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Featuring an Interview with  
Beth Hilgartner  

Author of Cats in Cyberspace  

Welcome to issue # 10!    

Late, but worth the wait!  We have an exceptional issue, and I hope you 

enjoy all of it! 

In this issue our theme is animals in fiction... and real life.  As you might 

expect, cats and horses abound in the theme material, but we have 

managed a few pieces on other creatures as well. But the theme articles 

are not the only material presented in this issue.  The Advanced Writing 

Section is filled with advice from poisoning to editing, and the Genre 

Section has a number of exceptional articles. 

If you have any comments, drop us a line at vision@lazette.net.  We would 

like to know what you think of Vision, and what types of material you might 

find interesting in future issues.   

mailto:vision@lazette.net


Holly Lisle's Vision: A Resource for Writers 
Issue # 10 

7 
 

Vision is also available Adobe Acrobat™ and Palm Systems™ 

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

back issues.  (Please note that Adobe Acrobat™ and Palm Systems™ 

versions will be available one week after the html version is posted. This 

allows us to catch as many typos and mistakes as possible before turning 

to formats that are not as easy to correct.)  

 

Interview: Beth Hilgartner 

Beth Hilgartner leads a varied life.  According to her home page, she writes 

books, is an ordained Episcopal priest, and makes classical music (singing 

soprano as well as playing recorders).  She also teaches private music 

students (beginning to intermediate piano, voice, and recorder), and makes 

recorders.  

 

Theme Articles 

Adapting Earth Animals into Alien Life Forms 

By  S.L. Viehl 

Here’s a bit of movie trivia you probably don’t know: Charles Bailey III, the 

Chief Model Maker and the man who helped created Stephen Spielberg’s 

E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial (1981), told a reporter that he inverted a domestic 

cat’s head when he made the preliminary sketches of the much-beloved 

alien’s face. 

http://hollylisle.com/community/downloads.html
http://www.sscdc.net/hlvision/
http://www.sscdc.net/hlvision/
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Keep Your Eyes Open 

By Valerie Serdy 

Ideas for our writing can come from anywhere and everywhere.  This is an 

old writing axiom, rather like "write what you know," and yet sometimes I 

forget the value it has for me.  I grew up reading fantasy novels and 

internalized various conventions and clichés without realizing it. 

Finding the 'Wild' in the Wilderness  

By Keri Bas 

Whenever a character encounters a non-urban area, especially an 

untamed wilderness region, there are dozens of threats to health and 

survival that can go unnoticed.  A character's trips through wooded areas 

or unfamiliar landscapes can easily become torture because of the natural 

dangers inherent in such an area.   

A Writer's Primer on Parrots  

By Jami Geimer 

Parrots are amazing birds, living jewels with the gift of communication with 

humans. They are also among the most intelligent of birds, with certain 

individuals functioning on a level similar to a three- to five-year-old human 

child.  
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Horse Sense  

By Bob Billing 

Most would-be fantasy authors don't even meet horses regularly, let alone 

make use of them. But no work of fantastic fiction is considered complete 

without some four-legged transport. This has caused some horrifying 

bloopers in stories I've read recently.   

Horse Communication 101 

By Jeri-Tallee Dawson    

Horses are often an essential part of the novels we write. They are the 

chosen mode of transportation in a fantasy novel, a fancy hobby for a 

wealthy Lady in a science fiction series, or the romantic heroine’s closest 

confidante. . Horses are everywhere in fiction.  

Sunlight and Air: The Feeding a Fictional Horse 

By Mary K. Wilson 

Too many fictional horses exist on air and sunlight.  In countless stories, a 

horse and rider gallop for miles, without any thought being given to the 

horse's stamina and energy levels, both of which are directly related to 

good nutrition.   
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The Heritage of the Barnyard 

By Justin Stanchfield     

We live on an amazing planet: a world teeming with life, countless species 

of animals, some wild, some domestic, filling every conceivable niche. 

Sadly, too many fantasy stories populate the pages of their pre-industrial 

world with people, wolf-hounds, horses, and the occasional lap cat, 

neglecting to the point of absurdity the rich heritage of the barnyard.  

Felines in Fantasy: Cliché or Clichéd? 

By Heidi Elizabeth Smith     

I recently learned that many speculative fiction readers consider feline--and 

animal, in general--characters to be clichéd, to the point where magazines 

state in their guidelines, "No Cat Stories." As an unabashed cat-lover and 

an author of multiple stories (unpublished and currently in revision) 

featuring feline or felinoid main characters, I was surprised and, to tell the 

truth, a little shocked.  

Cats and Writers, One Cat's Opinion 

By Aristophenes Mr. Robert's Cat Sloan     

Cat civilization began when we first domesticated some big primates living 

along the Nile in Egypt. Humans are useful food givers who build good 

housing for us, care for our medical needs, love, adore, and even worship 

us. Intelligent and easily trained, humans can become like a member of 

your family.  
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Lessons Taught By a Siamese Friend's Life 

By Cheryl Peugh 

As the first clods of Missouri dirt covered the blue paint that read "Simba" 

on one side of the box lid, and "1980 - 98" on the other side, I thought of all 

the things the cat inside the box and I had been through in our lives 

together.  

 

Advanced Writing 

Poisoning Persons in Print 

By Alison Sinclair    

One of your characters has murder in mind, but is not disposed to direct 

confrontation with sword, knife or morningstar, having neither the skill nor 

the temperament, perhaps (the psychology of poisoners is beyond the 

scope of this article). I hope in this article to hit some high points, point up 

some patterns and offer some possibilities on the menu.  

The Right to Revise 

By Carol Stephenson    

For those who receive an editor's revision letter after submission, or at an 

appointment hear an editor say, "it sounds interesting but….," or post sale 

have an editor who needs one more change after another, my heartfelt 

condolences.    
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Background Color in Worldbuilding 

By Steven Swain    

You’ve named your world, chosen your main characters and your villains, 

and figured out a plot. You’re all ready to charge headlong into your novel, 

right? Sure, if you want your novel to be bare of all background color.  

On Keeping a Writer’s Journal  

By Peggy Kurilla    

One piece of advice, given to writers so often it’s almost a cliché, is to keep 

a journal.  What is less often covered is what to write in those journals and 

how they can help your writing.  In this article, I’ll cover four common types 

of journals that can help you refine your writing.    

 

Just for fun... 

An Argument Against Reading Fiction  

By T. L. Cobern 

Reading fiction is a vile habit.  The very act of sitting down to read removes 

me from the daily grind, from the pressure of reaching my wordcount goal 

for that day, and rewards me with nothing more than empty hands and 

mind at the end of said reading time.   
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Genre Articles 

Fantasy:  
Describing Fantastic Creatures  

By Jeff Reeds 

I have a problem with animals. The pesky beasts are popping up 

everywhere -- and no wonder. The novel I’m writing takes place at the end 

of the Bronze Age and its people are reliant on animals for work and for 

food.  

Horror:  
Getting the Best Out of Your Bad Guys 

by Teresa Hopper 

I have a confession to make: I love the bad guys in horror stories. There’s 

nothing I enjoy more than sinking my teeth into a novel with a really well 

written, scary bad guy in it. And they are often my favourite characters in 

my own stories, more so than my heroes.  

Mystery & Suspense: 
Get a Clue: Using Clues to Map Your Mystery  

By Rob Flumignan    

Probably the toughest part about writing a mystery comes when you’ve got 

three hundred or so pages stacked up and it’s time to tie all the ends 

together and reveal "whodunit."  Though there really isn’t any easy way to 

tackle the unique and complex mystery form, there is a way to make the 
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process slightly less like performing brain surgery with a pair of crochet 

needles.  

Romance:  

Characters Romance Readers Love #2: Heroine Junkies 

By Gena Hale  

Writing romance is all about "boy meets girl" – telling the story of how two 

people come together, go through various and sundry adventures, fall in 

love, and eventually commit to one another.  Naturally one of the most 

important elements of that story is the girl – the main female character, aka 

the heroine.   

Science Fiction:  

The Curious Behaviour of the Altharian Tzog in the Night  

By Bob Billing  

Introducing an animal into a story can sometimes be a useful plot device. In 

fact I have a rough collie called Flora McDonald --Flossie to her friends -- in 

my current work in progress. In this article I'd like to go through some of the 

ways in which animals not only can bring out points about the human 

characters but can also let you present things that would be difficult to say 

in any other way.  
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Forward Motion Articles 

Meet the Moderators:   
Meet James Milton  

Non-fiction Moderator James Milton is an Australian, born in Brisbane -- a 

wonderful city to grow up in, retaining, at that time, the charm of a small city 

with all the facilities expected from the capital of Australia's fastest-growing 

state.   

Forward Motion: 
Forward Motion in A Nutshell 

By Robert A. Sloan 

It was amazing to meet people who posted entire sentences in chat! For 

the first time in my life, I wasn't considered weird. The pressing issues 

,ideas, and technical problems that occupy way too much of my time and 

energy were common ones with this group. 

Also: workshop, reviews, news from the Forward Motion 
Community, guidelines, and more! 

 



Holly Lisle's Vision: A Resource for Writers 
Issue # 10 

16 
 

From Holly 

And More Changes...  
By Holly Lisle  

© 2002, Holly Lisle  

 

Hi, folks!  

No battle plan survives first engagement with the enemy.  And apparently 

no simple-in-theory site move can survive first contact with a disastrous 

hosting company.  The site is currently in disarray, and I've been struggling 

to keep my own wordcounts up while getting everything back in working 

order.  

It's been an interesting couple of months -- between finishing the revision 

on the Book-That-Would-Not-Die, The Wreck of Heaven; starting back in 

on my first romance novel since my very first novel of all; and the site move 

that has had some community regulars making grim references to desert 

treks across harsh alien landscapes.  Community members came together 

to fill an emergency moving fund in six hours, with people still asking to 

donate after the fund closed.  I've gotten examples of both the best and the 

worst of people.  And had a clear reminder about writing, both as a career 

and as a life path.  Which is this --  
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Persistence and passion, more than talent or luck or any other factor, will 

win the day.  When things are going badly, find a way to laugh at your 

disasters, but after you're through laughing, just keep going.  

You'll get there.  We'll ALL get there.  

Hang in, write well, and never give up on your dreams,  

Holly  
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You Can Never Have  
Too Many Cats... 

By Lazette Gifford  

© 2002, By Lazette Gifford  

 

A writer just can't have too many cats, in my opinion.  Oh sure, they can 

take up your time and distract you when you most need to edit or write a 

synopsis (or am I confusing cats and plots again?).   But still... Cats and 

writers seem to go together.  And I certainly have enough of the little beasts 

to make me a best selling author.  Hmmm... Maybe there's a flaw in this 

plan.  Or at least a bit of cat fur in it. 

It's been a busy two months, and I apologize for getting this issue out so 

late.  It's a wonderful issue, though, and I really think it was worth the wait.  

I just had one of those stretches where life leaps up and attacks you. 

Or hold it, maybe that's the cats again. 
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Workshop 

Zette's Quick Guide to  
Writing Short Stories 

By Lazette Gifford  

© 2002, Lazette Gifford  

 

If you are a novel writer, turning out a short story can be a wonderful and 

exciting experience.  Instead of taking months or even years to finish a 

project, you might type 'The End' on your first draft in a matter of hours or 

days.  However, some people have trouble focusing on the narrow limits of 

a short piece.  They shy away from them, even though they would gladly 

leap into a new multi-volume epic novel series. 

Until about five years ago, I could not write a short story.  One day I wrote 

three.  I eventually (after much rewriting) sold all three of those stories.   

Somehow, the ability to write shorter work (after more than forty novels) 

had finally clicked for me.  Now I write either without trouble. 

In this guide I've passed on a few pointers that I hope will help you focus on 

writing something shorter.  This is not a workshop, but rather a set of notes 

that might help you locate that hidden short story.  Nor are they set-in-stone 

rules, but they may help you focus on the material.  

The most important thing to remember when trying to write a short story is 

to keep your focus on the short.  If your idea suddenly wants to become a 
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ten-volume epic spawning generations... keep it in mind.  But write the 

short story based on one incident in your idea. 

You may not get this right the first few times, but don't give up.  Short 

stories are not only fun, they are also wonderful supplements to writing 

income between those long novels, as well as a way to keep your name out 

in the public eye. 

Good luck and have fun!  

1. What is a short story? 

A short story is often an incident, not an entire history; an adventure, not 

the whole quest.  A short story focuses on the defining moment in time -- 

the high point of tension in the adventure. 

Quite often they also cover a limited amount of time.  A novel might cover 

the entire life of a character, but a short story will draw out one single 

incident.  This is why writers are occasionally able to create entire novels 

based on a previously published short story.  

There have been short stories that break these 'rules' of course.  But if you 

are trying to write your first short piece, these guidelines might help 
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SFWA (Science Fiction Writers of America, Inc.) word count lengths 
*Novel -- 40,000 words or more 
*Novella -- 17,500 - 39,999 words 
*Novelette -- 7,500 -17,499 words 
*Short Story -- 7,499 words or fewer  

http://www.sfwa.org  

2. Finding Short Story Ideas & Keeping Them Short 

When you get an idea for a story, many of us immediately let it grow as we 

look at 'who' and 'why.'  Instead, imagine your character or incident, and 

grow the story from there -- don't look at the character's entire life.   

Don't start a short story with the main character at the age of five, helping 

in his father's shoemaking shop if the 'incident' is about how the nineteen-

year-old young man went to sea.   We don't need to 'see' him that young, 

though that background can be mentioned as a reason he went to sea, but 

don't start a short story there.  

http://www.sfwa.org/
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There is no set number of incidents/days/etc. that a short story must be.  

The trick is to limit your writing to what absolutely needs to be told.  

Short stories are no different than novels in most writing-respects.  The 

trick is entirely in focusing on the story and not allowing yourself to wander 

off that path. 

 

3. How to create obstacles  

Obstacles are important to all types of stories.  If nothing happens, the 

story is static.  If too much happens, it's unbelievable, and if too little, it's 

boring.  
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And with short stories the problem is compounded by finding the obstacles 

that will not take the story away from the main plot.  In a novel, the 

characters may take many false leads, and wander all over the world 

before they reach their goal.  In a short story, the characters are already 

standing outside the castle, and their wandering is past. This is the moment 

of truth.  They will still face problems, but those problems will be inherent 

with what is on the other side of the door.  

Many people find that an outline works as both a map and a limiting agent 

for writing shorter pieces.   

 

 

4. Working in the Right Details 

Too often, people believe the way to write a short story is to leave out 

details.   This won't work any better than it would with a novel.  The trick, 

just as with limiting the incidents, is to limit the details of the story to what is 

absolutely needed.  
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World building a massive continent, peopling it with a dozen tribes, and 

giving each of them their own government and religions can be fun.  But if 

your story is about someone who finds peace with her mother, and never 

leaves her little village, don't pile that entire world building into the story.  

Concentrate on the details at hand -- the village and the people there.  

Most novel writers find this particularly hard.  They often feel that the story 

lacks depth because they can only focus on the immediate story.  It's 

sometimes difficult to get the feel right.  Just like any other form of writing, it 

takes practice. 
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5. Description 

Description works just a little differently than detail. Details are the larger 

items to bring into the story -- what information the reader needs to know to 

follow the story and not get lost. Details are the colors, sounds, scents, etc. 

that make the world seem alive.  Judicial use of description can help focus 

the reader just where you want them to look -- either to see something 

important, or to miss something equally important. Padding a short story 

with too much description can be far more obvious in the shorter venue 

than in a novel.  And cutting all the description to make a story fit a certain 

word length is also noticeable.  Keep to the items at hand.  It's no different 

than writing the details for a chapter where the characters are not in their 

usual spot for the novel.   Just don't bury them in details, trying to bring in 

all that world building again.  Concentrate on the important parts. 
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2. Send that puppy off... 

