic.htm
http://www.fmwriters.com/Visionback/Issue14/wbplotandorganic.htm
http://fmwriters.com/community/dc/dcboard.php?az=show_mesg&forum=25&topic_id=107&mesg_id=234&page=
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similar to Peggy's article.  I still had to go back and do those critical plotting tasks, 

but, I felt more comfortable with the idea of an outline with what I did after taking 

Andi and Peggy's reference work into account. 

After completing my whiteboard exercise, I looked at the challenge.  The meat of 

the instructions follows: 

To qualify, the outline(s) must have beginning, middle, and ending scenes.  Yes, 

that means you can do multiple novels, but all outlines must include a beginning, 

middle and end on each of them.  

The outlines do not have to be in final form.  The scenes can be as detailed as 

paragraphs, or as concise as a few words or a sentence.  However, a scene is a 

scene as you delineate it, regardless of how much detail you put into it at this 

stage. 

The intent, I think, was for me to do one outline with scenes for the beginning, 

middle, and end of the novel.  What I saw here that I could use was a mini-outline 

for each scene where I documented the beginning, middle, and end of the 

scene.  Here's a typical example: 

PBOTL Scene Outline #33 

Beginning:  Inuit thwarts a robbery at her corner store 

Middle:  Mixed hero or menace reviews 
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End:  Inuit comes out of top but has to answer questions longer than she thinks 

she needed to 

When I wrote it out, the 37 words above translated into a 1500 word scene.  I 

chose to type these mini-outlines into a computer file.  You could do it on index 

cards, notebook pages, or your writing room wall, although I don't recommend 

the latter approach.  I've found some value in shuffling these scenes around, and 

moving wallboard is more difficult than I care to deal with -- you may feel the 

same way. 

Used in conjunction with techniques gleaned from the articles mentioned above 

or other sources, you might be able to use or modify this approach to help you 

plan your work, even if you also hate outlines.  If used for the beginning, middle, 

and end of your novel or short story, this technique should net you a completed 

story outline just waiting for you to add the details. 



Vision: A Resource for Writers       101 
September/October 2004 
Issue # 23 
 

Book Review: 

Writing the Breakout Novel Workbook 

Reviewed by Andi Ward 
©2004, Andi Ward 

 

Writing the Breakout Novel Workbook 

By Donald Maass 

I'll admit right up front, that I've been a fan of Writing the Breakout Novel by 

Donald Maass (referred to as "BN" in this review) since I bought it in April 2001. I 

am a graduate of the first BN class taught by Holly Lisle. I attended a one-day 

workshop taught by Maass. Because I am a fan, I had strong expectations of this 

workbook. 

When I first read the BN book, I thought I already did it all. When I read it again, I 

realized it was full of great advice and pointed out things I desperately needed to 

deal with. The BN is a good, insightful book.  However, it is not for people who 

learn little from reading, like myself. Being a kinetic personality, I don't learn 

through reading, I learn through doing and this book gave me no practical 

applications of the things discussed. I needed to do something to learn the 

lessons. I was fortunate enough to get into classes that drove much of these 

principles home for me. However, not everyone has had my opportunities. If 
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you've been looking for practical experience, as I was, this workbook should 

satisfy. 

Based on the exercises Maass uses in his workshops, Writing the Breakout 

Novel Workbook is more than just a rehashing of the BN book with exercises. 

The three sections are on Character Development, Plot Development and 

General Story Techniques.  They include new discussions and examples from 

published works. 

The section on character development spends a great deal of time working on 

your hero, giving him or her many layers of inner conflict, stronger stakes, and 

larger-than-life qualities, to name a few of the improvements. Maass maintains 

that antagonists and secondary characters should also have depth and includes 

discussion exercises for them as well. 

The second section is on plot development and goes into conflicts, plot layers, 

and subplots. It has three chapters on raising tension. 

The final section is on general story techniques and covers theme, setting, point 

of view and even how to write the pitch when you're finished. Each chapter has a 

series of questions or exercises to help you delve into the subject with your own 

work. 

