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Featuring an Interview with  
science fiction and fantasy writer  

Rob Chilson  
  

Welcome to issue # 6.   This marks the end of our first year in 

publication, and I would like to thank both the readers and 

contributors for making Holly Lisle's Vision: A Resource for Writers 

such an unexpected success.  I would also like to express my 

personal gratitude to our hardworking Copy Editor, Beth Adele Long, 

who has worked so hard to keep Vision looking professional. 

  

Thank you also to Holly Lisle, who has inspired all of us at Vision and 

the Forward Motion Writer's Community to work harder and expand 

our imaginative horizons. 

  

The Theme for Issue # 6 is Seasons and Holidays, and you'll find 

articles on how to correctly use weather in worldbuilding and how to 

create holidays for your fantasy and alien worlds.  There are also 

several genre-related articles, a new Advanced Writing section, and 

much more.  Be sure to read the great interview with writer Rob 

Chilson, and read over the rules on Fair Use for Speculative Writers 

by John Savage. 
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We hope you enjoy the articles.  Drop us a line at vision@lazette.net 

to let us know what you think of Vision, and what types of material 

you might find interesting in future issues. 

   

Vision is also available Adobe Acrobat™ and Palm Systems™ 

downloadable versions.  We also have a new archive section for the 

on-line back issues.  
 

Memorial 
...pieces offered by members of the Forward Motion Writers' 

Community  in the wake of the disasters of September 11, 2001.  

Some are readings from which they found solace and others are 

original pieces they wrote to help heal the loss.  
 

Interview 
...The major changes have been on the marketing side.  And of 

course nowadays you can use naughty words and even talk about 

“grown-up things” which we couldn’t do in SF, and even in 

mainstream, when I was learning.   
 

Theme Articles 
Holidays and Kids' Stories by Justin Stanchfield 

Sadly, too many children's stories follow predictable, formulaic plot-

lines. Santa Clause is in trouble and needs rescue. A young child 

learns the value of sharing. A boy or girl from one culture discovers 

the meaning of another culture's holidays. There is nothing inherently 

wrong with any of these ideas.  

 

mailto:vision@lazette.net
http://hollylisle.com/community/downloads.html
http://www.sscdc.net/hlvision/
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Creating Fictional Holidays by Robert A. Sloan 

The easiest and simplest way to create fictional holidays for fantasy 

and SF worldbuilding is to draw them from real holidays and integrate 

them with your fictional world’s cultures.    

Weather in Fiction by Karen Pon 

In fiction, the weather can have two functions.  There can be a 

significant weather event (a storm or a drought, for example), which 

has a major effect on your story, or the weather can be in the 

background, providing depth and ambience to your setting.   

Weather and Worldbuilding 101 by Karen Pon 

If you’re writing fantasy or SF, the chances are your story will be set 

on another world.  Whether you’re building just a small section for 

your characters to play in, or creating entire galaxies for their 

adventures, it’s important to have realistic climates.  But what 

influences climate?       

Flora, Fauna, Fiction by Valerie Serdy 

My mother is an avid bird watcher.  Through osmosis I learned robins 

are the harbingers of spring, cardinals stay year round, and ironically 

named snowbirds, looking like small lumps of dusty coal, arrive with 

the winter snows.  

No Ordinary Days by Lazette Gifford 

Weather often plays an important part in my stories, from a drought 

on an already desolate world (leading to battle over the remaining 

water supply), to a blizzard that masks a magical attack in a fantasy 

novel.   
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Genre Articles 
Fantasy: Defying Definition by Sarah Jane Elliott 

I am often surprised by the most frequently asked question I receive 

when people learn that I write fantasy.  I’m met with a blank stare, or 

a smile and a nod, and asked,  “What is fantasy?”  

Horror: Halloween: Breaking Down the Cliché by Ron Brown  

Though it is now a full year away, it is not too early to begin 

considering Halloween oriented pieces.  In fact, when you consider 

response times and publishing delay, starting now could help in 

getting a story ready in time for Halloween theme deadlines.  

Poetry: Autumn in Poetry by Jennifer St. Clair Bush 

Autumn caught me unawares again this year. I blinked in April and 

when I opened my eyes the summer was gone, a passing memory 

never to return. The trees have begun to turn.   

RPG: Fantasy Adventure Writing by Christina Stiles  

Adventure, or module, writing fuses fictional elements like setting, 

plot, and characters with a logical, nonfiction style. Not only must your 

plot weave an interesting evening or two of gaming for the Game 

Masters’ players, but you must also provide the Game Master with 

the technical information ... necessary to run the adventure in the 

game for which it is written.  

Romance: The Uses and Abuses of Mailing Lists by Anne M. Marble 

You know that most authors must depend on themselves to publicize 

their books. You've learned that mailing lists can be a powerful tool 

for self-promotion. However, to the unwary author, mailing lists can 

be a potential trap.    
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Science Fiction: Time and Holidays by Bob Billing 

Time comes in different flavours. There's solar time, atomic time, 

universal co-ordinated time, sidereal time, bedtime and harvest time - 

before we even start on those created for science fiction.    

Suspense and Mystery: Short Mystery Fiction by Ron Brown 

When considering mystery in the short form, many writers are faced 

with a dilemma that seems insurmountable.  How can they, in limited 

space, both show the steps of crime-solving and develop characters 

well enough to create a fulfilling and entertaining piece of fiction?   

Young Adult and Children: The Sad State of Children's Literature by 

Vicki McElfresh 

The American Academy of Pediatrics recommends reading aloud to a 

child twenty minutes every day.  That sounds simple enough.  

Unfortunately, story time is both my favorite time of day and my least 

favorite.... After reading them night after night, I have come to dread 

the whole routine.   
 

Advanced Writing 
Fair Use for Speculative Fiction Writers by John Savage 

We have all seen the term "fair use" (or, in Commonwealth countries, 

"fair dealing"). Fair use is a significant issue when determining, for 

example, how much of a poem or song lyric we can quote in our 

stories or novels without running afoul of the Copyright Demons.  

The New Computer Health Threat by Cassandra Ward 

Thanks to ergonomics, Carpal Tunnel Syndrome (CTS) is often 

considered to be a thing of the past. We now have to worry about 
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something even more insidious afflicting our hands as we do 

computer work: tendonitis.    

Three Views of World Con by Jae Brim, Lazette Gifford and Beth 

Adele Long 

I'm glad to say I made it back in one piece from my very first 

Worldcon, the 2001 Millenium Philcon in Philadelphia.  Since I'd 

never gone to one of these, or any type of con, I had no idea what to 

expect.  

Slogging Through the Trenches by Vicki McElfresh 

Yet many beginning writers believe writing a novel is simple, and 

once they discover how much time-consuming, thankless work is 

involved, they often lose enthusiasm and abandon the project.  

Can You Write a Novel In... By Jennifer St. Clair Bush 

This year I participated in the 3-day novel contest held by Anvil Press. 

Compared to that, the Book in a Week and the Book in a Month 

contests look tame, but they might be just the things to get you up to 

speed.   
 

Also: workshop, reviews, news from the Forward Motion Community,  
new guidelines, and more! 
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Memorial for September 11, 2001 

Gathered below are pieces offered by members of the 
Forward Motion Writers' Community in the wake of the disasters of 
September 11, 2001.  Some are readings from which they found 
solace and others are original pieces they wrote to help heal the 
loss.(Art work provided by ClickArt Infinity and Lazette Gifford) 

The Ship    

by Henry Scott Holland   

I am standing upon the seashore. A ship at my side 

spreads her white sails to the where the sea and sky 

meet and mingle with each other. Then someone at my 

side exclaims, "There, she's gone!" 

 

Gone where? Gone from my sight, 

that is all. She is just as large in  hull 

and mast and spar as she was when 

she left my side, and just as able to 

bear her load of living freight to the 

place of her destination. Her 

diminished size is in me, not in her. 

 

And just at the moment when someone at my side says, 

"She's gone," there are other eyes watching for her 

coming, and other voices ready to take up the glad shout, 

"There, she comes!" 
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Many, many ships set sail for their destination this past week, and I 

pray for their safe passage. My deepest sympathy to those who were 

left behind, and watched them go. 

S.L. Viehl    

 

 

Loss 

(I wrote this poem for a personal grief. 

I wish to share it with those grieving now.) 

 

I will be calling your name 

a long time 

in disbelief of silence. 

 

I will awake from too many dreams 

believing you returned.   

 

      Lynda Williams  
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Promise to the Fallen  

Darkness devours the sun; the sky 

throws down 

A rain of stones, a snow of ash and 

pain. 

Two mountains fall that were a 

city's crown; 

And fire devours the star of 

empire's reign. 

Heroes leap in -- this is a hero's 

place -- 

Bring light to darkness, free the trapped and lost, 

Move on with name unknown and unseen face, 

And in a moment's horror pay the cost. 

In smoke and fires of hell the brave maintain 

The search, the fight, the war for others' sons 

And their own lost, caught in this new-born plain; 

Scarred earth ungraciously gives back those it has won. 

 

We hold you in our hearts, we will not let 

Your faces fade; and we will not forget. 

 

Copyright 2001, by Holly Lisle   
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Dance for the dead  

dance, dance for the dead 

they were New Yorkers 

they had theatre tickets and dreams of dancing 

they had lives and hopes and fears 

they didn't know each other any more than I know them 

dance, dance for the dead 

 

 they were the world's worst boss 

and the world's greatest boss who had a coffee cup that said world's 

worst boss 

they were alive 

they were themselves 

they were and weren't this or that and had their fifteen minutes' fame 

from warhol on down 

they didn't want to die 

and if they were the wicked witch of the west 

they had little dogs too 

it's anyone on a day like that 

the moment before 

who was cruel and kind, beautiful and ugly, nasty and nice and bored 

and excited 

who in there had the best news of their life 

the moment before it ended 

who in there had the worst 

before they could never hear news again 
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dance, dance for the dead 

they were who they are not unremembered now 

they live across the world in hearts that never knew them and they 

dance across the eyes and minds of those that never knew them 

dance, dance for the dead 

and remember the songs they all knew 

the show must go on 

they'd have all wanted to go to that one 

dance, dance for the dead 

 

they are unforgotten.  

Robert A. Sloan    

 

 

Our Hearts are broken    

Our hearts are broken; our spirits are not. We wept, almost a 

continent away, when the first pictures came to us. We wept when 

Seattle sounded sirens for fallen fire fighters and police. We wept 

during a moment of silence followed by the tolling of the bells. We 

wept when we lit candles and again when we piled flowers at the 

International Fountain. We wept for the dead. We wept for the living. 

We wept for something we lost, even if we couldn't define what that 

was.  
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Our hearts are broken; our spirits are not. The blood center reached 

its capacity in one week and still people came. AT&T Wireless 

donated phones to rescue workers; Starbucks donated coffee. 

Microsoft matches employee donations to the Red Cross, in addition 

to its $10 million donation to the September 11th Fund. Shipwreck 

Beads employees donated all the funds saved for their company 

party. Children break open their piggy banks and donate their 

pennies. Every radio station is flooded with calls from people 

donating more. Everywhere, people talk and hug and reach out to 

each other. Everywhere, people wear red, white, and blue, even if 

only in ribbons. Everywhere, people fly flags.  

Everywhere, people ask, what can we do? 
 
We can survive. 
 
We will survive. We will heal. We will rebuild. 
 
We will remember. 
 
Our hearts are broken; our spirits are not. 
 
valerie    
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Haiku of Loss 

Dawn, Day of Mourning 
Gray sky weeps with all the world 

Tears to soon to heal.   

Holding hands, we ask 
For strength, hope and compassion 

End to suffering.   

The towers, fallen 
The proud bright skyline broken, 

Shall tears ever end?   

In wounded New York 
Does the sky still weep for those 

We will not forget? 

Lazette Gifford 

 

Violence  (from the "Dhammapada" ) 

 
All beings tremble before violence. 
All fear death. 
All love life. 
See yourself in other. 
Then whom can you hurt? 
What harm can you do? 
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He who seeks happiness 
By hurting those who seek happiness 
Will never find happiness. 
For your brother is like you. 
He wants to be happy. 
Never harm him 
And when you leave this life 
You too will find happiness. 
Never speak harsh words 
For they will rebound upon 
you. 
Angry words hurt 
And the hurt rebounds. 
Like a broken gong 
Be still, and silent. 
Know the stillness of 
freedom 
Where there is no more 
striving. 
Like herdsmen driving their 
cows into the fields, 
Old age and death will drive you before them. 
But the fool in his mischief forgets 
And he lights the fire 
Wherein one day he must burn. 
He who harms the harmless 
Or hurts the innocent, 
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Ten times shall he fall - 
Into torment or infirmity, 
Injury or disease or madness, 
Persecution or fearful accusation, 
Loss of family, loss of fortune. 
Fire from heaven shall strike his house 
And when his body has been struck down, 
He shall rise in hell. 
He who goes naked, 
With matted hair, mud bespattered, 
Who fasts and sleeps on the ground 
And smears his body with ashes 
And sits in endless meditation - 
So long as he is not free from doubts, 
He will not find freedom. 
But he who lives purely and self-assured, 
In quietness and virtue, 
Who is without harm or hurt or blame, 
Even if he wears fine clothes, 
So long as he also has faith, 
He is a true seeker. 
A noble horse rarely 
Feels the touch of the whip. 
Who is there in this world as blameless? 
Then like a noble horse 
Smart under the whip. 
Burn and be swift. 



Holly Lisle's Vision  22 
 

Believe, meditate, see. 
Be harmless, be blameless. 
Awake to the dharma. 
And from all sorrows free yourself. 
The farmer channels water to his land. 
The fletcher whittles his arrows. 
The carpenter turns his wood. 
And the wise man masters himself. 
 
Damon M. Lord 

 

Poem for those who have been lost  

Across the waves on ocean winds, 

their testament we shall sing. 

Their words and faces immortalized, 

as those who lived not those that died. 

 

 The men and women in the dirt, 

they struggle to control their hurt. 

We salute you for all you do, 

these are people like me and you. 

 

Hatred fills only bitter hearts, 

look to the future vengeance depart. 

Defend what is right and pure, 



Holly Lisle's Vision  23 
 

war cannot answer, violence cannot cure. 

 

So look to those that died in vain, 

they too had lives and dreams and hope and pain. 

Remember them for they have gone, 

listen well and hear their song. 

Now there is peace for them, 

for us it can be the same.    

Paul Andrews    

 

The Wren and the Phoenix    

The young architect, kicking through the fire-blackened debris of what 

had once been a building, stops suddenly. Before him lies a single 

fallen stone and on it, deeply graven, is a single word of Latin. 

RESURGAM 

I shall rise again. 

The year is 1666, the young architect is Christopher Wren and the 

building is the old St. Pauls Cathedral, destroyed in the great fire of 

London. 

Every visitor to London, everyone who has ever seen pictures of 

London, will instantly recognise the great dome of Wren's 

masterpiece, the new St. Pauls cathedral. It's an icon of London, a 

shape that speaks of history. 
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As the twin towers once identified New York. 

It's time for vision, time for another Wren. As St. Pauls rose from the 

ashes of the old London and became a symbol of recovery that 

speaks to us across the centuries, so must something rise from the 

ashes of the towers. Not only another building, although I hope to see 

something great and beautiful, something to make the heart beat a 

little faster, standing on the site before the end of this decade. 

 

For a moment we have been united in sorrow. Now lets us be united 

in laying the foundations of a better world. And let us remember the 

word that Wren had carved beneath the image of the phoenix rising 

from the ashes at the south door of his cathedral.    

 

 

RESURGAM - I shall rise again. 

Bob Billing 
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Where was I, when the Towers fell?  

It was mid afternoon, my time, when I heard. 

The television made it seem like a show, not real at all. 

It was the stuff of films, it didn’t belong in reality. 

After all, I was fine and we all carried on as normal: 

The clock went on ticking, the phone continued to ring. 

People complained about delivery times, requested items from 

stores. 

Invoices needed passing and it was getting on for coffee time. 

How could so much horror be happening, amidst so much normality? 

 

 

 As it was for me, so it was for them. 

Just another day at work. 

Here a model employee, there someone due for a dressing down. 

New members of staff, nervous and eager to start; 

Old timers looking forward to a long and relaxing retirement. 

They had hopes and fears, plans for the evening, for the weekend. 

A holiday just booked. An anniversary coming up. 

Nothing bad could happen. They were as immortal as the rest of us. 

 

 

The names may change, the faces may change. 

But at the heart there is no difference. 

They were no more and no less worthy than us. 
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Just normal people, living a normal life. 

There was no difference between us but one: 

When the towers fell, I was here and they were there. 

And my ‘There’ was ‘Here’ for them. 

 

David Stone (c) 2001   

 

 

Heroes  

July 4, 1976 

The parade snakes by me. I watch and wait. There are bands, 

clowns, old men in funny hats, girls dressed like Betsy Ross, boys 

dressed like minutemen. I stand and salute as the flag passes by. 

And still I wait. And finally I see them, the firefighters. As they come 

towards me the lights and sirens fill the air with excitement. They are 

big, larger than life to a ten year-old boy. Heroes. 

 

September 11, 2001 

Clouds of ash, smoke and dust choke the air. I watch and I wait. 

There are businessmen, secretaries, executives, a child clinging to 

her mother, boys in school uniforms. Too shaken to stand I collapse 

onto the sofa. And still I wait. And finally I see them, the firefighters. 

As people run terrified away from the twisted steel and glass, they run 
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towards it. Their voices are clear and loud in the chaos. They seem 

small and frail to a thirty five-year old man. But still heroes. 

 

To all the men and women of the New York City Fire Department and 

the New York City Police Department. Thank you and God bless you. 

You have shown us the true meaning of courage, pride and hope.  

David House    

 

 

 

For America 
(Haiku Set)  

 
Autumn’s thunder came; 

The world shuddered, shook, collapsed. 
Souls lost, terror-struck. 

 
Dust rising. Silence. 

Autumn’s fallen sky at rest, 
Plagued by frantic lives. 
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Memories embraced; 
Loved ones sought with hope. 

Autumn’s victims mourned. 
 

Autumn’s summonings: 
Pain, fear, sorrow, and loss, 

With a crown of Pride.    

A. Shelton    

 

 

 

 

Day without Music  

 

The ash and smoke poured a cloud of terror and pain over the  city, 

this city, my home. And I was blinded to joy, and deaf to music, for 

those terrible hours. Struck to the bone, I stood, uncomprehending, 

as the world turned, time passed, the sun moved across my simple 

horizons, and every truth that I had believed in crumbled before my 

eyes. 
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America, the Beautiful, slashed and scarred.  

I thought then, of Thoreau, and felt terror grip my heart, for I heard no 

music. And I shed no tears.  

Escape! The thought dominated life. I fled. Curling into a foreign bed, 

I found no comfort, and there was still only the eerie silence of my 

soul.  

Days went by. Friends found, families soothed, and extraordinary 

heroism witnessed. 

Eventually, the line must be re-crossed, and so, to my own home I 

returned. The fear - still strong. The grief - lessened, but never gone. 

But there, in the streets, the people of my city, defiantly living. 

Inspiration in the faces of my neighbors, strength gained with each 

step along my street.  

And there, at last, among the familiar trappings of my life, I found 

again the music. And I wept. 

Keri Bas  
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Tuesday Morning  

Rushing from subway to elevator 

Switching on screens, calling up data 

Candy and coffee next to the mouse 

Photo of kids at grandmother's house 

Mail in the tray that needs a reply 

Then fire fell from the sky 

 

Neat little pictures above the workstation 

My wife on a boat, last year's vacation 

The day is beginning, the phone starts to ring 

Give it your best, for the customer's king 

Orders and payments, or just asking why 

Then war fell from the sky 

 

 She's new to the towers, finding her way 

Still getting lost on her second day 

She's stolen his heart with her smile and her eyes 

Could this be love? Or where his hope dies? 

He's putting off asking, painfully shy 

Then death fell from the sky 

 

He's broken by brokerage, stuck among stocks 

Unbalanced by balances, job on the rocks 

Now feeling his dealing's close to a crash 

His brain plays with ways of raising the cash 
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He's not giving up - at least he can try 

Then hell fell from the sky 

 

Screaming sirens answer call 

Heroes hands, healers' skill 

Reaching out as towers fall 

We, the caring, have the will 

 

And now to you, who still remain 

As bitter tears mix with the rain 

Go on, for us, beyond your pain 

For life must come again 

 

Bob Billing - 21st September 2001  
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From Holly Lisle 
What? Days Off? 

©2001, Holly Lisle 

 
Writing about holidays -- the theme of this issue -- has nothing to do 

with writing during holidays. In the best of all possible worlds, I have 

December off.   I plan my schedule so that I won’t have any writing to 

do that month; I like to be able to hang out with my family, go 

shopping, wrap presents, decorate, bake cookies, and all the other 

cool things that we associate with holiday seasons. Most years it 

works out. 

This year, in spite of my best planning and a great deal of hard work, 

I’m going to be writing through the holidays -- and not just writing, but 

working like a dog. Schedules change, things come up, and suddenly 

the easy wrap-up I’d envisioned for the middle of November has 

become a vista daily marathon writing that stretches through way too 

many hours of every day for the rest of the year, and with a deadline 

clock ticking loud and hard to keep me racing. 

This little note is just my reality check for those of you who are 

serious about doing this full-time. The best-laid plans of mice and 

men gang aft agley, and deadlines know no holidays.  
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Merry, cheerful, and joyous [INSERT HOLIDAY OF PREFERENCE 

HERE] to all of you, season’s greetings, and think of me when you’re 

sitting with your feet up around a crackling fire singing songs of 

goodwill to men and raising glasses of grog for just one more toast. I 

may still be huddled in my corner, fingers at the keyboard, sweating 

out another deadline. 

And that’s cool, too. Because, at the end of the day, and at the end of 

the year, writers write. 

We’ve put together an exciting issue for you, full of information you’ll 

be able to use right away and some thought- provoking looks a 

problems that will keep you thinking long after you’ve finished 

reading. 

Happy writing, seasons greetings, and my wish for brilliant words and 

inspiring deadlines to all of you. 

Holly Lisle 
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From The Editor: 
Why We Must Write  

©2001, Lazette Gifford 

 

Both Holly Lisle's Vision and the Forward Motion Writer's Community 

represent facets of our freedom that the people who attacked the 

World Trade Center are against.  First, this site is run by Holly Lisle, 

who is an educated woman: women are not allowed education under 

the fanatics.  Second -- and this affects all of us who frequent Vision 

and Forward Motion -- the combined sites are dedicated to freedom 

of imagination.  We write many genres, including science fiction, 

fantasy and horror, and these are types of material banned under 

those who attacked us.    

What had been simply something we did for ourselves should now 

become something we can do to shout in the face of those who are 

opposed to these gifts of imagination and entertainment.   

Most of us have not lost anything tangible in this first strike, even if 

our souls are wounded.  We have all stepped back, looked at our 

world, and tried to make some sense of what is happening, and what 

is important.  Many at the Forward Motion Community have found it 

difficult to go back to writing.  However, we run the risk of trivializing 

our freedoms if we do not continue with the work at we have loved.  

No, it is not as important as working on the front lines as an EMS (as 

our own Forward Motion Moderator Shane P. Carr did).  Most of us 
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will probably not go into battle, though we have one person 

(Blackus1) already called up in the reserves.     

But we can imagine, create and write things that these people would 

deny us if they could.  Don't give up what others, in fact, have already 

died for, and abandon your right to this important freedom.  Don't give 

the enemy even that little win.   

(For a list of just some of the restrictions on life under the Taliban -- 

who have sided with bin Laden, and share many of his beliefs  -- look 

at this page: http://www.rawa.org/rules.htm.   There is also a report 

on CNN.com about a woman who went into Afghanistan to see how 

life was: http://www.cnn.com/CNN/Programs/presents/index.veil.html)  

 

  

http://www.rawa.org/rules.htm
http://www.cnn.com/CNN/Programs/presents/index.veil.html
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Holly Lisle's Workshop  

Holidays in Hell and Other Delights 
– A Workshop 

By Holly Lisle  

© 2001, By Holly Lisle  

 
You’re galloping along on your novel, which is set in Hell.  You’d like 

to develop a bit of Hellish culture, do some solid background and 

worldbuilding, and give your readers something to think about.  You 

develop your map, your government, your . . . er . . . seasons, and 

finally your calendar.  At which point you pull up short.  You’ve used a 

variation of the Gregorian calendar, but reversed it.  You still have a 

December 25th.  But obviously your little devils, demons and imps 

aren’t going to be celebrating Christmas.  

 

So . . . what sort of holidays do they celebrate in Hell?  

This all goes to worldbuilding, and the importance of holidays and 

celebrations to human beings (and by extrapolation, perhaps to aliens 

and fantasy creatures, too).  

 

Holidays fall into several basic categories: Religious, Civic, Historical, 

Corporate and Odd.  

 

Religious holidays seem fairly tame on the surface, but dig a bit 

deeper and the possibilities are endless.  Along with such quiet 
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holidays as Christmas and Hanukah, consider such gory holidays as 

Aztec sun festivals where sacrifices got their hearts ripped out, and 

such complex holidays as observances of the births and deaths of 

saints and martyrs by the sometimes highly-specialized groups who 

consider themselves watched over by those saints or martyrs.  

Civic holidays are those declared by governments, for whatever 

reason.  Everything from Labor Day picnics, Presidential birthdays 

and Western Culture Week to town bicentennials, tank parades 

through Red Square, and Guy Fawkes Day are civic holidays.  

Staged riots and protests can be, too, if they’re backed by the 

government, scheduled, planned, and on the public calendar well in 

advance of their dates.  

 

Historical holidays tend to be days of remembrance, and since the 

things people choose to memorialize in historical holidays tend 

toward major disasters, these generally aren’t a lot of fun.  Days 

commemorating attacks, battles, victories and even defeats and 

massacres fall into this realm.  

 

Corporate holidays are holidays created by interested corporations in 

order to Sell Stuff.  Mother’s Day, Father’s Day, Secretary’s Day, 

Sweethearts’ Day, National Hat Day, International Hula-Hoop Day, 

and Universal Pepsi-Drinkers’ Week are all examples (some fictitious) 

of corporate holidays.  

 

And then there are Odd Holidays.  These tend to be local, and have a 

rich and weird tradition behind them.  If your town puts together a 
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celebration each year in which a naked woman rides through town on 

a horse covered only by her hair while people stand in the streets 

purposely not looking at her, just because some chick once did this, 

you are participating in an Odd Holiday.  Ditto voluntarily running 

through the streets in front of a herd of stampeding bulls, and taking 

turns jumping naked into frigid water through a hole cut through the 

ice of a local pond, followed by racing like madmen for the steambath 

while smacking the snot out of each other with pine boughs.  

 

Odd Holidays have the potential to be ludicrously fun, and all you 

have to do to create one is make up the story of the guy who did it 

first, five hundred years earlier.  