So you've written, rewritten, edited... 

The really great thing about writing short stories is that you don't have to do 

outlines, synopsis, or any of the other distressful supplements to novels.  

Even the cover letter for a short story is... well, short.  

Do research your possible publications. Read the guidelines, most of 

which can be found on-line, even for the print publications. 

 

Of course that's not all there is to writing a short story.  There is the matter 

of actual plot, POV, and all the other things... but if you have been writing 

longer work, then you've already dealt with exactly the same technical 

issues, but on a larger scale.  If you have not written either short pieces or 

longer novels, then this might be a way to get your first feel for them 

without committing to the years of work that it takes for a normal novel.  

The most important factor, though, is just to have fun!  
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An Interview with Beth Hilgartner  
By Lazette Gifford  

© 2002, Lazette Gifford  

 

Beth Hilgartner leads a varied life.  According to her home page, she writes 

books, is an ordained Episcopal priest, and makes classical music (singing 

soprano as well as playing recorders).  She also teaches private music 

students (beginning to intermediate piano, voice, and recorder), and makes 

recorders.  She runs a small-scale cut flower and seedling business.   One 

suspects she's also found a way to harness time and isn't telling the rest of 

us.  (Or perhaps Fluffy and PKP are helping her out?)  

Beth has seen eight books printed, including A Parliament of Owls, the 

just-released sequel to A Business of Ferrets, as well as:  

 

GREAT GORILLA GRINS 

A NECKLACE OF FALLEN STARS 

A MURDER FOR HER MAJESTY 

COLORS IN THE DREAMWEAVER'S LOOM 

THE FEAST OF THE TRICKSTER 

A BUSINESS OF FERRETS 

A PARLIAMENT OF OWLS 

CATS IN CYBERSPACE 

http://iml.dartmouth.edu/~beth/ggg.html
http://iml.dartmouth.edu/~beth/anofs.html
http://iml.dartmouth.edu/~beth/murder.html
http://iml.dartmouth.edu/~beth/dwfeast.html
http://iml.dartmouth.edu/~beth/dwfeast.html
http://iml.dartmouth.edu/~beth/ferrets.html
http://www.meishamerlin.com/
http://iml.dartmouth.edu/~beth/cinc.html
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However, it is Cats in Cyberspace that fits so well into the theme of this 

month's Vision.  In this book she tells the story of two felines who learn the 

joys of the Internet and decide to help out their poor humans by doing a bit 

of stock trading.  Between that, ordering pizza, and then the problem Fluffy 

has with shrimp... Well, the book definitely repays the time spent reading it.  

   

Vision:  The characters of Fluffy and Princess Killer Pinknose strike me as 

so true to life that I suspect they are based on real cats.  Did you find it 

difficult to get into their personality?  

Elizabeth Hilgartner: Actually, it was surprisingly easy. I have always 

talked to my pets; I also have a tendency to answer for them (using special 

voices for each of them), so I had a ready-made interpretation for their 

characters.  

Vision:  How did you come up with the idea of intelligent cats dealing with 

the Internet?  

Elizabeth Hilgartner: Usually, I don't have a clue where my ideas come 

from, but this time, there's a fairly clear trail. I remember seeing -- some 

time ago now -- a cartoon in The New Yorker that showed two goofy 

looking dogs on a street corner. One was saying: "The great thing about 

the Internet is that no one knows you're a dog!" I smiled and thought to 

myself, "That would be really funny if it were cats. The Internet isn't really a 

dog thing." That wasn't quite enough, all by itself, but then, after I started 
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working for Interactive Media Lab at Dartmouth Medical School, I came 

home from work one evening to find my three cats sitting on the kitchen 

table with that look of studied innocence that makes me instantly 

suspicious. I thought, "I wonder what you guys do all day while I'm at 

work..." and ...snap!... I realized that my cats get on the Internet and trade 

stocks and futures and get into trouble -- because no one can tell they are 

cats!  

   

Vision:  Did you write this story on a whim, or did you have a market in 

mind?  Do you think the smaller presses like Meisha Merlin are more open 

to unusual stories?  

Elizabeth Hilgartner: I wrote this story not so much as on a whim as in the 

grip of a compulsion. Typically, I don't think much about markets and 

audiences (must be why I have to do so many other things besides just 

write!), but I was (and remain) convinced that this story has wide appeal 

and would make a great live-action animated feature film. While I was 

working on the story, I tried to place it with a number of the bigger book 

houses; I got an amazing number of very flattering, personal rejection 

letters, but no one quite dared to take it on. When I sent the manuscript to 

Meisha Merlin, they snapped it right up -- even though they are dog people 

(they even have a dog on their logo!!).  

Vision:  What tricks do you suggest for creating such creatures in fiction?  
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Elizabeth Hilgartner: My fiction is all -- in some sense -- autobiographical; 

not the situations, necessarily, but the characters all come out of my 

experience. Sometimes, they're pretty heavily edited -- and disguised -- but 

they often contain a seed of someone I've met. Fluffy and PKP are my cats 

(actually, two of my five cats, but that's part of another novel). The 

characters I portray in the story are quite lovingly drawn from life. (All 

right... Either they don't use my computer, or they're clever enough not to 

let me catch them at it, but otherwise, they really are just like in the book.) 

For me, characters have to be real (at least in my mind) before I can write 

about them, so I think the most important trick is to let them be real -- in the 

imagination, anyway.  

Vision:  I just checked the Meisha Merlin Publication site and see that 

there is going to be a sequel to Cats in Cyberspace!  Prey-Part Politics is 

due out in 2003. Congratulations!  Anything you want to tell us about the 

return of Fluffy and PKP?  

   

Elizabeth Hilgartner: Well, not to spoil the story, or anything... When PKP 

begins to experience the down side of trading in a bear market, she has to 

broaden her horizons in order to stay amused. She discovers politics -- or 

more specifically, political invective. (Remember 'prey-part decorating' from 

the first book? Imagine PKP's visceral artistic instincts let loose on the 

world of politics!) She's very good at it, and it isn't long before she starts to 

attract some notice. Of course, she's deeply paranoid, so notice isn't quite 

what she wants -- especially since she's determined no one ever guess 
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she's a cat. Fluffy has her paws full keeping the lid on the situation and 

restraining the worst of her rapidly-becoming-famous sister's excesses.  

Vision:  In A Business of Ferrets you created a group of street children 

with animal names, living by their wits. Does most of your work revolve 

around animal themes?  

Elizabeth Hilgartner: I wouldn't have said so -- but the cat books certainly 

foster the impression. A number of years ago, I ran across the collective 

noun for a group of ferrets and thought that would make a good title. And 

somehow, if my main character was named Ferret, it made sense to have 

all her friends have animal nicknames, too; but I don't think of A Business 
of Ferrets (or any of the rest of the history) as revolving around animal 

themes; it's just the names the kids use.  

Vision:  The sequel to A Business of Ferrets is due out this month.  A 
Parliament of Owls will be followed in 2004 by An Ambush of Tigers.  

Did you always have these sequels in mind, or has the re-release of the 

original spurred you to write new material?  

Elizabeth Hilgartner: Actually, Ferrets wasn't a re-release, as it had not 

been published before. I've always known that I had several books' worth of 

material in the history begun in A Business of Ferrets; and from the 

beginning, I planned to link the books by using animal collective nouns as 

titles. At this point, I'm not sure whether the history will be done with An 
Ambush of Tigers, or if there's another book beyond that.  
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Vision:  What other genres do you write in, and why?  And would you like 

to try your hand at any others?  

Elizabeth Hilgartner: In addition to Ferrets (epic fantasy) and Cats in 
Cyberspace (sci fi? autobiography? humor?) I have written a picture book 

text, three children's fantasy books, and a juvenile historical fiction novel. I 

plan to write at least one more juvenile historical fiction (a prequel to A 
Murder for Her Majesty). To me, the line between fantasy and historical 

fiction is faint -- although historical fiction usually involves more time in the 

library. Occasionally, someone will ask me whether I plan to write "another 

murder mystery." Since I never considered A Murder for Her Majesty a 

murder mystery -- despite its title -- I don't count 'mystery' as one of my 

genres. I've toyed with the idea of writing a novel in the genre I, somewhat 

ironically, think of as 'art fiction' (the phrase Little Brown, my first publisher, 

imprinted indelibly on my mind was 'novels of lasting literary merit') but 

mostly this is a self-indulgent piece of revenge fantasy, and I doubt I'll ever 

seriously make the attempt.  

Vision:  Who were your influences in writing?  

Elizabeth Hilgartner: The biggest influence on my writing is J.R.R. 

Tolkien. I discovered The Lord of the Rings when I was in fifth grade and 

when I did start writing (later that same year, in fact), it was epic fantasy. In 

my own defense I will say I never used hobbits, and rapidly moved away 

from dwarves, orcs, and trolls. Elves took a little longer, but I finally decided 

I liked writing about people (and cats) more than I liked inventing ecologies 

that could support more than one species of Alpha-predator. Other 
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influences include (but are hardly limited to) Rosemary Sutcliff, Diana 

Wynne Jones, Susan Cooper, Lloyd Alexander, Lewis Carroll, Patricia 

McKillip, T.H. White, Peter Beagle, Marguerite Youcenar, Evangeline 

Walton and Mary Renault.  

Vision:  Any words of wisdom for new writers?  

Elizabeth Hilgartner: Read. And write. Lots. Read some more. Analyze 

what you like, and why, in other people's writing. Rewrite the unsatisfying 

endings of other people's books (but don't try to publish them!). Cultivate 

interesting people. Have some things you like to do besides write (and 

read). Write letters (not email!) to imaginary people. Write their letters back. 

Read some more. And don't give up.  

Vision:  What are your plans for the future?  What are you working on 

now?  

Elizabeth Hilgartner: There are lots of plans -- and lots of competing 

demands on my time. I'm hard at work on Prey-Part Politics and An 
Ambush of Tigers. There are some other writing projects jostling for 

attention in my back brain, but I can't take any of them on until after my 

farming season is over.  

Vision:  Any last things you'd like to cover?  

Elizabeth Hilgartner: I used to imagine that the perfect writer's life would 

be to have time to write all day. But I've begun to realize that for me, if I 

didn't do other things, my writing would suffer. If I had never taken the job 
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working for Interactive Media Lab at Dartmouth Medical School, I might 

never have written Cats in Cyberspace (and if I hadn't quit that job when I 

did, I'd either be a terminal basket case, or in jail for murder, but that's 

another story); there are similar connections of experience to output in my 

other books as well. Since so much of my work is based (however 

tenuously) on my experience, it behooves me to go out there and have 

some. Besides, it's fun -- and it gives Fluffy and PKP their time on my 

computer.  

 Look for these other publications!  

 From Meisha Merlin Publishing, Inc.  

Fluffy and PKP:  

Cats in Cyberspace  

Beth Hilgartner  

ISBN: 1-892065-44-4 Trade Edition: $16  

Genre: Science Fiction  

Publication Date: 9/01  

Prey-Part Politics, 2003 Release  

The Bharaghlaf Kingdom:  

A Business of Ferrets  

Beth Hilgartner  
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ISBN: 1-892065-18-5 Trade Edition: $14  

Genre: Fantasy  

Publication Date: 4/00  

   

A Parliament of Owls  

Beth Hilgartner  

ISBN: 1-892065-63-0 Trade Edition: $14  

Genre: Fantasy  

Publication Date: 7/02  

 An Ambush of Tigers, coming 2004  
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Adapting Earth Animals  
into Alien Lifeforms  

By S.L. Viehl  

© 2002, S.L. Viehl  

 

Here’s a bit of movie trivia you probably don’t know: Charles Bailey III, the 

Chief Model Maker and the man who helped created Stephen Spielberg’s 

E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial (1981), told a reporter that he inverted a domestic 

cat’s head when he made the preliminary sketches of the much-beloved 

alien’s face.  By turning a feline’s slanty, slightly wicked features upside 

down, he was able to produce a tender, sympathetic yet-still-inhuman face 

that would appeal to everyone, especially children.  E.T. went on to gross 

over $400 million dollars at the box office, so I’d say he had the right idea.  

Writing science fiction and fantasy novels usually means populating your 

story with other-than-human life forms.  For fantasy writers, this generally 

means raiding mythology, or using the genre standards like dragons, trolls, 

and faerie-type creatures to come up with believable beings.  

Science fiction authors, on the other hand, produce a lot of very strange 

critters.  In the desperate dash to be different, many go way overboard to 

invent fantastic, outlandish species unlike anything anyone has ever seen.  

It’s an admirable expression of their artistic abilities, but there’s an inherent 

problem:  they almost always lose the reader along the way.  Sure, it 
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sounds ultra-cool to have a whole herd of 80-foot quasi-limbed orb-stasis 

beings, but unless you draw me a picture of these things, I have no idea 

what you’re talking about.  However, if you tell me that your alien has four 

wings, ten eyes, and looks a little like a kangaroo, I’m right there with you.   

Why Go With What You Know?  

The difference is simply point of reference.  Most readers need at least 

something familiar to draw on for their imagination, or like me, they get lost.  

They might read “quasi-limbed” and “orb-stasis” as being anything from 

gigantic paramecium with protruding stomachs to legless/armless/headless 

bubble-beings.  But if you base your alien on something familiar, like a 

kangaroo with wings and lots of eyes, they can construct a vision of what 

you’re describing out of what they already know.  

Mini Science Lesson  

The classification of organisms is called taxonomy. Here on Earth we use a 

taxonomy system that places all organisms into five categories, or 

kingdoms:  Monera (prokaryota), Protista, Fungi, Plantae, and Animalia.  

These categories are further subdivided into phyla, classes, orders, 

families, genus, and species.  The way our science teachers have us 

remember the order of the classification system is a little jingle:  King Philip 

Can Order For German Students.   

The five kingdoms make up Earth’s Tree of Life.  Any biologist can tell you 

that we’re barely begun to count all the branches in the tree, and what 
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belongs to them, and how they all work together.  One on my favorite sites 

on the Internet is David R. Maddison’s Tree of Life Web Project, which you 

can find at http://tolweb.org/tree/phylogeny.html   

I use Earth organisms from all five kingdoms as foundations for all the alien 

species in my novels, not only for point of reference, but because it saves 

me a lot of headaches.  With all due respect to outlandish-lovers, I think our 

planet has enough interesting critters to keep me creatively inspired 

forever.  Also, researching Earth animal biology allows me not only to 

construct believable and interesting alien life forms, but to give them 

instincts, feeding and mating habits, natural environments, and so on, 

similar to the same for the real animals.  

Your aliens don’t have to be based on a single animal, either.  In my 

StarDoc series, my Aksellan miners are pretty much straight-forward three-

foot-tall sentient black widow spiders, with some tarantula characteristics 

thrown in.  However, when I created the Patriarch of Furin and his people, I 

crossed a beetle with a horse and gave it the ability to fly (imagine finding 

one of those things circling around your porch light one night).  You can 

combine two, three, or six different animals to create your alien critters, too.  

There’s no limit on the mix, how you put them together, or what they do.  

Just keep in mind that if you have an entire race of winged beings and they 

don’t fly, you’d better have a good reason why not – otherwise, why would 

they develop wings in the first place?  

Building the Perfect Beast  

http://tolweb.org/tree/phylogeny.html


Holly Lisle's Vision: A Resource for Writers 
Issue # 10 

39 
 

At the moment I’m working on building onto an existing species that I 

wasn’t able to get into much detail about in a previous book – the natives of 

K-2, the ‘Zangians.  Originally I envisioned them as an amphibious, 

ambulatory cross between an orca and a dolphin (at the time, the thought 

of sharing an E.R. with a walking, talking Shamu the Killer Whale was too 

much fun to resist).  Now I have to expand on that species for my 

BioRescue books – not just present readers with a glimpse of my 

orca/dolphins, but their entire life cycle, habitat, natural enemies, and so 

on.  I’m going back to hit the biology books, not just to reacquaint myself 

with the species, but to see what advantages they have and what 

challenges they face here on this planet.  I think my ‘Zangians will be more 

believable and enjoyable for the reader because I’ll adapt what really 

happens to their “cousins” here on Earth for them.  