The average chapter begins with a discussion of the individual idea being 

presented, usually 3-7 pages. At least one published book will be quoted and 
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analyzed in detail before the exercises begin. I like the fact that Maass constantly 

goes back to the same works throughout the workbook, showing how a single 

book can and does incorporate the many different aspects he's discussing. 

Reading each discussion helps in understanding what the exercises focus on, 

since the terminology used in the books doesn't always coincide with general 

usage. It is also important to do the exercises as stated. For instance, in the 

chapter on Personal Stakes, he asks you to write down everything that makes 

the situation matter to your hero. Put every idea you can think of on the list 

before going on to the next step. Every set of exercises also has a further note 

summarizing the goal, which is a good confirmation of your efforts. At the end is 

a follow-up exercise to take this lesson to a more extensive level. 

The exercises aren't easy by any stretch of the imagination. Many people I've 

discussed the workbook with have been stumped by the first exercise, which 

involves naming heroic qualities that you admire. The interesting thing about 

these exercises is that they require you to dig into your views and, one hopes, be 

honest with your characters and your story. 

The workbook is not for the faint of writing heart. It gives you the instructions to 

"open the creative vein" and pour it onto the pages of your work. It is for serious 

writers who want to take a step beyond their present level and move forward with 

their writing. 
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Writing the Breakout Novel Workbook © 2004 by Donald Maass 

Published by Writer's Digest Books 

ISBN: 1-58297-263-X 
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Web Review: 
Mythology in a Click:  

The Encyclopedia Mythica 

Reviewed by Ann Kuykendall 
©2004, Ann Kuykendall 

 

http://www.pantheon.org  

World mythology is a big subject, but also a rich one for anyone interested in 

adding a touch of the fantastical to their writing.  However, it doesn't have to be 

wild beasts with six legs and super-strong men.  Mythology also gives archetypes 

and stories that can be adapted into a non-fantasy setting, and there is a great 

many to choose from--all around the world, mythology has vastly different 

elements, and also consistent elements that appear in nearly all civilizations. 

With thousands upon thousands of figures, gods, events, and monsters in the 

global realm of mythology, where can a writer start?  The Encyclopedia Mythica 

is a brilliant jumping point for anyone who wishes to dabble in legends and lore, 

but find that they may not have the time to read through volumes of books on the 

subject.  (Or, for that matter, aren't sure what books and subjects they want to 

start with!) 

http://www.pantheon.org/
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The Encyclopedia Mythica totes itself as "an encyclopedia on mythology, folklore 

and legends."  It boasts over 6100 articles on various subjects from heroes, to 

goddesses, to items, and even some events.   In addition to articles, the site also 

hosts some images of the mythological, a few online versions of older texts, and 

supplementary links to off-site pages giving more information about the subject at 

hand. 

The Encyclopedia Mythica features articles divided into the following sections: 

Mythology 

The Encyclopedia Mythica has information on mythology from the following 

geographical areas:  Africa, the Americas, Asia, Europe, the Middle East and 

Oceania.  Once you have selected your geographical region and the particular 

culture/area you want information on, a convenient frame appears to the side 

with all of the relevant articles, listed in alphabetical order. The articles range 

from a single sentence to multiple pages.  Small illustrations and photographs 

are often provided when appropriate, and key words and references to other 

articles are linked in the text.   

The mythology area focuses on figures and events, rather than on actual stories.  

In this section, for example, you will not find an exhaustive account of Hesiod's 

Theogany, Homer's Iliad, or Ovid's Metamorphosis, but you will find information 

on the gods and stories mentioned within them.   
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The typical and most well-known areas of mythology, such as the Classical, are 

present.  However, the Encyclopedia Mythica goes much further.  There are 

articles available on lesser known mythologies, such as that of the Basque region 

in Europe, Korea in Asia, Aboriginal and Polynesian mythology in Oceania, 

African mythology, and the legends of South and North America.  In addition, 

they also have a section for those cultures which have no yet been pigeon-holed 

into the larger categories, including the Hittites and Madagascar.   