 

Time to develop the holidays.  Here are the questions you ask 

yourself for each type of holiday.  

 

Religious:  

(Go through this question list for each religion in your universe 

that you decide to use)  

 One god (or anti-god) or more than one?  List the gods’ names.  

 Do the gods have birth or death dates?  List relevant dates.  

 Do they oversee specific facets of human life, like farming, fishing, 

housekeeping, childbirth, etc.?  List areas of specialization.  

 Have they intervened in human affairs in specific instances, either 

in mythology or in fact?  For example, did Smard, God of Lightning, 

smite the invading, armor-wearing Pettites on the Fifth of Togush?  
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Bet they celebrate Smardstuurm Day.  

 What about saints and martyrs?  List any of those that interest you, 

along with their histories and associations.  

 Any holidays of other religions that this religion wants to eradicate?  

Figure out ways that the religion can absorb these holidays and 

alter them to fit its own needs.  

 What are the key features of the religion?  Deep piety, self-

sacrifice, reproduction and expansion of the people, wild and 

unbridled lust?  Some holidays will emphasize ways of encouraging 

people to participate in these major values.  

 

 

 

Civic:  

 Who rules the area now?  List names.  These folks may get their 

own days.  

 Who ruled it in the past?  List names.  Those still held in favor by 

the current regime may have their own days.  

 Which groups of people are in favor with the current regime?  

Soldiers, medical personnel, priests, cowboys, hunters, laborers, 

miners, strippers?  Consider holidays for these groups.  

 What civic virtues would the current regime like to encourage?  

Honesty, industriousness, keeping the streets clean, eating more 

meat, enlisting in the military?  Give these desired virtues their own 

holidays.  
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Historical:  

 What wars have your groups won and lost?  Name the wars, give 

them dates, then give them holidays.  

 Now think smaller.  What significant battles were fought in each of 

these wars?  Where were they fought, and who fought them?  Any 

special heros?  Any special causes?  Why didn’t Helen of Troy get 

Helensday?  These smaller events will be great for local holidays.  

 Now think sideways.  Any bizarre, humiliating, or weirdly appalling 

events in the national past?  Any attempted overthrows of 

government that resulted in the would-be usurpers blowing 

themselves up?  Any battles lost because the war-elephants came 

down with horrendous diarrhea on the night before battle?  (I 

confess I can’t think of how you’d celebrate a holiday based on this 

event, but I’d love to find out.)  

 Any great terrain discoveries?  Where, what, when, and by whom?  

 Any famous people whose lives changed their world, either for 

better or worse?  Who were they, when were they born, when did 

they do their greatest thing, and when did they die?  

 

 

Corporate:  

 What are the major products mined, harvested, raised or 

manufactured by your people?   

 Which of these products are most necessary?   

 Which of these products are most profitable?   

 Which of these products were seriously overproduced last year, 
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causing falling prices and a need for someone to come up with a 

new killer app to use them?  For example, if you really need to get 

rid of vast oversupplies of corn before your storage of it causes 

vast oversupplies of mice, what events could your folks create for 

National Create-With-Corn Week?   

 

Odd:  

 What are the weirdest sects, weirdest events, or weirdest people in 

your chosen area?  List a few of these, and come up with holidays 

to celebrate their achievements.  (If you need help with this one, 

you need only go as far as the Guinness Book of World Records, 

Ripley’s Believe-It-Or-Not, and those reality programs on television 

for inspiration.)  

   

So back to Holidays in Hell.  I think we have Demon Days, the 

Impstravganza All-Souls Festival and Bazaar, Torturers’ Day, 

National Temptation Week, Creative-Uses-for-Middle-Managers 

Month, and The Feast of All Gluttons (where gluttons make up the 

main course).  

 

And of course, Lucifer Day.  Or maybe every day is Lucifer Day in 

Hell.     
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An Interview with Rob Chilson 

By: Lazette Gifford  

©2001, Lazette Gifford 

 

Although author Rob Chilson appears regularly at several 

Midwest conventions I attend -- including ConQuest in 

Kansas City -- I hadn't actually met him.  However, 

standing in one of the ubiquitous crowds at WorldCon 

2001 in Philadelphia, we started talking.  The 

conversation, as is apt to happen with authors, turned to 

writing.  He had intriguing insights into problems facing 

new writers, and I asked if he would share those thoughts 

with the readers of Vision.    

Browsing Rob's web site (http://www.robchilson.com) 

gives a fascinating look at the career of a writer. His first 

publication was "The Mind Reader," (June, 1968 Analog), 

and his latest is "Talking Monkeys" (April, 2001 Analog). 

That's more than thirty years in the business of writing.  

His bibliography lists seven novels and sixty-four short 

stories, including several collaborations with friend and 

fellow author William Wu.  

   

http://www.robchilson.com/
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Vision:  You have been publishing for over three decades -- that's a 

lot of different editors and different trends. Are things better, worse or 

unchanged for writers since you started publishing? How have the 

market changes affected your career?    

Rob Chilson:  Things are much worse for beginning writers.  My 

early stories were terrible, and I doubt if any could be published now, 

even in ANALOG.  John Campbell, the then editor, wanted stories 

that showed “some evidence of some thought about something.”  The 

present editor, Stan Schmidt, also wants that, but Stan and his 

readers both want better writing than I was doing then.  There isn’t 

that place “to be bad”, as George Burns said of early vaudeville, for 

writers.    

It’s also much worse in that publishers now are all conglomerates run 

by bean-counters, and no one cares much about books -- not at the 

higher levels.  Not so in the old days.  Ian and Betty Ballantine formed 

Ballantine Books partly to make a living -- and partly because they 

loved good books.  Publishers still have the names of book-loving 

founders -- Kipling described Frank Doubleday as “a large young 

man,” and wrote approvingly of him.  There are still editors who love 

books, but they no longer have the freedom to take risks.  In the old 

days, a Stephen King was good news to mid-list writers and bottom-

feeders alike, because one blockbuster on an editor’s list would 

finance scores of low-earning books by the likes of you and me.  Not 

so now.  When Carl Sagan accepted $2 million for CONTACT, he 

slurped up the publisher’s whole budget for fiction for that period -- 
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money that normally would have bought dozens of books from 

dozens of writers.    

As for the effects on my own career, they have been minimal.  I don’t 

write a recognizable “product” with a recognizable style or tone -- 

especially, I don’t write a series.  So I have no reader recognition, and 

consequently a non-career that isn’t much affected by the markets.  

Other writers have overcome a similar handicap, including two of my 

favorite writers:  Robert Reed and Bradley Denton.  Bob does it by 

writing a LOT, he writes fast and (unforgivably) very well.  It’s enough 

to make you consider taking up running.  Brad just does it on quality, 

since he’s no faster than I am. But of course there’s no money in it for 

slow writers.    

If there’s no money, how do you survive?  By having a day job, of 

course. And that can be good news.  I only write what I feel like 

writing, and I don’t have to hack something out to pay the mortgage.  

Many of my stories are so quirky they haven’t been published.  May 

never be.    

Vision:  Do you have a favorite 'era' during the last 30 years that you 

considered the best time to be a genre writer?  If so, what made it so 

good, and what's different now?    

Rob Chilson:  The best time in any field of endeavor is the time 

when the field is opening up to new possibilities:  in SF, the Golden 

Age, when John Campbell redefined SF in the late 30s-early 40s; the 

early 50s, when Boucher, McComas, and Gold did it again; the late 
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60s-early 70s; and the early 80s (the Cyberpunk era).  Now we’ve 

assimilated all these fresh streams and floated downstream into the 

future; the water is getting dull and muddy again.  We tend to rehash 

the past during such epochs, and they are necessary, so we can 

consolidate the gains of the revolutions.  But we don’t now have that 

genre-wide excitement of the new.  (Even people who despise the 

new stuff are energized by it.  This is a good and healthy thing, and I 

speak as one who has always been dubious of wild enthusiasms, 

especially literary ones.)    

Vision:  At WorldCon we discussed a problem new writers have with 

POV (Point of View) in their stories and why you think they have 

these problems. I found your reasoning fascinating -- could you 

reiterate those points for Vision readers?    

Rob Chilson:  I’ve seen this problem repeatedly in WorldCon writers’ 

workshops, which I’ve been doing for years now.  It’s especially 

prevalent in media fans who are writing story treatments of their 

favorite shows, openly or disguised. Essentially they give us a 

camera’s eye view.  We don’t get into the mind of the character in 

front of us. Worse, there’s no unified Point Of View; the POV (such as 

there is) is that of the major series character “on-screen” in each 

scene.    

Now, if you’ve read much fiction, you know that’s not how it’s done. 

That’s how a movie script or a play is written; we know only what the 

characters say and do, not what they think.  A good playwright -- and 
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a good actor -- can give us an astonishing amount.  But they can’t put 

you, the reader, in the scene.    

I’ll never forget that afternoon on the Hispaniola, with O’Brien dead 

and stiff on the bloody deck, the sails rustling and the water rippling 

under the bow (I was raised a thousand miles from the sea), playing a 

desperate game of tag around the main-mast with Israel Hands, him 

clutching the knife he’d killed the Irelander with and grinning his 

murderer’s grin, and me just a boy!  No movie or TV show can give 

you that.  Video is a cold medium -- print is a hot one.    

And just that sense of being there is exactly what the camera’s eye 

view POV does not give you.    

The funny thing is that the would-be writers who do this are totally 

unaware of it until it’s pointed out.  And they are not non-readers!  But 

neither are they writers, for they have not learned to study the things 

they read.  Worst of all, not all of them are media fans.  But all watch 

TV and movies.  People read less, because they can absorb their 

pulp fiction visually now.  So they are less aware of literary methods.  

You must not only write and throw away a million words, as has been 

said, in learning to write; you must read and think about ten million 

words.    

Vision: On your web site you list some very simple rules to follow 

when writing  (http://www.robchilson.com/hints.html). Do you think 

that there are any rules that you followed when you started writing 

that might be outdated for today's new writers?    

http://www.robchilson.com/hints.html
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Rob Chilson:  The major changes have been on the marketing side.  

And of course nowadays you can use naughty words and even talk 

about “grown-up things” which we couldn’t do in SF, and even in 

mainstream, when I was learning.  Though that had loosened up by 

the time I started publishing.  So that is a change to our advantage, 

though we often haven’t used it to good effect.    

But no, writing per se is as always, more art than science.  The rules 

really don’t change much, maybe because people don’t change 

much.  As for “experimental” fiction revolutionizing the world, or even 

fiction, I’ll believe it when I see it adopted in “Archie Comics”.  I mean 

that -- think about it.    

Vision:  What do you like about writing SF and fantasy -- or any other 

genre?    

Rob Chilson:  The thing I like best about SF/Fantasy is the 

readership.  They’re keen -- they’re like hounds on a scent.  You drop 

a word, a phrase, and they’re on it.  “The door dilated,” as Heinlein 

famously wrote, and Harlan Ellison instantly knew he wasn’t in 

Cincinnati any more.  So you don’t have to explain things to them.  

You just drop a hint here and a hint there, and the reader puts it 

together into a picture of the world you’re trying to convey.  

Mainstream writers have no such bag of tricks, except at the very top 

of the literary line, where they use indirection to hint at emotional 

subtleties.  Self-conscious literature of the sort that’s written by and 

for professors could make good use of our techniques to present an 

aberrant picture of the world, one of their main concerns.    
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SF is serious about the real world around us, and is aware that it has 

changed, and I like that.  Most “serious” mainstream novels, 

especially literary ones, would read the same if all the cars had 

running boards. They are not aware of the changes in our society in 

the same way as SF (and when they exhibit any awareness, it’s 

always negative; no change is for the good).  Fantasy, the real stuff, 

is aware of our relationship with our myths, and our emotions toward 

these symbols.  It can point out things other fictions find hard to deal 

with.  Although with the importation of “magical realism” from our 

Latino friends (“The good stuff is always foreign,” say the critics), 

mainstream is opening up in this area.    

Vision: You have done a few collaborations, especially with William 

Wu. Can you tell us how you worked together, and what you would 

suggest to others who might want to collaborate on stories?    

Rob Chilson:  Well, Bill & I were lucky, in that we happened to be 

very compatible.  Not only did we like each other (a plus, but not 

necessary), but our themes and moods meshed well.  He writes a 

deceptively simple style, and I also can write with a simple surface.  

He’s very good at character depiction (and very economical, he can 

do more in a phrase than most can in a paragraph), and he taught me 

much.  We also were lucky in that we shared a house for a year or so 

then, and often went on long car trips to conventions.  So we had 

extended opportunities to brainstorm stories.  I generally functioned 

as idea man, but not always.  Our early stories were old ones I’d 

failed on, but still thought had potential.  Later we dreamed them up 
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together. One story idea was given to us by Stan Schmidt, who got it 

from John Campbell.    

Bill and I were operating on about the same level of expertise on 

writing qua writing -- Bill writing well consistently and me less so.  

About then I started collaborating with Lynette Meserole (now Lynette 

Burrows).  She was at a much lower level then, and was rather in 

awe of me (that didn’t last).  I remember making a conscious decision 

never to use my supposedly greater expertise to bulldoze her, which I 

might have done.  I remember when we were going over our first 

story, and she hesitantly said that she had a problem with one 

sentence.  I saw that the sentence was “super-erogatory” and struck 

it out with one bold swoop of my pencil.  I still cherish my memory of 

the expression on her face.  She says she learned a lot from me, but I 

learned as much from her.  (Your words aren’t sacred -- writers have 

to learn that over and over.)    

Never ignore criticism.  (Obviously if we’re talking reviewers, friends, 

relatives, etc, you have to make allowances.)  But criticism from 

fellow writers on any level of expertise, and from casual readers with 

no emotional investment in your writing -- if they have a problem with 

something, you must think about it.  Even if you make no changes, be 

aware that you’re going to lose some of your readers here, and 

decide if it’s worth it to you.    

On collaboration, you must be compatible in mood and theme, and to 

a lesser extent in “style” (you should never worry about your style, 

just tell the story).  You need not share politics or religion, but there 
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must be large areas where you do agree.  You must not dislike each 

other.  You must be able to trust each other.  (Example:  I had not 

upgraded, so Bill’s computer wasn’t talking to mine when we did our 

last collaboration.  He did the last draft, and totally rewrote the 

ending, sending me a copy on a disk I couldn’t read.  He had told me 

generally what he’d done, but I never read it till it appeared in print.  I 

had no problem with that.  Writers, including me, find it easier to trust 

someone with their money or their spouses than with their words, yet 

I found I can trust Bill.)    

MOST IMPORTANT:  Listen to everything your collaborator says, 

especially if he/she has trouble articulating what’s wrong.  Writing at 

the final level is a verbal process, but composition is a right-brain 

activity like all other art forms.  It has to be communicated in grunts, 

but don’t let yourself be fooled -- he/she has surfaced something 

important.    

Vision:  What are your thoughts on writing groups? Are there any 

differences between "in person" or on-line groups that you've 

noticed?    

Rob Chilson:  I’ve never been involved with online groups, so I can’t 

comment on them. Holly’s site is astonishing, and seems very 

successful.  An earnest student can learn in almost any environment, 

and I would have committed serious crimes, when beginning, to be 

allowed to join something like this.    
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I’m still hosting the group Bill, Lynette, and I founded years ago. 

Perhaps you’d like a few words about it.  First, nobody “runs” the 

group. We use Clarion rules -- no cross-talk, the writer being critiqued 

does not answer till the end of ALL critiques unless asked a specific 

question, etc.  We read MSs for 2-3 hours, and then start critiquing.  

We each take a different color pen, sign and date page 1 in our color. 

and write comments on the MS, mark up typos, etc.  (We also 

disagree with each other in the margins, sometimes hilariously.)    

Having worked in WorldCon and other convention workshops, and 

talked to lots of writers, I am aware that there are bad groups out 

there.  They fall into a couple of main types:  First, the kind dominated 

by one person, sometimes a published writer, sometimes a large-ego 

fan, whose word even on critiques is law and nobody disputes it.  

With this kind of group, you’re not getting a group’s input, only one 

person’s.  Second, the kind dominated by wish-fulfillment would-bes 

who want to be respected as writers without doing the hard work.  If 

you find yourself in either kind of group, get out.  If you can take some 

serious writers with you, go for it.  (You will be hated, ostracised, and 

lied about by the “loyal” members.)    

Vision:  What suggestions would you give to new writers?    

Rob Chilson:  Think of it as a cheap and wonderful hobby, which 

may eventually bring you money -- even respect!  You can do it with a 

clipboard and a pen (that’s how I got through high school).  Even if it 

goes nowhere, even if it is read by nobody but yourself, your writing 

has value, and will be far more important for you than almost anything 
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else in your life -- I except only your family as more important.  Even if 

you merely write a journal, even if you write musing, personal essays, 

your writing is immensely important.  Take it seriously.    

And also take it lightly:  play with it.    

Other advice:  you should use “the little book”, Strunk & White’s 

ELEMENTS OF STYLE.  Make sure you know how to form the 

possessive of Charles, and when (and when not) to put the 

apostrophe in “its”.  (And why did I put the period after the apostrophe 

in the previous sentence?)  I learned the “its” rule in grammar school, 

about 3rd or 4th grade.  What’s the plural of TV? (Hint:  TVs, never 

TV’s -- look it up).   Read Stephen King’s ON WRITING. Read a lot of 

books on writing, put ‘em on your shelf, go on trying to write.  Next 

year, read the books again.    

Vision:  You apparently attend a few conventions during the year.  

Do you think conventions help with a writer's career? If so, are they 

equally valuable for beginning writers and established writers? Or are 

they really just a social event -- a chance to meet with friends and 

fans?    

Rob Chilson:  All of the above.    

It helps for editors to have a face to put to the MS coming in the mail. 

It helps for writers to meet or at least see the editors.  It helps for 

beginning writers to go to panels on writing or the business of writing. 

And when the beginner starts appearing on panels, assuming he/she 

is not a total jerk who alienates the audience, it helps to have readers 



Holly Lisle's Vision  53 
 

say, “Hmm, he/she sounds knowledgeable (or enthusiastic, or 

whatever)” or “Hmm, sounds like a good book/story -- must try to find 

it.”  This last applies to established writers too -- there are always folk 

out there, especially young ones, to whom you’re not established.    

And of course, writing, even with a collaborator, is a lonely business. 

It’s just you and the blank slate.  To meet other writers, to meet 

readers, to meet people who share your craziness -- that alone 

justifies going to cons.    

Vision:  What do you have coming out that we should look for?  What 

sort of things do you plan, or hope, to write in the future?    

Rob Chilson:  At the moment, nothing is forthcoming.  I have two 

projects going and another on the back burner.  One is the “Prime 

Mondeign” stories, set on Earth 60 million years in the future.  “The 

Gardiners” on my Web Page, “The Hestwood” referenced in my 

biblio, are both “Prime Mondeign” stories.  I hope to write a few more 

stories in this sequence, and then shop them around as a sort-of 

novel, where the Earth (First World) at that time is the true central 

character.    

The other project is much more long-range.  It’s an Oz-like series of 

childrens’ books.  I mean to write all 16 of them in first draft before 

starting to offer them to publishers.  I’m partway through book 3.    

On the back burner is another novel set in the same background as 

“Black as Blood”, which is probably my best book.    
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Vision:  Thank you for taking this time for this interview.  Any last 

words you'd like to say to our readers?    

Rob Chilson:  I wish you hadn’t told everybody how long I’ve been 

doing this, especially me.  I hadn’t realized it’s been so long -- I don’t 

feel a bit tired, I could go on as long again.  And the good news is, 

that (if you’re any good at all) you keep on learning and growing all 

the time.  It never stops. That’s why writers live so long.  --Think of 

the brilliant Japanese artist Hokusai.  Nearing a hundred, he said, 

“Nothing that I drew before the age of seventy-five is worth taking into 

account.”  Save a place for me, Hoke! And I’m nowhere near 75!    

Look for Rob's book 

 

*Cover by Charles Keegan* 
And read an excerpt at his web site http://www.robchilson.com 

http://www.robchilson.com/
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Holidays and Kids' Stories 

By Justin Stanchfield  
© 2001, By Justin Stanchfield  

 

Holidays and kids just seem to go together.   

In fact, there are so many stories centered on holidays, you 

sometimes wonder if there's enough room left for another. Of course, 

the answer to that is a resounding yes. Holiday stories are a staple of 

children's magazines, movies, and, to a lesser extent, books. 

Hundreds, perhaps thousands, of holiday manuscripts cross editor's 

desks each year. The demand is high. But it's the writer's challenge 

to rise above the pack and create something new, or at least re-

combine familiar elements into something fresh.  

Sadly, too many children's stories follow predictable, formulaic plot-

lines. Santa Clause is in trouble and needs rescue. A young child 

learns the value of sharing. A boy or girl from one culture discovers 

the meaning of another culture's holidays. There is nothing inherently 

wrong with any of these ideas. In fact, they are the basis of some of 

the most famous stories ever written. That is also the greatest 

drawback to these familiar tomes. Not only have they been done, 

they have been done well. What then is the key to creating a truly 

memorable, and salable, holiday story?   

Simple.   
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Think back on the stories or films you loved best as a child. Chances 

are they remain among your favorites today. This is more than a 

nostalgic longing for childhood. You remember them because they 

spoke to you, touched something deep inside, and brought you to a 

higher understanding of yourself. This is a tall order for something as 

seductively innocent as a holiday story. But it can be done.   

Who hasn't, at least once in their life, wished they hadn't been born? 

Who hasn't wondered about the consequences if their life was 

suddenly erased, taking with it the tangled network of events that 

make up a lifetime? This is the premise of Frank Capra's classic 

movie "It's A Wonderful Life." That it happens at Christmas time is 

almost incidental to the film. The movie skips back and forth over 

time, and in fact, different realities, and yet it's considered by many to 

be the quintessential Christmas movie. And therein lies the secret. 

The story moves on separate but conjoined levels: the bitter feud 

between Harry Bailey and Mr. Potter, the love story, the struggle of 

everyday men and women to lead normal lives during war and 

depression. Even hapless Clarence, the novice angel, and his quest 

to win his wings, blend together into something memorable. And 

while few short stories can carry off this level of involvement, a good 

holiday story should operate on a least two levels.   

Another example is Dr. Seuess's "The Grinch Who Stole Christmas." 

The message of the book, and the animated feature based on it, is 

plain. Christmas is about love and giving, not about gifts or holiday 

fanfare. And yet it's the front story, the nasty, smirking Grinch's foul 

attempt to stop Christmas, that keeps young readers on the edge of 
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their seats. Will he steal everything in Whoville? Can he really dump 

the entire sled over the edge of a cliff? It is, in many ways, a 

suspense story with one of the most memorable villains in the history 

of kids' literature. Again, it is the plot and the characters that draw us 

in, not the fact that it's about Christmas.   

Try to use this in your own writing. No matter what, remember that in 

a holiday story the story comes first. Don't settle for trappings. Dig 

deep. Go ahead and jerk a few tears if you have to. Make your 

Christmas story as full and rich as any other story you would write. 

And, of course, the same holds true for any other holiday you write 

about.   

Thanksgiving. Hanukkah. The Fourth of July. The holiday is nothing 

more than the backdrop. But what if you want to write a fictional 

account of a holiday's origin? Perhaps a first-hand glimpse of 

Memorial Day from the viewpoint of a young French girl who lived 

through World War One, or a Hebrew boy sweating through the 

terrors of the first Passover? Again, the key element is the emotional 

impact that the events have on your characters, and through them, 

your readers. But don't skimp on the research. Make sure to have 

your history right. Not only the main events, but the little things as 

well. Learn all the small details, including food or dress, perhaps long 

vanished rituals, and anything else that gives your story a sense of 

immediacy, a feeling that you were there.   

Tales of non-traditional Western holidays, those outside of the 

standard Judeo-Christain calendar, or national holidays from 
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countries outside of the United States, are very much in demand. But, 

as with a historical setting, do your homework first. If you live in a 

culture that celebrates different holidays, by all means explore putting 

them into your fiction. If you don't, however, make certain you 

understand the true meanings of the holiday, not simply the date and 

what is placed on the table. And, as always, put the story first, the 

holiday second. Dig deep.  

One last thing to remember about writing holiday stories for kids: 

while nearly every major kid's magazine asks for holiday material, 

they generally ask for them six to nine months prior to the holiday. 

Magazines run on long lead times, and normally a Christmas story 

that crosses the transom in November won't even be given a second 

glance. So this season when all those Christmas lights and mistletoe 

spark the holiday muse this December, by all means, write the story. 

Then, very carefully, tuck it away until the Fourth of July before you 

seal it in that envelope! 
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Creating Fictional Holidays 

By Robert A. Sloan  

© 2001, By Robert A. Sloan  

 
The easiest and simplest way to create fictional holidays for fantasy 

and SF worldbuilding is to draw them from real holidays and integrate 

them with your fictional world’s cultures.  

 

A light treatment is to just change the name, keep the date 

comparable in your world's calendar, and then base your holidays on 

the root traditions you've created. Many fantasy writers use the eight 

European pagan holidays and may rename them to local pantheons. 

They are described in depth in almost all pagan and New Age sites 

and books. That's solid ground, because those are seasonal holidays 

whose meanings reflect daily life in a medieval agrarian world. They 

are so sound that most of them still show up in the Christian calendar, 

with a saint attached and slightly different festivities.  

 

If you follow the example of the unknown clerics who Christianized 

the pagan calendar, you'll find that they kept the meanings and added 

new religious interpretations to blend the new and old cultures. 

Modern pagans are reversing the process with historical research 

and discovering ancient traditions kept intact by those Christians. The 

archetypes and stories remain the same. Root stories give depth to 

your fictional holidays, and you can just change the trimmings. Your 
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details will come from the historical events of your fictional world, its 

religions and any magical qualities you've already invented.  

 

For instance, the root story of a midwinter birth may change, if your 

world has a sun goddess, to a Madonna figure holding her daughter. 

If you’re at a loss for what to call the holiday, the name of the sacred 

infant can be worked into what it’s called. Christmas breaks down to 

Christ’s Mass, meaning that it’s the mass celebrating that birth. 

Midwinter is a good useful default, but if your sun-child has a name 

and a legend, a local word for the celebration or rite, fused with the 

god's name, creates a unique title for the holiday.  

 

The same process can be applied in science fiction, and can include 

a good many secular holidays. July 4 (the United States' 

Independence Day) or any ‘founding’ holiday you’re familiar with can 

translate rapidly to Landing Day on a colony world. Historical events, 

such as contact with natives, will emerge as something apocryphal, 

much like the American holiday Thanksgiving.  

 

Studying the history celebrated by the American Thanksgiving, you'll 

find that it actually progressed from propaganda to folktale and could 

be considered slanted, synopsized history. In the traditional folktale 

version the celebration began as a minor incident when some local 

natives held a feast and gave gifts to the new European colonists. 