When you set out to construct your alien life forms, don’t simply look at 

biology – look at their biosphere, too.  If you have a desert world, you’re 

going to need beings who can survive in that type of environment.  

Obviously, not orca/dolphins.  Also, at what evolutionary stage are your 

aliens?  If you have a civilization with the capacity for light-speed space 

travel, they’ll probably have a highly developed, sophisticated culture as 

well.  On the other hand, not every species evolves out to the stars.  Some 

may remain at certain levels and never progress beyond them.  Some may 

be facing extinction as a result.  These are all questions you need to ask 

yourself when you’re world- and alien-building.  

Being Practical, Having Fun  
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It’s extremely practical to use Earth animals as foundations and guides 

toward creating your alien life forms, but have a good time with it, too.  

One of the SF books I enjoyed reading the most was Little Fuzzy by H. 

Beam Piper.  Piper obviously had a lot of fun creating his Fuzzies, which 

seemed to me to be a cross between monkeys and raccoons.  Although 

this book is long out of print and the author sadly committed suicide in the 

‘60’s, I still recall the main Fuzzy character learning to communicate with 

the protagonist, “Pappy Jack.”  Fuzzy did so through food, sorting stones 

by color, and other delightful behaviors (all very chimp-like).  That’s a 

hallmark of creating excellent aliens – when someone like me who read the 

book once can remember the characteristics thirty years later (and I 

vaguely recall some local pest Jack called “damnthings” too).  

Give your reader that point of reference, and then use your artistic skills to 

build up to something they’ve never seen before – but won’t get lost trying 

to imagine.  You’ll end up with aliens you love to write, and stories people 

will love to read.    
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Keep Your Eyes Open  
By Valerie Serdy  

© 2002, Valerie Serdy  

 

Ideas for our writing can come from anywhere and everywhere.  This is an 

old writing axiom, rather like "write what you know," and yet sometimes I 

forget the value it has for me.  I grew up reading fantasy novels and 

internalized various conventions and clichés without realizing it.  Only after 

reading Diana Wynne Jones' A Tough Guide to Fantasyland did I realize 

that, aside from automobile-like horses and black birds of ill omen, there 

are rarely any animals in most fantasy novels.  It took reading Water: A 

Natural History by Alice Outwater to show me what to do about it. 

My own novel is plagued by a lack of animals: in the scenery, interacting 

with my characters, providing work for people.  I grew up in suburbs and 

cities so my knowledge of "wild" animals was limited to dogs, cats, and the 

occasional roadkill.  As I've moved progressively further from cities, I've 

noticed more animals and birds in nature and slowly those creatures have 

made their way into my writing.  But an animal's appearance is still as rare 

in my writing as when I see it in my yard.  Construction, hunting, pets, and 

people noises have led to wariness in all but the most gregarious animals. 

As a writer, I stick to the old standby: write what you know.  Judging by the 

lack of animals in other fantasy novels, I suspect other writers are doing the 
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same thing.  But it doesn't always make sense to use our modern urban 

experiences with animals for our fantasy novels, especially considering 

most fantasy novels are based on some type of pre-industrial (or emerging 

industrial) medieval society. 

This point hit home after I read Water,  in which Alice Outwater discusses 

the history of America's waterways starting with Medieval Europe's demand 

for furs.  While at first this history book seemed like an unlikely source for 

fantasy world building, the more I thought about it, the more it made sense.  

Today, there are over 280 million people in the United States, making it the 

third most populous country, after China and India.  Our cities are close 

together, sprawling with suburbs that surround a city's center for miles.  

The landscape is covered with roads, utility lines, railroads.  We have dug 

new channels for rivers and filled in wetlands.  Until the 1970's, companies 

dumped their waste byproducts into any convenient river or up out of their 

smokestacks.  All of this has caused animal habitats to disappear,(in  

replaced by houses, farms, progress.  And with their habitats, the animals 

themselves are disappearing: 5200 animal species worldwide are 

threatened with extinction. 

Medieval cities, on the other hand, were few and far apart.  Many were not 

all that populous.  During the Black Death, it is estimated that Paris, the 

most populous city north of the Alps, had a population of 180,000 people; 

today it has more than two million.  People simply weren't numerous 

enough or technologically advanced enough to damage animal habitat and 
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thereby reduce animal populations and change animal behavior as 

effectively and quickly as we have today.  

When European fur trading hit its peak during the 1300s, prized animals 

were so numerous that 380,000 animals could be caught, skinned, and 

delivered in two months.  And while particular species may have declined, 

this total number remained relatively stable for a number of decades.  Our 

experiences today simply don't allow us to fathom how numerous fur-

bearing animals must have been to sustain the level of predation for that 

long. 

While we may not want to use our experiences today to define our fantasy 

worlds, we can use various books like Water to help us out.  Water 

describes how prevalent animals such as beaver, buffalo, and prairie dogs 

were in North America before European colonization and westward 

expansion.  Outwater also points out that naturalists' journals, such as 

those of Lewis and Clark, describe which animals were common in different 

habitats before human predation.  Some journals also show common 

animal behaviors that may not be apparent at the zoo or available from a 

quick field guide.  

This information comes in handy if my characters spend any time traveling 

cross-country.  The lands they pass through will be richer and more 

realistic in landscape and scenery with the addition of herds of grazing 

animals and the chitter of an angry squirrel.  The information becomes 

even more useful if I've made fur a large industry in my world as it was for 

many medieval societies.  
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Water pointed out how the cold climate of northern Europe and poor 

architecture combined to create a thriving trade in furs to keep people 

warm.  If my characters also live in a cold environment, they will do 

whatever it takes to stay warm: build better homes, make warmer clothes.  

If my characters don't have open fields to graze sheep for wool, fur 

becomes a realistic alternative.  If certain animals are hard to trap because 

of wiliness or rarity, they will be more expensive, influencing fashion.  

Everyone simply must have a beaver skin hat.  And if certain animals 

become unavailable due to excessive hunting, as Outwater shows, my 

people will begin to expand and colonize other areas to meet their needs, 

which creates instant conflict as my people clash with other peoples. 

Reading Fantasyland, a book that ruthlessly pokes fun of the fantasy 

genre, allowed me to recognize a cliché that had slipped into my own 

writing.  Once my eyes were opened to this flaw, I was able to pull advice 

and ideas from other books, such as Water, to help correct the problem.  

Ideas do indeed come from the strangest sources.  

The Tough Guide to Fantasyland, by Diana Wynne Jones, 

Trafalgar Square; ISBN: 0575062576Water : A Natural 

History, by Alice Outwater, Basic Books; ISBN: 0465037801 

Excerpts of the Lewis and Clark journals can be found at the 

University of Virginia 

http://xroads.virginia.edu/~HYPER/JOURNALS/toc.html and 

PBS http://www.pbs.org/lewisandclark/archive/idx_jou.html. 

  

http://xroads.virginia.edu/~HYPER/JOURNALS/toc.html
http://www.pbs.org/lewisandclark/archive/idx_jou.html
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Dangerous Creatures:  

Finding the "Wild" in the Wilderness  
By Keri Bas  

© 2002, Keri Bas  

 

"Smaller animals actually present more of a threat to the 

survivor than large animals." From Wilderness Survival: 

http://www.wilderness-survival.net  

   

Whenever a character encounters a non-urban area, especially an 

untamed wilderness region, there are dozens of threats to health and 

survival that can go unnoticed.  A character's trips through wooded areas 

or unfamiliar landscapes can easily become torture because of the natural 

dangers inherent in such an area.   

Often, in the minds of readers and travelers, the smaller dangerous animals 

take second place to the larger predators and more glamorous encounters.  

Even in a fantasy world where dragons or griffons run rampant, their 

ecosystem could (and should) support a plethora of smaller animals.  The 

pitfalls an adventurer encounters in nature can be myriad, and the effects 

of such difficulties on the plot are just as varied.   

Sometimes a trip through the woods is characterized merely by a series of 

inconveniences.  Biting insects are annoying, especially if they manage to 

http://www.wilderness-survival.net/
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invade any protective gear the character may be wearing.  Burrowing 

animals make some terrain treacherous for foot traffic and horses - sudden 

collapses and unpredictable holes in the ground can spell big trouble for 

the unwary.   

Other aspects of the wild can be true dangers, causing delays and 

unfortunate injuries to travelers.  Poisonous spiders come in many shapes 

and sizes.  It's easy to overlook the smallest arachnids in awe of the larger, 

although the damage from the smaller is often more severe.  Spider's 

venom is at least a more natural problem that can be addressed by 

pharmacology and treatment.  Often the more debilitating consequence of 

unknown bites, insect or arachnid, is disease.  For instance, posted signs in 

North American recreation areas warn of the tiny deer tick, an arachnid that 

is easy to overlook but can transmit Lyme Disease.    

Rodents like bats, squirrels, and rats can cause a lot of problems for the 

unwary traveler, whether by damaging equipment or by spooking larger 

animals, like packhorses.   

The most dangerous elements of the wilderness are, of course, those 

creatures that can cause a quick and unexpected death.  Snakes are often 

at the top of a list of dangerous creatures.  These reptiles are usually 

difficult to see in the woods, so all travelers should take care as they move 

through the terrain.  Snakes aren't the only poisonous menace in the 

woods or deserts or jungle.  Scorpions can get into camping gear, as can 

bees and wasps.  There are only two poisonous lizards in the world, but 

any large reptile might bite and claw if cornered..  Even centipedes can 
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cause injury as their legs puncture the skin, although they themselves may 

not have a poisonous bite.  

Given all the potential dangers inherent in wild terrain, caution and 

preparation become paramount.  Proper supplies and clothing can mean 

the difference between life and death, or health and a slow ruin by 

malnutrition and vitamin loss.  Realistic rendering of a character's 

encounter with an unfamiliar or untamed ecosystem requires knowledge of 

the dangers and the pitfalls of the environment.  Characters who face such 

problems, even the simplest of mosquito bites, bring a new dimension of 

believability to a novel.     
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A Writer's Primer on Parrots  
By Jami Geimer  

© 2002, Jami Geimer  

 

Parrots are amazing birds, living jewels with the gift of communication with 

humans. They are also among the most intelligent of birds, with certain 

individuals functioning on a level similar to a three- to five-year-old human 

child. The larger species of parrots are also among the longest-lived birds, 

many having life expectancies as long as or longer than humans.  But even 

with all the awe and majesty that parrots command in real life, it is only 

rarely that authors choose to place a parrot in their story, and usually only 

those authors that have companion parrots of their own.  This overview of 

parrots and the things that make them tick should be helpful to anyone who 

is interested in portraying these beautiful birds.  

   

Parrot Geography  

New World parrots are found in South and Central America and include 

some of the most popular species of parrots.  Macaws are the biggest of 

the large parrots, ranging from 20 to 40 inches in length for the larger 

species, and are distinguished by their bare cheek patches striped with 

lines of feathers. Amazons are the stereotypical "Pirate's Parrot," mostly 

green with various bright markings on their faces and wings.  Smaller 
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parrots found in South America include Caiques, Pionus, Conures, and 

various types of parakeets.  

In Australia, farmers hunt some varieties of Cockatoos as pests.  However, 

in  other countries these lovely birds with moveable crests and pale 

coloring  are expensive and fairly rare pets.  Eclectus parrots, found on 

several islands in the South Pacific, are the easiest parrots to visually 

determine gender with - the females are bright red with purple, blue, and 

yellow markings and a black beak, while the males are green with red and 

blue markings and a candy-orange beak.  Also found throughout Australia 

and Pacific islands, Lories and Lorikeets are unique among parrots 

because their primary food source in the wild is nectar.  The most popular 

small parrots, cockatiels and budgerigars (commonly called parakeets), are 

originally from Australia's grasslands.  

Africa's most famous parrots are the greys, known for their incredible 

intelligence and speaking ability.   Lovebirds, named for their common pose 

of snuggling against a companion or mate, are also native to Africa.  

Poicephalus parrots are a group of small, quiet birds ranging along the 

western African coast, colored with various shades of grey, green, and 

brown.  Ringneck parakeets round out the African species, ranging all the 

way to Eastern Asia, so called for the black or grey ring of feathers around 

the neck of most birds in that family.  
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On the Wild Side  

In the wild, parrots spend most of their time foraging for food, covering 

large areas during the day and returning to their nest or a common roost at 

night.  They are opportunistic feeders, eating whatever they can find.  

Seeds, fruits, vegetables, and insects are all part of most parrots' diet.  

Parrots are not neat eaters, oftentimes taking one bite of an item and 

discarding the rest.  While this helps many plants spread their seeds in the 

wild, humans that have companion parrots are not often amused at the 

apparent waste of food.  

Many parrots form flocks when they are not in the breeding season, 

ranging anywhere from a few individuals of a single species to large groups 

of several species.  These flocks feed and roost together, keeping watch 

for predators from above and below.  With their loud voices, parrots can 

keep in vocal contact with each other over long distances.  Even 

companion parrots sometimes take the role of sentries, shrieking out harsh 

alarm calls when they see an unknown person approaching their home.  

Most parrots in the wild mate for life, even going through a mourning period 

if, for some reason, they are separated from their mate.  When breeding 

season comes around, each pair finds a suitable nest site.  Larger birds 

prefer to nest in hollowed out tree trunks, often taking over old nest sites 

and modifying them by chewing through the wood with their strong beaks.  

Females lay a clutch of one or two eggs (more for smaller birds), which are 

incubated for about a month.  When the chicks hatch, they still need a lot 

development.  Depending on the size of the bird, eyes open and feathers 
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start emerging on chicks anywhere between a few days to few weeks after 

hatching.  Up until the time that the young birds take their first flight, the 

parents take turns feeding the chicks by regurgitating their own meals.   

Smaller birds may fledge within six or eight weeks of hatching, but the 

largest parrots often need months.  When the young are ready to take their 

first flight, they often start to refuse feeding from their parents in order to 

drop their weight to a level that can be supported on their own.  This is the 

start of the weaning process: the chick generally starts attempting to eat on 

its own after fledging, but may beg for "comfort" feeding from a parent from 

time to time.   Young macaws in particular stay with their parents for an 

extended period of time after fledging, occasionally soliciting feedings at 

one year of age or older.  

   

Birdie at Home  

Companion parrots are not that far different from their wild cousins.  

Importation bans started going into effect only about a decade ago, and 

even domestic bred individuals are often less than five generations 

removed from the wild.  Many of the behaviors and instincts that wild 

parrots exhibit are brought into the living room when someone brings home 

a pet bird.  The domestication of parrots is in the earliest of stages, and 

most people don't realize that their pet was designed to decorate the 

rainforest and not their home.  
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When a parrot is purchased as a pet, the human (and their friends and 

family) become that bird's "flock."  Most birds adjust to life with a family 

well, the process being easier when the parrot is provided with a routine.  

The human takes responsibility for providing a safe, healthy, and enriching 

environment for the bird, which is not always as easy as it sounds.  

Unfortunately, many birds are surrendered to rescues around the time they 

reach sexual maturity because they begin to bite, scream, and display 

other behaviors that evolved to aid a flying, roaming creature.  

The modern drive for speed and ease has led to development of "complete 

diets" marketed towards parrot owners, generally some combination of 

pellets and seed.  While convenient, this is generally an insufficient diet and 

the bird suffers for it - the feathers will be dry and dull. Some birds may 

even become excessively aggressive on an inappropriate diet.  The current 

"suggested" diet consists of mostly pasta, cooked grains, and raw 

vegetables, combined with small amounts of animal protein, fruits, seeds, 

and nuts, fed several times a day (plus access to pellets in the cage at any 

time).  