Folklore 

The Folklore section has four main areas.  The first is a series of articles about 

the people, places and things of Arthurian Legend, as well as a handy 

introduction.  The next is called "folklore" and has international information on 

things such as spirits, ghosts, demons, and "creatures from cryptozoology".  The 

third section covers folktales and has stories from various regions of the world.  

The last section focuses on Classical heroes and monsters from the Ancient 

Greek world. 

Bestiaries and Heroes 

These two areas include indexes of monsters and heroes from myth and 

legends.  You can find these in the other sections of mythology and folklore, but 

they are also separated into this one to narrow the search. 

"Featured Items" 
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This section currently includes four electronic texts, including one on witchcraft.  

These texts appear to be older and no longer protected by copyright laws. 

Image Gallery and Genealogy Charts 

The articles contain some images, but these sections have a few more images to 

peruse from various mythologies.  There are also various genealogy charts for 

gods and heroes. 

The Encyclopedia Mythica is a fantastic collection of myth and legend.  It can be 

used for basic research on a god, to gain a general sense of a culture's 

mythology, and also for stories of folklore.  Whether you're looking for inspiration 

to jump off of, a place to start research in a large subject, or are just curious 

about beliefs around the world, the Encyclopedia Mythica is a corpulent resource 

to get lost in for hours--and find what you need quickly. 
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Market Listing: 

Mar's Market Report # 5 

by Margaret McGaffey Fisk  
©2004, Margaret McGaffey Fisk 

 

Publication announcements from members of online writing communities are 

valuable resources for writers at the beginning of their careers. Though the 

communities may contain members at many levels of publication, overall, 

markets listed in these announcements tend to be open to new writers. 

All the markets presented in this column came from a publication announcement. 

I receive announcements from various sources including Vision; The Critter's 

Workshop; Online Writing Workshop for Science Fiction, Fantasy, and Horror; 

and the SF and Fantasy Workshop. These announcements are all available 

online. They list markets at varying levels of payment so if you use these 

resources, be careful to research the market yourself before submitting. Even the 

list below should be used as a signpost, rather than a definitive answer about any 

market as situations do change. Reputable sites such as www.ralan.com are 

good places to get the latest news. Ralan's and Quintamid Market Database 

have been known to have information not yet listed on the publisher website. 

http://www.ralan.com/
http://www.quintamid.com/q/mdb/list/TA------
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While many of the markets below don't offer "pro" rates, they all provide some 

compensation.  In my opinion, offering payment is an indication of the 

editor/publisher's commitment and so, in many cases, markets with some 

compensation are more likely to stay around.  

  

Genre  Children's Fiction and Articles 

Title  Cricket 

Editor 

 Editor-in-Chief: Marianne Carus  
 Executive Editor: Deborah Vetter 
 Associate Editor: Julia M. Messina 
 Associate Editor: Tracy C. Schoenle  

Address 

 Submissions Editor 
 CRICKET Magazine  
 P.O. Box 300  
 Peru, IL 61354  

Sub Email  None 

Specifics 
     Looking for stories, poems and articles for readers aged 
9 to 14. Open to many genres with details in the 
guidelines. Note that an exact word count is required. 

Requirement      Stories 200-2000 words, articles 200-1500 words and 
poems under 51 lines. 

Payment      Stories and articles are up to $0.25 (25 cents) per word. 
Poems are up to $3 per line. 

URL for site  http://www.cricketmag.com/  
URL for 

guidelines  http://www.cricketmag.com/pages_content.asp?page_id=6

  

 

 

 

http://www.cricketmag.com/
http://www.cricketmag.com/pages_content.asp?page_id=6
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Genre  Science Fiction 

Title  Futurismic 

Editor  Christopher East, Fiction Editor 

Address  None 

Sub Email  editors@futurismic.com (Not for submissions) 

Specifics 

     Looking for innovative, exciting stories that 
examine contemporary issues and speculate on the 
future through the tools of speculative fiction. A web 
form is provided at 
http://www.futurismic.com/contact/index.html#submit 
for submissions. Check guidelines for specific 
reading periods. Next reading period will begin 
January 1, 2005. 