The bloodier history, that many of the colonial groups aggressively 

attacked various native tribes, is usually glossed over in favor of a 

generic friendly native group greeting generic Puritans. Archaic 
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costume that was common only to one group of colonists, the 

Puritans, became ceremonial costume for modern Thanksgiving 

cards, pageants and table decorations. The modern interpretation the 

holiday went from thanking God for food to a day set aside to thank 

the people you know for what they’ve done for you. The culture 

changed, and even though people think of the holiday as part of 

history, it represents an idealized, very vague history.  

 

Don't discount propaganda and advertising as a source of holidays! 

Somewhere in your SF world's history are plenty of secular holidays 

made up by someone for the purpose of selling products or ideas. 

Mother's Day, Father's Day, Valentine's Day and many others were 

created by greeting card companies. Later they might become social 

customs with enormous emotional importance. Ask your fictional 

people what's important to them.  

 

You may have to look outside Western culture for your template 

holidays, particularly in a world with a variety of climates and cultures. 

Please do. Nothing lifts a reader out of his or her chair so well as a 

relatively unfamiliar foreign holiday given a good localizing treatment 

when set on another world. India feels like another world to many 

travelers. Indonesia is another universe. Africa is another reality 

entirely. Readers may or may not recognize your root reference, but a 

bit of research can explode with colorful details, including all the 

trimmings.  Especially all the trimmings on the food.  
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Food customs are where your originality spices this recipe for 

holidays. Those who enjoy spicy food can taste the difference 

between Thai hot cuisine, Texas Five Alarm Chili and a hot curry. 

Food itself is one of the most important memorable, elements of 

nearly any holiday. Your world has its own cookbook. Smell, taste, 

color and special preparation all create something unique in a holiday 

dish, adding plausibility.  

 

It also adds a level of total immersion if you actually experiment and 

create some of these fictional-world holiday foods in your own 

kitchen. The recipe book for them is something fans will genuinely 

appreciate, just the way fans enjoy finding musical scores for the 

bardic ballads in a favorite fantasy series. Some fantasy writers are 

almost multimedia artists when including scores and other 

worldbuilding material. You can also use your kitchen experiments to 

immerse yourself during the writing and create a sense of veracity.  

 

Food experiments apply to fasts as often as to feasts. Fasting can be 

found in many diverse religions. From the Islamic holiday Ramadan, 

where the devout don’t eat until the sun goes down for an entire 

month, to the Catholic Lent, a fast that lasts more than a day or so 

will have enough food per day for the devout to survive. It can be as 

specific as eliminating certain foods. Passover food eliminates 

leavened bread for religious reasons, and results in tasty treats like 

matzoh bread and matzoh ball soup that many non-Jewish people 

enjoy when the season comes around. Psychologically, fasts draw 

people’s attention to the feasts that come before or after them. All the 
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wild partying of Carnival, Mardi Gras, and Fat Tuesday in many 

Catholic countries is the last big blowout before they settle down to 

Lent. Through most of Catholic history, every Friday was a fast day 

and meat couldn’t be eaten. The rules have loosened in modern 

times, but there’s still a token (self-declared) fast of some kind for the 

Lent month that most will keep in some way or another.  

 

Other special limits or customs may apply in religious holidays. Daily 

rituals are common. Special clothing may be worn, and people may 

bare or cover their heads. Some activities like dancing, singing or 

praying may be required or forbidden. The common thread in all 

these practices is that the daily rhythms of life are changed to draw 

attention to the religion’s principles. For a fictional world, this is a 

chance for you, the author, to decide what principles your fictional 

religion expresses and highlight them with customs that make the 

reader recognize how much your characters believe their religion’s 

core values.  

 

Silences, vows of silence, limits on speech or singing can be ways to 

express solemn themes. Holidays for the dead may be loud and wild 

or quiet and mournful. Themes of remembrance may have specific 

forms and meters of speech and song. Clothing may be muted, dull 

and plain compared to day-to-day dress. The meaning of the holiday 

will be expressed in every custom surrounding it.  

Any personal idea or rant the author has can be expressed in fictional 

holidays. If your futuristic culture has the background of twentieth 

century thought, people may consider self-esteem important. A 
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holiday could be set aside for taking care of the self, combined with 

extreme respect for the boundaries of others -- something of an 

individuality day in which people wore what they felt like, deliberately 

ate their favorite foods, complimented each other on how creatively 

they interpreted it. That would say something about the colony world 

that created that holiday. It would probably be a day off from work, 

but it might also be a day to swap jobs with someone else in order to 

do something that’s normally only a hobby. The characters who grew 

up in that world might take that holiday for granted if its meaning 

would become cliché to them. This makes holidays a way for the 

author to express the theme of the book without a lot of story-

dragging explication. It won’t be preachy if your characters all have 

different reactions to it within the range of their culture. It’s showing, 

not telling.  

 

Music is important to most holidays. Many holidays have traditional 

songs; sometimes also pageants, plays, and reenactments of the 

holiday's beginnings. Most of all there will be a lot of amateur 

performance of easy traditional material. Creating the original 

material is harder than playing Jingle Bells on a piano. Luckily it gets 

easier in SF.  

 

In SF, if your characters have roots on Earth, they are playing Jingle 

Bells.  Of course, they're doing it their way.  Perhaps they're doing it 

on a holographic piano, virtually rendered within an unbelievably 

inaccurate, romanticized, and sentimentalized Dickensian drawing 

room. Perhaps they've turned the old black and white movie It's A 
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Wonderful Life into an antique media event similar to modern 

stagings of A Christmas Carol. Take the trends of real holidays that 

you know, and then ask yourself what a few hundred or thousand 

more years' deletions or additions might have done to them. Santa 

Claus might be traditionally black and ring a bell, but he will still be 

there somewhere. Even today, in warm climates, Santa shows up in 

red shorts instead of a heavy winter coat, but his reindeer still fly 

South with him and go surfing, too.  

 

Fireworks are plausible for any culture with gunpowder. They are 

often either harmless reenactments of firefights, or they're used to 

frighten demons. If there are no fireworks there might be noise. 

Plenty of it. Holidays are a time when people let down their hair and 

do silly things and make a lot of noise, if it is not a holiday given over 

to silence. Drums are common and so is anything rhythmic or loud. 

The volume helps disguise the amusing harmonics of untrained 

voices enthusiastically belting out traditional songs off key. That's 

what makes it fun. That's also the human detail that works, like the 

way the film Star Wars dirtied up the pristine starships to create 

plausibility.  

 

Real people who only sing that loudly on holidays, tone deaf or not, 

are loved by their loved ones. Holidays make those mistakes 

sentimental. Children's mistakes will be sentimentalized above 

everything else, even if the child's mortified.  
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That leads to another aspect of holidays. Anything that familiar will 

also be the butt of jokes. Holiday humor may even consist of jokes 

hundreds of years old, repeated annually to the same belly laugh. If 

those traditional holiday songs are easy, the average wit can come 

up with a parody version. Jokes and parodies start to reveal what 

your culture thinks is important. The jokes that aren’t told may reveal 

what that culture thinks is too sacred for humor. When I look at the 

Christmas customs, Santa jokes are a mainstay for cards, sketches, 

parody songs and anything else people can think of. Yet a comedian 

making jokes about the Madonna or virgin births will offend, not 

amuse, most audiences.  

 

Showing all the tensions that emerge between characters during the 

stress of holiday preparations is a good backdrop, and one of the 

things fictional holidays are useful for. Family and other relationships 

are stressed, and if there is any tension, it may erupt into personal 

conflict. Everyone's spare time is devoted to group activities: making 

costumes and decorations, preparing speeches and songs, and other 

creative endeavors. The extra effort behind the jollity brings out the 

darker side of holidays. If the world or personal situation is bleak, and 

the characters face hardships, tempers will flare.  However, 

sometimes holiday spirit will prevail. Group activity and shared 

meaning can draw characters together in sentimental recognition of 

all loved ones and even distant kinships. How many people only hear 

from cousins at holidays?  
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Aliens have different kinships, and in their holidays those kinships will 

display themselves. Their biology will affect what they celebrate. 

Spawning Day will still come at the biological season of their animal 

ancestors for a broadcast breeding species. Sentients will elaborate 

the ancestral animal's nest building and mate attracting behaviors 

into song, costume, dance, artistic works and religious symbolism. 

Their biology will affect the aliens and their values. For aliens, I'd 

recommend writing from life and looking far outside the human 

species for interesting ideas.  

 

Drawing holidays from animal behavior works in fantasy, too. How 

many fables, talking animals, animal totems and anthropomorphic 

animals occur in high fantasy? If your cat were sentient, what 

holidays would she celebrate? Would her seasonal heat become a 

great fertility festival where males perform, dance, sing, decorate 

themselves and try to get her attention? Would all that become 

ritualized for cat people?  

 

Also the animals your fictional people keep will affect its culture and 

holidays. Most of the Christmas legends about shepherds grew out of 

a Middle Eastern shepherd culture. Horse peoples may well have 

holidays that reflect the habits, behavior and care of horses even if 

there are no sentient horses in the world. In many hunting cultures, 

the animals aren’t domesticated and ceremonial hunts may be 

important. Some scarce game may only be eaten on holidays. 

Reading anthropology articles and books may give a good overview 

of what’s important to a specific way of life. The ceremonies will come 
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through vividly and feel right even to readers who haven’t read four 

different books by Margaret Mead.  

 

Holidays are often shared across borders and may create temporary 

truces. Profoundly meaningful events, like an annual ceasefire, may 

occur on the most important holidays. I created one of those for a 

short story once, a divine wedding between the god of one nation and 

the goddess of another that usually warred. Its specific customs 

wound up creating major plot turns in four different fantasy novels set 

in that world, and casual references gave depth to other books in the 

series. Just because you created a truce doesn’t mean that you can’t 

let characters break it! Your commanders might brutally take 

advantage of a holiday that isn't shared by their soldiers. Differences 

in holiday customs can even be turned into causes for war. If one 

side is more ascetic, and the other does something on holidays that 

breaks a major taboo, that may be the cause of a popular war.  

 

Finally, look within your fictional cultures at their day-to-day lives and 

ask what's important to them. Some holidays can come up whole 

cloth out of your world's history and cultural diversity. If it was 

important in their view of history, it's important enough to have a day 

set aside for it, with reenactments, good food and traditional music, 

dance, and acting.  You might include crowd activities embellished by 

special costumes and decorations that, though simple, are deeply 

meaningful. A good final filter for holiday songs, dances and activities 

is to get some real children to play with the stuff, sing the songs and 
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dance the dances. Kids like playing anyway, and if they can manage 

the material, it's likely to be a winner.  

Happy holidays! Keep in touch and I'll drop in for the grub! 
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Weather in Fiction 

By Karen Pon  
© 2001, By Karen Pon  

 

“It was a dark and stormy night...”  

Weather affects nearly every aspect of our lives.  Different groups will 

place a different importance on the weather.  For the city executive in 

her climate-controlled office, a shower of rain may just mean putting 

up her umbrella when she ventures outside.  For the farmer in a 

drought-stricken area it may mean survival for another year.  The 

army general may have to rethink strategy when his tanks become 

bogged, and thousands of plants and animals take the rare 

opportunity to reproduce in a normally dry salt lake in the desert.   

In fiction, the weather can have two functions.  There can be a 

significant weather event (a storm or a drought, for example), which 

has a major effect on your story, or the weather can be in the 

background, providing depth and ambience to your setting.  What will 

the weather be doing in your story?   

Weather as an event  

Weather can and has played a decisive role in history.  Erik 

Durschmied, in his book The Weather Factor: How nature has 

changed history, describes the defeat of three Roman legions by the 
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vastly outnumbered northern Germanic tribes united under the 

leadership of Arminius of the Cherusci.  While much of the credit 

must go to Arminius for his brilliant leadership and tactical skills, he 

was assisted at a crucial point of the battle by a timely thunderstorm.  

Durschmied goes on to describe a number of other events in which 

the weather has played a significant role.   

When you use weather to turn the tide of your story, there are a few 

things to keep in mind.   

There is a lot of energy involved in meteorology.  This is one reason I 

personally dislike 'weather magic'.  To create a storm out of nothing 

requires an enormous amount of energy, and if magicians have that 

much power at their disposal they could blast the enemy off the face 

of the planet a hundred times and still have plenty left over.  If you 

must use magic to manipulate the weather, you can nudge already 

existing or threatening storms a kilometre or so to the left, or make 

them start half an hour sooner or later.   

Many stories have used the idea that a magician can only manipulate 

the weather, or one aspect of it.  This would explain why they can’t 

just annihilate the opposition, and gives you plenty of scope for 

making your magicians useless at a crucial point of the battle.  

Even if your weather magician has access to a sufficient energy 

source, there are still other factors that need to be taken into account.  

If your magician creates rain, the water has to come from 

somewhere.  If it’s humid, there may be sufficient water in the 
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atmosphere.  If not, your magician will need to find a water source, 

preferably nearby.  Perhaps the spell takes water from the nearest 

sources, which will include all the people in the area, and all other 

living organisms.  Your characters will need to protect themselves 

from being water sources or redirect the spell to obtain water from a 

particular source.  Likewise, if you want to create a drought or stop a 

storm, the water needs somewhere to go.  Do you dump it in the next 

valley, or try to spread it across the country?   

Also, the weather is a deterministic chaotic system.  That is, it is 

wholly reliant on previous events but still impossible to predict 

completely, since every tiny movement of air will have an effect.  

Therefore, invoking weather magic will have huge consequences.  If 

you’ve heard about how the butterfly flapping its wings in South 

America can cause a typhoon in Japan, imagine what moving a storm 

one kilometre left might do.  This will also make weather magic highly 

unreliable. An attempt to nudge a storm over the opposing army 

could backfire and result in the storm being directly overhead your 

own soldiers.  Turn this around and have the weather magician on 

the opposing side, and you can allow your ragged and weary band of 

soldiers to overcome overwhelming odds.   

For the same reasons, weather-altering or controlling technology is 

highly suspect.  The only significant weather-altering technology 

currently developed that I am aware of is cloud-seeding, which is not 

incredibly reliable and is dependent on clouds already being present.  

More realistic would be better methods of observing and forecasting 
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the weather, and better methods of coping with the effects of severe 

weather.   

Serendipity can be much more useful than magic for that convenient 

storm.  Try to stack the odds in your favour.  A huge downpour in the 

middle of a tropical Dry season will need some extremely fast talking 

to be accepted by your readers, but a winter storm in the midlatitudes 

would not be out of place.   

Rain in the Dry season can happen, though.  The region in which I 

live has had a cyclone form one week into the Dry, and 

thunderstorms a couple of months ago, right in the middle of the Dry.  

If you want to write unusual weather into your story, pave the way by 

having some indication that the weather is changing.  That 

unseasonal storm can be foreshadowed by having the humidity 

increase and clouds build up a few days beforehand, perhaps with a 

wind direction change or an increase in the wind strength.   

Weather “magicians” may just be very good forecasters, claiming the 

approaching storms as their own doing.   

All cultures will have some techniques for forecasting weather.  

These may involve throwing bones into a fire or axioms like 'Red sky 

at night / Shepherd’s delight'.  These have come from generations of 

weather observation and often there will be a scientific connection 

between the two effects.   
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Remember, storms are not the only severe weather event that might 

affect your characters.  Droughts, floods, fire and snow, all of these 

can be obstacles for your characters to overcome.   

Turning all this around, consider also how different weather 

conditions might affect magic or new technologies.  How will your 

new stealth bomber cope with 60kt crosswinds, clear air turbulence 

and avoid producing contrails?  Will a thunderstorm five kilometres 

away make it dangerous to work magic?  

The effect of weather on magic will largely be determined by the type 

of magic on your world.  Current technology is often subject to 

weather conditions.  High humidity and moisture can damage 

electronics and cause short circuits.  Vehicles struggle in wet 

weather, in cold weather and in hot weather.  Infrared sensors 

struggle at times of thermal crossover, when land and air 

temperatures are close to equal.  Planes have to deal with 

crosswinds, turbulence, icing, jet streams, storms, low cloud - it’s 

amazing they can fly at all!  

Weather as background  

Wherever they are, whenever they are, the weather will always have 

an impact on the activities of your characters.  Whether it’s fine or it’s 

raining, hot or cold, realistic descriptions of the weather can add 

depth to your setting.  It can be used to show the passage of time, or 

unseasonal weather.   
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Remember that there are many different climates in even our own 

world, and that summer is not always fine sunny days, that winter is 

not always cold and rainy, and not everyone recognises four 

seasons.  I live in the tropics, and we have two recognised seasons, 

as well as another somewhat unofficial season.  There is the Dry 

season during the calendar summer, in which very little, if any, rain 

falls.  Towards the end of the Dry it can get extremely humid, as more 

moisture enters the atmosphere, however it does not rain.  Locally 

this is known as the Buildup, or colloquially, Mango Madness Season 

(because people can go a little crazy in the heat and humidity).  Once 

the first rains come, it is the Wet season, or the monsoon.  Learn 

about the climates in different parts of the world to get an idea of the 

possibilities.  

A brief description of the current weather can provide ambience, 

reflecting the mood of your characters.  'Only a few fluffy white clouds 

interrupted the endless blue of the sky.  It was the epitome of spring, 

the perfect day as Jenny started out on her Great Adventure'.  The 

weather can also act as a counterpoint to a character’s moods.  “It 

should have been a dark and stormy night.  The clear blue sky she 

could see from her office window did nothing to improve Jenny’s 

mood.”   

One last note...  

Avoid technical jargon unless you are sure of your facts and 

terminology.  While not many readers will be meteorologists, there 

are a lot of weather enthusiasts out there.  I have read too many 
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stories in which clouds, storms and other meteorological phenomena 

are described or explained completely wrong.  There are books 

aplenty to help you write the weather right, and even more websites.  

There are links at the end of this article to some useful websites; also 

check out the bibliography.   

Useful sites  

World Meteorological Organization  

http://www.wmo.ch/index-en.html   

Australian Bureau of Meteorology   

http://www.bom.gov.au    

National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration  

http://www.noaa.gov    

UK Meteorological Office   

http://www.metoffice.gov.uk    

Bad Meteorology   

http://www.ems.psu.edu/~fraser/BadMeteorology.html    
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Weather and Worldbuilding 101 

By Karen Pon  

© 2001, By Karen Pon  

 

For stories set on our own world in times past and present, a little 

research is usually all that’s needed to determine typical weather 

patterns for a given time and place.  In our planet’s future, a little 

imagination can be exercised.  There is the ever-present threat of 

global warming, but on the flipside, why not global cooling?  

Interglacials are the periods between ice ages, and the current 

interglacial is one of the longest ever.  What if, even now, this 

interglacial is drawing to a close?  Perhaps global warming is the only 

thing holding off the Big Freeze and in a few hundred years ice will 

once again dominate the landscape.  

If you’re writing fantasy or SF, the chances are your story will be set 

on another world.  Whether you’re building just a small section for 

your characters to play in, or creating entire galaxies for their 

adventures, it’s important to have realistic climates.  But what 

influences climate?     

The atmosphere is a complex system, dependent on many factors 

both astronomical and geographical.  This article serves as an 

introduction to the effects of these factors on the prevailing weather 

and climate.   
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Astronomical factors include a planet’s orbit, axial tilt and rotation 

speed.  Orbits affect the year length and can, if extreme, affect the 

seasons.  Axial tilt is the main factor in determining seasons, and will 

define your planet’s basic climatic zones.  Rotation speed determines 

day length and will affect other aspects of the meteorology of your 

planet.     

The time it takes for your planet to travel once around its sun is the 

length of its year.  This is usually determined in large part by the 

distance your planet is from its sun.  The ellipticity of the orbit can 

also affect the seasons.  If the difference between perihelion and 

aphelion (nearest and furthest points in the orbit from the sun) is 

large, then your world will be generally warmer or colder at these 

times.  Taken to extremes, you could have one hemisphere always 

warmer than the other, regardless of season.     

Seasons are not, however, due to the changing distance of a planet 

from its sun.  We have different climates and seasons because our 

planet has a tilt to its axis of 23.5 degrees, and not all parts of our 

planet receive the sun’s energy equally.  Relative to the earth, the 

sun swings from being directly over the Tropic of Cancer (latitude 

23.5N) on the June solstice to over the Tropic of Capricorn (23.5S) on 

the December solstice.  This means the tropics, the area between 

those latitudes, receives more solar energy than the areas on either 

side.   Conversely, the polar regions, those areas within the Arctic 

and Antarctic Circles (66.5N and S respectively), are always the 

furthest from the sun.  When the sun is over one Tropic the opposite 

Polar Circle will not receive any direct sunlight.  This is why the 
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amount of daylight varies from summer to winter, with polar regions 

having the extremes of the midnight sun in summer and eternal night 

in winter, while the tropics may experience 10to 14 hours of daylight 

throughout the year.  In between the Tropics and the Polar Circles 

are the midlatitudes.     

Tropical climates are characterised by warm temperatures all year 

round and high rainfalls during certain seasons.  Typically they will 

have two distinct seasons: a Wet or Monsoon season in summer, 

during which the bulk of their rainfall occurs; and a Dry season in 

winter, in which comparatively little rain falls1.  There is also a short 

time towards the end of the Dry, before the monsoon arrives, when it 

becomes hot and very humid.  This is known as the Buildup.   

Weather in the tropics is dominated by the trade winds, easterly 

winds which blow almost all the time, especially in the Dry season.  

Trade winds are generally associated with fine weather.  In the Wet 

Season the winds can reverse and become westerly; when this 

occurs it is known as the monsoon.     

Tropical cyclones, also known as typhoons or hurricanes, can affect 

tropical regions during the Wet season.  They usually start over the 

warm tropical oceans as low pressure systems which then intensify.  

They can continue to intensify while they are over the warm tropical 

waters, but once they make landfall or move too far from the tropics, 

they start to weaken.  Over land, the friction of the earth’s surface 

forces the winds to slow and weaken, while the cooler waters away 
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from the tropics do not supply the heat that is their major source of 

energy.     

The midlatitudes have the typical four seasons which most readers 

are familiar with: summer, autumn (fall), winter and spring.  These are 

the regions most affected by synoptic scale systems: the highs and 

lows; the fronts, troughs and ridges -- all are typical features of the 

midlatitudes.  Prevailing winds tend to be westerly, and systems will 

move from west to east.     

Typically, high pressure systems are associated with fine weather 

while low pressure systems bring instability and undesirable weather.  

This is not always the case, as the stability brought by a high 

pressure system can manifest as thick decks of fog, low cloud, or 

unceasing drizzle.  Likewise, regions under the influence of a low 

pressure system may experience nothing more than a few brief 

showers.  Fronts represent an air mass boundary, so a cold front will 

have cooler air behind and warmer air in front and vice versa for 

warm fronts.  Cold fronts are usually preceded by thick low cloud, 

with perhaps some drizzle or steady rain.  As the front passes, the 

sky will clear, only to be dotted with convective cloud: puffy, bubbly 

cloud that can grow into a storm before your eyes.  The winds will 

also weaken and change direction as the front passes,  particularly 

because of the sometimes very strong winds that precede a cold 

front.  Warm fronts are followed by thick low cloud that can produce 

considerable rainfall.     
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Polar regions also experience the four seasons, and in many ways 

the weather is similar to that of the midlatitudes.  Polar weather is 

dominated by a series of fronts, with associated fierce winds and 

severe storms.  As in the tropics, the prevailing winds will be easterly 

while weather systems move to the east.     

One of the most fascinating aspects of the polar regions is the 

daylight extremes.  During summer, daylight hours increase 

dramatically, culminating in 24 hours of daylight at solstice.  At this 

time the sun, instead of rising and setting, will appear to move in a 

circle.  Conversely, there is the endless night at the winter solstice, 

when the sun is diametrically opposite the Polar Circle.  

A planet’s speed of rotation also affects the day length, although it 

influences the length of the entire diurnal cycle rather than the ratio of 

daylight hours to night.  A lot of weather is caused by daytime heating 

and night time cooling.  Decreasing the length of the diurnal cycle will 

decrease the amount of heating that can take place and temperatures 

will not vary much between day and night.  Lengthening the amount 

of sunlight will allow a much larger range of temperatures during the 

diurnal cycle and also allow for more severe weather with the 

increased heating.   

Changing the planet's rotation speed also affects one of the major 

influences on the weather - the Coriolis force.  This is the reason 

cyclones rotate clockwise in the Southern Hemisphere and anti-

clockwise in the Northern Hemisphere, but it is not why the water 

drains out of your sink the way it does.  This is a popular myth, but in 
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fact the geometry of your sink has more to do with the direction of 

rotation.  The Coriolis force is due to the rotation of the earth; 

however, its magnitude is directly proportional to the speed of the 

flow.  On the small scale that is your sink, the Coriolis force is 

miniscule compared to the effect of the shape of your sink.  It’s on the 

much larger scale of synoptic weather systems that the Coriolis force 

has a major influence.  Even smaller weather systems can be too 

small.  Tornadoes can spin in either direction, since the major 

rotational force is the centripetal force.  The Coriolis force increases 

with the speed of rotation of your planet, and varies according to 

latitude, strongest near the Poles and weakest at the equator.     

Climates are not determined by the planet’s place and orientation in 

the universe alone.  The geography of an area also has an 

enormous influence, especially such features as mountains and 

oceans.     

Mountain ranges are a staple of fantasy worldbuilding.  They are a 

useful way to separate groups of people, but they come along with an 

extra set of rules for the weather.  One of the most common effects is 

a rain shadow, where the windward side of a mountain range 

receives much more rain than the lee side.  This is most effective with 

mountain ranges perpendicular to the prevailing winds, and receiving 

onshore winds.  Basically, the warm, moist air goes up the mountain 

slope, and as it rises it cools.  As it cools, the humidity of the air 

increases until there is condensation and clouds form.  The cloud 

may then rain, depositing its moisture on the windward side of the 
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mountain and leaving the other dry.  Even if it doesn’t rain, there is 

often more cloud on one side of a mountain due to this same effect.     

A similar process can produce fog overnight, as cool moist air is 

pushed up the mountain slope and condenses.  Fog can also form as 

the cool air descends into the valley and condenses as the overnight 

land temperature drops.   

On the lee side of a mountain range, there can often be quite strong 

downslope winds.  As the dry air descends it warms, and this can 

result in large temperature and humidity differences, which in turn can 

produce strong, hot winds.  A typical example of this is the chinook, 

which flows down the eastern side of the Rocky Mountains in the US.   

A similar effect, but with a different cause, is the katabatic wind of 

Antarctica.  Cold, dense air flows down the slopes of the Antarctic 

plateau, and with the combination of gravity and the near frictionless 

surface of the ice, the cold air accelerates rapidly as it is channelled 

through valleys, reaching speeds of up to 320 km/h.     