Even when a varied and interesting diet is provided, parrots in captivity 

spend a lot less time devoted to their food, mostly because it is provided for 

them in a handy bowl and they don't have to roam the forest actively 

foraging for sustenance.  This frees up considerable time in the parrot's day 

to be devoted to play.  All birds in captivity should be given some kind of 

toy, anything from branches and leaves from their natural habitat to gnaw 

and climb on to odds and ends such as Q-tips and paper towel tubes.  
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Unfortunately, many people won't give their birds toys "because the parrot 

destroys them."  Birds that are not provided with enough outlets for their 

curiosity and energy may become nippy when interacting with their family, 

or will go so far as to destroy their feathers and possibly even mutilate their 

own skin for lack of something better to do.  

   

Wordy Birdy  

One of the biggest draws to parrots is that they can communicate with us in 

our own language.  Parrots and many other birds havethe potential to learn 

at least a few words or noises that they hear on a regular basis, although 

some do pick things up after hearing them only once.  Birds most often will 

repeat words that they perceive as contact calls - vocalizations that let 

them know what the rest of their flock is doing.  When their flock is human, 

often these contact calls are fairly simple - their own name, hello or 

goodbye, "what'ya doin."  Birds that live in households with children often 

imitate the contact calls used within the family - the names of the family 

members and their other pets, "come here," "dinner!"  Objects that use 

noises to contact us are also imitated - telephones, microwaves, doorbells 

and even answering machines, just to name a few.  

Not all parrots that learn to speak will learn to speak in context.  Most often 

they learn context the same way as a small child would, by listening and 

observing people speaking and acting around them. Irene Pepperberg and 

Alex, an African grey parrot, are currently doing research at MIT on the 
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acquisition of languages, studying the way that Alex learns to understand 

more about how we learn.  Alex not only asks for specific objects or actions 

("want shower" or "want key"), but can also differentiate between different 

classes of objects and even counts!  When given a group of objects of 

differing sizes, shapes, textures and colors, he will happily answer 

questions about the group of objects - as long as he gets his almond as 

payment.  

In addition to being quite the elegant speakers, parrots learn tricks and 

actions with great ease.  Parrots remember what actions have gotten the 

most attention in the past, and will often repeat them to get more attention.  

When their human companions are aware of this, parrots are quite easy to 

train - reward the behavior you like and want to see more often, and ignore 

what you want your bird to stop doing.  

This can backfire on someone who is not aware that parrots live for the 

attention reward, however.  For example: when a bird screams, the owner 

always comes to the bird and scolds him for being such a bad bird, 

complete with big facial expression and wagging finger. Not only is the 

human responding to the screaming as a contact call and therefore 

reinforcing the bird using it as such, but the bird likely is reinforced by the 

dramatic "bad bird" display.  While it might sound like a simple training 

method and fairly easy to follow, many people unintentionally reward and 

reinforce behaviors in their bird that they find undesirable.  
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Beyond This World  

Parrots are a fun addition to any worldbuilding project.  They are most 

commonly found in tropical and sub-tropical climates, although they adapt 

to new environments so easily that they would also work in more temperate 

climates.  They have evolved with strong hooked beaks designed to aid 

them in chewing wood for their nesting sites, as well as allowing them to 

feed upon even the toughest fruits, nuts, and seeds.  Unlike humans, 

parrots use their syrinxto form all words and sounds, a necessity as they 

don't have lips to form words with.  

Coloration in parrots is mostly an evolutionary device to allow them to hide 

from predators by blending into their background.  In birds that are found in 

the rainforest and other areas with thick plant growth, their body color will 

generally be solid.  Markings, if any, will show up in the inner wing feathers 

and on the tail, as those are the least visible feathers when the parrot is 

being still.  Oftentimes these markings will be shown during courting or 

dominance displays.  

   

Other Resources  

If you need more specific information on individual species of parrots, 

check out http://www.parrot-lexicon.com .  Complete with photo references 

for most species of birds, this is a great place to get information on parrots 

in any given area of the world.  

http://www.parrot-lexicon.com/


Holly Lisle's Vision: A Resource for Writers 
Issue # 10 

56 
 

The best sources for behavioral information would be individual owners.  

There are many message boards online for parrot owners, and many are 

very busy.  A good starting point for behavioral information are the 

message boards hosted at http://chats.upatsix.com  

http://chats.upatsix.com/
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Horse Sense  
By Bob Billing  

© 2002, Bob Billing  

 

Most would-be fantasy authors don't even meet horses regularly, let alone 

make use of them. But no work of fantastic fiction is considered complete 

without some four-legged transport. This has caused some horrifying 

bloopers in stories I've read recently. This is my personal top ten:   

1) The park brake.  Horses don't have one. Leave a horse unattended and 

it'll wander off looking for something to eat, somewhere shady or another 

horse to make friends with.   

2) Leaving the tack on.  Leaving a horse saddled and bridled overnight is 

uncomfortable to the point of cruelty. If the horse decides to have a roll on 

its back in the night, the saddle will be reduced to kit form. Getting a hoof 

caught up in the reins can leave him with broken tack or a broken leg.   

3) Edibles stored in the stable.  If you leave a horse and some carrots in 

the same place, the carrots will be inside the horse when you get back. A 

horse is basically a self-propelled, absent-minded appetite in a fur coat. 

The concept of leaving anything uneaten for tomorrow rarely, if ever, enters 

the equine brain.   

4) Motor racing.  The Grand National steeplechase is generally accepted 

to be one of the toughest tests of both racehorses and jockeys. It is run 
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over a course of less than five miles. Trying to maintain full gallop for thirty 

miles will leave you with an injured horse and a rider lying at the side of the 

road gibbering faintly.   

5) Turn the key and go.  Getting a horse out of a stable, tacking up with 

saddle and bridle then mounting takes time even with practice. Getting a 

horse harnessed and attached to a carriage takes even longer. I've been 

doing it for years and it still takes me about five minutes.   

6) The attack run.  In this scene a group of horses stand still while another 

canters or gallops past. Horses are herd animals. If one is going like 

lubricated lightning, the others will join in. Not hanging about to find out why 

everyone else is running away has positive survival value.   

7) The cardboard horse.  Horses have personalities and a sense of 

humour. They'd like to join in the story. However, horses normally only 

laugh at people who have fallen off, objects they have trodden on and 

anything which suddenly comes into contact with water. Headbutting your 

hat into a river is an example of this.   

8) The camel.  Horses need regular food and water; unlike the camel, they 

can't go without for days. Both food and water are heavy and bulky, and 

this will limit a lone horseman's range in territory where he can't get fresh 

supplies. And there are no twenty-four hour services in the badlands.   

9) The small fire.  Everything used with or eaten by a horse is fiercely 

flammable. A small fire in a stable will become a big one in seconds.   
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10) The character who ignores his horse.  The proud, bad-tempered 

lordling who leaps into the saddle and whips his charger into a gallop may 

have some dramatic value. A real horse will soon put a stop to this sort of 

behaviour by arranging some high-speed dismounting.  
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Horse Communication 101  
By Jeri-Tallee Dawson  

© 2002, Jeri-Tallee Dawson  

 

Horses are often an essential part of the novels we write. They are the 

chosen mode of transportation in a fantasy novel, a fancy hobby for a 

wealthy Lady in a science fiction series, or the romantic heroine’s closest 

confidante.   Horses are everywhere in fiction.  

As a writer, we should research our backgrounds, but horses are so 

commonplace that often times they are not researched. The mean killer 

horse, or horses like "Fury" that understand everything the owner says (a 

human in horse disguise, so to speak) abound on TV and in fiction. To set 

some misconceptions straight, this article will give an overview  of basic 

horse communication, both among horses and between horse and handler.  

   

Saying Hello  

When two horses say hello to each other, they can do so from a great 

distance. The form of communication they use is called a neigh. Stallions 

(male horses) can neigh so loud it’s called a trumpet. You’re well advised to 

cover your ears when he does.  

Mares (female horses) also call their foals if they stray too far.  
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Some horses even neigh when their owners come to see them. More often, 

they use a quieter sound, a nicker, to say hello to their owner. This is a very 

friendly sound.  Sometimes, though, they’re really saying hello to the treat 

the owner is bringing. Many horses bang their hoofs against the stall door 

to tell the feeder to hurry up.  

Neighs are really used as long-distance communication only. You will often 

hear horses neigh when they are led away from their friends or return to 

them after a ride. In closer quarters, however, horses use their bodies to 

communicate.  

If two horses meet for the first time in close quarters, they will most likely 

round their necks impressively and put their heads together. Then they 

exchange scents by blowing into each other’s nostrils. At least one of them 

might then squeal loudly, throwing one fore hoof in the air. If both are 

mares, both may exhibit this behavior.  

Horses that know each other will not make a big show of the greeting. They 

may blow air at each other and then go side-by-side to their favorite grazing 

spot.  

   

I Like You / I Don’t Like You  

Most of a horse’s mood is easy to see in the way he holds his head and 

ears and his hindquarter and tail. When he’s attentive and friendly, he will 

turn his ears forward and assume an eager expression. If he has a good 
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rider who demands his attention, he will turn one ear backward in 

concentration on the rider’s signal, while the other is turned forward so as 

not to miss anything. If the rider works the horse in a ring, and the horse 

trusts him not to lead him astray, both ears may be turned backwards, 

because the horse feels safe.  

If a horse turns his ears backward and folds them flat to his neck, he’s not 

amused about something. He’s either afraid or may bite. Sometimes you 

might walk through a stable and a few horses will threaten you like this. 

They either demand a treat, or are just generally miserable. It’s good 

advice to stay away unless their handler is present.  

A raised hind leg is a definite threat: "I’m going to kick you!" If you go 

around a horse to feed it or brush it, be sure to let it know you’re there, 

either by keeping a hand on his croup or just talking to it while you move. 

Some horses have kicked their caregivers simply because they were 

startled.  

Among their own kind, lower ranked horses are often kept in line by a well-

placed bite or kick. Mares mostly kick with their hind legs, while stallions 

primarily use their front legs and teeth to fight. Generally, though, horses 

are a non-aggressive species. If they fight, it is usually about rank within 

the herd, and those fights are often settled quickly.   

Horses who like their handler will be happy to part with the herd when he 

beckons them from the pasture. This is not as common as you may think. 

Horses who are not handled well, or do not like their handler, will give him a 
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merry chase. Horses who are fine with their handler, but aren’t too keen on 

working, will just let the handler walk all the way to get him while he keeps 

grazing and pretending he didn’t hear him call.  

If the horse is kept in a stall, she may nicker or even neigh when the 

handler comes to see her. Neighs are more common when the horse 

knows that there’s a treat in store for her. If the horse likes her handler, she 

will be eager to greet him when he opens the stall door. She will blow air at 

him, look through his pockets for a treat, or just present her head in a way 

that allows the handler to rub a favorite spot.  

Horses who are indifferent to someone coming into their stall (as you often 

have with horses who have many handlers) don’t look at their handler until 

they’re given a command. Horses who do not like their handler will turn 

their hindquarters towards the door in threat: "I do not like you! Go away or 

I might kick you!"  

The really vicious horse who screams, snaps his teeth and rears in his 

stable is extremely rare. Horses who react that way to human contact have 

been mistreated severely in the past, and may never overcome their hatred 

for humankind. Resocializing these horses is difficult and dangerous, and 

takes a very long time, if it is successful at all. No one but very experienced 

horse handlers should attempt it, and they mostly don’t because they fear 

for their own health, which is their capital, after all.  

   



Holly Lisle's Vision: A Resource for Writers 
Issue # 10 

64 
 

Stop It! You’re Hurting Me!  

Most of the so-called "bad habits" of horses are in truth a call for help. The 

bit that’s too sharp; the nose band that’s so tight the horse can hardly 

breathe; strapped in some kind of "aid" to force the horse into the "right" 

shape for dressage riding; a tight, broken or otherwise unfitting saddle; 

saddle sores, mouth sores, a rubbing girth, a fold in the saddle pad that 

hurts the horse: there are a million seemingly minor mistakes that can 

make the horse become crazy with pain or fear. If you ever heard a horse 

cry out, I can tell you, you will never forget it - and too often, riders and/or 

handlers blame the horse’s unwillingness to cooperate on ill will. In three 

out of four cases, that’s just plain wrong. Here are some of the behaviors 

that indicate that the handler or rider is hurting the horse:  

•  head is in the air, whites of eyes are showing  

•  back is pressed down, head raised  

•  open mouth  

•  rearing, shying, bucking  

•  tail is tucked in  

•  horse is sidestepping / stepping back hastily.  

Indicators of past hurts are when the horse has a hard time trusting a new 

handler, white spots on withers (saddle sores), at its flanks (spur sores), 

under the saddle girth (girth sores) or on his nose (most common in 

Spanish horses from the use of a bitless bridle called a Serrata). Another 

red flag is when a horse starts sweating, rolling his eyes, and trying to run 

away as soon as it sees a whip.  
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Feed Me / Scratch Me / Ticklish Spots  

Horses who like each other spend a lot of time grazing side-by-side. 

Oftentimes you will see them head to tail, swishing away at the pesky flies 

in the other’s face. It is also common to groom each other. A horse’s 

favorite spots to be groomed by a peer are the withers (the bony protrusion 

where the neck meets the back) and the croup (the top of their butt, so to 

speak). Horses use their front teeth to scratch other horses or themselves. 

Sometimes they will turn their necks and snap at a particularly pesky fly.  

If you want to do your horse a favor, scratch her withers or croup for her. 

And don’t be surprised if she wants to reciprocate! You may want to 

discourage her gently from gnawing at your jeans.  

Other favorite rubbing spots can be behind the ears (but some horses are 

very touchy about their ears, often because of rough handling). You can 

safely scratch your horse’s chest, too. Ticklish spots are the underside of 

the belly, mostly towards the hind legs.  

If your horse wants you to give him a treat, he will most likely bump you 

with his nose and look for treats in your pockets. Also, many horses beg for 

treats by pawing the ground.  

   

 

I’m Bored / Sleepy / Depressed  
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Sleepy, dozing horses are easy to recognize. They rest on hind legs, head 

hung low, often with droopy eyelids and lower lip. Horses only sleep lying 

on the ground with their eyes closed if they know that one of the other 

horses is watching out for them, or where they feel absolutely safe. It’s a 

special show of trust if a handler can approach a sleeping horse without the 

horse rising from its position immediately.  

Horses who are kept in stalls for most of the day, or even days on end, will 

develop habits out of boredom. They may put their front teeth on any 

protrusion in the stall and start swallowing air or step from front foot to front 

foot in a swinging motion. What some people call bad habit is mostly an 

expression of boredom and frustration. Horses should live in herds, or at 

least have the company of one more horse, so they can socialize and get 

some exercise outside. Kept in a stall with no one to "talk" to, they either 

give up on themselves or they get very irritated and hard to handle outside 

the stable. Human handling and company is no substitute for the safety and 

social life of an equine herd of at least two.  

   

Showing Off / I’m Feelin’ Good / Bouncing with Joy  

Horses who are just feeling good - especially stallions - will prance along 

the fence, nose high in the wind, mane fluttering and tail raised. Other 

frolicking may include galloping with head low and shaking neck, bucking 

and racing other horses as well as getting into playful scrapes with them.  
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Another expression of well-being and feeling safe is when horses lie down 

to roll onto their backs. They will often do so after riding, to scratch their 

sweaty hide and to get rid of the human odor.  

If rider and handler have a good relationship, the handler can often lead the 

horse onto a sandy spot and the horse will lie down to roll in his presence, 

which is another great expression of trust.    