Requirement  Between 2000 and 10,000 words 

Payment  $100 per short story 

URL for site  http://www.futurismic.com/ 
URL for 

guidelines  http://www.futurismic.com/about/guidelines.html 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:editors@futurismic.com
http://www.futurismic.com/
http://www.futurismic.com/about/guidelines.html


Vision: A Resource for Writers       112 
September/October 2004 
Issue # 23 
 
 

Genre  Speculative Fiction 

Title  Ideomancer 

Editor 

 Amber van Dyk - Managing Editor 
 Chelsea Polk - Editor 
 Cathy Freeze - Editor 
 Lori Ann White - Editor 
 Dorian E. Gray - Editor 
 Marsha Sisolak - Editor 
 Elad Haber - Editor 

Address  None 

Sub Email  fiction@ideomancer.com 

Specifics 

     Open to any story with a speculative element 
whether undiscovered, unexplained or 
supernatural. Science fiction, fantasy, horror, 
slipstream and flash fiction are all acceptable.  

Requirement      Flash no longer than 500 words, stories up 
to 5000 but those under 4800 are preferred. 

Payment  $0.03 per word up to $100 

URL for site  http://www.ideomancer.com/main/ideoMain.htm
URL for 

guidelines  http://www.ideomancer.com/main/ideoMain.htm

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:fiction@ideomancer.com
http://www.ideomancer.com/main/ideoMain.htm
http://www.ideomancer.com/main/ideoMain.htm
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Genre  Science Fiction/Fantasy 

Title  Neo-opsis  

Editor  Karl Johanson, Editor 

Address 
 Neo-opsis Science Fiction Magazine 
 4129 Carey Road 
 Victoria, BC, Canada V8Z 4G5 

Sub Email  neoopsis@shaw.ca 

Specifics 

     Looking for anything with a fantasy or 
science fiction theme that is well written. 
Open to professional and amateur 
submissions. 

Requirement 
     Prefers stories under 6,000 words but 
are looking for good stories and so not 
rigid 

Payment 
     $0.025 (2.5 cents Canadian) per word 
up to $125.00 (approximately $0.02 (2 
cents) US per word up to $95) and two 
contributor's copies. 

URL for site  http://www.neo-opsis.ca/ 
URL for 

guidelines  http://www.neo-opsis.ca/guidelines.htm 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:neoopsis@shaw.ca
http://www.neo-opsis.ca/
http://www.neo-opsis.ca/guidelines.htm
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Genre  Speculative Fiction 

Title  On Spec 

Editor 
 Diane Walton, Susan MacGregor, Holly 
Phillips and Peter Watts, Fiction Editors 
 Barry Hammond, Poetry Editor 

Address 
 ON SPEC Magazine 
 Box 4727 
 Edmonton, Alberta, Canada T6E 5G6 

Sub Email  None 

Specifics 

     Looking for speculative fiction and 
poetry in all sub genres. Though grants 
required 80% Canadian writers, they are 
open to stories from all over the world. 

Requirement 
     Fiction is 6000 word max, accepts 
short shorts up to 1000 and poetry max 
100 lines (prefers disposable 
manuscripts) (Note new website address) 

Payment 
     Payment ranges from $20-$180 
Canadian dollars (approximately $15-
$137 US) based on length and type. 

URL for site  http://www.onspec.ca/ 
URL for 

guidelines  http://www.onspec.ca/guidelines.php 

 

http://www.onspec.ca/
http://www.onspec.ca/guidelines.php
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Good News from Forward Motion 

 

Site member Westbaylen will have promo art for his graphic novel projects 

published in the Wright University Student Publication Nexus Magazine in 

Dayton, Ohio 

 

Justin Stanchfield was interviewed by Andy Miller for The Squid (Summer 2004). 