Altitude will also affect the climate of an area.  In the atmospheric 

layer in which we live, the air temperature decreases with altitude, 

making some parts of the world colder than they would otherwise be 

according to latitude.  Much of southern Africa is on a plateau, and 

the climates there are generally colder than the sea level climates of 

Australia, which are at similar latitudes.     

Mountains are not the only geographical feature to affect the climate 

of a region.  Oceans and other water bodies have their own local 
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effects, although oceans generally have a larger influence than 

smaller water bodies such as rivers and lakes.     

Oceans have a moderating effect on temperatures, with coastal areas 

having extreme temperatures than those inland.  This is due to the 

difference in the thermal coefficients of land and water.  The land 

heats up and cools down much more quickly than water, which goes 

through a much smaller temperature range.     

This is also the source of the sea breeze, with the temperature 

difference between land and water inducing an air circulation with 

cool onshore winds at the surface.  This is another reason for coastal 

areas to remain cooler during the day, since the sea breeze helps to 

cool the land.  Sometimes the sea breeze is so important it is given a 

name.  In Perth, Western Australia, there is a regular afternoon sea 

breeze in summer, and it’s known locally as the Fremantle Doctor, for 

the port district of Fremantle and the relief from the heat that the sea 

breeze brings.  The opposite can also occur, with overnight land 

breezes forming, although these are usually much weaker.   

Ocean currents also play a major role in local climate.  Generally 

speaking2, ocean currents flow clockwise in the Northern Hemisphere 

and anticlockwise in the South.  This means that the western side of 

a continent will have the cold polar water flowing along its coast, 

bringing cool sea breezes in the heat of summer but also thick fogs 

as the cool, moist air interacts with the warmer land.  Eastern 

continental boundaries experience the warm equatorial waters, which 

can result in milder winters for those regions.  There are exceptions 
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of course, like the Leeuwin Current off the Western Australian coast.  

Although the cold West Australian Current does flow from the south 

along the coast, over the top is a shallow warm current from the 

north, the Leeuwin Current, which is thought to be a branch of the 

East Australian Current, flowing through Indonesia before making its 

way down the Western Australian coast.     

When you’re worldbuilding, let your imagination run wild.  Maybe your 

world spins on its side, as Uranus does, or has no tilt at all.  Perhaps 

the orbit is highly elliptical, so that summers are extremely hot while 

the winters are extremely cold.  How many seasons do your people 

recognise?  Take a look around your own region; how does local 

geography affect the weather?  Perhaps you are in the rain shadow 

of a mountain, or enjoy the cool sea breezes off the ocean.     

   

1 The Dry doesn’t have to be completely dry, although it 

can be.  In some areas it just rains “normally” during the 

dry, rather than the flooding rains of the monsoon. (back) 

2 Very generally speaking.  Currents don’t just go around 

in circles, they branch off, merge, have mini-circulations...  

A good atlas will show the major currents of the world. 

(back) 
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Flora, Fauna, Fiction  

By Valerie Serdy  
© 2001, By Valerie Serdy  

 

My mother is an avid bird watcher.  Through osmosis I learned robins 

are the harbingers of spring, cardinals stay year round, and ironically 

named snowbirds, looking like small lumps of dusty coal, arrive with 

the winter snows.  Growing up, I assumed everyone knew this.  

Worse, I assumed that all parts of the country had the same birds in 

the same seasons.  

Seven years later, after moving from St. Louis to Seattle, I know 

better.  Robins stay year round out here.  We don't even have 

cardinals and snowbirds.  Red-winged blackbirds and flickers fly in for 

the summer and migrate out during our mild, rainy winters.  By 

volunteering with the local high school's environmental science class, 

I soon met teens who did not know what a robin was.  After this 

revelation, I noticed the same dichotomy in fiction.  

Some writers choose words like delphinium, trillium and foxglove, 

while others use the generic term wildflowers.  Some show us crocus 

blooming with asters and daisies as proof of magic, others show a 

multitude of flowers impossibly blooming out of season together.  One 

author writes of the haunting call of a grebe while another comments 

of the raucous call of a water bird.  
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It's all about description.  Why say walk, when you can say run, 

gallop, stride, skip?  Why say flower, when you can say trillium, lily, or 

bleeding heart?  Why say duck when you can say grebe, loon, or 

mallard?  

Not only does each of these descriptive terms provide more 

information to the reader in terms of what, they also give more 

information in terms of when.  Most things in nature have a season: 

flowers bloom, fruit sets and ripens, and leaves fall off trees.  Animals 

mate, babies are born, and some animals hibernate.  Birds and bats 

migrate.  Knowing how seasons affect your natural world will provide 

deeper, more realistic settings.   

People rarely live in vacuums; they have been watching plants and 

animals as a means of predicting seasons for years.  My mom is a 

big believer in these signs.  She watches the migrating patterns of 

birds to predict how hard the next winter will be.  She even watches 

wooly worms (an orange and brown fuzzy caterpillar): the darker a 

wooly worm's stripes, the harder the winter will be.  And she's not the 

only one.  The Farmer's Almanac is full of tidbits like this.  

But you have to get it right.  Ignoring seasonal rules can either throw 

your reader out of the story or provide conflict if you recognize the 

unusual occurrence.  Most seasonal information can be learned 

through simple observation and the help of a good guidebook or 

knowledgeable friend.  If you haven't been paying attention to your 

environment closely before now, this will take some time.  What 
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follows are some general observations and specific suggestions to 

watch for when you start waking up to your world.  

Trees  

Deciduous, or leafy, trees set buds in spring.  Trees don't all set buds 

at the same time.  Those that bud out first, like the cottonwoods and 

ornamental plums near my house, will be your harbingers of spring. 

 If the previous winter was overly cold or long, bud set will be 

delayed.  As temperatures warm to summer, leaves grow and tree 

canopies thicken.  If summers are dry, some trees will droop and their 

leaves may change color and drop early.  Leaves change color when, 

as fall nears, the evening temperatures drop.  If the temperatures 

don't get very cold, those spectacular fall colors will be muted.  (I 

haven't had a good season of leaf peeping since I moved to Seattle.)  

Notice what color different leaves turn.  Maples in Seattle turn orange 

and red, cottonwood leaves only turn yellow.  In Colorado, fall is very 

golden because of all the aspens.  Again, different trees drop their 

leaves at different times and not all trees drop their leaves in fall.  In 

St. Louis, oak leaves die on the tree and remain there until they’re 

pushed off in spring by the new leaves.  

If you can't identify your leafy trees yet, now's a good time to learn.  I 

find it's significantly easier to identify trees by the shape and size of 

their leaves than by their trunks, bark, and canopy.  Leaves are falling 

now, making it trivial to collect several and look them up in a 

guidebook.  
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St. Louis has no native evergreens, so until I moved to Seattle, I 

didn't think these trees had seasonal changes.  I've since learned that 

in spring, conifers haze over in what looks like pale green or blue 

mists as new sprigs grow on the tips of existing branches.  In 

summer, this new growth darkens to match the rest of the tree.  If 

summers are particularly dry, many trees, like the Douglas fir, will 

shoot up long leaders, with few spreading branches, giving the tree 

an unbalanced, spindly look.  Dry summers will also cause some 

trees, like cedars, to brown, droop, or drop needles.  And in fall, many 

drop cones.  Typically, though, the seasonal changes for conifers are 

much less dramatic than for deciduous trees.  

Berries and Fruits  

Berries and fruits feed not only people but birds and animals as well.  

Some birds migrate just to eat certain berries.  In spring, berry 

bushes and brambles put out flowers and few leaves.  As with trees, 

different berries bloom first.  Salmonberry, with its fuchsia flowers, 

blooms first in Seattle, followed by blackberry's white blossoms.  

Berry bushes are particularly busy in the spring as bees and other 

insects pollinate the flowers.  Leaves appear more thickly in summer, 

obscuring the new fruits as the flowers die off.  Berries almost all start 

green in spring and slowly ripen to their true color in summer.  Once 

fruit is ripe, birds, slugs, bears, campers, almost everything, comes 

out of the woodwork to eat them.  Berries also ripen at different times; 

salmonberries are usually gone before the blackberries are ripe.  If 

you live in berry country, pay attention to all the berries specific to 
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your area.  We also have thimbleberries, huckleberries, blueberries, 

salal, and others I'm only now just learning.  

If you don't live in berry country, watch for vineyards and orchards.  

Grapes are technically a berry and follow similar patterns.  Small 

vineyards can be found almost everywhere summers are dry; I'm told 

Missouri is becoming known for its wines.  

Don't judge when a fruit is in season in your area by what's available 

in the grocery stores.  Food is a global business and those peaches 

you see in the store in December probably came from South 

America.  Visit local orchards, farmer's markets, or roadside stands 

for more accurate information and better tasting fruit.  

Flowers  

Flowers are difficult.  Not only are there hundreds of varieties, many 

are bred to bloom longer and in more climates and colors than they 

might naturally.  To learn more about garden flowers, visit a local 

nursery, botanical garden, or arboretum.  A good book from the 

library will also help you learn more about which flowers are in 

season when.  Crocus, daffodils, and tulips are common spring 

flowers.  Roses bloom in summer.  Asters and mums are common fall 

flowers.  
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Animals  

Most wild animals are shy and secretive so it's harder to observe 

them.  However, all animals go through seasonal changes, even my 

indoor cats.  

In summer, hibernating animals begin hoarding food.  Squirrels can 

become quite aggressive when you approach their caches.  In fall, 

some animals begin putting on their winter coats and some will 

migrate, hibernate, or change their coat color.  In late winter or early 

spring, hibernating animals wake.  Most animals shed their thick 

winter coats; some animals' fur, like the snowshoe hare's, darkens to 

better match their surroundings.  

Spring and fall are common times for mating, depending on the 

animal.  We were kept awake all last February as coyotes bayed at 

the moon during their mating season; their pups came out in 

summer.  Deer and elk tend to mate in the fall, bringing out new 

babies in spring. Domesticated animals also have typical mating 

seasons; just try finding kittens in the middle of winter.  

If you want to learn more about the native wildlife in your area, look 

for small local zoos and wildlife parks, such as Northwest Trek in 

Washington and Lone Elk Park in Missouri.  Friends that live in 

particularly woodsy or rural areas will often have useful insights as 

well.  Visit any small family farm for more info about domesticated 

animals.  
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Birds  

Many birds migrate in spring and winter.  Put up a birdfeeder (or talk 

to your neighbors) to see which birds come and go in your area.  

Guidebooks will outline generalities but, if you live near a wetland or 

in a large city near a park, your mileage may vary.  In spring, mating 

and nest-building begins.  Birds guarding nests are typically more 

aggressive and will scold people and other animals that get too 

close.  Eggs hatch in summer; most evidence of this is broken shells 

on the ground and lots of anxious cheeping from hungry chicks.  

Parents fly back and forth all day to provide food.  Some birds have 

two clutches a year, bringing out two crops of babies to gawk over.  

When the weather starts cooling, some birds migrate in and out of the 

area.  

Guidebooks and Neighbors  

I love guidebooks but it can be hard to find a good one.  Look for a 

book with photographs or sketches and text descriptions of each 

picture.  A good book will also include habitat and mating 

information.  I prefer two guides for birds: One book with sketches 

and another with photographs.  Sketches easily pinpoint specific 

markings that photographs can hide depending on the position of the 

bird.  The size of plants can be misleading in guidebook photos, too.  

Often you need to see close-ups of the leaf and stem structure to 

make an accurate identification, but these close-up pictures tend to 

magnify the perceived size of the plant.  Read the text description 

carefully.  Guidebooks are better bets than garden books for the 
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plants found natively in your area.  Make sure that you choose a 

guidebook specific to your area.  Guides can be as general as Birds 

of North America or as specific as Animal Tracks of Washington and 

Oregon.  (It's often easier to find these more specific books at local 

zoos and museums.)  

And don't underestimate the knowledge of your neighbors.  Amateur 

naturalists often provide information that scientists use to show the 

effects of global warming and pollution.  You don't need a fancy 

degree to become an expert on your surroundings; you just need to 

be a careful observer.  And as writers, that's something we should all 

be striving for.  

One final note for SF and fantasy writers. Create your own plants and 

animals if it pleases you, but remember that all plants and animals go 

through some seasonal changes.  Don't forget to include that in your 

world building.  And please don't simply rename an Earth creature.  I 

recently read an otherwise commendable book that threw me out of 

the story every time the author spoke of the elga--a saltwater fish that 

migrated to fresh water to spawn.  A salmon by any other name…  
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No Ordinary Days 

By Lazette Gifford  

© 2001, By Lazette Gifford  

 

Weather often plays an important part in my stories, from a drought 

on an already desolate world (leading to battle over the remaining 

water supply), to a blizzard that masks a magical attack in a fantasy 

novel.  My stories are peppered with rainstorms, winds, lightning, 

snow and drought. I love working with weather-related events.   

Part of this is because I live in a place where the whims of nature can 

affect even the economy of the area.  A bad summer might foretell 

the ruin of many farming families, either through excessive heat and 

drought, or through hail and flooding.  That means less sales in town, 

and might force layoffs as businesses have less income.  In the 

smaller towns it can mean the demise of entire stores.  It isn't just a 

sudden devastating storm that can destroy areas.  There are longer 

and more insidious attacks against civilization.   

We experience all four true seasons here, which include the 

wonderful colors of both spring and autumn, as well as the severity of 

dangerous summer storms and frigid winter blizzards. Weather is not 

just the changing of seasons or the passing of storms.  People are 
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affected by what happens in ways that go far beyond the immediate 

discomfort of inclement weather.     

My love of storms is reflected not just in my writing.  As soon as the 

sky clouds over or the first flakes begin to fall, I usually grab my 

camera and head out. I want to understand what I see, and often I 

write about it later in stories.  This has led to an amateur study of 

meteorology, with the usual stack of books on the subject piled up on 

shelves.  However, there are two that I always keep close to my 

writing desk. The first is Audubon Society Field Guide to North 

American Weather.  (I also have Audubon Field Guides to several 

other things, including Birds, Insects, Trees, Flowers and Sea Shells.  

No, there aren't any seas in Nebraska...) The first 176 pages of the 

guide book are filled with fascinating information on everything from 

how clouds are created by convection (sun) or orographic (mountain) 

lifting, to the formation of dust devils.  This information is followed by 

page after page of wonderful pictures covering nearly every aspect of 

weather.   

Do your characters look up and worry because the sky is 

growing cloudy?  What sort of clouds would they be looking at, and 

what type of weather would that portend?  You can add a new level of 

detail to your stories by picking up this one book and making a study 

of it.  And don't overlook this idea just because you are writing about 

other worlds.  Even if your imagined planet is completely different 

from Mother Earth, you will still have some sort of weather there.  
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Check this book out to see if anything sparks an idea of how climate 

would be handled in your system.   

The second book I keep around is probably terribly outdated -- the 

copyright is 1974.  The title is Meteorology: Weather and Climate and 

it's actually a textbook.  If you want to learn why the winds move the 

way they do, or what is likely to happen if your mage suddenly 

introduced a rain storm in a drought, you might want to find a book 

like this one and take some time to study it.  You'll gain a greater 

understanding of what types of conditions you need to create a 

weather-related incident for your story.  Battling against the apparent 

whims of nature only work if the author understands that there are 

factors that must be present to create a massive snowstorm, a 

hurricane, or a tornado.   

But what is it like to actually be in one of these storms?  How does 

the weather feel when you're standing out in it, and what can you 

expect to happen?  Here are few notes on what I've experienced, as 

well as things I've learned from others.   

Spring and autumn are fairly calm seasons, though you can get 

surprise weather in either one.  I am going to concentrate on the 

more severe seasons, however.   

Winter is fascinating for me.  I always look forward to the first 

snowstorms.  There is nothing quite like standing outside in the dark 

of night, watching the snow fall down around you, with the soft brush 

of icy flakes against your warm skin. The world is quieter, and the 
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night brighter, as the white snow picks up any bit of ambient light and 

reflects it.    

However, just because this is the Midwest, we are not always 

guaranteed snow.  There have been several years when we've only 

gotten a light coating of snow at best, and suffered through three or 

more months of cold, dead, brown ground instead of the pretty 

covering of white.  Winter does not even guarantee cold -- but if you 

are writing about a farming area like that in the middle of America, 

consider that the lack of a cold season can have a detrimental effect 

on some crops.  Many of them must have a cold season as part of 

their growing cycle.   

And here's a little bit of information some people don't usually realize 

-- it often has to warm up a bit to snow.  If the weather is too cold, 

there won't be any moisture in the air, so no condensation and no 

snow.  This is not always the case, but in this area we usually worry 

more when the temperatures pick up a bit after a long cold stretch.  

Continuous days in the sub-zero range may have a lot of blowing 

snow, but will rarely have new accumulations.   

The early and late storms of winter can be the most 

dangerous for several reasons.  When the weather is just starting to 

turn toward snow, the first storm of the season might actually be in 

the form of an ice storm.  These can be very destructive.  Ice can 

build up on power lines and pulls them down, it can cover trees and 

break off branches, and it can coat streets and sidewalks in a glass-
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like glaze.  In spring, this -- or a late snowstorm -- can mean the 

death of newly emerging plants.  Ice storms are often the worst 

weather to be out in.  Neither driving nor walking is safe, and if there 

is any sort of wind it causes even more destruction as ice-weighed 

limbs break, taking down anything in their path.  Imagine trying to 

walk on such a covering with the wind blowing! However, such 

weather is gorgeous as well.  Everything glitters, even at night.  

Jewels hang from every tree, and if the sun comes out after such a 

storm, the world is filled with tiny rainbows.   

You might also get this effect after overnight condensation, followed 

by pre-dawn sub-freezing temperatures. It's likely to melt off early in 

the day in those cases.  Another form is rime frost, a thin white 

covering over everything.  The trees look as though they've been 

dipped in powdered sugar.   

An ice storm followed by a snow adds a new level of danger.  People 

who did not witness the first part of the storm may not be aware that 

there is ice under the snow.  This is especially perilous if they are 

driving in from another area that did not experience ice first.  Quite 

often the major highways will be closed down in weather of this type.  

Even an experienced driver can lose control on a patch of ice and 

find himself off the road.  There are more accidents in this area in an 

ice/snow storm than at any other time.   

How fast does the weather change?  Usually there is a slow cooling 

from day to day, but that's not always the case.  I remember one 

autumn day in particular: We had temperatures in the 80's (F) during 
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the afternoon, but a cold front came through and the temperature 

dropped 40 degrees in one hour. That was very dangerous, and there 

were thunderstorms and tornadoes everywhere in the area.  The 

temperature continued to drop, and by midnight that night we had 

three inches of snow.   

When you look at a picture of a snow-covered scene, you 

might think the snow has fallen in a flat, even layer.  This never quite 

the case:  If the snow has covered a field, there will always be 

indentations in the ground beneath it -- little bumps and ridges, dips 

and holes -- that can trip the unwary traveler. Also, snow rarely just 

falls straight down. There is almost always wind associated with the 

storms, and that means drifts.  Snow will blow around any obstacle, 

from a tree to a house to a hill, and pile up higher along the edges. A 

snowstorm of five inches with a good wind can produce waist-high 

drifts without much trouble.   

Roads, which by their nature are pretty much flat and open, are 

especially prone to drifting snow.  In this area the major highways will 

usually be closed during any serious storm, stranding travelers 

wherever they can find shelter.  Even a storm with only a couple 

inches can be treacherous.  Winds blowing can cause whiteout 

conditions, often making it impossible to see the edges of the road.  

Sometimes motorists caught in this weather will drive with their door 

open, doing their best to keep an eye on the road and not find 

themselves driving off it at a curve.   Most cars will also 'buck' as they 



Holly Lisle's Vision  102 
 

hit even small drifts, making a very bumpy and unpleasant ride, 

especially if the wind is also blowing against the vehicle, causing it to 

slip on any patch of ice.  During the winter, road condition reports in 

this area include the percentage of snow and ice pack.   

This area has been settled since long before motorized 

vehicles and Interstate Highways, of course.  I have often tried to 

imagine what life would be like if I was dealing with such storms with 

only horses and perhaps wagons. Pulling a wagon over a dirt track 

filled with snow drifts must have been a terrible experience.  Of 

course the people did prepare better for the hard winters than we 

generally do.  They knew they were not 'running to the store' as soon 

as the weather cleared up a bit.   

I recently heard a bit of lore that may not be true, but makes a nice 

story idea.  When ranchers began fencing in their areas, they often 

covered the tops of fence posts with old boots. This protected the 

wood from the weather, but it had an added function: the boot heels 

were always pointed back toward the ranch house where people 

could find sanctuary during winter storms.   

Most snowfalls in my area are a couple inches at a time; just enough 

to cover the ground, and make certain that sidewalks, driveways, and 

streets need to be scooped.  However, we have had our share of 

heavy snows as well.  One such storm hit us several years ago, when 



Holly Lisle's Vision  103 
 

my husband and I lived about twenty miles away in a small town, and 

drove to and from work in the city.  The storm hit in the early 

afternoon, and by the time we were ready to head for home, there 

were already several inches on the ground.  We considered staying in 

town, but both of us wanted to get home.  We drove out to the 

highway just to see how it looked.  It really wasn't too bad.  We could 

see clearly for a mile or more, and the road wasn't badly covered.  

Besides, we happened to spot a snowplow just heading down the 

road, so we fell in behind him.   

However, snow can run in heavy bands, and just a couple 

miles from town we hit some very bad weather.  By then, the road 

behind us was already drifting over just moments after we had 

passed, and the opposite side of the road was not cleared at all. We 

could not turn around.  We stuck close to the plow, our only hope of 

getting through.  We weren't in any real danger, however.  There are 

farms and towns scattered all along the road and we could have 

taken refuge anywhere along there.  However, as long as the plow 

kept going, we stayed with him.   

Then we hit an unexpected snag in our plans to get home.  The plow 

reached the turn-off that headed the last eight or so miles to the small 

town where we lived -- and he started to turn around.  We had only 

two choices: try to follow him back, or turn north and hope that the 

road -- which didn't look as badly covered -- was drivable.  We 

decided to head north, always keeping in mind how far it was 
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between the farms in this area, and that we could barely see the road 

at all in the snow fall.   

The driver of the plow saw our signal.  He pulled out of his turn and 

headed up the northern road, going as far as our town where we 

turned off, before he turned around and headed back.  We never 

knew who drove that plow, but he got us home that night. We made it 

only half a block into town before we had to abandon the car and 

walk the rest of the way -- only a few blocks, mind you. We had over 

two feet of snow before morning, and were trapped at home for three 

days before the town was dug out and the roads reopened.  I would 

never consider doing something like that again.  Yes, we could have 

walked to farmhouses -- if we could have found them.  People often 

drive off roads in such storms, and because the snow is falling so 

heavily, they can't find the road or see homes, and many of them die 

of exposure.   

Winter changing to spring can also have ice storms like autumn, but 

more often the weather-related problem at that time is a combination 

of rainstorms and snow melt.  If the rains come too early it aids in 

melting the snow, but because the ground beneath the snow is still 

frozen, there is no chance of absorption.  If there is a lot of snow 

and/or a lot of rain, this leads to flooding, often along the rivers and 

streams that are inundated with more water than they can hold.  A 

factor that can be added to make flooding even more interesting is 

the possibility of ice jams on the rivers.  If it has been cold enough for 

the top layer of the river to freeze over, these huge slabs of ice will 

break apart and float down stream for a ways before piling up and 
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causing a blockage.  There is also, in a violent flood, a great deal of 

debris being pulled down into the streams.  Sometimes this will start 

getting caught in areas -- under bridges is a likely spot -- and build up 

till it causes a block, and waters flood out around it.  As added 

trouble, the pressure of that water against the blockage will often 

destroy the bridge as well.   

Severe summer weather takes several different forms.  

Locally, we have suffered through several drought years, which are 

often made worse by incredible combinations of heat and humidity.  

When you see a report that says the heat index was 115, that isn't 

just a pretend number.  Those combinations of actual heat and 

humidity are deadly, and people who don't take them seriously are 

often in for unpleasant surprises.  And not only people suffer; there 

have been several occasions over the last few years where farm 

animals have died in the thousands because there was no way to get 

them relief from this type of weather.  Remember that hen houses 

and barns are not air-conditioned.   

Here is another bit of weather lore that might come in handy for a 

story.  I've used it myself.  Droughts often end not just in a rainstorm, 

but in a massive flood.   

Summer in the Midwest usually brings to mind the specter of 

thunderstorms and tornadoes, though.  The American Midwest 
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experiences more tornadoes than any other area of the world. That 

does not, however, mean that they are a constant threat.  The 

weather needed to produce such storms includes high humidity, 

excessive heat, and a strong cold front -- and even then, it is more 

likely to produce a thunderstorm than anything worse.     

Thunderstorms can be dangerous enough. Straight-line 

winds (as opposed to the spiral winds of a tornado) can reach over 

100mph in storms, and do extensive damage all their own.  Add in 

hail, which can come in sizes from pea to softball, and the amount of 

destruction to buildings, cars and crops can be devastating.  

While hailstorms are usually brief, there have been cases 

where enough has fallen to cover the ground.  Hail is incredibly hard, 

and comes down with great force.  It can easily dent the top of cars, 

break out windshields, and destroy roofs of houses.  It can also shred 

all the leaves on trees and bushes.   

But even so, it's nothing to the destruction brought by a tornado.  

These are categorized, like hurricanes, by the strength of their winds 

from an F0 to an F5.  An F0 might do light damage over as far as a 

mile.  An F5 might destroy everything over several hundred miles.   

Just four days before I sat down to write this article, a tornado tore 

through the small town of Jackson, Nebraska, which is only ten miles 

from where I live.  My husband and I were out at the time the twister 

struck.  There had been reports of bad weather in the area, but that's 
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not at all unusual in the summer.  We had headed for the bank and 

the store, and were caught in a torrential rainfall that threatened to 

flood streets.  There was hail as well, though not much.  Even after 

the rain there was an oppressive, sticky heat in the air, which is never 

a good sign.  Dark, high-topped clouds were all around us, but we 

could also see clear skies in many places.   

While pulling away from the store, we saw a funnel cloud 

form overhead, though it did not touch down.  It was about half an 

hour later that we learned about Jackson, and spent several frantic 

hours trying to find information on friends who lived in the town. The 

first reports (audio only, even in this age of instant news) said that 

there was massive damage.  It was nearly three hours before we had 

a video view, and that was with news teams no more than fifteen 

miles from the town.  There was no way to get into town because 

huge trees had been uprooted and covered the road.   

The tornado had spared our friends, but completely destroyed ten 

houses, the telephone exchange, the post office, as well as damaging 

several others, including the school that had been built in the 1800's 

and was probably the oldest school facility still in use in the state.  

There were no deaths and only minor injuries, but only because the 

storm hit before many people had gotten home from work.   