Advanced Horse-Handler Communication  

As mentioned in the beginning, this article can give only a crude overview 

of the most common and easy to spot communication codes among horses 

and between horse and handler. As with every animal-handler relationship, 

subtler methods of communication may soon develop. One learns to 

interpret a flick of an ear or a shaking head as either an invitation to play or 

a sign that something is wrong. Some handlers do have a horse 

communication sense, and others don’t. At the same time, some horses 

have a lot to say, others don’t "talk" much at all. For example, I once cared 

for a Haflinger gelding who seemed to comment on every signal I gave him. 

I told him to walk a certain path, and his whole body told me, translated: 

"Why are we going down there? The path isn’t leading anywhere!" And of 

course he was right. In contrast, another gelding I cared for would just stop 

and not cooperate any more if he wasn't feeling like it. He had been going 

through a lot of hands and had obviously given up on communication. He 

simply refused everything I offered.  
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Communication among horses and between horse and handler is rich 

enough to provide ample opportunity for the writer to include into their tales 

without having to recourse to "cute" and inaccurate storytelling.  
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Sunlight and Air: 
Feeding A Fictional Horse  

By Mary K. Wilson  

© 2002, Mary K. Wilson  

 

Too many fictional horses exist on air and sunlight.  In countless stories, a 

horse and rider gallop for miles, without any thought being given to the 

horse's stamina and energy levels, both of which are directly related to 

good nutrition.  When it's time for war, these same steeds valiantly dive into 

the battle without worrying about enemy weapons, unless it's crucial to the 

plot.  Then, the poor horse dies in a big, heroic battle, and the rider finds 

another steed to abuse.  

As with humans, good nutrition lies at the foundation of proper horse care.  

Horses require food in large quantities to function properly.  The diet of a 

horse depends on its workload, its age, and its stage in life.  

Most fictional horses work for a living.  Whether as a knight's mount, a plow 

horse, or a king's hunter, these horses exert large amounts of energy in the 

course of their daily lives.  A horse under light work may need only 1½ to 2 

pounds of hay per 100 pounds of body weight1[1] and ½ to 1 pound grain, if 

that much.  Given that an average horse runs from 1000 to 1200 pounds, 

your character is looking at feeding at a minimum 15-20 pounds of hay or 
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forage a day.  This means if the horse is on the road, it will need to stop 

and graze at several intervals through the day.  

A heavily worked horse will need 1 to 1½ pounds of hay and ¾ to 1½ 

pounds of grain a day (again per 100 weight).  Grains can be as simple as 

a mixture of oats and corn for a country character to an elaborate version of 

sweet feed that is fed to horses today.  

Sweet feed, a staple in many barns, is a mixture of oats, corn, and other 

grains laced with molasses.  When a fresh bag of sweet feet is opened, the 

sweet aroma smells good enough for humans to eat.  Some manufacturers 

add pellets containing nutritional supplements to their sweet feed.  

Mares in foal and weanlings need even more food than described above, 

while horses "out to pasture" need less.  

Other foods such as beet pulp, milk products, and corn syrup can be added 

to the grain mixture to give it a different taste or to form a special mixture.  

A king's barn may feed horses as lavishly as a show barn would do today.  

Barn managers and grooms also carry with them their special recipe for 

bran mashes and other delicacies to improve the condition of a horse.   

Your character should also keep in mind the cost of feeding a horse.  If he 

travels and doesn't carry his own feed, then he will need to purchase it at 

the inns where he stables his horses.  Most inns should keep a "house 

blend" of horse feed on hand, but just like full-service boarding barns, they 

will charge a premium price.  
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A horse in campaign most likely will be fed from the ration wagon, which 

will carry feed for horse in{should this be "horse AND rider"?} rider, and on 

a farm, the farmer will keep some stock of grains on hand to feed the 

horses.  

Can a horse exist on sunlight and air?  If it is properly explained through 

the particulars of a fantasy world, I don't see why not, but keep in mind that 

real horses need real food.    

[1] The Horse by Evans, Borton, Hintz, Van Vleck, page 261.  A highly 

recommended book for anyone interested in writing extensively about 

horses (or who owns one).  This was my college textbook for a Genetics & 

Horsebreeding class, but this volume covers much more than that. 



Holly Lisle's Vision: A Resource for Writers 
Issue # 10 

72 
 

The Heritage of the Barnyard  

Common Animals in Uncommon Fiction  
By Justin Stanchfield 

© 2002, Justin Stanchfield  

 

We live on an amazing planet: a world teeming with life, countless species 

of animals, some wild, some domestic, filling every conceivable niche. 

Sadly, too many fantasy stories populate the pages of their pre-industrial 

world with people, wolf-hounds, horses, and the occasional lap cat, 

neglecting to the point of absurdity the rich heritage of the barnyard. And 

this is too bad. History, both real and imagined, is incomplete without the 

animals that helped shape it, fed us, and provided the sheer muscle to 

build empires or tear them down. Without our beasts of burden we would 

most likely have remained little more than clever apes hovering at the 

fringe of extinction. Fortunately for us all, our ancestors came to the same 

conclusion several millennia ago.  

Although we like to think of biotechnology as the cutting edge of modern 

knowledge, it is in truth the oldest of all the sciences. Man and animal have 

a long history, stretching back so far that the roots are all but lost in 

history's dust. Where and when the first wild animals were domesticated is 

irrelevant, as it most likely occurred hundreds of times in different locations 

around the globe. However, the first creatures to be domesticated were 

most likely wolves. Certainly archeological evidence supports the idea. 
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Wolves had been tamed and bred to become the forerunners of every 

breed of modern dog centuries before humans crossed the land bridge 

between Asia and North America, or made the dangerous sea crossing to 

Australia. Dogs were our companions, hunting partners, pack animals and 

yes, even food, ages before any herbivores were bred in captivity. But what 

of the larger animals? To trust Hollywood, horses leapt into our lives not 

long after the discovery of fire. The truth, obviously, is somewhat different.    

Horses are romantic. They're bold, seductive, even lovable at times. But 

they were never the true ”workhorse” of the world. That honor fell to the 

lowly ox. Cattle, another of the earliest wild species to be domesticated, 

have long been used as a dual-purpose animal, both for meat, milk and as 

draft animals. Egyptian tomb paintings show spotted oxen, distant 

precursors to the longhorns that would someday stampede across the 

American west, yoked in tandem, side-by-side, pulling crude wooden 

plows. From tropical Asia to sub-arctic Europe, oxen provided the sheer 

power to transport loads otherwise impossible to move. More tractable than 

horses and easier to break to harness, oxen were teamed together in 

strings sometimes containing more than thirty animals, giving an enormous 

pulling capacity. Furthermore, as cruel as this may seem to modern 

sensibilities, they could be eaten at the end of the long journey.    

This is an oft-repeated pattern. Nearly every domesticated animal served 

two or more roles on the farmstead beyond simply being a ready source of 

protein. Sheep, and some breeds of goats, were shorn for their wool, the 

most important fabric in northern climates. Goats, not cows, were also the 
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chief source of milk in most regions of the world. Chickens, ducks, and 

geese were kept as much for their eggs, and occasionally their feathers, as 

their meat, and in many farms were left to roam freely in order to warn the 

family of intruders. (Anyone who has been chased by an angry goose can 

attest what an effective alarm system they are!) Even pigs, which were 

considered unclean by many cultures, were trained to root out truffles and 

other edible fungus.    

These, of course, are simply the more common animals, especially in 

European traditions. Nearly every major species of animals has, at one 

time or another, been domesticated. Camels, donkeys, llamas, and 

reindeer are just a few of the many animals that have been harnessed 

through the ages. One creature that does surface often in fantasy settings 

is the falcon; the image of a mounted warlord surveying the hunt, his 

favorite bird perched and hooded on his forearm, is almost irresistible. 

However, the years of training, devotion, and constant care, not to mention 

the tenuous bond between falcon and falconer, is seldom mentioned. 

Indeed, the most pressing question on most falconers’ minds is not whether 

the bird will return with prey, but whether it will return at all; the constant 

knowledge that many hawks eventually do return to the wild is foremost 

with every hawker.    

Sadly, another problem in all too many fantasy novels is an abject 

ambivalence toward agriculture. In a time when survival, not to mention the 

economy, of every kingdom, duchy and province was dependent on 

farming, even the most urbane lord was expected to have mastered a 
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rudimentary knowledge of animal husbandry. Knighthood, as with most 

minor titles, entailed a grant of land with the title. And while many courtiers 

chose to sharecrop their holdings, they were still intimately connected with 

the production values of the farms in their keeping. To ignore the source of 

their wealth, whether for a minor landlord or high king, could only spell 

financial ruin for themselves and their subjects. And while the gentry would 

have shunned the physical labor associated with farming, most took a keen 

interest in the breeding stock, allowing another avenue for competition 

between nobles. A prize bull or ram was always worth its weight in 

bragging rights.    

Raising livestock, to those who have never done it, seems a simple matter. 

Turn a bull into a herd of cows, then sit back and let nature take its course. 

In a few months your herd will have doubled in size. Of course, reality is 

always a bit more complicated. Raising stock, whether in modern Iowa or 

Third Century Rome was a complicated, time-consuming endeavor, and 

then, as now, a study unto itself. Knowledge was passed down, each 

generation adding to the unwritten library of animal lore. There were no 

textbooks, no County Extension Agents to turn to in case of trouble. There 

were also, sadly, no antibiotics or vaccines. Sickness could, and did, 

decimate entire herds in a matter of weeks. Entire bloodlines could be 

wiped out by something as minor as a dirty water hole. Only the canniest of 

stockmen could bring their herds through a season unscathed. Is it any 

wonder that the herders specialized? Consider the origin of some common 

English names: Shepherd, Calvert (calf herder), Beeman, and my personal 

favorite (my son's name), Colter.  
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Still, if fantasy relegates the majority of creatures great and small to the 

back pages, science fiction usually ignores them altogether, assuming the 

food our intrepid voyagers eat will come from ”replicators” or hydroponic 

vats. And while it is true that the first generations of space pioneers will 

most likely derive their food from plants and algae which thrive in artificial 

environments, by the time humanity begins terra-forming new worlds the 

same animals we have raised for centuries will be as valued as ever, 

though perhaps for different reasons. Horses will still provide cheap, 

renewable transportation. Bees will still pollinate the same old flowers 

under alien suns. Birds will still flit about under strangely colored skies, 

genetically tailored perhaps to fit their new environs, but still recognizable 

as Terran species. But it will be the large, sharp-hoofed species such as 

cattle, deer, and sheep, which will prove the most valuable, rendering the 

vital link between seed and soil, spreading grasslands far more effectively 

than any cultivator might.    

Farm animals may, in fact, prove to be the perfect ”first colonists.“ They 

thrive in captivity, their health and genetic traits are readily understood, and 

most importantly of all, while they are generally docile and easy to handle, 

they will become feral in a single generation. Given all this, considering 

how important barnyard animals have been to our past, present, and future, 

shouldn't we give them their due in the stories we create?  
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Felines in Fantasy: 
Cliché or Clichéd? 

By Heidi Elizabeth Smith  

© 2002, Heidi Elizabeth Smith  

 

I recently learned that many speculative fiction readers consider feline--and 

animal, in general--characters to be clichéd, to the point where magazines 

state in their guidelines, "No Cat Stories." As an unabashed cat-lover and 

an author of multiple stories (unpublished and currently in revision) 

featuring feline or felinoid main characters, I was surprised and, to tell the 

truth, a little shocked. Fantasy novels about felines, such as Tailchaser's 

Song by Tad Williams, have been among my favorites.  

I decided to do a little analytical research on my own work, and the works 

of others, in the hopes of figuring out just where that mind-set, for lack of a 

better word, comes from. I went into my local Barnes and Noble and 

noticed the amount of feline-related novels or serials on their shelves, 

including the Catfantastic and Man-Kzin Wars anthologies, Lisanne 

Norman's Sholan Alliance novels, Gabriel King's Wild Road duology, 

Tailchaser's Song by Tad Williams, and others. Now, these books, 

especially the anthologies, have proven popular with readers, or they 

wouldn't continue to be published. So why do so many people consider 

them clichéd?  
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Most novels in the anthropomorphic sub-genre (hereafter referred to as 

"anthro") share common characteristics that may be mistaken for clichés. 

The biggest problems people seem to have with feline characters are:  

Felinoid species  

This is mainly seen in science fiction; although I'm sure it's been done in 

fantasy, I'm drawing a blank on when, where, or by whom. How many 

novels or stories with intergalactic empires have a felinoid race 

somewhere? They had 'em in Star Trek, they had 'em in the Man-Kzin 

Wars, and they had 'em in a whole lot of other places. The problem is that 

too many people see fit only to create a race of "felinoids" that are bipedal 

and furry, but act just like humans, or, on the other end of the scale, just 

like cats.  

If you're doing an alien race, make it alien. Just because they look like our 

cats, it doesn't mean that they have to act like them. Maybe a felinoid race 

would love water, or be vegetarian? Only a few people, including Lisanne 

Norman and Larry Niven, have done felinoid races right, in my opinion--and 

memorably enough that I still remember and reread them.  

The Kitty Quest   

I couldn't resist the subtitle. Look at the novels with pure felines as the main 

characters. I'll use Tailchaser's Song and The Wild Road as examples 

here. Both contain humans to a certain extent, but they are predominantly 

quest novels where a group of feline characters basically set out on a 
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Grand Adventure to beat the kitty version of the infamous Dark Lord. 

They're epic fantasy novels with cats instead of humans.   

Anthropomorphization: "Talking Animal Stories"   

Probably the most common problem with animals in fiction is that they act 

no different than humans. How many books with animal characters, 

especially in children's literature, act exactly like humans? Also, how many 

children (read-in: future writers) are exposed to anthropomorphic animals 

through pop culture and the media? Disney is a good example of this. 

When I started writing, many years ago, my first stories were about sentient 

felines that were completely anthropomorphized; they lived on Earth, had 

jobs, drove cars, and went to fairs complete with Ferris Wheels --nearly 

identical to the characters and world of Disney cartoon shows and movies 

(such as Mickey Mouse) that have proven extremely popular among 

children.  

However, some novels feature the animal characters as exaggerated 

humans for satire purposes; Orwell's novel Animal Farm is a good example 

of this. But these are the exceptions in anthro fiction -- not the rule.  

It's difficult to write about animals without making them somewhat like 

humans; otherwise, there would be no way to relate to them. But not many 

people seem to try to make their characters like true animals. I have read 

many stories and novels in which the animal characters might as well be 

human because of their behavior and mannerisms. Look at Brian Jacques's 

extremely successful Redwall novels. You could easily replace the animal 
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characters with humans, and it wouldn't be any different. But the worst part 

of the anthropomorphization cliché is that many people equate sentient 

animals with "cutesy critters." The last thing most people want to read is a 

story that's a fluffed-up children's story marketed as fantasy.   

Another fact is that "talking" or telepathic animals are pretty damn common 

in fantasy. Let's see ... Mercedes Lackey has them, Mickey Zucher 

Reichert does, Tanya Huff, Tara K. Harper, and Gayle Greeno do, as well. 

This is an off-the-top-of-my-head list of what's on my bookshelf, and by no 

means is a comprehensive list. Animals are so commonplace in fantasy, 

and so many of them do absolutely nothing to advance the plot, that some 

people think of them as clichéd.  

I, however, don't believe that's true. But fewer and fewer editors buy animal 

stories now; in fact, I can't think of any that have come out within the past 

year.   

So what does this mean for you, the hopeful anthro fiction writer? No, don't 

give up. Even if talking animals or felinoid characters are considered 

clichéd, a really good story can make someone change their mind. Rather 

than following the cliché and writing a Kitty Quest story filled with 

Anthropomorphic Kitty Characters, try something different. Develop a 

culture for your animals. Make them different from humans. And answer 

some questions. Why are your animals sentient? What makes them 

different from ours? Evolution? Magic? Or are they the descendants of a 

genetic-engineering project gone horribly wrong (for humans, at least)? 
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Write down everything you come up with; most of it will come in handy later 

on, even if you never include it in the story itself.  