The interview is available here http://www.the-

squid.com/issue7/ink/interview.htm. He also sold stories to Penumbric and On 

Spec. 

 

Gisele LeBlanc has been commissioned to illustrate a story in an upcoming issue 

of Wee Ones. 

 

Tamara Siler Jones's novel Ghosts in the Snow will be released in late October 

2004. She has just released her author's website: 

http://www.tamarasilerjones.com/ 

 

http://www.the-squid.com/issue7/ink/interview.htm
http://www.the-squid.com/issue7/ink/interview.htm
http://www.tamarasilerjones.com/
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Site member Archer had articles accepted by Listen Magazine and The Artist's 

Sketchbook. 

 

Grace Tierney had a short non-fiction article accepted by Amicus Magazine and 

another article accepted by Fhios. 

 

Linda Adams' article, "Building Better Web Sites," appeared in the May 2004 

issue of Toastmaster Magazine. 

 

Site member Violet (Michelle R. Rasey)'s horror short story "Spider Queen" 

appeared in April 2004 on GothicRevue.com. 

 

Site member kittydesade had her short story, "The Dreaming Man," accepted for 

a future issue of Dream Fantasy International. 

 

Site member the cellisti (Jess) had a short story accepted by Coldglass.com and 

won the Young Writers HBWC award for "Echoes."  

 



Vision: A Resource for Writers       117 
September/October 2004 
Issue # 23 
 
Margaret Fisk's From the Ashes has been published in Triangulation 2004 

(http://www.parsec-sff.org/works.html) anthology. 

 

Wen Spencer's Another Man's Meat has been published in Triangulation 2004 

(http://www.parsec-sff.org/works.html) anthology. 

 

Lazette Gifford's If You Dream of Forests Green will appear in the Fables 

summer issue, available in late June or early July. 

http://www.fables.org/  

Lazette also has three short stories available at Double Dragon in the new $1 

Downloads:  Year of the Fire Rat, Raven, and Unlikely Companions.  These 

can be bought for $1 or are free with the associated novel. 

 

Holly Lisle's Gods Old and Dark, the third and concluding 

volume of the Worlds Gate series, is available at your local 

bookstore now.  

  

http://www.parsec-sff.org/works.html
http://www.parsec-sff.org/works.html
http://www.fables.org/
http://www.fables.org/
http://www.double-dragon-ebooks.com/Authors/eAuthor.asp?Name=Lazette%20Gifford
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Submission and  

Guidelines 

 

One of the fun aspects of working on Vision is helping a new writer find an article 

subject, and then helping them through the steps of refining the idea and writing 

and editing it.  However, as I pointed out previously, I have less time to do that if I 

have to rework too many articles just to fit the guidelines.  

Vision generally runs, in the PDF version, between 160 and 200 pages. That's a 

lot of material to edit, format, and make into three distinct versions (html, PDF 

and Palm) every two months.  

So, here are the things I want the rest of you to consider when you're writing an 

article for Vision:  

Read the guidelines and follow them.  If you have a question about the 

guidelines, email me at Vision@lazette.net and ask. 

Don't write an article and send it off without proofing.  In fact, read it more than 

once.  Let it sit for a day or two, even if you are running late.  I would rather have 

a well edited late article than a messy one sent on time. 

mailto:Vision@lazette.net
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Don't worry about the theme of the upcoming issue and think that your article 

won't fit in.  I want anything that has to do with writing, from how you think up a 

story to finding a proper pen. 

If you love writing and have anything at all that you can offer to other writers, 

consider writing 500-2000 words for one of the upcoming issues.   

Have favorite writing-related books or web sites that you think could help fellow 

authors?  Consider writing a short review of them.  I am especially in need of web 

site reviews! 

Did I mention reading the guidelines? 