The tornado was later confirmed as an F2. This was by far not the 

strongest type of tornado, but it completely destroyed entire houses.  

It had taken less than two minutes to pass through this town. If, as a 
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writer, you are looking for a way to unsettle your characters, this is 

one of the most dramatic. However, you cannot just throw a tornado 

in without the proper conditions, which include excessive heat and 

humidity colliding with an incoming cold front.   

Two statements have stayed with me from the storm that struck 

Jackson.  The first was from a woman who told how she had to hold 

on to the arms of two of her children who were lifted off the ground 

and were being pulled away while their house was destroyed around 

them.  Imagine being that woman or those children!  It wasn't until 

after the storm had passed, and she knew that they were safe, that 

she realized a board was imbedded in her ankle.  Hers was the worst 

injury in town.  Her husband had been driving home and saw the 

tornado go through town, and arrived to find his home gone.  He 

thought he had also lost his wife and five children.   

The town's priest made the second statement.  Several people saw 

the tornado heading straight for the Catholic Church, but it veered at 

the last moment, broke only one window, and leapt across the road 

where it damaged the school instead. When asked if he thought God 

had directed the storm, the priest said that if it had been God's work 

He would have destroyed the church and saved the homes.   

It's important to consider reactions like this when you write about 

destruction of any sort.  How do the people feel afterwards?  What 

did those people lose in those ten homes?  The stories for the last 

few days have been about the clean-up and the rare pieces of their 
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lives that somehow survived:  a gilded baby shoe, a grandchild's 

picture, clothing strewn up in the trees.   

So, after all these horror stories, I can just see some of you shaking 

your heads and wondering why anyone would live in this area.  I 

know why I would find it very difficult to move anywhere else:  I love 

the weather here.  Not the destruction it sometimes causes, of course 

-- but the sheer grandeur of some storms is exhilarating.  I have stood 

outside on cold snowy nights and felt the ice hitting my face as the 

world turns white around me.  I've sat by the porch window and 

watched lightning stretch across the sky, and felt the wind rattle the 

house.   

And then there is the joy of seeing the world awaken and 

turn green each spring, and later in the year the beauty of watching 

the rich autumn colors spread as the world drifts toward the cold 

sleep of winter once more.  I know that other areas have their own 

beauty.  I've lived in such places; but for me, the pageantry of these 

seasons and their special storms will never grow dull.  

Audubon Society Field Guide to North American Weather  David M 

Ludlum 

 ISBN: 0-679-40851-7 

Meteorology: Weather and Climate, Frank S. Sechrist and Edward 

Hopkins (This edition is 1976 -- there is no ISBN)
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Fantasy 

 Defying Definition  

By Sarah Jane Elliott  
Fantasy Moderator  

©2001, Sarah Jane Elliott  

 
I am often surprised by the most frequently asked question I receive 

when people learn that I write fantasy.  I’m met with a blank stare, or 

a smile and a nod, and asked,  “What is fantasy?”  After almost three 

years of being asked this question, finding an answer still isn’t any 

easier.  However, a recent series of discussions on the Forward 

Motion Community boards has helped illuminate this dark and murky 

subject.  

Genre (zhan-ruh):  "a kind or style, esp. of art or literature"  

- Oxford Reference Dictionary  

   

The problem in defining fantasy is that, like all genres, fantasy 

operates under a peculiar paradox:  the works within it define the 

genre, but in order to define it, a work must first be classified as part 

of the genre.  Genre definition is dynamic, in a constant state of flux 

as new works enter the market and force us to rethink our previous 

ideas of genre.     

To further complicate the matter, each genre can be divided into 

subgenres.  In fantasy there are divisions such as high fantasy, dark 

fantasy, urban fantasy, sword and sorcery... the list goes on.  New 
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subgenres are often created as authors are challenged to write new 

works that test those boundaries, ensuring that new works do not 

ultimately repeat those that came before.   Those works then become 

the benchmark for future works within those subgenres, and so on.   

But to step back and return to the original topic, what is fantasy?     

Much of the confusion lies in distinguishing it from its counterpart that 

also sits under the speculative fiction umbrella:  science fiction.  

Speculative fiction encompasses all works dealing with worlds that 

are not our own, be they worlds created entirely from the author’s 

mind, worlds that may be out there somewhere, worlds that may exist 

someday, or worlds that exist within our own.  It’s separating fantasy 

and science fiction that becomes tricky.  Dragons, for instance, seem 

to belong indisputably to the realm of fantasy, yet Anne McCaffrey 

states unequivocally that her Dragonriders of Pern series, arguably 

one of the most well-known dragon series, is science fiction.     

Traditionally, the lines between the two genres were quite firmly 

drawn.  Fantasy dealt with magic, and science fiction with technology.  

Tolkein versus Asimov.  Elf versus alien.  It might be said that science 

fiction is what might conceivably come to be, and fantasy is what can 

never be.  But lately, the lines have begun to blur.   

Perhaps this is due, in part, to the increasing volume of work in print.  

All of the traditional stories have been told and retold, and now 

authors must stretch to find new and original ideas that captivate an 

audience that has already read so much.  In Brown Girl in the Ring, 

Nalo Hopkinson tells a story of Caribbean gods and magic, set in a 

futuristic Toronto that has fallen victim to economic collapse and 

decay.  In Archangel, Sharon Shinn creates a pre-industrial world 
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overseen by angels who can communicate with their god, and in 

Jovah’s Angel she reveals them to be the descendants of interstellar 

travellers; the god to whom they pray is the ancient colony vessel 

itself.  Countless stories blend the seemingly magical powers of 

psychics with technology, such as John Wyndham’s The Chrysalids, 

which only reveals its science fiction connections in the last pages.  

As old boundaries shift and change, elements of the fantastic, of the 

mystical, are becoming more and more tightly interwoven with the 

traditional elements of SF.     

Fantasy, therefore, is incredibly difficult to define.  Throw a computer 

into a world of dinosaurs or dragons and you have science fiction.   

Throw a vision or a magical power onto a spaceship, and you still 

have science fiction, but you might also have fantasy.  The definition 

of "fantasy" is a very personal thing.  It varies from reader to reader, 

from editor to editor.  What one person may consider fantasy, another 

may consider science fiction (like Pern).  What one may consider 

horror, another may consider dark fantasy (such as Raymond E. 

Feist's Faerie Tale).  This is part of the reason why it’s sometimes 

difficult to find an author you’re looking for:  the author may consider 

their work part of one genre, the editor another, and the bookstore 

owner or librarian may have a different opinion entirely.  (I’ve found 

each book of Elizabeth Ann Scarborough’s Godmother trilogy shelved 

under SF/F, YA, and general fiction, respectively.)  Like an inkblot on 

paper, genre definitions can change with each person who considers 

them.   

I myself hate to categorize things, and  I enjoy reading stories that 

play one element off the other.  When writing fantasy I tend to 
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incorporate scientific explanations into wonders like the biology of 

magical creatures, and when writing science fiction I’ll throw in 

reincarnation, ghosts, and vision quests.  I consider the elements of 

science fiction to be those that are explained away logically.  

Conversely, the elements of fantasy are those not so easily 

explained, those shadows and dreams that leave something to the 

imagination, and capture an element of wonder.  Where science 

fiction inevitably runs up against the boundaries of logic and physics, 

fantasy lifts the story over them and carries it away.  To me, the 

definition of fantasy is as limitless as the imagination itself.     

Fantasy is whatever you need it to be.   

Special thanks to the contributors to the discussion:  Dan 

Goodman, June, Chris Hughes, Holly Lisle, Bryn 

Neuenschwander, Jim Mills, Shelby, Andi, Nick Bronaon, 

Jennifer St. Clair Bush, Venus, Bob Billing, Shane, Amy 

Shelton, Robert Sloan, Athlen, Jaedynn.  
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Horror 

Halloween: Breaking Down the Cliché  

by Ron Brown 
                                   Suspense & 

Mystery  Moderator 

©2001, By Ron Brown 

 

Though it is now a full year away, it is not too early to begin 

considering Halloween oriented pieces.  In fact, when you consider 

response times and publishing delay, starting now could help in 

getting a story ready in time for Halloween theme deadlines.  The 

most important aspect, however, of a Halloween horror story is to 

avoid clichés.  

Everyone has seen the stories about magical occurrences on the 

fabled night, and the doubly powerful evil if there is also a full moon.  

The stories where the barrier between this world and next weakens, 

and both good and evil spirits visit us, has been done.  It is not a bad 

story idea, and can still lead to many good narratives, but originality is 

at a premium, and starting with a stock plot makes that difficult.  If you 

doubt this, try making an amazingly original story about a vampire 

that falls in love and struggles with his decision to curse his fair lady 

with eternal life.  

Now, this does not mean that the holiday cannot be used in original 
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ways.  The key to good horror fiction is the creation of a sense of 

dread and fear.  Different writers use different methods to develop 

that within the reader, but that is the primary goal of a horror piece.  

To avoid a setting that assists in placing the reader in the proper state 

of mind would be foolish.  

Halloween makes people think of clichés.  When the reader sees a 

story set on October 31st, he or she will be awaiting the appearance 

of ghosts, spells, demons, etc.  An original story will use those 

thoughts, but will not satisfy them the way the reader expects.  

Another item needed for the horror story is surprise.  Showing the 

reader what is expected is not surprising and therefore not startling.  

If the reader is expecting ghosts, then hint at their existence.  The 

protagonists in the story can have the same feelings toward 

Halloween cliché's as the reader.  This will also make the reader 

connect with the characters.  They will share the fear and the 

anticipation.  However, when the evil is revealed, change the 

direction.  The reader should share the protagonist's surprise and 

revulsion at learning the truth.  

Imagine a traditional werewolf story.  The protagonist has uncovered 

a series of gruesome murders that have taken place on full moon 

nights.  He has removed his own disbelief in the existence of 

lycanthropes while uncovering the evidence.  In time, the protagonist 

has learned what he can about stopping the creature he had 

assumed was myth.  Then, when the hunt is nearing completion, he 

discovers that he is dealing with a normal man who has developed a 
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love of the taste of humans, but has been using the full moon to 

disguise his activities.  

If executed properly, this would be an original interpretation of the 

traditional werewolf tale.  Similarly, changes can be made to the 

Halloween clichés to make the story fresh.   

One note of caution: the twist must be believable.  Readers will be 

annoyed if the clues of magic or supernatural entity were too strong 

and never explained.  This type of story may take more work to 

create the believable twist, but the payoff will be a taut, frightening, 

original story -- precisely what publishers are seeking. 
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Poetry 

Autumn in Poetry 

By Jennifer St. Clair Bush 
Poetry Moderator 

©2001, Jennifer St. Clair Bush  

 
Autumn caught me unawares again this year. I blinked in April and 

when I opened my eyes the summer was gone, a passing memory 

never to return. The trees have begun to turn. Their leaves cast red 

and gold flames into the air when the wind blows, reminding everyone 

that winter is coming soon, and with it, a new year.  

I’m not sure if autumn outshines any other season in poetry, but it 

does host its share of unique occurrences: the harvest, Thanksgiving, 

Halloween, and the changing of the weather, reminding us all that 

winter is right around the corner. Autumn is quiet time for me, a 

chance to look back on my accomplishments or failures of the past 

year. It gives me a chance to prepare for winter and the coldness that 

comes with snow and ice.  

To me, autumn is the crunch of leaves under my feet when I walk 

down the street, the chatter of squirrels as they gather food for the 

winter to come, the bright splash of reds and golds that make my 

fingers itch for a camera. It is the crispness in the air and the 

changing of my wardrobe. It is apple cider and pumpkin pie. It is 

Thanksgiving, the yearly craft show and frost.  
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The poetry of autumn is usually filled with familiar sights and sounds, 

but it can also be filled with the smell of a loaf of freshly baked bread, 

spaghetti sauce simmering on the stove and filling the entire house 

with the pungent scent of tomatoes, herbs, and spices, or the familiar 

cry of trick-or-treaters as they walk from door to door in their 

fantastical costumes.  

When you are writing autumn poetry, as with any other season, draw 

on your own experiences of autumn and share what this season 

means to you. Your poetry will not only have deeper meaning to both 

you and your readers, but it will also strike a chord that will bridge 

whatever gaps you and your readers might possess.  

Lost in my thoughts,  

I did not notice the passage of the seasons.  

Summer fled in the wake of spring’s fury,  

And autumn crept in unawares when my back was turned.  

I blinked, and the trees were in flame.  

The air grew cold against my wondering skin.  

I found forgotten money  

in the pocket of a jacket I needed to wash.  

Perhaps I should  

dust off that list of resolutions  

while I still have time.  

The New Year beckons on the horizon,  

and this year is fading fast.  
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RPG 

Fantasy Adventure Writing 

By Christina Stiles 
RPG Moderator 

©2001, Christina Stiles  

 

I’ve spent the last few months writing a D20 fantasy adventure 

entitled Unhallowed Halls for Atlas Games, which will be published in 

April or May of 2002, so this topic quickly sprang to mind for a Vision 

article. Part I, presented below, is an overall look at the genres’ 

elements, and some things to consider if you are writing for this 

market. Part II, in the next issue, will look at the actual adventure 

format.   

Fictional Nonfiction   

Adventure, or module, writing fuses fictional elements like setting, 

plot, and characters with a logical, nonfiction style. Not only must your 

plot weave an interesting evening or two of gaming for the Game 

Masters’ players, but you must also provide the Game Master with 

the technical information (like character/monster game statistics and 

tactics or new magical item information) necessary to run the 

adventure in the game for which it is written. To do this, you must 

become very familiar with the game's core rulebooks; if you can’t 
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convince the game line’s editor that you know how to write for the 

game in question, you won’t sell her your storyline.    

You also have to think logically when writing adventures, as you 

second-guess the players’ actions and provide conditional responses 

to them. For example: “If the characters succeed in killing or 

bypassing the orc bandits, allowing none to escape, then the 

minotaur in Area 10 will not have been awakened. If any orcs escape, 

however, they warn the minotaur, and he rallies twenty more orcs and 

ten goblins to ambush the characters in the tunnels leading to his 

lair.”   

Before beginning your adventure, consider your plot type, adventure 

length, and the generic quality of your project, as these features 

affect your submission prospects.    

Adventure Plot Types   

Two plot styles typify adventure writing: the event-driven and the site-

driven plot. Event-driven adventures usually involve thwarting a 

villain’s plans or solving mysteries; in fact, many event-driven 

adventures spark the player characters’ involvement by presenting 

them with a kidnapping, murder, or a missing item of some 

importance. Timelines, conditional elements, and characters drive 

this plot type. My Unhallowed Halls adventure and most of Atlas 

Games’ Penumbra D20 line fall into this category.   

Site-driven adventures are those in which a locale, like a ruined 

castle or an evil temple, takes prominence, and the plot is minimal 
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and mostly concerns exploration. These adventure types may also be 

about thwarting villains, but most involve treasure hunting--a favorite 

character pastime. And, of course, castles and temples can and do 

exist in event-driven adventures, but the plot is the focus.    

If you are naturally drawn to mysteries, then event-driven adventures 

may be your forte. Take care in reading the company’s guidelines 

before you submit, however, as some companies and magazines 

prefer not to publish them. Dungeon magazine and Necromancer 

Games, for instance, prefer site-driven adventures.   

Adventure Lengths   

Adventures under 2,000 words, called "Side Treks" or "Treks," are 

equivalent to fiction’s short shorts, being drop-in plots to fill time 

between longer adventures or travels. You can find examples of 

these in Dungeon magazine and in Atlas’ most recent release, En 

Route. Writing a Trek could be an easy means to get your name out 

into the gaming community, and they are generally the only 

submissions you can send in without a formal proposal. 

Unfortunately, there are few markets for Treks.   

If you are writing an adventure up to 12,000 words, then the 

magazine market is appropriate, though anything over that is pushing 

it. For manuscripts longer than about 15,000 words, you may want to 

consider submitting to an actual game company for consideration. 

Game companies print these adventures as stand-alone adventures 

of 36 or more pages, and you can find numerous examples of them in 
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your local Waldenbooks or on Amazon.com. Of course, you’ll need to 

submit an adventure proposal for consideration in either venue. Be 

sure to look over the writer’s guidelines to know what things you 

should include in the proposal.   

Generic Content   

While writers love to build their own worlds, you as an adventure 

writer must fight the urge to detail your adventure with world-specific 

information—unless the game line you are writing for requires it. On 

the whole, editors prefer generic adventures that can be easily 

transplanted into another Game Master’s campaign. This isn’t to say 

that you can’t create new towns and cities, but you must be careful if 

your plotline revolves around the politics of these places, for another 

Game Master may be unable to equate these goings-on to societies 

in her campaign world.    

Self-publishing your adventures allows you to get more world-

specific, though it may limit your market—turning off those who are 

looking for new adventures in an already established campaign world. 

The gaming market is very much a niche field, so anything that 

broadens your readership is for the best.   

Okay, Now What?   

Okay, you’ve thought about these things, and you know where you 

stand with each. Now, you want to get cracking on the actual 

adventure. Well, join me next issue for Part II, and we’ll talk about the 

nuts and bolts of adventure building. Start that brainstorming!  
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Romance 

The Uses and Abuses of Mailing Lists 
How to Promote Yourself on Mailing Lists  

without Turning Fans into Enemies 

By Anne M. Marble 
Romance Moderator  

©2001, Anne M. Marble 

 

Imagine that you've become a published romance author. Your first 

book, Reforming Lord Ruthven, a vampire romance set during the 

Regency period, is due out soon. You know that most authors must 

depend on themselves to publicize their books. You've learned that 

mailing lists can be a powerful tool for self-promotion. However, to the 

unwary author, mailing lists can be a potential trap.   

Joining Mailing Lists   

Once you become a published author, you will probably want to join 

all the romance mailing lists and trumpet your success. The world 

must know about Reforming Lord Ruthven! Whoa. Put the brakes on. 

Joining the lists can be great, but not if you use those lists merely to 

promote yourself.  

From the start, you will face some obstacles. First, many other writers 

are doing the same thing, so your posts have to stand out. Second, 

readers have gotten tired of getting constant ads thrown at them by 
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authors who are only interested in promoting themselves and not 

interested in discussing topics. You have to prove yourself to them. If 

you join a list, don't just join it -- belong to it. Become a contributing 

member instead of simply using the list as a source of free 

advertising. The list's members (and moderators) will thank you.    

When you join a list, you'll see many other authors promoting 

themselves and never contributing. That doesn't mean you should do 

the same. Readers are savvy. They notice which authors overdo the 

promos, particularly those authors who publicize themselves but 

never pipe in on any discussions except to find a way to insinuate the 

titles of their books into the conversation.   

This doesn't mean that you shouldn't post promos. When you do 

make a promotional post, read the list's guidelines and follow the 

rules carefully. (If you're unsure of the rules, contact the moderator.) 

If the list doesn't allow promos, then don't post an announcement of 

your latest book. Make sure that the subject line of your promo is 

correct -- many lists require a label such as PROMO or WEBPR. 

Also, make sure that your post matches the purpose of the list. The 

people on a Regency romance mailing list might be interested in 

learning about your Regency vampire novel, but fans on a list 

dedicated to humorous contemporary romances won't care. If you 

make a mistake, apologize. Readers will take note and decide you're 

a class act.   

Be innovative. Don't just tell readers that your book is great. Try 

something different. Tell readers why you wrote that book, run a 
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contest from your web site, a link to a review, or include a short 

excerpt. Even better, why not use your new book as a jumping off 

point for discussion? For example, let's say you wrote Reforming 

Lord Ruthven because you read John Polidori's The Vampyre (the 

first vampire story in English) and thought you could make the 

villainous Lord Ruthven into a romance hero. Why not get readers 

interested in your story by asking them which famous villains would 

make good romance heroes?   

When you become an author, your online behavior is very important. 

When you join a large and busy list, chances are that not everybody 

will be a fan. Some readers might even post negative opinions about 

your novel. Poor Ruthven! Don't worry, Ruthven's a vampire, he's 

dealt with loss before. And you're a writer, so you've dealt with 

critiques before. If a reader says something bad about your novel, 

don't call her names, don't tell her she made you cry, and don't tell 

her she obviously has no taste. Be a good sport. She might become a 

huge fan of your next book -- unless you call her a scrofulous 

dunderhead on-line. Readers are entitled to their opinions, even 

negative ones. Keep that in mind and keep your cool.   

Avoid the temptation to recommend your book every time you see a 

chance. Let's say a fan on a list asks for suggestions of romance 

novels with sexually experienced heroines. While the heroine of 

Reforming Lord Ruthven is not a virgin, she is far from experienced. 

Should you recommend your book to her anyway just to get that 

sale? Of course not. You might make that sale, but you could end up 

losing a fan. Perhaps more than one -- word gets around.   
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Does it seem like too much to keep in mind all that once? Don't 

despair. Remember, even when you're not talking about your novel, 

you can keep its name in front of readers by inserting the title and 

relevant links in your sig line. The sig line is text automatically added 

to the bottom of each message you send. Many writers keep their 

name, the URL for their web site, and the title of their latest book in 

the sig line. Make sure the sig line doesn't get too long, however. If 

you've ever seen a writer who started listing multiple titles in her sig 

line, you know that it can get look mighty silly.   

Some popular lists for romance readers include...   

RRA-L (Romance Readers Anonymous)  

http://www.toad.net/~dolma/    

AARlist  

http://groups.yahoo.com/group/aarlist    

Regency  

http://groups.yahoo.com/group/Regency    

READ  

http://groups.yahoo.com/group/read  

 

   

http://www.toad.net/~dolma/
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/aarlist
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/Regency
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/read
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Creating Mailing Lists   

Now, aren't you just dying for a place where you can talk about your 

book all you want? Believe it or not, such a place can exist, but you 

have to create it yourself.    

Don't worry, it's easy, and it's free if you use free services such as 

Yahoo Groups (http://groups.yahoo.com/), Topica 

(http://www.topica.com/), or SmartGroups 

(http://www.smartgroups.com/).  You can create everything from a 

monthly newsletter to an irregular announcement list to a discussion 

group where you can talk about Lord Ruthven with your fans.   

How can you make your newsletter stand out from the crowd? Give 

readers something they won't get anywhere else. For example, 

fantasy and SF author Vera Nazarian has a great newsletter called 

VeraWorld. Her newsletter includes everything from articles about 

why she wrote a certain story to writing tips and inside information on 

the publishing industry.  

(If you want to sign up, the URL is 

http://groups.yahoo.com/group/Veraworld).   

Even with your own mailing list, you must follow the common sense 

rules of the Internet. First of all, don't subscribe people to the list 

without their permission. Most mailing list providers allow you to send 

out invitations, but they consider subscribing someone without their 

permission a form of spamming. If it's an announcement list, don't 

send out announcements every few days unless something new is 

http://groups.yahoo.com/
http://www.topica.com/
http://www.smartgroups.com/
http://groups.yahoo.com/group/Veraworld
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really happening. (Most likely, your readers already get too much e-

mail.)  Also, never ever hire a company that offers to send your 

newsletter to "targeted" lists. One romance author did that, and the 

company she hired sent her newsletter to dozens and dozens of 

people who weren't remotely interested in it. Unfortunately, her e-mail 

address was in the message, so guess who got the complaints?   

More Self-Promotion Resources   

There are plenty of resources on-line with tips on how to promote 

your novel. Here are a few of them:   

Pernille's Promo Tips  

http://www.sff.net/people/Lida.Quillen/promo1.html    

The Literary Times  

http://www.tlt.com/    

Self-Promotion for e-Authors  

http://www.wordbeams.com/self-promotion.html    

"The Top 10 Self-Promotion Mistakes" by Cynthia Sterling:  

http://romancefiction.about.com/library/weekly/aa032001a.htm  

  

http://www.sff.net/people/Lida.Quillen/promo1.html
http://www.tlt.com/
http://www.wordbeams.com/self-promotion.html
http://romancefiction.about.com/library/weekly/aa032001a.htm
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Science Fiction 

Time and Holidays 

By Bob Billing 
SF Moderator  

©2001, Bob Billing 

 
European tourist in Oxford: Please - what is time?  

Philosophy professor, after thinking for a while: 

That's a very interesting question, one to which we 

don't have a definitive answer. However...  

   

Time comes in different flavours. There's solar time, atomic time, 

universal co-ordinated time, sidereal time, bedtime and harvest time - 

before we even start on those created for science fiction.  

We don't really know when mankind first started trying to tell the time. 

Possibly it all began when womankind started telling mankind that he 

was late and the children were hungry. The sun rose, the sun set. It 

stayed up longer in summer than in winter. The moon grew and 

dwindled away in a regular cycle. The burning skeins of stars made 

clear nights a time of beauty and wonder, their patterns moving on by 

a barely perceptible step each evening.  

 

What mattered was the hunting, and later on the farming - in a 

primitive society, food comes before philosophical speculation. 

However, sooner or later someone was bound to point out the 
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obvious - the migrating geese, the ones that were good eating, came 

at the same time every year. And every year, when the geese came, 

the rising sun was just a little bit to the right of the tree on the nobbly 

hill. It didn't take a genius to work out that if the whole tribe started 

making arrows when the rising sun was still just to the left of the tree 

it'd be raining campfire-ready geese a few days later.  

 

A thousand little discoveries later, each one backed up by heaps of 

goose bones, fields of corn or tons of smoked elk, astronomy was 

born.  

 

There must have been an overwhelming sense of power running 

through the early astronomers. For the first time someone could 

predict. By finding regularities, counting off days and months, they 

could say that there would be high tides on a particular night, or that 

the geese would arrive in three weeks.  

 

For the first time the human race could grab control of its destiny. 

Instead of accepting whatever the world chose to throw at them, the 

citizens of our early society could know what was coming and 

prepare for it. In a real sense this was what made them human.  

Passive acceptance of fate was obsolete; this was the dawn of the 

age of engineering.  

 

Of course nothing is that easy. The step-dance of the lights in the sky 

was perfectly regular and utterly frustrating. A new moon appeared 

every twenty-nine and a half days. Then one would be a day late. The 
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ratios connecting the movements of the sun, moon and planets 

weren't convenient, sensible numbers. Puzzling them out needed 

better observing instruments, followed by improved systems of 

mathematics to reduce the observations.  

 

Better instruments revealed even more complex patterns. Once 

pendulum clocks were accurate enough to agree with one another, 

the strange behaviour of the sun showed up. The sun gained and lost  

time as well; solar time swung ten minutes either side of clock time 

during the course of a year.  

 

Even more interesting was the behaviour of the stars. Apart from the 

few little dots of light that wandered around and were called "planets" 

- from the Greek word for "wanderer" - most of the stellar background 

was fixed. But night after night it stepped forwards a little.  

 

Now it was time to find some explanations. The daily cycle of 

sunrises and sunsets is caused by the rotation of the Earth. But at the 

same time it's orbiting the sun every year. The earth has a tilt - its 

axis of rotation doesn't stick straight up out of the plane of its orbit. 