Also, animals, even sentient ones, are not going to think or act like 

humans. They may act similar, to a certain extent, but never exactly alike. 

All carnivorous animals--and that includes felines--love to hunt. I rarely see 

hunt scenes in novels. Maybe that's due to the author's squeamishness or 

political correctness, but it makes it difficult for me to believe in the story. 

After all, anyone who's had an outdoor cat knows just how much they love 

to present their still-bleeding kills to their Person. Why don't kittens in books 

give their catches to their parents, or older cats to their lovers?  

See what I'm getting at? You don't have to do your story/novel exactly the 

same way everyone else has. In fact, that'll actually work against you in the 

future. Do your story differently. I wished I'd started out that way; after 

writing three drafts of the first book in a trilogy, I realized that my characters 

were shallow and my animal culture was contemporary American with a 

(very) thin feline veneer. After months, with a good friend's help, my felines' 

culture developed, and the story that popped up along with it quickly 

outgrew my original characters and storyline. I had to scrap whole portions 

of the story and cut out entire characters, including the main character. The 

story has changed its course so drastically that I'm still not quite sure where 

it's going. By taking the easy way out and mimicking human society and 

characteristics, I wasted a lot of time that could have been spent much 

more productively.  

On the other hand, what if you like the "cliché?" What if you like Kitty 
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Quests and Felinoid Species? What if you want to write your own? That still 

doesn't mean you have to stick to what's already been done. Bend the 

rules, break the clichés in half, and superglue 'em back together. Change 

things around and make them your own. Clichés are only clichés when 

they've been done so many times that the reader knows exactly what's 

going to happen--so throw a wrench or two into the works. Plot twists are 

great for refreshing clichés. As soon as things are going too smoothly, let 

the most unexpected (but believable) thing happen. S. L. Viehl's StarDoc 

novels are literally the best examples of plot twisting that I have ever seen. 

Although her main character is not a sentient feline (but she does have a 

felinoid character and a cat that "talks," so I feel justified in mentioning the 

novels here), they are well worth reading both for enjoyment and for 

"education.  

So break out your pen and paper (or keyboard) and get to work. If you don't 

write them, how else am I going to read more anthropomorphic  stories? 
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Cats and Writers, One Cat's Opinion  
By Aristophenes Mr. Robert's Cat Sloan 

Translated by Robert A. Sloan 

© 2002, Robert A. Sloan  

 

Cat civilization began when we first domesticated some big primates living 

along the Nile in Egypt. Humans are useful food givers who build good 

housing for us, care for our medical needs, love, adore, and even worship 

us. Intelligent and easily trained, humans can become like a member of 

your family.  

Writers are one of the best breeds of humans to get, because writers 

already have civilized, catlike habits. Most writers don't like being disturbed, 

either. They have an uncanny, almost feline, focus on their work that's very 

much like a hunter's patient stalk. They sit still for long periods of time, and 

have warm, comfortable laps. Quiet, undemanding intimacy is possible with 

a writer that a cat might not find with the more frantic types of humans.  

Then there's the fiction aspect. Cats appear as protagonists in genres as 

varied as mystery, fantasy, science fiction, or even mainstream.  

My own literary career began with a review of some scented scoop sand 

when I was only six weeks old Robert, my brown-maned, copper-eyed 

human, was already well trained by many previous cats. He understood 

exactly what I meant when I jumped in that sand box, sneezed, jumped 
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back out and hissed at it, then pawed it and walked away angrily with my 

tail in the air. I picked a spot right next to his bed where he could not fail to 

see it, so that he would not mistake my intentions. That stuff was vile!  

He was good. He cleaned up and went out that day to get me unscented 

scoop sand. We had an understanding.  

Together, we explored websites where I could post my review. I curled up 

on his mouse pad. They should make those a lot bigger; kittens grow fast. 

Occasionally I ran across the keyboard tapping out Kitten Code. My paws 

were smaller then, and I could hit just one key at a time. Now, I mostly use 

the mouse buttons to express myself online and let him do the typing with 

his clever monkey fingers. We reviewed my cat sand, old and new, my 

Science Diet Kitten Formula, and feline culture in general. We found fans, 

humans and cats who liked my writing and my pictures. Robert 

documented my entire kittenhood with his QuickCam, and to this day I'm 

very photogenic, often posing deliberately in good light or going under the 

desk where it's too dark if I'm not in the mood.  

This is something to remember in writing about cats. Notice that I've 

felinomorphized Robert throughout the foregoing. Cats do not usually think 

of humans as better than we are. We know humans are different and 

larger, but they're either part of our family or they're not.  

Robert's not a cat, but he speaks fairly good pidgin. Language for cats isn't 

just verbal. Communication is holistic: gesture and scent and posture. For a 

human, Robert is very expressive. Most of all, he can recognize the need 
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for a moment's casual greeting as different from a long affectionate 

snuggle. Untrained humans often become as over-affectionate as dogs. 

Then they feel rejected at the kind of hiss or swat any kitten would respond 

to! They don't understand what a human would call the word No.  

This is also the most common complaint uncivilized, or feral, humans have 

about us: That we cats don't understand the word No. Writers, who are 

used to defending their physical and intellectual territories as much as cats, 

know that sometimes we just disagree. Understanding what you mean is 

not the same thing as following your orders. This is why dogs, horses and 

elephants wind up domesticated by humans, but cats more often wind up 

taking care of the humans.  

For human writers who know little of the feline mind, here are some tips for 

including more cats in your fiction accurately enough to please both feline 

readers and their civilized humans.  

Our earliest ancestors were arboreal. We are still very close to those 

original tree-cats, even if we have evolved a more complex multi-species 

language to adapt to civilization. Cats will gravitate to high places! We like 

shelves, we like them to be stable and we like to drop things off them. 

Sometimes that's to make room for us to sleep. Sometimes that's just 

because we're bored and it's fun to drop things. The higher, the better.  

Cats can climb anything, in one direction. Up. Humans are more like 

monkeys; they climb up and down. Cats prefer the simple approach to 

coming down from trees, bookcases, thirty story high rises. We jump! We 



Holly Lisle's Vision: A Resource for Writers 
Issue # 10 

86 
 

like to jump and we do not fear heights. Free fall is one of the most relaxing 

experiences a cat can enjoy. We want to climb up and do it again usually, 

unless it was such a big leap it left our feet and tummies hurting on the 

bottom.  

Veterinarians have documented this as High Rise Syndrome. It's not 

insane for a cat to jump out the window of a very tall building after a bird. 

He might get the bird, and he's more likely to survive the fall uninjured if 

he's above the fourth or fifth floor. There's an upper limit to that of course, 

and concrete's hard. But the injuries cats take from longer falls are less 

than from short falls if the cat hasn't had time to roll, completely relax, and 

absorb the shock. Our bodies are loosely articulated, unlike those of 

humans. We don't fear heights because we don't have as much to fear as 

humans.  

If humans didn't understand our love of hunting, stalking and pouncing, 

they would never have invented duck blinds. We usually prefer small game 

like bugs, birds, and mice, but some big game hunters will go after rabbits, 

raccoons, ducks, and other prey even larger than we are. The hunt isn't 

always serious. Hunting instincts can also be elaborated into symbolic 

language.  

That clicky sound many humans make to attract a cat's attention is an 

example of how meaning can change. If that click was a grasshopper or 

something fun to chase, we'd pay attention by instinct. Humans provide 

food and make food noises to get our attention. It's become part of 

universal cat-human communication and its meaning is “something good 
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and fun.”  

While I personally prefer the premium brands of dry crunchies, especially 

Hairball Formula for my long coat, many cats respond to the sound of an 

electric can opener with the same delight as I do the sound of Robert 

snipping open a fresh bag of my favorite dry food. This is something else to 

remember about cats. Every one of us has his own food tastes. Some cats 

love human foods. I don't care for them much, except for yogurt and a little 

taste of cheese. When we share a taste of ice cream, he gives me melted 

vanilla.  

Writers and cats also both share an interest in Zen. Cats are more 

advanced in it. We meditate easily and can fall into light trances at any 

time. We relax deeply and we don't throw frantic efforts into compulsive 

activity unless we're actually nervous and compulsive.  

Cats can learn bad habits from humans. Kittens who are abused will 

become untrusting, malicious and constantly nervous. If there's too much 

fighting going on and a threat of physical violence from a large untamed 

human, any sensible cat will run away, just as a human would from a rogue 

elephant.  

Anthropomorphic fiction often has an obligatory romance subplot. Feline 

affection and love is a web of family kinships and deep friendships often 

centered on a strong matriarch, a cat mother who takes care of everyone in 

her reach. She won't dominate the way wolves or chimps do, by massive 

displays of aggression. She will dominate by kindness and withholding 
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affection. Massive displays of aggression do come into it for us toms, but 

only when other males challenge us for territory. Roaring, fluffing up fur to 

look larger and dancing in front of the other cat with ritual feints is usually 

going to end in one quick brawl that resolves the conflict. Winner keeps the 

territory and the other cat walks away to find something else to do. Cats will 

save face on most disputes.  

Cat societies have another big difference from human societies. Humans 

have a herding instinct. Socially, most of them prefer activities where 

they're all doing the same thing. Any cat in a group is participating in the 

group on that cat's interest of the moment, or on immediate personal 

relationships with the other cats.  

Writers, as a type, are often the humans who tend to go off and do what 

they like instead of doing what all the other humans do. They're easier to 

civilize because they already have an almost feline self-sufficiency. Like 

cats, writers are curious about everything and constantly observant.  

Writers and cats go together so well that the only metaphor I can think of is 

writers and cats. Live in the moment, sleep when you're tired, play when 

you're bored and snuggle the ones you love. Life's good.  
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Lessons Taught  
By a Siamese Friend's Life  

By Cheryl Peugh  

© 2002, Cheryl Peugh  

 

As the first clods of Missouri dirt covered the blue paint that read "Simba" 

on one side of the box lid, and "1980 - 98" on the other side, I thought of all 

the things the cat inside the box and I had been through in our lives 

together.  She'd been born practically into my hands, this cat, and I 

watched her slip away from my hands at the end of her life.  It nearly felt 

like the end of mine.    

When she was born, I wanted a name that was unique - something other 

than Fluffy or Tabby or Spot.   She was half-Siamese, half traveling 

salesman, and emerged as a gray and black tiger stripe with white points.  I 

chose Simba - an African name that means "lion."  A good name, I thought.  

No one would ever choose that name.  Both Simba and I were insulted 

when Disney's "The Lion King" came out.  We considered suing, but the 

Disney people had more money than we did so we dropped it.  

As everyday inspiration, Simba gave me her all.  Without words, she 

encouraged me to write and send off stories.  Without words, she 

comforted me when rejection came back time and time again.  She would 

just look at me with wide green eyes that showed complete and utter trust 
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and faith in my abilities.  Faced with that, I could not give up even when 

convinced I couldn't write my way out of a wet paper bag.  

When Simba got sick at age thirteen, she taught me a greater lesson about 

fighting for what I wanted than any stirring speech I could have read or 

heard.  I wasn't about to let my friend down by giving up on her.  I couldn't 

any more than she could give up on me.  Together, we fought and defeated 

the disease when even the vets had given up hope.  

   

She still teaches me lessons every day, even though she left me at the ripe 

old age of eighteen.  Whenever I think about quitting or giving up, I 

remember how she used to look at me and I know I'll go on.  I'll keep on 

writing until that trust and that faith is justified.  I don't want her ever to be 

disappointed in me.  My Siamese friend holds me to a high standard that I 

follow, and will continue to follow, for the rest of my days.  Simba, I learned 

my lessons well.  Rest in peace, my friend.  
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Poisoning Persons in Print  
By Alison Sinclair  

© 2002, Alison Sinclair  

 

"All substances are poisons … The right dose separates a poison from a 

remedy."   

One of your characters has murder in mind, but is not disposed to direct 

confrontation with sword, knife or morningstar, having neither the skill nor 

the temperament, perhaps (the psychology of poisoners is beyond the 

scope of this article). I hope in this article to hit some high points, point up 

some patterns and offer some possibilities on the menu. I have tended to 

describe natural poisons, because that is my interest, although the 

references at the end of the article also cover chemical poisons. Partly 

because this is an article, not a textbook, and partly to help inventors of 

poisons, I have kept to broad outlines and general principles, though I've 

given examples which may be used directly or as models for invented 

poisons, under four rough headings: origins of poisons, various possibilities 

and patterns, how poisons cause sudden death, and psychotropic poisons.  

   

Where Does It Come From?   

If a poison is from a natural source, then where it comes from will 
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determine its repertoire of effects.   

If an animal envenoms its prey, then its venoms will make the prey easier 

to catch or easier to digest, or both. Any animal at a disadvantage for 

mobility will tend to favour paralytic venoms - neurotoxins. As an example, 

there are a number of species of snails that live on fish. They spear the fish 

with a tethered harpoon containing a paralytic venom that works almost 

instantaneously. Each species produces a different cocktail of venoms, 

tailored to its own needs. A creature that does not have teeth or a similar, 

effective rending apparatus may produce enzymes which pre-digest its 

prey prior to ingestion: In March Upcountry, John Ringo and David Weber 

use this to horrible effect when their marooned marines encounter a 

predatory alien maggot. They're stretching enzyme kinetics with the speed 

of action, I think, but the effect fits with the origin.  

If an animal 

manufactures its venom 

for defense, then its 

poison is likely to be 

paralytic or extremely 

painful, so it will disable 

or deter a predators 

before it eats or damages 

the animal. Creatures 

which use venom for 

defense may be flamboyant in their colouring (above) or effectively 
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camouflaged  (stonefish).  

 The stonefish (left), one 

of the world's most 

poisonous fishes, has 

short, thick spines which 

are embedded  in 

venom sacs. Pressure 

on one of those spines 

will compress the sac 

and inject the venom. 

Jellyfish poisons are immediately effective and extremely painful. Given the 

jellyfish's fragility, it needs to make its presence and deterrent known.   

 Toxins are often 

bacterial or plant in 

origin. Even animal 

toxins may be 

borrowed from 

bacteria. Tetrodotoxin 

is the poison found in 

puffer fish, source of 

the delicacy fugu, 

which when eaten in small doses causes tingling of the lips and extremities 

and in large doses, paralysis and death. It has been touted as the voodoo 

poison; this the experts find implausible, but it does make a good story (see 
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link below "Eye of Toad, Skin of Newt, Bile of Pufferfish"). The puffer fish 

(left) carries tetrodotoxin in its body without ill-effect because it has a 

mutation in the molecule which is the poison's site of action. However, if a 

puffer fish is reared without contact with wild puffer fish, its flesh has no 

poison. The poison is from a bacterial source; without contact, it cannot be 

transmitted. Batrachotoxin, which has been found on the skin of some 

species of toad and the feathers of a few species of bird, and is very 

poisonous – people have had toxic symptoms after merely handling one of 

those creatures – is another likely bacterial product.   

Plants are the Borgias of the living world. Unable to run away, they wage 

chemical warfare on insects, herbivores, and ruminants. Numerous plants 

produce cyanide in their seeds or their young leaves, often attached to 

other molecules in the form of cyanogenic glycosides, such as amygdalin 

(found in apricot and cherry pits). In this form, cyanide is nontoxic to the 

plant; only in the breakdown of cyanogenic glycosides, during animal 

consumption or digestion, is hydrogen cyanide gas released. Plant 

alkaloids, organic molecules noted for their bitter taste, include poisons 

which are paralytic (curare), hallucinogenic, and cardiotoxic (atropine); they 

have also given rise to medications such as the cancer drugs vinblastine 

and vincristine. Trees will produce caustic or cloying sap (latex) to kill 

insects. And then there are the poisons which are addressed to one 

particular pest: African bungleweed produces a substance that resembles a 

normal hormone but that causes caterpillars to develop into bicephalic 

butterflies – a lethal mutation. Milkweed contains a poison which causes 

heart attacks in caterpillars. Cotton grass contains a poison that inhibits 
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lemmings' digestion (remember the tribbles?).    