 

Writing for Vision is a lot easier than most people assume, and a few of our 

writers have gone on to sell material they first published in Vision, or to use the 

'sale' as part of a resume to get a job at some other publication.  

So, let's work together and get the next issues done.  

Oh, and do go read the guidelines...  

I am interested in all facets of writing, from first-person experience articles to 

genre-specific how-to’s and informational articles about your area of 

specialization – whether that be history or science or nursing or long-distance 
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running – and how and where your specialty can be used correctly by writers. 

Write something that will help other writers, and I'll be interested in taking a look. 

Starting in 2004 Vision will pay half a cent per word for articles.  That's not much 

money, and I'm going to be asking a lot for that half cent -- both ezine rights as 

well as the right to publish anything we choose in a POD 'Best of' Anthology at 

the end of the year.  By printing the anthology, we hope to make back the funds 

that I will be putting into Vision to buy the articles and perhaps even make 

enough to fund the following year's article acquisitions. 

I will be limiting the number of articles bought, and 2000 words ($10) will be the 

cut off point for payment.  All the other guidelines remain the same.  I will be 

looking for articles on theme-related, general writing and genre topics.  If you 

have some suggestion that you think might help another writer, consider writing it 

into an article and submitting it to Vision. 

We strive to maintain professional standards.  Manuscripts must be 

professionally formatted, as free from spelling and grammatical errors as you can 

make them, and in what you perceive to be final draft form. We will not welcome 

massive rewrites of a piece after we have accepted it – when we accept it, we 

consider it pretty close to finished, and will only edit it to our standards. If we feel 

that it need massive rewrites, we won’t accept it. 
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If you have any questions, or wish to query about an article, email  

Vision@lazette.net  

Please note that Margaret Fisk is now the Features' Editor and will handle all the 

review articles.   

Guidelines: 

Articles must be at least 500 words with 2000 words as the 'soft' top.  I'm 

willing to go over that count if the article needs it, but payment stops at 2000 

words.  

Check your spelling and grammar!  Also, if you are from a country that does 

not use US spelling conventions, let me know in the email.  That will stop me 

from making several 'corrections' before I realize they aren't mistakes.    

PLACE YOUR TITLE AND YOUR NAME AT THE TOP OF THE 

DOCUMENT.  I hate having to go search through emails, checking 

attachments, to figure whose article I'm actually reading.   

Title 

By 

Your Name 

mailto:Vision@lazette.net
mailto:margaretfisk@comcast.net?subject=Vision%20Articles
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Use one of these fonts: Courier, Courier New, Times New Roman, Verdana or 

Arial, 12pt.  

Double space your manuscript.  

Do not indent . 

I would like submissions to be made in either Word Doc files, or .rtf files, and 

as attachments to the email. (I believe that WordPerfect allows .rtf saves, 

doesn't it?)  If you use Works, a regular file will do, although (at least in the 4.5 

version I have), this program also allows for an .rtf file save.   

A plain text copy (.txt) can be sent, but be certain to mark any italics like this: 

*before and after the section in italics*, and bold likes this: _before and after 

anything in bold._  If you cannot do attachments, use the body of the letter as 

the last resort.   

Indicate book titles with italics.  And yes, that means if you are doing a Word 

doc or rtf that you can use actual italics and not an underline to indicate italics. 

(This is not common submission procedure, but it's far easier for me since I 

can cut and paste to my wysiwyg web page editor.)   

Do not use an underline for emphasis.  Underline on websites indicates a link, 

and people often send emails to say the link is not working.  Use italics or 

bold.   



Vision: A Resource for Writers       123 
September/October 2004 
Issue # 23 
 

NO HTML code except for links, and those written in this fashion:  

http://www.whatever.com/this.htm  

Provide the ISBN #s and publishers for all books mentioned or reviewed.  Do 

this by adding the title, author, publisher  and ISBN# at the bottom of the file.  

The same is true for articles -- be certain to cite them.   