The northern hemisphere points in towards the sun in June. That's 

the British summer when we lose at cricket to the Australians. The 

southern hemisphere points at the sun in December, the Australians 

have their summer and we lose at soccer to any nation that's 

passing. The Earth's orbit isn't perfectly circular, but an ellipse. The 

Earth is closest to the sun around January and furthest away around 



Holly Lisle's Vision  140 
 

July. This has an effect on the seasons, small compared to the effect 

of the axial tilt, but large enough to measure.  

 

The Earth is both rotating and going around the sun. If you measure 

the length of a day by how long it takes the stars to get back to the 

same places in the sky, you don't get the same result as if you take 

the mean time from one solar noon - when the sun is highest in the 

sky - to the next. The Earth goes around the sun in the same 

direction as it rotates, so in a year that the sun goes around the sky 

365 times, the stars go around 366 times.  

 

This is the difference between solar and sidereal time. Solar time is 

measured by the sun, sidereal time by the stars. The sidereal day is a 

little under four minutes shorter, so the stars rise and set earlier each 

day.  

 

Things got much worse with the invention of the atomic clock. Good 

old Greenwich Mean Time had been defined in terms of the 

movements of the sun as seen from Greenwich. The various atomic 

clocks around the world all agreed with one another - they could be 

synchronised by radio - and they all told the same story. The Earth 

was speeding up and slowing down. Our definition of the length of a 

second, based on observations from Greenwich, was built on 

foundations about as solid as soft cheese.  

 

This is why the world has changed from GMT to UTC. Now the length 

of a second is defined in terms of the atomic clocks and from time to 
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time "leap seconds" are added or removed to keep UTC in step with 

the Earth.  

 

Now we have enough information to start worldbuilding. We can 

tinker with the parameters of an imaginary planet and see where they 

take us. For example:  

Sinclair's eyes closed for a moment. "Eastern side and 

well in towards the galactic core. Isn't there something 

odd about its orbit?"  

Jane nodded. "No axial tilt to speak of - Greenworld 

doesn't have any seasons. There's a temperate belt 

round the equator which is populated, then it shades off 

into darker and gloomier forests as you head for the 

poles. The trees grow with no annual rings, which makes 

the wood an expensive rarity." 

 

There are two ways we can go from here. Either our imaginary planet 

is part of a larger, interplanetary civilisation, or it's more or less 

isolated. In the first case the inhabitants will want to try to share 

holidays and festivals with other planets; they'll want the sense of 

solidarity that comes from thinking that as we sit down here to 

celebrate Homeworld Day, cousin George on St. Barbara is doing the 

same thing. Making this work will involve using a calendar that's 

based on something other than the rotations and orbits of individual 

planets. Greenworld again:   
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[Jane] "Atomic clocks. They work out which day comes 

closest to Christmas on the theoretical Old Earth, what it 

would be if it hadn't been nuked into a different spin in the 

long war. Then they build all the festivals around that." 

She put her drink down and pressed buttons on her heavy 

gold wristwatch. "We've timed it right. In about ten 

minutes it'll be midnight, Old Earth, or nearly eleven in the 

morning here. The children will come on and do a little 

play, then we all go through for lunch - which will take 

most of the afternoon." 

 

In this case the festivals will largely be created as commemorations 

of people or events. It's then up to the government of your imagined 

planet to decide who is worthy of being remembered and which 

events they want people to have in their minds. Remember that this 

sort of festival will come at a different time each year because it's 

based on a calendar that has nothing to do with the orbits of the 

planets where the celebrations are.  

 

Let's consider a starship carrying colonists to another planet. Even 

though they'd travel in suspended animation, they'd take with them 

tins and packets of food to eat when they arrived, because it would 

be a while before they could produce their own. Sooner or later the 

stores would run out. It'd either be a moment of release - they knew 

they were self-sufficient - or a moment of terror if they weren't. I 

suspect that the instant of opening the last tin would be a cause for 

celebration. It might even be caught on camera:   
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"We are able to produce a great deal of our own food in 

the atmosphere domes. Not as much as we would like, 

which is why we've delayed bringing the rest of our 

people out of suspended animation. It's been a delicate 

juggling act, trying to make sure we could produce each 

commodity ourselves before the supplies we brought from 

Old Earth ran out. Today we come to the end of one of 

our stocks." Genevive held up the tin. "This is the very 

last of the tins of condensed milk we brought with us from 

Old Earth. And on this tray are the teacups belonging to 

the people who are working in the domes." She pulled the 

ring on the tin and began to pour. "I can stretch this tin to 

ten or so - no more." She picked up the teapot and filled 

the cups. "Egil - if you'd like to take the tray out to them?"  

Egil Lund picked up the tray and left.  

Genevive went on. "That leaves me with no milk for my 

tea." She looked directly into the camera, a faint, prim 

smile on her face. "Or it would, were it not for this." She 

reached out of shot and picked up a jug. "Our own milk, 

from our own cattle kept in our own atmosphere domes." 

She poured the tea and took a sip. "This is the moment of 

transition. We are now free. Truly free." She froze, holding 

the cup. 
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From this little moment could come a sacred tradition:  

   

And that's why if you're anywhere on the nine worlds of 

the Arcturian Confederation on the first Wednesday in 

March - subject to the usual confusion about calendars - 

you'll find that it's a public holiday called Homeworld Day. 

Many businesses will be closed, but if you find one that is 

open, or you are invited into someone's home, you'll be 

offered a small cup of hot, sweet, milky tea with the 

words, "We are now free." To be polite take at least one 

sip and reply, "Truly free." 

 

There is another sort of holiday, the one that comes from the slow 

turning of the seasons. Normally this would be restricted to the one 

planet where it made sense, but I can see a possible future in which 

one planet is home to the capital of a galactic empire and imposes its 

public holidays on everyone else. Holidays of this kind would tend to 

grow out of the cycles of agriculture and hunting, but they might 

persist long after most of the population has moved away from direct 

involvement with the land. For example, the sun rises a little further to 

the right each morning as we go deeper into winter, until around the 

21st of December it stops. On the 25th it visibly moves to the left. 

This day the Romans called the "birthday of the unconquered sun", 

and they celebrated it as the beginning of the new year. Having no 

record of the date of the birth of Jesus, the Christian church has 

borrowed the date from the pagans as Christmas Day.  
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There is a little problem that comes from writing about a Galactic 

Empire peppered with planets, each of which has a different length of 

year.  How do you know someone's age? Can the young lad who's 

just arrived from another planet have a licence to drive a hovercar? Is 

the girl with him entitled to be served in the bar? And are they old 

enough to be legally married? The only solution I've ever found is 

this:for legal purposes everyone uses a clock and calendar based on 

a theoretical Earth, but in fact derived from atomic timing. Printed 

calendars use the local dating scheme which divides the year into 

days and months. But underneath, in small type, is the theoretical 

Earth date. Of course there'd have to be some fiddling; a planet with 

a twenty-three hour day would have more days, and the same Earth 

date would sometimes be printed twice. On a planet with a twenty-six 

hour day, two Earth dates might be printed for the same local day. 

This way there's no ambiguity.  Our youngsters can simply state their 

birthdays in the Earth calendar; the barman then glances at his local 

calendar and hands over two large Rudesheimer beers. They could, 

of course, be lying about their ages - but that's characterisation, not 

worldbuilding.  

 

What remains is the flavour that holidays give to a civilisation. They 

can impart a sense of fun, like Christmas cheer and Easter bonnets. 

Or they can celebrate worthy things, such as getting the harvest in or 

the day the hydroelectric dam was opened. At worst they can be the 

birthdays of dictators or the anniversary of The Day We Enslaved The 

People In The Next Country. At best they can point to hopes and 

dreams.  



Holly Lisle's Vision  146 
 

Now it's up to you.  Decide if your world is alone, like ours, or part of 

a vibrant, colourful galactic culture. Choose the sorts of things your 

characters will celebrate,and that will tell us a lot about them. Find 

reasons for the origins of their festivals, and make up things worth 

commemorating. Look at the motivations of the people who create or 

promote events: do you have an ambitious young priest looking for 

reasons for more holy days because they'll bring offerings into the 

temple? Or a kindly old one who adds new celebrations to give the 

farmhands a few days off from back-breaking work?  

Now build your world, and enjoy it.  
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Suspense and Mystery 

Short Mystery Fiction 

By Ron Brown 
Suspense and Mystery Moderator  

©2001, Ron Brown  

 

When considering mystery in the short form, many writers are faced 

with a dilemma that seems insurmountable.  How can they, in limited 

space, both show the steps of crime-solving and develop characters 

well enough to create a fulfilling and entertaining piece of fiction?    

The answer is simple – you can't.  Furthermore, you really shouldn't 

try.  

Mystery, or crime fiction in general, as a short story is an exercise in 

slicing.  You must glean the portion of the story you wish to tell.  

Consider an often-used plot in mystery.   

A young man returns to his home to reconnect with his past.  A 

murder takes place.  He discovers that the murder impacts old 

friends, one of whom is wrongly accused.  The police are 

convinced his friend is guilty, and their investigation is limited to 

proving their case.  The young man must independently 

discover the truth behind the killing to clear his friend.  During 

his investigation, he discovers new secrets about his own past 

and receives threats to his life.  After foiling attempts on his life 
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and removing roadblocks to the truth, he identifies the culprits 

and his friend is freed.   

Variations on this plot can be found in numerous mystery novels, and 

on the whole, this is the foundation for a novel-length story.  

However, the amount of activity, combined with the character 

development, is too much for a short story.  Many would say this is a 

novel-length idea, and therefore can't be used for a short story.  

While that is true for the entirety of the story, there are many short 

stories found inside the overall idea:   

A young man returns to his home to reconnect with his 
past when a murder takes place. – It is legitimate for the story 

to end here if the murder is set as the climax.  He may have 

been going home to see a father he had never known, only to 

find him murdered.  

The young man must discover the truth behind the killing 
to clear his friend. – Start the story after his friend has been 

arrested, and you can focus on the young man's quest to free 

him.  This story can end when the young man knows the 

culprits, but before he has enough evidence to prove it.  

After avoiding attempts on his life, and removing 
roadblocks to the truth, he identifies the culprits and his 
friend is freed. – Showing just the end could be another story 

of its own.  This could be either the trial when the evidence is 

presented, or the young hero taking the proof, and possibly a 
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confession, to the police and demanding that his friend be 

released.  

You could also focus on an element of the story not fleshed out in the 

above story outline.  You could show the killing take place.  From the 

point of view of either the killer or the victim, showing the actual 

murder is also a powerful story and one that is easily relayed in the 

short form.   

Any of these pieces could be turned into a short story that would be 

complete and fit nicely into a mystery or crime fiction publication.  

Though the overall story is too large, and is indeed a novel-length 

idea, neither of those facts precludes the development of a good 

short piece.  Take an idea floating around in your head, or staring at 

you from your notes, and try to find the short stories held inside.  

Some powerful short fiction could be waiting to be written. 
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Young Adult And Children 

The Sad State of Children's Literature 
We're not talking Harry Potter here 

By Vicki McElfresh 
Young Writers Moderator  

©2001, Vicki McElfresh  

 

"The more that you read, the more things you will know.  The more 

that you learn, the more places you'll go."  That line is from Dr. 

Seuss's book, I Can Read With My Eyes Shut, a book meant to 

encourage children to read.   But as many parents have learned, 

getting a small child interested in books is relatively easy; keeping 

them interested is another story.  The reason, I believe, isn't that 

children are more interested in television, video games, or the 

internet, but rather, that the quality of children's and young adult's 

books is very poor.    

The American Academy of Pediatrics recommends reading aloud to a 

child twenty minutes every day.  That sounds simple enough.  

Unfortunately, story time is both my favorite time of day and my least 

favorite.  I love the time spent snuggling with my son, but most of the 

stories he picks out leave little to the imagination. After reading them 

night after night, I have come to dread the whole routine.   
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Brachiosaurus, by Rupert Oliver, is one of my son's favorite books, 

and one of my least favorite.   The book details a day in the life of a 

brachiosaurus, but it is so badly written that reading it makes my ears 

hurt.   Here's an example:  "High above Coelurus the swaying neck of 

Brachiosaurus reached high into the trees.  She was looking for food 

among the high branches where other animals had eaten before her.  

The branches were stripped of all leaves."  Those three sentences 

bring out the editor in me.  In fact, when I read this story, I edit the 

writing; I simply can't stomach reading twenty pages of redundant, 

and often boring, story.  I fantasize about rewriting the story to be 

more reader friendly:  "High above Coelurus the swaying neck of 

Brachiosaurus reached into the barren, upper branches of the trees."   

To me, the word story implies something that has a beginning, 

middle, end, and some sort of conflict between the beginning and 

end.  But after spending hours reading to my son, I have discovered 

that most of the "stories" written for small children have a beginning 

and end, but little else.  Most of Dr. Seuss's books fall into this 

category, as do books by P.D. Eastmann, and other writers of Seuss 

knock offs.  I know Dr. Seuss is hailed as an icon of children's 

literature, and I know there are many adults who are fans of Dr. 

Seuss.  I am not one of them. And the adults who claim they are 

probably haven't had to read such classics as,  The Cat in The Hat, 

One Fish, Two Fish, Red Fish, Blue Fish, or And To Think I Saw It On 

Mulberry Street practically every night for the last two years.  I don't 

consider most of these books real stories.  I don't even consider them 

great poetry.  To me, they are simply nonsense.   An example from 
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Go, Dog, Go by P.D. Eastmann, "One little dog going in.  One big dog 

going out. A red dog on a blue tree.  A blue dog on a red tree."  Go, 

Dog, Go is approximately fifty pages long, and the entire book is filled 

with similar phrases.  There is no story at all, and the whole purpose 

seems to be the use of directions over and over, a task that could just 

as easily be accomplished by Sesame Street.  

I have noticed that writers of children's literature seem to forget two 

very important things.  Children's books are meant to be read aloud 

with a parent, grandparent, or other adult, and the books need to be 

as entertaining for the parent as for the child.  Most writers of 

children's books write with only one audience in mind.  The child.  

Most of the books on the shelves elicit groans from parents, not 

simply because they've had to read them repeatedly, but also 

because the books simply aren't interesting to anyone over the age of 

two.   The handful of children's books that appeal to all age groups 

disappear from the shelves as rapidly as they are stocked.  J. K. 

Rowling's Harry Potter novels are a good example.  Strong 

characters, interesting plots, and challenging writing have propelled 

Harry Potter onto the favorites list of children and adults alike.   

By the time a man or woman is ready to write for children, he or she 

has forgotten what a child's wonder feels like.  Children like honesty.  

Children like answers.  They want to know how and why things work.  

They don't want watered-down fairy tales and veiled hints about 

difficult life subjects.    
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Classics such as The Tale of Peter Rabbit, Grimm's Fairy Tales, and 

even Rev. Awdry's Thomas the Tank Engine stories have been 

repeatedly watered down so that most of the original wit and 

lessoning has been lost.  The original versions of these stories were 

challenging.   Beatrix Potter describes her rabbit family as 

sophomoric at one point.  Rev. Awdry addresses issues such as 

greed and arrogance with subtle humor.  In rewriting these stories, 

large words, pointed wit, and even many of the details of the story 

have been taken away.  For example, in Rev. Awdry's story, "Edward, 

Gordon and Henry," Henry, a naughty engine who has been bricked 

up in a tunnel, helps Edward come to the rescue of Gordon the big 

express engine.  At the end of the story, Henry is rewarded with a 

new coat of paint.  In the original version of the story, he chooses 

blue, so he can be like brave little Edward.  The rewritten version 

deletes this detail.  My son loves the original ending.  He loves it so 

much he won't read the newer version of the story.      

The best children's stories still make parents chuckle or send a little 

shiver of anticipation down their spines.  A. A. Milne, Beatrix Potter, 

Rev. Awdry, and Maurice Sendak still make me rub my hands 

together and my mouth water in anticipation, and my son loves their 

stories just as much.   

The magic of writing children's stories is not in creating a character 

like Peter Rabbit or Harry Potter, but rather in creating a story that 

can be read over and over by parents and children alike.  Even more 

magical is the writing of a story that teaches something new with 

each reading.   Such stories are the rare gems that shine from the 
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bookshelves with their tattered covers and dog-eared pages, and the 

creation of such a story should be every writer's goal. 
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Fair Use for Speculative Fiction Writers 

By John Savage 
© 1999 by John Savage  

This article originally appeared in Speculations 26  
(June 1999) and has been since reprinted.  

All exclusivity periods expired not later than April 2001. 

 

“John Savage” practices intellectual property and 

publishing law, complex litigation, and appellate litigation. 

He maintains an acerbic website at 

http://savage.authorslawyer.com, and frequently 

comments on legal issues of interest to writers both on 

the website and elsewhere.   

We have all seen the term "fair use" (or, in Commonwealth countries, 

"fair dealing"). Fair use is a significant issue when determining, for 

example, how much of a poem or song lyric we can quote in our 

stories or novels without running afoul of the Copyright Demons. This 

article is intended to introduce writers to the concepts of fair use, but 

it is no substitute for a lawyer.  

As an editor and attorney, I get a lot of questions about fair use—and 

the flip side, permissions—from both authors and other staff 

members. I loaded those questions into the High-Optimizing 

Dejargonizing Analytic Blender, set for "United States Law Only" and 

"Writer's Perspective," and created the following puree. For simplicity, 

http://savage.authorslawyer.com/
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the term "quotation" includes direct quotations and thin adaptations 

and paraphrases.  

   

1. What is "fair use"?  

Normally, a copyrightable work is completely protected by the 

copyright—that is, nobody else can trespass on the property. Think of 

an old estate, surrounded by a very high iron fence, patrolled by rabid 

pit bulls, and guarded by ogres whose vocabulary has not advanced 

beyond "No." Fair use is like a tranquilizer gun that allows you to stroll 

up the front walk onto the porch without getting bitten, because it 

allows you to make very limited use of the estate (copyrighted 

property) without being eaten as a trespasser (infringer). Keep in 

mind, though, that the dogs and ogres are still there. And they will 

bite if you don't pay attention, stick to the front walk and porch, and 

keep that dart gun loaded.  

   

2. When does fair use apply?  

Fair use applies to any copyrighted property. This article concerns fair 

use of the verbal component of a property. There are significantly 

different rules for nonverbal properties, such as still frames from 

movies, songs as performed, photographs, and so on. This 

"verbal/nonverbal" framework is one of several common ways of 

describing the classes of copyright.  
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A couple of examples should make this clearer. The quotation "Here's 

looking at you, kid" (verbal) falls under different rules for fair use than 

will a clip or still frame from Casablanca (nonverbal). The quotation 

"Whatever gesture could be finer? / We've given Hong Kong back to 

China" (verbal) falls under different rules for fair use than will an MP3 

or other sound extract from Fairport Convention's "Jewel in the 

Crown" (nonverbal).  

   

3. What is the law on fair use?  

In the United States, the Copyright Act (Title 17 of the United States 

Code) controls fair use. Section 107 establishes a balancing test of 

four factors, usually referred to as purpose of use, nature of 

copyrighted (source) work, substantiality, and market effect. Because 

this is a balancing test, no one factor—however strongly that one 

factor favors one side or the other in the dispute—ever controls the 

result.  

2Live Crew's "Pretty Woman" is a raunchy parody of the late Roy 

Orbison's "Oh Pretty Woman;" the copyright holder sued, claiming 

that the parody infringed (violated) its copyright. In Campbell v. Acuff-

Rose Music, Inc., the Supreme Court held that, even though 2Live 

Crew's parody had an exclusively commercial purpose, the other 

three factors (see below) remained relevant in determining whether it 

was fair use. The Supreme Court sent the case back to the trial court, 

which had originally decided that the parody was a fair use.  
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4. What exactly does the Copyright Act say about fair use?  

You asked. It's in lawyerese, not English, so don't blame me for your 

headache:  

Notwithstanding the provisions of sections 106 and 106A, the fair use 

of a copyrighted work, including such use by reproduction in copies or 

phonorecords or by any other means specified by that section, for 

purposes such as criticism, comment, news reporting, teaching 

(including multiple copies for classroom use), scholarship, or 

research, is not an infringement of copyright. In determining whether 

the use made of a work in any particular case is a fair use the factors 

to be considered shall include—  

(1) the purpose and character of the use, including whether such 

use is of a commercial nature or is for nonprofit educational 

purposes;  

(2)       the nature of the copyrighted work;  

(3)       the amount and substantiality of the portion used in relation to 

the copyrighted work as a whole; and  

(4)       the effect of the use upon the potential market for or value of 

the copyrighted work.  

The fact that a work is unpublished shall not itself bar a finding of fair 

use if such finding is made upon consideration of all the above 

factors. 

   

5. When does the purpose of a use allow fair use?  
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Under the statute, any purpose can "allow" fair use. Commercial, for-

profit uses are less likely to do so than are educational, non-profit 

uses. This is not a two-valued test, but a continuum. For example, a 

textbook has both for-profit and educational aspects to its use. For 

most fiction writers, your work will be considered commercial and for-

profit, even if placed with nonpaying markets (or not placed at all). 

The critical test is the intent, not the fact, of profit.  

Some book reviews, such as those in the New York Review of Books, 

quote extensively from the books under review. The review itself is 

usually commercial and for-profit. A publisher will almost always allow 

a review as fair use, because even negative publicity is considered 

good.  

Parodies create another set of problems. Prior to Campbell, the 

publishing industry assumed that a commercial parody could never 

be fair use. The Smothers Brothers had some problems with this 

policy. On the other hand, Weird Al Yankovic always gets permission 

for his parodies. Justice Souter's opinion in Campbell really pushes 

consideration of parody into the fourth factor—market effect. As we'll 

see in question 8, this is the most important factor in determining 

whether a copyright holder really cares about a parody, or any other 

borderline fair use.    
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6. How does the nature of the source work concern fair use?  

The farther the source work (called the "copyrighted work" in the 

statute) is from the central concern of copyright law—protecting 

originality—the more likely that some copying will be fair use. 

Remember that copyright is in the expression, not in any underlying 

facts. Thus, copying portions of a creative work, such as fiction or 

poetry, is frowned upon, while copying the phone book is not (Feist 

Publications v. Rural Telephone Service Co.).  

Sometimes, though, previously unpublished facts are so private that 

there is no fair use available. The best example involves President 

Ford's memoirs. In a less-than-clear opinion, the Supreme Court held 

that The Nation's publication of a few hundred words before the 

book's publication date was infringement, because the extract 

included "the most interesting and moving parts" of the book: Ford's 

decision to pardon Nixon. Later interpretations of this decision argue, 

in light of a significant trend toward greater protection of unpublished 

works, that the Court was swayed by the fact that Ford's memoirs 

had previously been unpublished. Once again, though, this is a 

continuum, not a "yes/no" decision.  

   

7. What is "substantiality," and how does it concern fair use?  

This factor is very closely related to the nature of the source work. 

Copying 95% of a source work is almost certainly substantial reuse, 

and therefore not fair use. In some instances, though, copying even 
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1% of a work is substantial enough to run afoul of the law. The 

excerpts from Ford's memoirs were about 0.2% of the memoirs, but 

were the essence of the book's value. Therefore quotations of poetry 

should almost never include any line including the title or the last line 

of the poem. There are no hard rules for how much is "substantial," 

although many publishers have guidelines (see question 9 below).  

   

8. What is "market effect," and how does it concern fair use?  

The fair use doctrine protects the market for the source work. A 

significant overlap in market between the source work and the new 

use weighs against fair use. Substantial differences in market weigh 

in favor of fair use. For example, the market for The Nation's excerpts 

from President Ford's memoirs was very similar to that for the 

memoirs themselves. On the other hand, the market for 2Live Crew's 

raunchy rap is quite different from the market for Roy Orbison's 

unthreatening 1960s pop.  

The major music licensing agencies conveniently ignore this factor, 

asserting that one can never quote song lyrics without permission. It 

is fairly clear, though, that quoting or adapting a limited part of a song 

lyric in a piece of fiction cannot possibly harm the market for the 

song, even when the quotation or adaptation harshly criticizes the 

source lyric. I have not found any decision holding that quoting two 

lines or less (not containing the song's title or last line) was 

infringement instead of fair use.  
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Defending a copyright infringement suit can be expensive. However, 

if the accuser is too far out of bounds, you can force the accuser to 

pay your attorney's fees (Fogerty v. Fantasy, Inc.). The Copyright Act 

encourages such awards for frivolous complaints of infringement. 

This is all a question of how much risk you are willing to take. Sure, a 

steamroller might squash you if you jaywalk—but the chances of that 

happening aren't very high if you look both ways first.  

   

9. How do publishers deal with fair use?  

All professional publishers have specific fair use policies, as should 

any writer who wants to avoid copyright infringement suits. The exact 

rules vary considerably from publisher to publisher. Fiction writers 

can expect the rules to have four elements:  

(1) Proper attribution. There's no excuse for failing to attribute 

sources. Expect grumbling and either rejection or a very pointed 

editorial demand for a rewrite.  

(2) The source. Some sources, such as government documents 

and works that have lapsed into the public domain, are always fair 

game (assuming proper attribution). Most quotations in fiction are 

from poetry, research sources, or other fiction.  

(3) Amount quoted or adapted. As a soft rule of thumb, a fiction 

writer can quote about 300 words of prose or two lines of poetry (not 

including the title of the poem) in his or her story. That is a total for 
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the entire story—breaking up a 1500-word quotation into 150-word 

headings at the beginning of each chapter will not help. Failure to 

adhere to this will also result in grumbling and rejection or a rewrite.  

(4) Taking the essence. Ford's memoirs are one example of taking 

the essence. Quoting the last four lines of Frost's "Stopping by 

Woods on a Snowy Evening" is questionable, but less clear. While 

this might well stand up in court, a prudent publisher would not risk 

the costs of a lawsuit (and many publishing contracts these days 

require authors to assume the costs of that defense).  

Once a publisher runs through these factors, the publisher—not the 

author—determines whether the quotation requires a permission. If 

the publisher wants a permission, guess who gets to pay for it? 

Permission fees run from the occasional gratis to several hundred 

dollars for major extracts, largely depending upon the source 

publisher's policy and the state of relations between the respective 

publishers.  

Some publishers—or authors—refuse permission for all (or for 

unfavorable) adaptations. For example, 2Live Crew requested 

permission for its parody of "Oh Pretty Woman," which Acuff-Rose 

Music refused to grant. 2Live Crew still won in the face of refusal, 

because such a use was fair use (regardless of the refusal).  
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10. What does this mean to me as a speculative fiction writer?  

Permissions are a pain in the behind—and the pocketbook. They can 

create significant ill will with a fiction publisher—they're routine in 

nonfiction—and significant delays in publication. Thus, we want to 

avoid them, by ensuring that our quotations and adaptations fall 

within fair use.  