Poisonous Possibilities   

Symptoms of poisoning come in clusters which are consistent with the 

organ or body system affected by the poison. Poisons which affect 

receptors in the nervous system can have wide-ranging effects. "Red as a 

beet, blind as a bat, mad as a hatter, dry as a bone" or alternately "can't 

see, can't pee, and dammit, I drink all day," are two mnemonics medical 

students acquire while learning the effects of atropine. Atropine (also 

known as belladona) affects the receptors which are common to nerves 

which control pupil dilatation, salivation, heartbeat, urination, and blood flow 

to the skin; it also causes psychosis. Some other possible clusters of 

symptoms from poisons which affect widely distributed receptors (with 

examples) are:    

Dry mouth; large pupils; difficulty with focusing 
the eyes; rapid heart beat; hot, dry, flushed skin; 
agitation and delirium  

Belladona 
alkaloids  

Sweating; diarrhea; lowered blood pressure; 
lowered heartbeat; small pupils; urination; 
difficulty breathing; vomiting; muscle twitches; 
tearing; salivation; seizures  

Mushrooms, 
nicotine  

Low body temperature; slow heartbeat; low blood 
pressure; slow, shallow breathing; pupils may be 
large or small (opiates); drowsy or unconscious  

Alcohol and 
other sedatives 

Raised temperature, rapid heartbeat, raised 
blood pressure, dilated pupils, nausea and 
vomiting; sweating  

Amphetamines, 
cocaine  

Difficulty speaking; difficulty swallowing; muscle 
rigidity; shakes; muscle spasms  

[No examples]  
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Poisons can be photoactivated: a harmless precursor can be converted into 

a poison by the action of sunlight on the skin. A number of medications are 

notorious for making people intolerant to sunlight. Poisons can also 

enhance each others' effect: alcohol and tetrachloromethane, both 

poisonous to the liver, cause far more damage in combination than could 

be predicted from the separate effect of each. And what might be a 

harmless substance to one person – such as a trace of peanut butter - can 

be lethal to someone who is severely allergic to it (which has been used in 

a number of mystery novels, and requires foreknowledge of the 

vulnerability).  

Sudden Death   

The quickest acting poisons - those which bring about sudden death or 

death within minutes - affect the cardiovascular or respiratory system, both 

of which are required for the delivery of oxygen to the tissues. Next comes 

the clotting system, and after that (over days) the body's detoxification 

systems, the liver and kidneys, and then the bone marrow.   

The heart is an electrical organ. A bundle of cells (the sinoatrial node) in 

the wall of the right atrium sends out an electrical pulse through nerve 

pathways that branch throughout the heart. The muscles of the heart walls 

contract in response to the signal, forcing blood out into the arteries. There 

are two principal mechanisms for poisoning heart action: block the 

electrical signal at some point along the pathway, or desynchronize the 

muscles so that the heart cannot effectively contract. Unsynchronized 

contraction of the atria (the filling chambers)  is problematic, increasing the 
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risk of stroke, but not generally fatal in itself. Unsynchronized contraction of 

the ventricles is ventricular fibrillation (aka Vfib) and is fatal within minutes.   

Digoxin (foxglove, and also the drug) acts by blocking the electrical signal. 

Any number of drugs and poisons can induce arrythmias - from 

antiarrythmic drugs through to over-the-counter antihistamines (for people 

who have a susceptibility) through to the venoms of carnivorous 

invertebrates. Generally, any venom that produces paralysis in the prey 

could plausibly produce sudden death.    

Interruption of respiration is, likewise, rapidly fatal. Five minutes is the oft-

quoted limit - but brain damage occurs in less time. And it's possible to last 

longer, particularly in intense cold and with good resuscitation afterwards. 

But say five minutes. Any step along the pathway between nose and 

mitochondria (respiratory organelles of the cell) can be interrupted. 

Breathing requires nerve input and muscle effort; either can be blocked by 

neurotoxins. Incidentally, paralysis need not necessarily lead to immediate 

loss of consciousness. The lining of the airsacs is exquisitely thin when 

healthy; poison can inflame or damage it, and that cuts down the ability of 

oxygen to cross it. Hemoglobin can be blocked from carrying oxygen to the 

tissues (carbon monoxide). The metabolic pathways within the cell that 

convert oxygen to metabolic energy can be inhibited (cyanide).   

Damage to the blood vessel wall releases small molecules that signal the 

activation of a cascade of enzyme-activations - each enzyme in the 

sequence is activated by the last and activates the next; this leads after 

multiple steps to the formation of a clot. The process doesn't stop there; 
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even as the clot is being formed, it is being broken down by another 

enzymatic cascade. Push the balance of the two processes towards excess 

clotting, and you get thrombosis of major vessels, which Michael Crichton 

used in The Andromeda Strain and James Herbert in his recent '48. Push it 

towards clot breakdown, or poor clot formation,  and you get uncontrollable 

bleeding, hemophilia being the example familiar to most. Dicoumarin, the 

poison from sweet clover, inhibits clotting. Run both processes too fast and 

you get disseminated intravascular coagulation (DIC), where microscopic 

clots are constantly being formed and broken down, consuming the clotting 

factors and leading to uncontrollable bleeding. DIC kills people with sepsis 

and hemorrhagic fever,  following massive blood loss and transfusion, and 

a variety of other medical catastrophes. And snakebite: snake venoms 

contain powerful procoagulants and anticoagulants.   

On a timescale of days, there are the fundamental detoxification and 

excretion pathways of the body, the liver and kidneys. Block either of those, 

and the body poisons itself with the byproducts of its own metabolism, 

notably the waste products of protein metabolism. Carbohydrates can be 

converted to carbon dioxide and water and exhaled, but protein 

metabolism, even from muscle breakdown, produces urea, which has to be 

excreted through the kidneys. Furthermore, if the kidneys shut down, water 

and ions can no longer be secreted and the fine electrical balance of the 

body is perturbed – with fatal consequences such as cardiac arrythmias 

(see above) or swelling of the brain. Kidney failure can also be a terminal 

consequence of myotoxins – muscle poisons. Widespread death of muscle 

releases muscle pigments, which poison the kidneys. The liver is 
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responsible for breaking down protein wastes and clearing many drugs 

from the systems; it is also responsible for the synthesis of the coagulation 

factors described above.    

Finally, over the long term, there is the bone marrow, which produces the 

body's supply of red and white blood cells and platelets. If the bone marrow 

stops working, over a period of weeks, as the red and white cells and 

platelets already circulating in the bloodstream die off, the person becomes 

prone to severe bleeding, severe infection and severe anemia.   

You can play around with the timing of effect by modifying the delivery 

system, as, for instance, Dirk Wyle does in Pharmacology is Murder: 

packaging a rapidly acting toxin in a slow-release capsule can allow an 

assassin to be elsewhere at the time of death. However, a venom may not 

necessarily be active as an ingested poison, since it must not only survive 

the rigors of stomach acidity and digestive enzymes, but be taken up by the 

cells of the intestinal mucosa.  

   

Poisoning the Mind   

There's probably no more dramatic way to affect a character than to drive 

him or her insane. Psychological effects of poisons range from the subtle – 

the slow mental deterioration of chronic heavy metal poisoning, for example 

– to the florid – hallucinations from the psychotropic alkaloids. Since 

prehistory, shamans have used hallucinogens such as mescaline, 
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psilocybin, and ibogaine, derived from natural products, to extend their 

awareness, and native peoples have incorporated psychotropic drugs into 

social and religious rituals.  Ergot poisoning, from ergot mold infection of 

rye bread, has been offered as the cause of mass insanity (St. Vitis' Dance, 

St. Anthony's Fire) in medieval times, as an explanation for the belief in 

vampires and werewolves, and even for the witches of Salem. More than to 

other poisons, a person's response to psychotropic drugs and poisons is 

determined by their temperament and their culture. Hallucinations caused 

by a psychotropic alkaloid might be interpreted by one character as 

insanity, or a curse, or a visitation by demons, and by another as a gift of 

the divine.    

   

Sources   

The single most useful print source I can suggest is:  

Serita Deborah Stevens and Ann Klarner. Deadly Doses: A Writer's Guide 
to Poisons. Writers Digest Books; ISBN: 0898793718   

Michael J. Balick and Paul Allan Cox. Plants, People and Culture: The 
Science of Ethnobotany. W H Freeman & Co; ISBN: 0716760274  (has a 
chapter on the peyote cactus, but is also a fascinating look at natural 
products and material culture)   

Online, see:    

EMedicine.com, on-line textbook of emergency medicine: Toxicology 
http://www.emedicine.com/emerg/TOXICOLOGY.htm   

The Bad Bug Book. Foodborne Pathogenic Microorganisms and Natural 

http://www.emedicine.com/emerg/TOXICOLOGY.htm
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Toxins Handbook from the US FDA 
http://www.cfsan.fda.gov/~mow/intro.html   

Colorado State College of Veterinary Medicine and Biomedical Sciences 
Guide to Poisonous Plants http://www.vth.colostate.edu/poisonous_plants/   

Ethnobotanical Leaflets http://www.siu.edu/~ebl/   

Cone Snails and Conotoxins Home Page  
http://grimwade.biochem.unimelb.edu.au/cone/   

On tetrodotoxin. "Eye of Newt, Skin of Toad and Bile of Pufferfish" 
http://www.calacademy.org/calwild/sum98/eye.htm   

   

  

http://www.cfsan.fda.gov/~mow/intro.html
http://www.vth.colostate.edu/poisonous_plants/
http://www.siu.edu/~ebl/
http://grimwade.biochem.unimelb.edu.au/cone/
http://www.calacademy.org/calwild/sum98/eye.htm
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The Right to Revise  
By Carol Stephenson  

© 2002, Carol Stephenson  

 

For those who write a lean, mean selling manuscript on their first write, my 

deepest admiration and congratulations.  

For those who receive an editor's revision letter after submission, or at an 

appointment hear an editor say, "it sounds interesting but….," or post sale 

have an editor who needs one more change after another, my heartfelt 

condolences.    

I had to work my way through two editor revision letters for NORA'S 

PRIDE.  As I normally write in layers-first sweep for action and dialogue, 

second brush with action, reaction and more dialogue, and third and fourth 

strokes for texturing-version number three meant that I was on at least the 

twelfth run though.  

Many a time during the last rewrite, I was so sick and tired of the book to 

the extent I almost pitched the sucker into a permanent circular file.  So I 

came up with more lifelines or handholds to avoid self-destruction during 

revisions  
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1. It's your choice to revise.  If your artistic vision cries 'foul' over changing 

any portion of your manuscript, it's your right to say 'thanks, but no 

thanks'.    

2. If you chose to revise, it's your duty to not lose sight of your unique 

voice.  Sometimes you can write yourself right out of what makes your work 

special.  

3. Words, sentences, paragraphs, scenes or chapters etched in stone can 

be erased: by acid, chisel, blowtorch or highlight and delete.    

4. Copious mourning for lost material, of course, is permissible.  Even 

better, create a folder of those wonderful lines and ideas for another book. 

 Best yet, keep a jar of M&M's by your elbow for periods of ruthless 

pruning.  

5. Keep index cards, notebooks or whatever means is your outline system 

to drop breadcrumbs as you go along.  It's all too easy to lose threads, 

themes, plot or character development in a forest of revisions.  

6. Seek out your critique partners or good writing friends to weep on their 

shoulders, wallow in their commiseration and then receive a good kick-in-

the-butt to do your job.  

7. Yes, job.  While writing is art, the performance of it for pay is a job.  If 

unpublished, you want to be published.  If published, you want the next 

book sale.  That means you have to perform, you have to produce the 
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marketable manuscript.  You have to meet the job performance criteria like 

any other professional has to fulfill in their occupation.  

In this tough, competitive publishing market, you may be afforded the 

opportunity to revise: whether to create a second chance for your precious 

manuscript or to polish it to best-selling brilliance.  Rather than viewing 

revision as an unbearable hardship, I suggest viewing it as your right to 

revise.  It's your right to make your book the best it can be.    

Got the revision mindset?  Fantastic.  Go exercise your right and {{hugs}} 

for any creative wound you may suffer along the way to glory.  
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Background Color in Worldbuilding  
By Steven Swain 

© 2002, Steven Swain  

 

So...  

You’ve named your world, chosen your main characters and your villains, 

and figured out a plot. You’re all ready to charge headlong into your novel, 

right? Sure, if you want your novel to be bare of all background color.  

I can hear you now: “Background color? What are you talking about?”  

Let’s use a photograph as a metaphor. Imagine there’s a picture of you - 

what else is in it? Are you the only thing in the picture? There’s stuff behind 

you, isn’t there? In a studio picture, there’s a colored background behind 

you. Maybe even a picture-background to make it look like you’re in front of 

anything but a blank wall.  

Now, suppose you’re writing a fantasy and in this picture you’re in front of a 

forest with a castle tower looming behind the forest. Let’s get the easy stuff 

out of the way first.  

Are all the trees the same kind? Maybe, maybe not. What kind are they, 

though? Made your decision? Great. Say, what about all that stuff under 

the trees? Bushes, right? Again, same kind or not? What kind? Oh, what’s 

this? Flowers? Lovely. What color? Just one bloom per plant or several? Is 
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that grass right at the edge, there? What sounds do these plants make 

when the wind blows? Do they rustle or whisper or what? What do they feel 

like - smooth, rough, bumpy, thorny?  

Easy, right? Everyone thinks of plants and things of that sort. Let’s get a bit 

deeper into the background now, though.  

Look right there at the edge of the picture. What’s that nibbling on the 

grass? A rabbit, perhaps? Or a deer? And what’s that shadow over there? 

Perhaps a wolf hunting the rabbit. Or a shy squirrel? Say, what’s that little 

yellow thing flitting from flower to flower? A hummingbird? Not that big, 

huh? What about a bee?  

Speaking of birds, what kind is that perching on the tree branch and 

singing? What color is it? Is it alone or does it have a mate? For that 

matter, do any of the other animals have mates? How well are they eating? 

Is food plentiful or not?  

Not that bad, huh? These are what I call non-character animals. This is to 

differentiate from the Queen’s lap cat called Hypatia; and the King’s brave 

warhorse, Geronimo; and the Prince’s faithful hunting dog, Zebedee. Okay, 

they’re corny names, but you get the idea. These animals are what I call 

character animals. They have names, and one or the other is usually 

present, and the writer inevitably gives them a few anthropomorphic 

mannerisms of their own. There’s really nothing wrong with that. It just 

means they aren’t quite part of the background color anymore.  
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Moving along now. Let’s get a bit more detailed.  

Remember that castle at the back, there? You wouldn’t happen to know 

how many towers it has? How tall are they? Come to think of it, how tall are 

the walls themselves? Are the battlements crenellated or not? (While we’re 

on the subject, here’s two good websites on medieval fortifications: 

http://library.thinkquest.org/10949/fief/hicastlegate.html  and 

http://www.angelfire.com/wy/svenskildbiter/  )  

To continue: Is there a drawbridge with a portcullis? Are the castle 

inhabitants friendly and usually leave the drawbridge down? Or are they 

fearful and paranoid and have it up? Are the walls fully manned at all times 

or is there a skeleton watch? It’s probably safe to assume the castle is 

made of stone - what kind of stone, though? How strong is it? And, to 

descend into utterly mundane details, what color is it? Is there any 

patterning in the stone? Has the stone been smoothed over or are there 

edges and cut-marks?  

Is there a convenient road to the castle? Or is the road “over thataway and 

you’ll have to use the path”? Is the castle a residence or just a fortified 

guard post? Are the walls in good shape or dilapidated? Is there a village 

nearby? Are the castle walls big enough to enclose the village, or do the 

villagers huddle up inside for protection only during attacks?  