An additional note to Word users: You should turn off the 'smart quotes' 

option in Word which can be found under Tools-AutoCorrect and then the tabs 

AutoFormat while you type AND Autoformat.  Also uncheck the symbol 

replacement for --.  While Smart Quotes look really neat on the screen, they 

sometimes translate to funny little squares that cannot be taken out with the 

'find-replace' feature, but have to be hunted down by hand.  If you are 

submitting anything electronically, you will very likely hear back from the editor 

on these.  And remember -- a lot of print publishers are now asking for 

electronic copy for their end as well. 

We've been receiving very good articles, and I hope that all of you look at the 

list of upcoming issues at the bottom of this page  and choose something you 

feel comfortable with writing about.  

We are also still looking for general genre-related articles.  If you would like to 

write an article on how to research romantic settings, the proper use of codes 
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in spy thrillers, etc., let us know.  The genres we like to cover in each issue 

are:   

  Fantasy  

  Historical Fiction 

  Horror  

  Poetry  

  Romance   

  Science Fiction  

  Suspense & Mystery  

  Young Adult & Children  

  Young Writer's Scene 

And we are always interested in articles about the act and art of writing. 

Upcoming Themes for Vision in 2004: 

        

• November/December -- Toys for Writers (October 10 deadline)  

Bear in mind that since we are now a paying market, the earlier material is 

likely to get a spot in the issue, while things coming in closer to the deadline 

will not unless there is still space -- and funds -- left for them.   

Thank you!  
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Lazette Gifford 

Managing Editor 

Questions?  Queries?  Submissions?  Email me! 

mailto:vision@lazette.net
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How to Join Forward Motion 

 

Writers are always welcome at Forward Motion, no matter what their level of 

experience.  It doesn't matter if you are looking for answers to writing related 

problems, or just looking for a place where you can talk about WIPs and POVs 

with people who have a clue what it all means.  

Holly Lisle created The Forward Motion Community as a place where she could 

stay in touch with readers, and to help others who shared her obsession find their 

way to living their dreams. The site has always been geared toward people who 

are serious about writing.  We are very strict about copyright, and that means no 

fanfic can be posted, and we do not suggest vanity or self-publishing.  Forward 

Motion's prime goal is to help people find their way to paying publication.  Others 

who are only interested in improving their writing without seeking out publication 

are welcome as well, as long as they understand the core purpose of the site. 

To participate in the public boards , all you have to do is read and post to them. If 

you register with the community, you gain access to several features, and can 

participate in critiquing, writing exercises, dares, and challenges. You will have to 

be logged in to gain access to the private boards.  

Anyone may join the community. Simple click this link: 

http://fmwriters.com/community/dc/dcboard.php?az=register and fill out an 

application. Membership is free and approval is automatic.  

If you are interested in writing and in hanging around with other writers who are 

also serious about their work (though, well, not too serious), check the site out.  

http://fmwriters.com  

http://fmwriters.com/community/dc/dcboard.php?az=register
http://fmwriters.com/
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Masthead 
 

Vision is published bi-monthly and pays .005 (one half) cent per word. I will be 

happy to look at any articles that will help writers.  We pay one half cent per 

word for material. 

Guidelines for Vision 

If you have any questions, or would like to propose an article for an upcoming 

issue, feel free to drop a line to either of the editors below.  We look forward to 

hearing from you! 

Lazette Gifford, Publisher and Editor 

Vision@lazette.net  

Features' Editor (Reviews): 

Margaret Fisk 

margaretfisk@comcast.net  

Copy Editor: 

 Ellen Wright  

http://lazette.net/vision/submit.htm
mailto:Vision@lazette.net
mailto:margaretfisk@comcast.net
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Copyright Information 

Vision 

Volume Four, Issue 23 
Sept./Oct. 2004 

Entire contents Copyright 2004, Forward Motion E-press. 

All rights reserved. Reproduction in whole or in part without 
permission is expressly prohibited, except that the entire issue may 
be freely distributed, so long as it remains complete and unchanged. 
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