These guidelines should help you stay within the bounds of fair use:  

(1) Always fully attribute anything you are quoting or adapting. 

Attribution will normally limit later disputes to a matter of permissions 

rather than a copyright infringement suit. That means no attorney's 

fees, a shorter process, and probably only a couple hundred dollars 

out of pocket.  

(2) Limit direct quotations to two lines of poetry or 300 words of 

prose from any single source in any single piece of fiction.  

(3) Be especially wary of quoting unpublished material. While the 

law says not to treat them differently (look at the last sentence of 

Section 107, quoted in question 4), judges usually resolve any doubts 

against fair use of unpublished works.  

(4) Ensure that quotations and adaptations, however short, do not 

appropriate the essence of the source work so that someone who 

reads your work would be substantially less likely to buy the source 

work.  
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These guidelines are not intended as a blanket assertion that “You 

can do this and avoid all problems.” They're conservative, but no set 

of guidelines on fair use could prevent all possible conflicts.  

Keep in mind that fair use is very fact-specific. The recent 

amendments to the U.S. copyright law do not appear to have any 

effect on fair use. If you ever get involved in a dispute over fair use, 

consult a copyright lawyer. Don't assume that the publisher's legal 

department will help—you need counsel of your own.  
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The New Computer Health Threat 

By Cassandra Ward 
©2001, Cassandra Ward 

 

Thanks to ergonomics, Carpal Tunnel Syndrome (CTS) is often 

considered to be a thing of the past. We now have to worry about 

something even more insidious afflicting our hands as we do 

computer work: tendonitis.  

Tendonitis, like CTS, is an ailment that comes from repetitious 

motions over a period of time. Many people are getting tendonitis 

from mousing as well as keyboarding. This is a potentially serious 

disability, and can put you out of work and cut your off from a normal 

life for years.  

In 1990 (when CTS was the rage), I was a records clerk for a major 

university hospital. My job was to file lab results into charts. I 

averaged 300 reports/hour, five nights a week. I started the job in 

May. By the end of July, I was having mild tingling in my wrist and 

slight weakness when I tried to grip small things with my right 

(dominant) hand. I ignored it. By the beginning of October, pain arced 

from my wrist into my hands and all the way up to my shoulder. I took 

a lot of over-the-counter (OTC) painkillers to keep going. (I was a 

single mother of two kids under the age of three at the time.) By the 

beginning of November, I could no longer hold anything in my right 

hand and was in such pain, I cried constantly. It felt as if someone 
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had laced my wrist and, to a lesser extent, my arm (all the way back 

beyond the shoulder) with molten steel that would never cool. The 

OTC painkillers brought no relief. It took me almost three hours to 

write out my rent check for all the pain and tears.  

I was finally diagnosed in February ’91 with DeQuervains Tendonitis 

(inflammation of the major tendon in the thumb). They finally took me 

off work and I was on workers’ compensation for three years until my 

hand could function again.  

As my history proves, it’s very easy to overlook the little pains as 

something that just happened that day. It’s a dangerous mindset to 

get into even though it’s a very common one.  

There is a single muscle in the hand, located at the base of the 

thumb. The remainder of your hand is completely moved by tendons. 

That’s it: tendons. Thus, getting an inflamed tendon in your hand is a 

serious matter.  

I’ve heard people say that they’re afraid they have CTS. There’s a 

couple quick checks you can do yourself to see if you have CTS or 

DeQuervains Syndrome.  

Does the pain originate in the center of your wrist (palm side)? Do 

your fingers tingle and/or go numb? If yes to either, especially the 

second question, then you most likely have CTS. The Carpal Tunnel 

is the area where 3 of the 4 nerves in your hand go through the wrist 

joint at the center of the palm. (The other runs up along the pinkie 
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side.) If you have an inflammation of that area, the nerves are likely to 

be pinched and you can temporarily lose sensation there.  

Now, a test for tendonitis: Bend your thumb into your palm and grasp 

it with your fingers. Next, bend your wrist toward the pinkie side as far 

as you can. If you have pain in the wrist tendons, then you most likely 

have DeQuervain’s.  

Please take a few moments, several times in your day, to be aware of 

your hands and wrists. The sooner you deal with discomfort, the 

sooner you can tend to it. If you do not become aware of it, or ignore 

it as I did, you can drive yourself to the point of intense, constant pain 

and having your hand become completely useless. While there is 

surgery for this condition, I did not qualify for it. Thus, I am still 

sporadically suffering from it today, more than a decade later. The 

doctors assure me that I will have this condition for the remainder of 

my life and I am now legally disabled under the ADA laws. (For more 

information on ADA: http://www.usdoj.gov/crt/ada/adahom1.htm )  

If you start having pain in your hands that could be tendonitis, there 

are a few things you can do.  

First, call and make an appointment with your doctor or, if this is work 

related, get down to your employer’s clinic as soon as possible.  

Second, stop doing the activity that’s causing the pain as soon as 

you’re aware of it. If it’s an activity you have to continue doing, find a 

different way of doing it: for instance, mouse with the other hand or 

get a track ball.  

http://www.usdoj.gov/crt/ada/adahom1.htm
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Third, apply an ice pack to the area that’s hurting for 15-20 minutes. 

(Note: a bag of frozen peas works marvelously for this—don’t eat 

them after you’ve used them, however.) Ice reduces the swelling 

caused by the inflammation, and decreases the pain faster and 

healthier than taking OTC pain killers.  

Fourth, if you can get one, put a splint on your hand. If you are having 

pain anywhere connected with your thumb, it is important to get a 

thumb-spica splint (meaning that the thumb is immobilized). These 

are best fitted by a doctor. It is possible to purchase thumb-spica 

splints yourself; however, the cost runs from $35-60 plus shipping 

and handling. I have never seen a thumb-spica splint for sale in 

stores and the wrist-spica splints you will find there will not help you.  

Fifth, and surprisingly last, is to take drugs. Over the years, I have 

been on assorted medications for the condition. I also built up a 

tolerance for several of the drugs, meaning I had to take nearly lethal 

doses to get an inkling of relief. This is something that needs to be 

monitored closely by your doctor. Please be aware of the amounts 

you are taking at any time, and ask your doctor if you have any 

concerns or questions about medications.  

It is possible to come back from crippling tendonitis and work, type 

and function again. I’ve had to make a lot of adjustments on how I 

use my hand (holding pens, carrying things, handling thin objects, 

etc.). Ten years ago, my doctor said that I’d be crippled for life and 

would have to learn to be left-handed. Today, not only am I still right-

handed, but I also hold down a full-time office job, continue to write, 
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and have even learned to use chopsticks. However, while it is 

possible, I can also assure you that I cried a lot of tears, considered 

self-mutilation too seriously on too many occasions, and wasn’t sure 

any of it was going to work out in the end.  

Take care of your hands, for without your hands, how will you take 

care of yourself?  

 For more information on DeQuervain’s Syndrome, see: 

http://www.2ndopinionstore.com/pop/dequervains.htm  

http://www.healthpages.org/AHP/LIBRARY/HLTHTOP/CTD/dqt.htm  

http://www.bugsbest.com/dequerv.htm  

  

http://www.2ndopinionstore.com/pop/dequervains.htm
http://www.healthpages.org/AHP/LIBRARY/HLTHTOP/CTD/dqt.htm
http://www.bugsbest.com/dequerv.htm
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Three Views from Worldcon 2001 

By Jae Brim, Lazette Gifford 
and Beth Adele Long  

© 2001, By Jae Brin, Lazette Gifford 
and Beth Adele Long 

  
 

Jae:  
I'm glad to say I made it back in one piece from my very first 

Worldcon, the 2001 Millenium Philcon in Philadelphia.  Since I'd 

never gone to one of these, or any type of con, I had no idea what to 

expect.  Cons were something outside this girl's experience--

something populated by people in Klingon costumes and the grand 

mystery of published science fiction and fantasy writers.  It was not a 

place for a wanna-be like me, or so I thought.  

My perception of Worldcon, and of myself in the SF community, 

changed within a few minutes of being there.  My two friends and I 

were cornered by an AP reporter, who was asking about why, as 

women, we were attending an SF convention, the domain of men and 

scientists.  I said something about SF not being about guns and 

plastic space-suits and being something that people who think read.  

The reporter asked me why I was there, and before I could open my 

mouth, my friend said "She's a writer!"  Just like that.  I was named, 

set apart from someone who was just attending, no longer a 

spectator but someone who had a reason to be there.  
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This was the attitude that I found prevalent at the con.  The second I 

said to someone, "I'm here because I write," they were very 

encouraging.  They would ask me what I wrote.  Sometimes they 

would even be interested in seeing some of it.  Maybe it was the 

attitude that I had originally set out to Worldcon with, that sense that I 

was just checking it out, that this was a new world and I should 

respect it, that gained me the deference I got from others.  I didn't try 

to mob big-name editors.  I simply wanted to find out what this was all 

about, and meet some people who thought like me.  

And you know what I found out?  Worldcon might be for fans, and for 

people who dress up, and for readers, and for artists, but there is a 

small part of Worldcon that is specifically for writers.  It is not 

immediately obvious.  Writers do not wear large costumes or perform 

with swords, and they only occasionally scream things at the top of 

their lungs, but that part is there, if you can find it.  It is the fact that 

you can hide in the corner of a party and say to another writer, whom 

you have just met, "I sometimes get so frustrated by X," and they will 

understand, and a large group of you will converge and will end up 

talking about writing for hours on end.  It is about realizing that there 

are other people who slave away for hours in front of a keyboard, and 

you instantly feel close to them because you share a common 

dream.  It is the fact that writers are...well, fun to be around, and there 

is a certain flair for non sequitor and wit and humor that all writers 

share.  It is the nature of what we do, the way that we view the world, 

and it is something that can be recognized in another.  It is an 

inspiration, and an affirmation, that what writers do is a good thing, 

and should not be stopped, ever.  
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I left my first Worldcon exhausted and very happy.  I had gotten 

almost no sleep, eaten nothing but the occasional salad and 

Starbucks coffee for four days and met a zillion people, all of whom 

were very supportive.  That small creative part of me that is beaten 

down by corporate America and the lack of support for art was 

renewed.  I would not recommend going to Worldcon every weekend, 

but it is a place that everyone should go, and that I will definitely go to 

again.  

   

Lazette:  

 Once a year I travel to some remote place -- because everything is 

remote from northeast Nebraska -- to spend a few days with some of 

my closest friends. Although through most of the year our 

camaraderie is constrained by the limitations of email, message 

boards and on-line journals, that doesn't make our friendships any 

less strong.  Most of us are struggling writers, and the ability to have 

a few days to share meals, parties, and late night face-to-face 

discussions is a wonderful experience.   

However, from the very first WorldCon I attended there was another 

aspect that was just as important for me as an aspiring writer.  At 

each of these gatherings I attended panels, readings, and even 

parties over flowing with people whose ID tags had names I had 

previously only seen on the covers of books.  I felt daunted the first 

time I looked around and realized the company I was keeping.  Then, 
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after a day or so in such circles, I finally realized the truth about 

published authors.   

They're real people.   

They have real lives (often more 'real' than my own somewhat 

fairytale existence), with work, spouses, children, and problems with 

their neighbor's dogs.  Better still, they work on their novels and 

stories just as hard as I do. They have the same fire for storytelling 

and the same joy at finishing a project. That they are being paid for it 

doesn't usually seem to change those feelings.   

I usually leave World Cons imbued with the belief that if I try harder, 

and if I work more diligently, I can make that next step in my career.  

The weeks after I get back home are often my most prolific, as well 

as the point where I am likely to be somewhat more daring and bold 

in what I write.    

For me, The Millennium Phillcon, like all the others I've attended, was 

my reminder that there is no secret formula, no special handshake, 

and nothing that can be handed to me from the outside to help my 

writing career.  And that's the best news, because it means I am in 

control of my own fate as a writer.   I can try harder, I can make that 

next breakthrough, and eventually I can be someone with an ID tag 

that others look at in surprise.  
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Beth:  

Panels?  There are panels at Worldcon?   

Okay, I did go to a few panels at Millenium Philcon, and I quite 

enjoyed the ones I did attend.  The most memorable of those that I 

attended was the panel that discussed whether science fiction has 

become overly nostalgic and backward-looking; the springboard for 

the discussion was an article by Judith Berman published in the New 

York Review of Science Fiction.  The panel comprised Gardner 

Dozois, James Patrick Kelly, Judith Berman, Gordon Van Gelder, and 

John Kessel, which made for an intent, sometimes impassioned, and 

undeniably humorous hour.  They debated whether the near-future 

extrapolative fiction that's being published these days does indeed 

need new life injected into it, what the specific shortcomings of such 

stories might be if they are lacking, and who is doing good work in 

extrapolative science fiction (names like Carolyn Ives Gilman, David 

Marusek, and Cory Doctorow came up, among others).  Someone 

pointed out that cyberpunk was the last revitalizing movement to 

sweep through science fiction, and that quite possibly what is needed 

now is another such movement of newer writers to breathe new life 

into the genre.   

So yes, I did attend some panels, but mostly I took advantage of the 

networking possibilities presented by having such a huge number of 

science fiction professionals (and near-professionals) in one place.  I 

was fortunate enough to have met a number of people -- writers, 

editors, artists, long-time fans -- previous to this year's Worldcon, so I 
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got to enjoy networking more than I would have if I'd been starting 

from scratch.   

If you've never been to a convention or conference and are 

intimidated by the idea of networking, relax.  While it does take 

energy, attention, and planning to network at a con, it's also easier 

than you might think and can be a lot of fun.  The important things to 

remember: ask questions (have some ready beforehand if you're not 

good at thinking on your feet), be a good listener, and take an interest 

in people regardless of their status.  If you find yourself in the SFWA 

suite or some other place that's overflowing with sfnal fame, 

remember that for every Big Name Author, there are several Minor 

Peons (or even No Name Whatsoevers) who are at least as 

interesting as the BNA.  Just get in there and see who you can strike 

up a conversation with.   

Of course, it's nearly impossible to have a serious, intent discussion 

with anyone at a con of that size; that's the nature of the beast.  

People's schedules are too full, there are too many people to touch 

base with, the noise levels are too high and the sleep levels too low.  

Even so, ten minutes of conversation is usually enough to refresh a 

relationship or establish a new one, even if you're crammed into a 

party suite where you have to yell to be heard.  And in many cases I 

did make an effort to set aside time to talk to friends in quieter 

environs: meeting someone for breakfast, grabbing half an hour in the 

hotel lobby, and so forth.     
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And, of course, I played Mafia and Thing (the newest Mafia variant, 

which was introduced by my Clarion class and seems to be infecting 

all sorts of interesting people).  If you've not heard of them, these are 

group games of murder and deceit that have very convoluted-

sounding rules but are, once you've learned them, absolutely 

addicting.  You need a sizeable group to play, so cons are a natural 

place for large games to spring up.  I wasn't in top form when I played 

at Worldcon; I was too exhausted to be able to plot and lie with 

proper zeal.  But much fun was had by all, and it made for a satisfying 

late-night con experience.   

An aspect of the con that I enjoyed more than I expected was the 

dealer's room, where various publishers (book and magazine) and 

other vendors had set up.  It was interesting to see what some of the 

small presses are producing, and it was tough to choose which hard-

to-find books to buy.  The art show was also quite impressive, with a 

wide variety of paintings and other forms of artwork; I was particularly 

impressed with Lisa Snellings' striking "Dark Caravan" sculptures.   

By Monday afternoon, after several days of the zany schedule and 

weird diet that seems to be an essential part of the con experience, I 

was completely exhausted.  I stood around and chatted with friends 

for a while and then headed home, where I was happy to collapse 

into bed and try to recover from the weekend.  I don't know whether 

I'll pack up for the trip to San José for next year's Worldcon, but it was 

certainly worth the investment to be there in Philly.  
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Slogging Through The Trenches: 
 Maintaining Enthusiasm  

By Vicki McElfresh 
Young Writers Moderator  

©2001, Vicki McElfresh  

 
Novels, like good wine, need to age a little.  They don't jump onto the 

computer screen fully formed and perfect.  They aren't written in a 

couple of hours of spare time.  Once under way, they consume an 

author's time and energy.  Yet many beginning writers believe writing 

a novel is simple, and once they discover how much time-consuming, 

thankless work is involved, they often lose enthusiasm and abandon 

the project.  

Staying excited about a project that grows longer, yet seems to go 

nowhere, is tough. I have problems doing it, and I suspect every 

writer struggles at some point.  At these low points, things like ritual 

burnings and reformatting the hard drive seem like splendid ideas. 

 Other than supplying instant relief to nagging frustration, neither 

option is going to get the story written or get the writer past the bad 

part.  There are other options.  

The simplest solution is to walk away.  Let the project sit for a few 

days, then go back and read over it.  Chances are, a little space will 

produce a flood of ideas and get the story rolling again.  However, if 

you sit down and the story still isn't moving, here are some other 

suggestions.  
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Have a chat with your main character.   Ask questions.  Find out 

how he feels about his current situation.  If he's bored, think of some 

way to liven up the situation.   If he's angry, then find a way to resolve 

the anger issues.  Talking to your characters helps work out problems 

without having to stare at the troublesome section of the novel.  If 

nothing else, you can tell your main character he's ruined your life 

with his stubborn refusal to behave.  I find this especially effective 

when I can't seem to get into the minds of my characters.  Once I 

understand why they aren't cooperating, torturing them with 

unexpected obstacles is so much easier. And I can always threaten 

to replace my main character with someone else.  

Write something wildly different from your current work in 
progress.  This works well for me when I want to write, but I can't 

concentrate on my current work in progress.   If you are writing a 

fantasy, try writing the sappiest romance possible.  If you are a 

science fiction writer, try a spoof of your least favorite fantasy novel.   

The change of gears will most likely obliterate the block on your 

writing.  Ideas will come easier.  You'll feel refreshed and excited, 

simply because you accomplished something.  I usually end up 

writing humorous short stories.   

Skip the problem section and go on.  I hate doing this one, but 

sometimes it's the only thing that will work.   When my ideas dry up 

and I find myself stuck in first gear, I mark my spot with something 

like, "return to this section at a later date."  Then I move on.  

Whenever this happens to me, I've usually lost interest in my current 

scene and have another in mind for later on.  Getting to the next 

"candy bar" scene excites me, and just getting the story moving along 
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will make me feel better about my writing.  Unfortunately, my 

characters don't seem to like this idea.  My gravy scenes are torture 

for them.    

Keep the writing fun.  This is the most important piece of advice I've 

ever heard.  If you aren't having fun writing the novel, the reader 

won't have fun reading it.   If fun means creating odd situations for 

characters to struggle out of, do it.  If fun means having a weekly chat 

with the characters, do it.  If fun means drawing a stick figure of a 

character and throwing darts at it, do it.   No one said writing a novel 

was easy.   It's often tedious and time consuming, but there is plenty 

of room for scenes that are a joy to write.  

There is no secret formula for maintaining enthusiasm while working 

on a novel.  Finding a system to keep the creative juices flowing is 

just like finding the perfect wine vintage.  A little sample here, a taste 

there, a sniff of a cork somewhere else.  The method varies from 

writer to writer.   It takes time.  It takes practice.  And most of all, it 

requires a sense of humor. 
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Can you write a novel in… 

By Jennifer St. Clair Bush 
Poetry Moderator 

©2001, Jennifer St. Clair Bush  

 
This year I participated in the 3-day novel contest held by Anvil Press. 

Compared to that, the Book in a Week and the Book in a Month 

contests look tame, but they might be just the things to get you up to 

speed. Participating in these contests might not net you an 

immediately publishable novel or short story, but it will allow you to 

write on a deadline and see how well you do. If you decide to 

participate in any of these contests, drop a note on the Forward 

Motion Discussion Board  so the community can give you virtual 

support! (http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/64272)    

November is National Novel Writing Month, and there's a contest to 

match:  

 National Novel Writing Month Contest Nov. 1-30, 2001  
http://www.nanowrimo.com/   

Participants try to complete a 50,000 word, or 200 page, novel in one 

month. There are no prizes, other than the satisfaction of finishing the 

work. Last year the contest drew over 140 participants, but only 29 

crossed the finish line! That's not a very good finish rate, but I'm sure 

it will be better this year. There are already quite a few people signed 

up. It costs nothing to join, and you can post your word count 

throughout the contest.    

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/64272
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People from Forward Motion who are taking part in this year's run 

(drop by the Discussion Board to see us complain... see how we're 

doing!)  

 Jennifer St. Clair Bush  

 Robert Sloan  

 Allikat  

 Lazette Gifford  

 Julia Pass  

 Fiona Shearer-Hann   

 Caroline Allard  

 May-Lee Sia  

 Nick Bronson  

 Crista Rucker  

 Vicki McElfresh  

 Gayle Garrod  

 Kent Jensen  

 Deb Osorio 

The 3-Day Novel Contest, held over Labor Day. Next contest: Labor 

Day weekend 2002.  

More details can be found at http://www.anvilpress.com    

Participants in this contest try to complete a novel in three days. The 

Grand Prize Winner is published by Anvil Press, and there are cash 

prizes as well -- and a large turnout. The contest entry fee is $25. The 

average page count for submissions is 100, so that’s a fairly short 

novel to write in 3 days. Last year there were over 500 manuscripts 

turned in at the end of the weekend. Very large turnout!   

http://www.anvilpress.com/
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The Book in a Week Writing Challenge  
Painted Rock Writers' Colony holds a Book in a Week (BIW) writing 

challenge at the beginning of each month. The person who has 

written the most pages at the end of that week wins a prize.  

http://www.paintedrock.com/memvis/about/biw.htm    

For those of you interested in short stories more than novels, there's 

also a  

24-hour short story contest:  
http://www.writersweekly.com/misc/contest.html  

There's a limit of 400 participants per contest and $5 entry fee.  The 

contest offers cash prizes as well as books. They supply the topic, 

and you write a story to fit the subject matter. The story has to be 

written in the contest time frame. Hmm, this might be one to enter! 

The site does say that the contest fills up fast, but check out those 

prizes to see why! The next contest begins Jan. 26, 2002.  

   

  

http://www.paintedrock.com/memvis/about/biw.htm
http://www.writersweekly.com/misc/contest.html
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Book Review 

The Handbook of  
Short Story Writing, Volume II  

Edited by Jean M. Fredette  

By Jim Mills 
© 2001 by Jim Mills   

 

I've often asserted on-line that I single-handedly keep the Writer's 

Digest Book Club in business.  I have at least 75 books on the 

various aspects of writing, most of which I have purchased from the 

WDBC over the past year and a half.  Fortunately, they bring out new 

books each month, and there are still many in their library that I have 

not yet purchased.   

In The Handbook of Short Story Writing, Volume II, each of the 33 

chapters is written by a different author giving his or her good advice 

on a particular topic.  Some of the authors included are John Updike, 

James Gunn, Lawrence Block, Orson Scott Card, Ansen Dibell, 

Michael A. Banks, Dwight V. Swain, Esther M. Friesner, and Darrell 

Schweitzer..  At the end of the book is a bio for each author.   

The book has chapters devoted exclusively to short stories, but most 

of the essays relate to fiction in general, so if you write novels but 

avoid short stories, this book is still for you.  Topics include "The 

Finer Points of Characterization" (by Orson Scott Card, an article I 
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especially enjoyed), plot, dialogue (and the six no-no's of dialogue), 

point of view, setting, transitions, breaking out with your first sale and 

mastering editorial requirements for writing young people's stories.  In 

a few cases, notably dialogue and plot, there is more than one 

chapter on the subject.   

For instance, the six no-no's of dialogue ("The Secrets of Writing 

Powerful Dialogue" by Gary Provost) cover such problems as too 

many direct references, describing dialogue, heavy-handed dialogue, 

unnecessary dialogue, repeated information in dialogue, and dialogue 

without tension.  "There's no absolute rule about when you use 

dialogue and when you shouldn't, but here's a good generalization: If 

a stranger were nearby, would he try to eavesdrop on the 

conversation?  If the answer is no, don't use the dialogue.  If the 

answer is yes, use it.  And you can quote me on that."   

Like many Writer's Digest Book Club books, this one gives good, 

practical advice on writing fiction, with several articles that apply 

directly to the short story.  It's well worth adding to your library.  

Book Report: The Handbook of Short Story Writing, Volume II  

Edited by Jean M. Fredette  

Introduction by John Updike  

Published by Writer's Digest Books, 1988, ISBN 0-89879-463-3 (v.2)  
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Web Review 

Creative Purrsuits' Writers' RestStop 

By Lazette Gifford 
©2001, Lazette Gifford  

 
Well, you know you can't go wrong with a site that starts out with a 

name like Creative Purrsuits.  I mean we all know about the corollary 

between writers and cats, right?   

But seriously, if you are looking for a new material to help you with 

your creative endeavors, try RestStop Writers’ Newsletter, at 

www.creativepurrsuits.com/reststopnews/index.html. Created to 

“stimulate and inspire you to bigger and better things in your writing 

career,” RestStop is a graphically pleasing site with lots of links and 

numerous sidebars of information important to writers. The current 

issue includes a look at creating great characters, a part of the 

regular writing exercises column by Rita Marie Keller, as well a look 

at the connection between health and writing, by Joy Held.   

This on-line newsletter also features a number of articles, including 

tips on writing for the greeting card companies, how to write Ezine 

articles that get read, and keeping your science in your articles.  

There are writing exercises, and a list of interesting web sites to 

check out.  Be sure to check out the links at the very bottom of the 

page.  They're easy to miss the first time through, but they're well 

worth your attention.  

http://www.creativepurrsuits.com/reststopnews/index.html
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If the current issue isn’t enough for you, be sure to check out the 

archives. There are over thirty more articles waiting to be discovered! 

Like all writing sites, some articles are better than others, but I found 

a number of them that were helpful. The material covers a wide range 

of the writing spectrum, with everything from organizational aides to 

bottom-line writing skills. 'Eight Great Ways to Jump Start Your 

Writing' is a great piece on little things that can help you overcome 

writer's block.  And ' Holey 3x5 Cards Empower Creativity and 

Organization' had a very interesting idea for sparking creativity.   

(Did I mention it has a cat theme?)    

Seriously, for a site with the modest ambition of adding a little lift to a 

day, Creative Purrsuits goes far beyond that goal! 'Let's get inspired' 

is the theme, and The RestStop for Writers lives up to that proposal.  

While you are wandering through the site, also be sure to check out 

the numerous links found on different pages.  Sign up for the 

newsletter.  Read Miss Tabby's advice.   

Overall, I think you'll be pleasantly surprised.   

And don't forget the cats...  
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Microsoft Encarta 2001: 
A Review 

By Valerie Serdy 

©2001, Valerie Serdy  

 

Any time I was assigned a research project in high school, I 

immediately hit the books.  I always started with a general 

encyclopedia.  I read articles until I could refine my area of interest, 

skipping from one volume to another until a large pile of black books 

with red bindings surrounded me.  This very general research gave 

me enough background to understand more detailed works and apply 

that new knowledge to a basic framework I had built using the 

encyclopedia.     

I got out of the habit of using general encyclopedias when I no longer 

had a set at my immediate disposal, and by educating myself away 

from research papers titled, "How Colored Cellophane Affects the 

Growth of Beans."  However, when I started writing again, I needed 

to do research.  What are the parts of a sailboat called?  What goes 

on in the fishing industry?  When were glass windows commonly 

available?   

Having worked in the software industry, I turned to the web to answer 

my research needs.  Everything can be found on the web, but it 

usually takes some digging.  We've all experienced the problems with 

web-based research: dead links, pages with poor navigation (or no 



Holly Lisle's Vision  190 
 

navigation!), and pages that sell you sailboats, but don't teach you 

what the parts are called.   

I recently bought a new computer, complete with a zillion programs 

already installed on it, including Microsoft Encarta 2001.  In a fit of 

frustration after a web-based research session, I installed and used 

Encarta.   

I was pleasantly surprised.  The interface is similar to web pages, 

complete with Back and Forward buttons making the encyclopedia 

easy to navigate.  Longer articles have a Contents page that lists the 

section titles; each subtitle is a hyperlink, allowing you to skip the life 

cycle of the Atlantic salmon if all you want to know about is the Pacific 

salmon.     

These Contents pages also include additional resources: "further 

reading" takes you to a book list complete with a link to Barnes and 

Noble to allow you to purchase the book; "related articles" is a list of 

articles available within Encarta; "web center" is a list of web pages 

chosen by Encarta's editors as useful picks.  (If you choose to view 

these web pages, they will be displayed in Encarta unless you 

change your settings.)   

Articles with potentially similar content are provided at the end of the 

current article.  For example, an article titled "Sailing" listed the 

articles "Boats and Boatbuilding" and "Ships and Shipbuilding" for 

further reading.  In addition, keywords in an article are hyperlinks to 

other articles.  Luckily, each keyword acts as a hyperlink only once: 
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an article about sailing uses "wind" as a hyperlink once rather than 

every time the term comes up.   

Not having used an online encyclopedia before, I was surprised by 

the search function.  I tried to search for "mideval," not realizing I had 

spelled the word wrong.  Encarta returned a list of correctly spelled 

words from which to choose.  "Medieval" returned a nice long list of 

articles, including "Renaissance," "Middle Ages" and various pictures 

of medieval items.  The list of results closes when you choose an 

article, which made me nervous thinking I'd just lost all my search 

results, but you can easily get the list back by clicking the Find box 

again.  You can also save articles in Encarta's Favorites list.   

Encarta has a few flaws and idiosyncrasies.  The program always 

starts out maximized regardless of how you may have resized it 

during your last session.  It also starts up playing a cheerful tune that 

can be a bit disconcerting if you've left the volume up after your last 

jam session with Smash Mouth.   

The "related articles" feature seems to need some work as well.  If 

you click an item from the "related articles" list, Encarta tries to show 

you just the portion of the article you wanted by scrolling the article to 

the correct spot and placing a little marker next to that spot.  I've had 

a hard time finding what I'm looking for using the marker.  It either 

never seems to be in quite the right spot, or the reference is very 

vague and short.   
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All in all, I've found Encarta to be a great research tool as well as an 

idea generator.  Try searching on "gods" and not coming up with 

ideas at everything Encarta returns.  Searching Encarta is 

considerably more efficient for my purposes than the web, especially 

when all I really want to do is ensure a consistent level of technology 

by determining when water clocks were commonly available.  If you 

find yourself using a computer that has it installed, give it a try. 



Holly Lisle's Vision  193 
 

Around the Boards at Forward Motion 

By James Mills 
Contemporary/ Urban/ Gothic Fantasy 

Moderator  
©2001, James Mills  

 
A lot has been happening since the last issue of Vision.  Some of the 

boards have been changed, and the menu system at the tops of the 

pages has changed.  

The menu changes: I was confused at first, but bear with it – once 

you understand how it all works, it's really pretty neat.  Holly explains 

it all and answers questions:   

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=64272&messageid

=1001345107  

Courses and Classes and Workshops, oh my!  Check out all the 

great stuff being offered for free at HollyLisle.com.  Professional 

quality courses, classes and workshops that might cost hundreds or 

even thousands of dollars elsewhere are available here at little or no 

cost (you may be asked to buy a book, but not from us).  It's all part 

of the pay it forward philosophy.  Reap the rewards:   

Workshop and Class Sign-Up board: 

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/69772    

Most classes will be held in Conference Room One unless otherwise 

noted.  See the Calendar for scheduling.  You can find a link to the 

calendar on all the menus.   

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=64272&messageid=1001345107
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=64272&messageid=1001345107
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/69772
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There are lots of different classes being offered, such as:   

Holly Lisle's classes : Courses and workshops on topics such as 

characters, manuscript preparation, plotting, scenes and the very 

beneficial and popular "Writing the Breakout Novel" course:   

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid

=999294889    

Editing Theme Anthologies with Robert A. Sloan: Very much a 

"Backstage" course on small press publishing and a mission 

statement leading to a focus on pro publishing as well.   

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid

=999294592    

Fight Scenes for the Untrained (WORKSHOP) with Bryn 

Neuenschwander: This will not be a workshop on the specifics of 

combat mechanics; it will cover how to write compelling fight scenes 

without that kind of specialized knowledge or training. Workshop 

participants will go step-by-step through the process of staging the 

scene, addressing questions of how the details of the scene (such as 

character motivation, setting, tone, movement, weaponry, injuries, 

etc.) can be used to affect the story.   

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid

=999294552    

Headhopping Hell with Anne Marble: This class is about the different 

types of viewpoints writers can use. Also, we'll learn about juggling 

multiple viewpoints, avoiding headhopping (bouncing viewpoints 

within a single scene), the pitfalls of some POVs, and so forth.   

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid=999294889
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid=999294889
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid=999294592
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid=999294592
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid=999294552
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid=999294552
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Love Scenes in All Genre with Anne Marble: Also at the same link: 

We'll talk about what to do if some of your characters suddenly (gasp) 

become attracted to each other.   

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid

=999294625    

Horses and Writing  with Mary K. Wilson: This class covers the 

basics for non-horsey people, breeds and types of horses, some 

conformation issues, use issues (i.e. why a good carriage horse 

would not make a good riding horse), tack (saddle, bridle, etc.), and 

other horse-related topics.   

General discussion:  

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=64272&messageid

=1000606960  

Vampires in Fiction with Jennifer St. Clair Bush: Are you thinking 

about writing Vampire fiction?  See what Jen and others have to say.  

Sink your teeth into it.   

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid

=999294513  

   

Lunch at the Library with Katherine: A daytime workshop on 

research and other topics.   

September workshop and comments:  

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid

=1000768586    

October workshop:  

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid

=1001524935  

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid=999294625
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid=999294625
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=64272&messageid=1000606960
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=64272&messageid=1000606960
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid=999294513
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid=999294513
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid=1000768586
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid=1000768586
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid=1001524935
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid=1001524935
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Novel Submission with Vicki McElfresh: Learn the basics of what 

should go into a novel submission and how to properly present your 

material to an editor.   

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid

=999294820    

Short Story Submission Workshop with Ron Brown:   This class 

focuses on researching markets, sources of information about 

markets and how to use them, submission guidelines and formats, 

and using rejections to build a relationship with an editor and to 

improve your work.   

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid

=999471467    

Writing for Children and Young Adults with Justin Stanchfield:  

Writing for a younger audience has its own problems and rewards.  

Learn some of the techniques in this class.   

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid

=999294750    

Writing Workshop Series with S. L. Viehl: Sheila is the author of the 

StarDoc series of novels (great reading -– buy her books!) and she's 

teaching how to write.  Check out her classes – Sign-Up and 

Transcripts:   

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid

=999294860    

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid=999294820
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid=999294820
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid=999471467
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid=999471467
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid=999294750
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid=999294750
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid=999294860
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid=999294860
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Short Story Classes with Lazette Gifford: Zette's planning another 

series of classes on short story writing.  Let her know if you're 

interested.   

Sign-Up here (but scroll down for the latest news):  

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid

=999294717    

World Building Course- with Jim Mills: No sign-up necessary -– just 

show up.  We'll start the first one on Sunday Oct. 7th at 6pm Eastern 

Time, which should make it 11pm British time.  At a later date, 

probably after the first of the year, we may run a course at a 'daytime' 

time for the Asia and Australia area members.  This course will 

repeat.   

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid

=999294655    

Did you think that was a lot?  There are more that I haven't covered 

and others being added all the time.  Check out the Workshop & 

Class Sign-Up board for the latest information:   

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/69772    

The Round Robin board has disappeared and been replaced by a 

Questions & Answers board with subsections for science, math, 

manuscript submission, grammar, etc.   

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/68955    

Crit Circle Classifieds: http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/70404    

Check here often for people looking for crits and willing to return 

same.  Or post crit requests of your own.  Sometimes circle 

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid=999294717
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid=999294717
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid=999294655
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=69772&messageid=999294655
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/69772
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/68955
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/70404
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moderators post notices that they are looking for new members.  This 

is the place to get information.   

Also, there's the Crit Circle Master Index, which lists all the crit circles 

on-site, who runs them, where they are posted, etc.   

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=70404&messageid

=990341539    

Interesting threads from the Writers' Discussion Board:   
Embracing your wickedness -- the secret to better fiction  

Holly and others discuss how to write good villains that readers will 

remember.   

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=64272&messageid

=998413659    

How do I find information on a vague event in history?   

This thread was started Sept. 13, 2000 and has been periodically 

updated through Aug. 20, 2001, with interesting comments and links 

to resources about comet impacts on Earth (and/or volcanic 

eruptions) that threw dust into the air and caused winter-like 

conditions to persist year-round in 1816, or links to arms and armor 

throughout history, etc.   

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=64272&messageid

=968844608    

 

 

Languages - this thread has interesting questions, and some 

answers, relating to how to use languages of people in different areas 

as tools in your writing, use of translators, 'common' languages in 

different eras (English modern and Greek 2000 years ago), how to 

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=70404&messageid=990341539
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=70404&messageid=990341539
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=64272&messageid=998413659
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=64272&messageid=998413659
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=64272&messageid=968844608
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=64272&messageid=968844608
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haggle and barter with someone who doesn't speak the same 

language, etc.   

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=64272&messageid

=986060157    

Alternative first lines to various literature - this one's a hoot!   

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=64272&messageid

=993615542    

The World Building Board: http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/90838 

   

There is more to world building than making a city, country or planet, 

drawing a map and plunking your characters down.  If you want to 

maintain believability and keep your readers -- even in non-SF writing 

-– then you have to get the science right (at least to a degree) and be 

consistent in details.  This is the place to ask questions and get 

answers.   

Quantum Computing and FTL (Faster Than Light): Ready for SF?   

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=90838&messageid

=999564057    

Gravity   

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=90838&messageid

=1001616231    

Military Structure   

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=90838&messageid

=1001026480    

Slitting your wrists and scars: what has this got to do with world 

building, you ask?  Good world building includes things like culture, 

customs, taboos and the consequences of breaking them.   

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=64272&messageid=986060157
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=64272&messageid=986060157
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=64272&messageid=993615542
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=64272&messageid=993615542
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/90838
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=90838&messageid=999564057
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=90838&messageid=999564057
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=90838&messageid=1001616231
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=90838&messageid=1001616231
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=90838&messageid=1001026480
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=90838&messageid=1001026480
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http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=90838&messageid

=999479531    

Matriarchies and other female-dominated societies:   
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=90838&messageid

=997852490    

Paper: What were some ways of making paper before modern 

times? Also, what would be some qualities a plant should have to 

make good paper?   

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=90838&messageid

=1001272788    

There's more.  Come and browse the World Building Board:   

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/90838    

The Moderator Index is scheduled for an update with new 

information on the moderators, some samples of their work, pictures, 

etc.  Come and meet your moderators:   

http://hollylisle.com/community/moderator-index.html    

  

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=90838&messageid=999479531
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=90838&messageid=999479531
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=90838&messageid=997852490
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=90838&messageid=997852490
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=90838&messageid=1001272788
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/thread?forumid=90838&messageid=1001272788
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/90838
http://hollylisle.com/community/moderator-index.html
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Good News From 
 Forward Motion 

 

 

Cover work for Holly's new novel, Vincallis the Agitator, 
to be released in March, 2002: 

 

Holly Lisle's acclaimed trilogy THE SECRET TEXTS is the epic 

adventure of heroes battling a resurrected evil that had nearly 

destroyed the world a millennium before. Now Holly Lisle take 

readers back to the days of that ancient apocalypse -- and to the 

decadent heart of a fantastic, doomed empire . . .  

Glory of the Dragons 

Based on a science of sorcery called Dragon magic, the Hars 

Ticlarim is a miraculous place of mansions built on clouds and 

gardens blooming diamonds beneath canopies of captive stars. But 

this incomparable beauty hides a dark core: Dragon magic draws its 

power from the agony of slaves who are killed for sorcerous fuel. And 

for three thousand years, no one has dared question the empire's 

inhuman cruelty . . . until now. 

http://hollylisle.com/jpg/vincalis_lg.jpg
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Wraith, a boy with an uncanny power, seeks the art to foment a 

revolution within the Hars Ticlarim. Solander, a brilliant young mage, 

believed he has discovered a totally new form of magic. Luercas, a 

sadistic noble, will commit any crime that furthers his ambition. All 

three are clever, resolute, driven -- and naive. For they challenge the 

rulers of a globe-spanning power that has endured for millennia -- 

rulers who will do anything to stay in power forever . . .  

Holly Lisle's current book -- on the stands now!  

To defeat the Dragons, Kait and Ry must destroy the 

source of the sorcerers' power -- the Mirror of Souls. But if they 

succeed, they will lose the only weapon that can stop Luercas from 

becoming a demonic god who will enslave the entire world . . . 

forever. 

Book III of THE SECRET TEXTS 

 Read the preview chapters | Read the reviews | View the cover | 

Order the book    

  

 

 Moderator S. L. Viehl has two new Releases: 

 

http://hollylisle.com/tm/COF-chap.html
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/65128
http://hollylisle.com/tm/gallery24.html
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0446673978/forwardmotionhol
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Dream Mountain (writing as Gena Hale) 10/10 published by Onyx 

(NAL) 

 

Shockball (StarDocIV) 11/09 published by Roc SF/F 

 

And has sold: 

 

Melting the Iceman and two additional romance novels to Onyx (NAL) 

 

A Matter of Consultation (AH short story) to Baen   

 

Moderator Jennifer St. Clair Bush's The Tenth Ghost is available at 

the Writers' Exchange E-publishing.  Anyone curious and who might 

not want to wait for the print version next year, here's the address: 

 

http://www.writers-exchange.com/epublishing/jennifer-book1.htm  

 

Bryn Neuenschwander has had a request for a rewrite from Ace 

editor Anne Sowards.   

 

Moderator Justin Stanchfield's  story "To The Sea, Our Tears 

Returned" is out in the Bones Of The World anthology, available from 

http://www.sff.net/ or Barnes and Noble. He also received a Nebula 

recommendation (his first ever!) for this story. 

http://www.writers-exchange.com/epublishing/jennifer-book1.htm
http://www.sff.net/
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Caroline Allard had a short story (A Matter of Curiosity) published at 

Shadowkeep (www.shadowkeepzine.com ) in September, and a 

micro fiction (Winter Blast) at The Murder Hole 

(www.themurderhole.com  ).  

 

Moderators Shane P. Carr and Anne M. Marble both sold the 

electronic reprint rights of Vision articles to Moira Allen's 'Writing-

World.'  

 

Moderator Lazette Gifford sold Living in Caine's Hold to Embiid 

Publishing. ( http://www.embiid.net )  

Her novella, Last Days of Faneh Thenyal out in December from 

Jintsu (http://www.eggplant-productions.com/jintsu/ ), where you can 

read an excerpt. 

Lazette's first novel, Silky, is available from Embiid 

Publishing. (http://www.embiid.net)   

Exciting, complex and richly textured, with a world you'll 

believe and a protagonist you have to cheer for --  

Silky is wonderful.  

--Holly Lisle, author of Courage of Falcons  

http://www.shadowkeepzine.com/
http://www.themurderhole.com/
http://www.embiid.net/
http://www.eggplant-productions.com/jintsu/
http://www.embiid.net/
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 Joining Forward Motion 
 

About the Community 
The community came into existence for several reasons. First, I 

hadn't been able to be a part of a writers' group or attend conventions 

in a few years, and knew that situation wouldn't be changing in the 

foreseeable future, and I missed the company of readers. Second, I 

am fortunate to be able to do the thing I enjoy most for a living, and I 

wanted to be able to help others who shared my obsession find their 

way to living their dreams. Third, I knew a lot of people -- writers and 

readers - - who I thought should meet each other. 

When the Internet suddenly erupted with free, easy-to-use 

community-building tools, I suddenly had the solution to bringing 

those many people together and sharing what I knew with them and 

letting them share what they knew with me and each other. 

The community has two sections -- public boards, which anyone can 

read and in most cases anyone can post to; and private boards, 

where writers can post sections of works-in-progress and receive 

critiques of them. The private areas require community membership 

and are password-protected to preserve all publication rights for each 

author's use. 

To participate in the public boards , all you have to do is read them 

and post to them. If you create a Network54 ID, you gain the ability to 

post in HTML and use signatures; if you join the community you can 

edit your posts. But in most cases there's no requirement to do either. 

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/64272
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(The Rants board, due to a short-lived problem with trolls, requires a 

Network54 login to post.) 

To participate in the private portion of the community, you must 

obtain a Network54 login and use it to join the community . You will 

have to be logged in to gain access to the private boards. 

Anyone may join. Membership is free and approval is automatic. The 

excellent site moderators  can help you find your way to topics of 

interest to you, crit circles that can help you, and ongoing projects, 

challenges, exercises, workshops, articles, and contests that might 

inspire you. 

We have a good group of people in the HollyLisle.com community. 

Come look us over, introduce yourself, take part in a few 

conversations -- or jump straight into the deep water and start 

working on your book or short story. 

We're here to help you make long-cherished dreams turn into reality. 

I hope you'll join us. 

Holly Lisle 

http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/login?action=signup&id=64272
http://network54.com/Hide/Group/3188
http://network54.com/Hide/Forum/69237
http://hollylisle.com/community/moderator-index.html
http://www.hollylisle.com/
http://hollylisle.com/community/
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Holly Lisle's Vision 
Masthead 

 
Vision is published bi-monthly and gives preference to articles 

submitted by people who belong to the Forward Motion Writer's 

Community.  Joining the community is free, and it's a great resource 

for upcoming writers. 

Guidelines for Vision 

Holly Lisle And Lazette Gifford, Publishers 

Holly@hollylisle.com 

zette@hollylisle.com 

Copy Editor: 

Beth Adele Long 

bethadele@hollylisle.com 

Associate Editors: 

All Associate Editors are also Moderators on the Forward Motion.  If 

you have any questions about the Vision or about the site, feel free to 

contact any of us. 

mailto:zette@hollylisle.com
mailto:zette@hollylisle.com
http://hollylisle.com/community/beth-adele-long-intro.html
mailto:bethadele@hollylisle.com
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Sarah Jane Elliott, Fantasy 

Dolphin_Girl@hollylisle.com 

Teresa Hopper, Horror Moderator 

TeresaH@hollylisle.com 

Jennifer St. Clair Bush,  Poetry 

JenStClair@hollylisle.com 

Christina Stiles, RPG Development Moderator 

christina@hollylisle.com  

Anne M. Marble,  Romance 

marble@hollylisle.com 

Bob Billing, Science Fiction 

astropolis@hollylisle.com 

Ron Brown, Suspense and Mystery 

ron_brown@hollylisle.com 

Justin Stanchfield,  Young Adult and Children  

  justinvs@hollylisle.com 

Vicki McElfresh, Young Writer's Scene 

http://hollylisle.com/community/sarah-jane-elliot-intro.html
mailto:Dolphin_Girl@hollylisle.com
http://hollylisle.com/community/teresa-hopper-intro.html
mailto:TeresaH@hollylisle.com
http://hollylisle.com/community/jen-st-clair-intro.html
mailto:JenStClair@hollylisle.com
mailto:christina@hollylisle.com
http://hollylisle.com/community/anne-marble-intro.html
mailto:marble@hollylisle.com
http://hollylisle.com/community/bob-billing-intro.html
mailto:lbeagan@hollylisle.com
mailto:ron_brown@hollylisle.com
http://hollylisle.com/community/justin-stanchfield-intro.html
mailto:justinvs@hollylisle.com
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Vicki@hollylisle.com 

Jim Mills,  Forward Motion Community 

Jim@hollylisle.com 

Copyright Information 

Vision 

Volume One, Issue 6, November/December 

Entire contents Copyright 2001, 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. 

  

mailto:vicki@hollylisle.com
http://hollylisle.com/community/jim-mills-intro.html
mailto:Jim@hollylisle.com
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Guidelines 
Expanded Guidelines 

 
Upcoming Themes 

 
We will happily consider manuscripts from either unpublished or 

published writers – we prefer to be queried (all queries and 

manuscript submissions are handled by e-mail). We are 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 it be history or science or nursing or long-

distance running – and how and where your specialty can be used 

correctly by writers. Write something that will help other writers write 

better, and we’ll be interested in taking a look. 

We are a non-paying market with a 100% volunteer staff. In return for 

your work, you get as many copies of the e-zine as you care to 

download, and our sincere thanks. Your work will make a nice tear-

sheet to present when selling other work, but it doesn’t count as a 

professional market because we can’t afford to pay. 

On the other hand, the e-zine is also free. 

We use only non-exclusive serial rights; what this means is that you 

can sell your piece elsewhere before, during, or after you have placed 

it with us. We don’t mind if it runs simultaneously. However – and this 

is very important for you to keep in mind – if you place a piece with us 

that has not been published elsewhere, we will be using your First 

Serial Rights, which means they will not be available for sale 

elsewhere. Reprint rights are harder to sell. And back issues will be 
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available from the site (though not from e-zine newsstands) for as 

long as I can keep them there, as a reference to new people coming 

into the site. 

If you sell a piece elsewhere after we have accepted it but before we 

have printed it, and you need to have us pull it in order to be able to 

make your sale, please let us know immediately. We can pull a piece 

up to a few days before we go to press, but the longer you wait, the 

more difficult time we’ll have getting another piece copyedited and 

ready to fill the slot your piece occupied. 

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 request such edits as will finish it to our standards. If we 

feel that it need massive rewrites, we won’t accept it. 

For feature articles, query Lazette Gifford. For genre- or area-specific 

articles, query the relevant editor. All e-mail addresses are in the 

masthead. 

We look forward to hearing from you. 

Holly Lisle and Lazette Gifford 

Publishers, Vision 

 
 

mailto:zette@hollylisle.com
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Expanded Submission Guidelines: 

Articles must be at least 500 words, and longer is much better if your 

subject will handle it.  2000 words is the 'soft' top, and I'm willing to go 

over it if the article needs it.  

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 looking reading.   

Use one of these fonts: Courier, Courier New, Times New Roman or 

Arial, 12pt.  

Double space   

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), it also allows for an .rtf 

file save.    
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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.   

NO HTML code except for links, and those written in this fashion:  

http://www.whatever.com/this.htm  

Provide the ISBN #s for all books reviewed.  Also, if you mention a 

specific book, and especially if you quote from it, add the title, author 

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 these look really neat on the 

screen, they translate to funny little squares that cannot 
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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 some very good articles, and I hope that all of 

you look at the list of upcoming issues and choose something you 

feel comfortable with.  If you find something you'd like to submit to, 

make note of which issue it is and let me know what kind of article 

you would like to write.   

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 in spy thrillers, etc., let us know.  The Genres we 

like to cover in each issue are:   

Fantasy  

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. 
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Upcoming Themes for Vision: 

Here you will find ideas on what we'd like to see for each of the 

upcoming themes.  These are not definitive! They're just what we 

came up with while brainstorming, ideas that we hope will spur your 

own ideas. We want to see what you come up with; if you want to 

take something straight from the list, that's great. If the lightbulb goes 

on and you think of the perfect article for the issue, that's even better. 

And if you want to write an article that doesn't fit any of our themes, 

but is about writing, write that, too. Along with the theme articles, we 

ALWAYS need articles about all aspects of writing. 

This is our list of themes and our ideas for what might go in them: 

Writing as Hobby, Writing as Career 
(January/February 2002) (Submission Due Date: December 1, 
2001) 

For this issue, we hope to see something like . . . 

How seriously do you take your writing, and how serious do you 

WANT to take your writing. How to make a living once you leave the 

day job behind. Writing as fun. When to change from Hobby to 

Career. First person -- folks who think they want to write pro, folks 

what just want to write to express themselves, and from those who 

have already gone pro. 
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Parents and Children 
(March/April 2002) (Submission Due Date: February 1, 2002) 

For this issue, we hope to see something like . . . 

• The Child as Protagonist in an Adult Novel  

• Kick-Ass Moms in Fiction  

• The Challenges of Writing a Parent as Protagonist  

• Writing Realistic Children  

• Writing as a Parent  

• Romance Heroines (and Heroes) with Kids  

• The SF Child, the SF Parent 

Writing and Editing 
(May/June 2002) (Submission Due Date: April 1, 2002) 

For this issue, we hope to see something like . . . 

How to edit -- nuts and bolts of editors marks, word and style choices, 

checking continuity; first-person articles from writers who have 

worked with an editor to sell a difficult piece. How many drafts does it 

take? Turning rejections into useful info, querying editors, preparing a 

manuscript to go out the door. 

Animals in Fiction 
(July/August 2002) (Submission Due Date: June 1, 2002) 

For this issue, we hope to see something like . . . 

• Cats and Mysteries  

• Dogs and Romances  
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• The Animal Protagonist  

• Avoiding Cute Animals  

• Writing Horses Right  

• Telepathic Horses, Cats with Hands, Talking Dogs; 

Animals and the Fantastic 

Marketing Your Work and Yourself 
(September/October 2002) (Submission Due Date: August 1, 
2002) 

For this issue, we hope to see something like . . . 

Putting up a web page, going to conventions, meeting other writers, 

marketing locally, marketing on the Internet, bookstore signings 

Art In Fiction; Art AS Fiction 
(November/December 2002) (Submission Due Date: October 1, 
2002) 

For this issue, we hope to see something like . . . 

• Writers as Protagonists  

• Art as Science  

• When Does It Have to Be Perfect?  

• Fantasy -- How they Dance and Sing in Isk Kahsherei  

• Can Genre Fiction Be Art?  

• Painting with Words 
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Thank you for reading Vision 

The next issue will be available 

January 1, 2002 
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