Still not too bad, is it? Remember that things like this are the spices to the 

meat and potatoes of the main story and the main characters. A little bit 

goes a long way. But at the same time, the absence of these little details 

http://library.thinkquest.org/10949/fief/hicastlegate.html
http://www.angelfire.com/wy/svenskildbiter/
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here and there is quite noticeable. Just like a main dish shouldn’t be 75% 

spices and 25% meat and potatoes, a story shouldn’t be 75% background 

and 25% main story. It can be tricky to get the amount right, but you do 

need to have some background color.  

A lot of this detail will live only in your imagination and the worldbuilding 

notebooks. But you need to have them available for appropriate times in 

the story. And speaking of imagination, what if you are creating a world 

without “the usual flora and fauna”?  

Here you can let your imagination truly run amok. You can, if you want, 

decide that most big mammals have six limbs instead of four. You can 

decide that, for some strange reason, tree bark is green and the leaves are 

brown. Stone can be any color you want. Heck, the sun can be any 

reasonable color you want (within the scientifically available range).  

That brings up another point. If your flora and fauna are, shall we say, 

alternative, you need to at least have a nodding acquaintance with the 

reason for it, whatever it is. In the tree example, perhaps the sun is filtered 

in such a way that chlorophyll looks brown instead of green and browns 

look green. What can be a real pain, though, is being consistent. If sun-

filtering changes the color in one thing, but not in another, you either need 

to explain that reasonably or change it to be consistent.  

The same goes for any other changes you may make. It doesn’t need to be 

- and shouldn’t be - a long exposition. Just a sentence or two here and 

there can suffice if that sentence is well thought out. You may occasionally 
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need to do a whole paragraph. But the “spice rule” still stands. These 

changes are still flavorings, not the story -- Unless, of course, you’re writing 

a zoological thesis for the University of Tau Ceti.  

Remember that while the first three sections are required to varying 

degrees, changing flora and fauna to non-Earth-norms is not required. In 

most cases, it may even be counterproductive. If you want to change things 

around, you need to consider whether it would cause trouble instead of 

simply adding to the scenery.  

In conclusion, there are a lot of ways you can add background color to your 

worldbuilding to make your world become alive and three dimensional. Just 

as these little details make us appreciate our own world more, they will also 

make your imagined world seem more complete.  The readers will 

appreciate it.    
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The Right Tool for the Right Job  

On Keeping a Writer’s Journal  
By Peggy Kurilla  

© 2002, Peggy Kurilla  

 

One piece of advice, given to writers so often it’s almost a cliché, is to keep 

a journal.  What is less often covered is what to write in those journals and 

how they can help your writing.  In this article, I’ll cover four common types 

of journals that can help you refine your writing.  

Like many people, the first journal I began, more than fifteen years ago, 

was a smorgasbord.  Anything and everything went into that journal: 

newspaper clippings, sketches, details of my daily life, short story drafts, 

research notes, and whatever else struck my fancy.  The only organizing 

principle in this kind of journal is to date everything because it provides a 

context when you go back and review it.  

When I became more serious about my writing, I read Julia Cameron’s 

book The Artist’s Way.  In the book, she recommends doing “Morning 

Pages” each day as a way to get all the niggly bits of life out of our minds 

and onto paper.  Morning Pages, she says, clear the way for more creative 

work.  Though not as structured as her Morning Pages, my smorgasbord 

journal serves the same purpose.  A movie review might serve as a 

springboard for a better (at least to me) way of telling a story.  Working 
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through emotions provides insight into how my characters might react to a 

similar circumstance.    

Some writers index their smorgasbord journals, reserving a page or two at 

the end of each volume for that purpose.  This way, they can quickly look 

through their notebooks for particular topics.  Also, themes arise that may 

lead to more extended writing—an article, a series of essays, or even a 

memoir.  If you want to index your journals, it’s best to start as early as 

possible.  I currently have almost 30 volumes, and not one of them has an 

index.  Finding anything in them is difficult, unless I can recall a date or 

significant event surrounding the material I wish to find.  

On the other hand, by not having an index, I have a terrific excuse to go 

back and read earlier journals and look for seeds of ideas and projects.  

(And maybe when I re-read them, I’ll create an index as I go.  But I wouldn’t 

count on it.)  

Once I’ve begun a specific project, I dedicate a separate notebook to it.  

For a project notebook, I generally use a three-ring binder, with labeled 

tabs.  For a nonfiction work, I might list each chapter and a bibliography.  I 

file materials, ideas, or reference notes behind the appropriate chapter tab.  

If I’m writing fiction, the tabs change to worldbuilding, development, and 

background or research material.  

I still date development entries for my fiction work.  It’s fun to look back to 

see how the plot has developed from when I originally jotted down the idea.   

And someday it may serve as the sourcebook for an encyclopedia or 
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compendium related to the work.  At the very least, it will prevent me from 

losing track of what happened to each character in a series.   

Some writers keep journals dedicated to a specific area of writing.  The 

best example is a weather journal.  An inexpensive desk calendar or 

“birthday book” can be used for this.  Each day, jot notes about what the 

weather is like.  Then, when you’re in the middle of a scene that talks about 

snow and it’s 90 degrees outside (38 for those on the Celsius scale), you 

can flip to your December and January notes and write specific details 

about the bone-chilling cold.  

The final type of journal that can help writers is an idea book, or compost 

journal.  This is where all those unrelated notes about possible projects go.  

You can use a three-ring binder with no sections, a file folder, a spiral 

notebook, or even a big box.   Just make certain that your jotted notes are 

complete enough to trigger your memory later.  I once wrote (in my 

smorgasbord, which serves as general catch-all): “I have a great idea for a 

romantic suspense between a small-town sheriff and the big-city pagan 

who comes to live in his town.”  

Hm.  Well, I’m sure it was a good idea.  I don’t remember a thing about it at 

this point, other than that note.  Knowing my themes and topics, there 

would probably have been some conflict between conservative Christian 

types and the pagan woman, but suspense?  I have no clue.  So I chalk 

this up to a lesson:  be specific in your idea notes.  

An example of the level of specificity I mean from February of this year:  
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“Probably as a result of some funky judging in the pairs figure skating 

competition of the Olympics this past week, I woke up with an idea for 

Ghaira—probably set in the country where magic is freely available.  They 

have a sport that, like figure skating, is a combination of athleticism and 

performance.  In addition to the official judges, a few audience members 

are chosen at random to judge the competition as well.  The average score 

given by the fans is factored into the final score, and the total fan score 

determines the “Choice” award.  Frequently, the Choice does not go to the 

winner—it has even gone to a performance that was technically awful but a 

dynamite presentation.”  

Now, I may never ever use this as the basis of an entire story or novel, but 

with what’s there, I can create an incident for a story if I need to.   

Which of these journals must you use?  None of them.  Which should you 

use? Any or all that caught your eye or interest.  These are tools, and to 

quote a famous engineer, you always want “the right tool for the right job.”  
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Just for fun... 

An Argument Against  
Reading Fiction  

By T. L. Cobern  

© 2002, T. L. Cobern  

 

Reading fiction is a vile habit.  The very act of sitting down to read removes 

me from the daily grind, from the pressure of reaching my wordcount goal 

for that day, and rewards me with nothing more than empty hands and 

mind at the end of said reading time.  Not only that, but reading robs me of 

confidence in abilities I once took for granted.  While all reading does this to 

some extent, fictional works are, due to the creativity inherent in their 

foundation, the worst offenders.  Therefore, I believe all reading of fiction 

should be banned among writers.  

Yes, I’ve heard all the arguments for the advancement of reading, even 

among such educated people as we.  “Reading is an essential building 

block” and all that.  Yes, it is.  Yes, reading is a definite prerequisite for 

writing, and especially for writing well.  However, once that stage is 

achieved, once we can write well and others believe in the excellence of 

our writing enough that we can make it a career, shouldn’t we toss reading 

out the window?  Fiction, after all, doesn’t qualify as the most necessary 

building block for writers.  
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Stop rationalizing.  Fiction reading doesn’t advance a writing career.  An 

editorial career, if fiction is the genre of choice, is a completely separate 

ball of wax, but writing concerns only the images from one’s mind making 

their way onto paper.  While some authors might contend their particular 

genres within fiction as free from this generalized statement, I believe all 

fictionalized writing is in the interaction of author with white page.  It’s all 

make-believe, in one sense or another, isn’t it?  

Research, you say.  Ah, the old research excuse.  I can tell you for sure 

that I’ve never read a fiction novel for research, but more for the enjoyment, 

the beauty, and the exceptional perfection of fiction itself.  I might research 

a real time period, a real religion, a real geographical place, but I just don’t 

buy Middle Earth as a research project.  So why do we continue to read?  

I’ll say again, it’s a vile habit.  I don’t mean an idle hobby, but rather an all-

consuming obsession, much the way I think heroin users must feel about 

their particular habit.  My drug, my obsession, is reading.  If I sit down with 

a novel, I will finish it in that same sitting.  It offers me few choices; the pull 

of the words sucks me in and I’m lost, in someone else’s ideas and 

someone else’s universe consumes me.  Are you any different?  Can you 

schedule your reading time and stop on the page when the timer goes off?  

I thought as much.  You, too, are an addict.  

It affects my work, certainly.  If I am writing a story and take “a break,” time 

off to read something else, I lose the thread of my own universe for a time.  

Sometimes that time is an hour, sometimes a day.  The loss of the time is 

vital, however, and so therefore I try to stay away from books during writing 
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days.  It’s so hard to make up that time, and eventually all the sand runs 

down the hourglass.  

Reading good books also hits me hard in the confidence department.  

When I read Larry Niven’s aliens, I’m astounded at their solidness, their 

very reality that forms on the page.  Reading Holly Lisle makes me laugh 

and cry at her wit and at losing characters that I’ve come to love.  The 

beauty of language and clarity of ideas as expressed so cleanly by writers 

like Richard Wright, Justin Stanchfield, Carol Berg, Peter F. Hamilton, just 

to name a few, leaves me gaping in awe.  The prolific output of Lazette 

Gifford and Harry Turtledove, who maintain the quality of their magnificent 

stories while turning out millions of words a year—it leaves me speechless.  

All of the examples listed above share one trait in common.  When I dwell 

on it, when I reflect on the writing talents of these authors and what they do 

well, I inevitably compare my own talent to his or to hers.  Every time, in the 

end tally, I’m found lacking.  Usually this begets a writing funk so severe 

that I don’t crawl out from my rock for a week.  

It’s my problem.  I know that.  I know I’m insecure in my writing, that I’m not 

to the point where I can shrug it off.  I know, in my mind, that I’ll get there 

and that one day people will think the same thing about me.  However, in 

my heart, the part of me where my writing is a sacred eggshell, the 

comparisons stomp on any fledgling chicks struggling to break free.  All that 

is left is shattered pieces of thin shell.  
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Can you assure me you’re different?  Are you certain that late at night, in 

the moments before you fall asleep, you don’t revisit a book recently read 

and see your own failings in that author’s successes?  If you don’t 

compare, that’s wonderful.  I think you’re the exception, though.  

My solution is to ban fiction.  I don’t mean to ban it for everyone, only for 

writers.  We just don’t need the headaches of missing time and the 

heartaches of missing success.  It’s hard enough to write, and to write well.  

We already lose friends and family who just don’t “get it.”  We do poorly at 

sports and many jobs because we’re so busy scribbling story ideas on 

random pieces of paper.  One might think reading books and short stories 

of fiction would be our one salvation, our single recreational activity that 

we’d be good at!  It appears to be a perfect marriage, appreciating the 

ideas and talent of others while taking a break from our own, but 

unfortunately this is only an illusion.  This marriage turns messy sooner 

than most.  

Join me, fellow writers!  End this scourge that robs us of hours and steals 

our hard-won egotism.  Our group, the Writers Against Reading (WAP) will 

be meeting later outside the library for a rally.  If I’m late, carry on without 

me.  Don’t worry, it’s probably just a relapse.  Memory of Fire just came 

out, you know.  I’ll catch you later after the high wears off.  
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Fantasy  

Describing Fantastic Creatures  
By Jeff Reeds  

© 2002, Jeff Reeds  

 

I have a problem with animals. The pesky beasts are popping up 

everywhere -- and no wonder. The novel I’m writing takes place at the end 

of the Bronze Age and its people are reliant on animals for work and for 

food. There are pets, beasts of burden, and some alarming animals bred 

for war. There are the butchered and the coddled. The animals, in short, 

are like the animals of our world.    

Except this isn’t our world. This is an alien world. It exists in a land of the 

fantastic, in a different time, in a different place.    

On the one hand I want cats and dogs and cows and rabbits in my novel. I 

like them--dogs especially. But on the other, I want orniths, aardorbeasts, 

skiros, and scudders. I want a bestiary that hasn’t been seen since the 

Monster Manual was first created. But my job, like yours, is to show a story, 

not write what amounts to product descriptions in a catalog. So how does a 

writer blend the mundane with the fantastic?   

Having built all of these neat creatures and inspiring landscapes, the 

impulse is to show them off. But if you do this, your story will come to a 

grinding halt. Your characters will march along and stop in awe at some 
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statue, beast, or gustatory pleasure. While this can be good thing--nothing 

like resting by a beautiful river after a bloody battle--it can also keep your 

heroes from arriving at their goal. To keep this from happening create the 

back-story, invent wonderful maps, bestiaries, and magics, and then forget 

them.    

In his latest film, "Minority Report," Stephen Spielberg does this with the 

futuristic gadgets that populate the film. In a recent interview, he said, "I 

wanted to make [the futuristic world], but seem to throw it away casually. I 

want to celebrate not the walls of the story, the look and gizmos, but the 

story itself. If you’ve fashioned big new props for a movie there’s a 

tendency to show it off, but rather than exhibit the cool stuff, just show the 

coolness as a given."   

Works the same way in books. In treating the fantastic as merely mundane 

it becomes easier to meld cats, dogs, and rabbits with skiros and scudders. 

The later two are very common in my novel and it would be easy to 

describe them much like Meriwether Lewis described a grizzly when his 

team encountered one. "The legs of this bear are somewhat longer than 

those of the black, as are its talons and tusks incomparably larger and 

longer....its color is yellowish brown, the eyes small black and piercing."    

In the novel I'm working on, my heroes have recently escaped a 

devastating attack on their city. They're wary, tired, and hungry. This is the 

perfect time to introduce a skiro.    
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They had been resting at a wide spot in the trail when they heard a 

rock tumble. Almost in unison, everyone loosened their swords in 

their scabbards. Then sharp-eyed Elos pointed out the skiros—three 

of them—climbing seemingly impossible ledges. Superficially they 

looked like the goats of the eastern Tolbaads, but their pointed, soft 

hooves gripped the rock like pincers and their thin bodies enabled 

them to cozy up to the cliffs. Their horns came out of their skulls just 

behind the ear and arched forward like two scorpion’s tails.   

Elos held up his bow and notched an arrow. "Dinner anyone?" he 

said, as he stepped forward on the trail.   

One trap that I’ve fallen into, and I’ve seen others do the same, is calling a 

creature something--Smeech, or Smerch, or whatever--when in fact the 

creature is a rabbit. It looks, acts and tastes like a rabbit (or a chicken), but 

it’s given an odd name just to make it seem weird. The reason this doesn’t 

work is that it comes off as lazy. It’s too pat, too easy. It can make your 

carefully constructed world seem shallow at exactly the point where it 

should have a casual depth. One thing you can do is give the animal a sort 

of one-off attribute, like differently-shaped horns, and call it a relative of the 

familiar creature. That's what I tried to do with the example above.   

Inferring one animal by comparing it with another, more familiar animal is 

one way to describe your creature. But in most fantasy stories there are 

beasts that arise entirely from our own imaginations. Perhaps this is why 

writers--particularly fantasy writers--can sit in an empty room for hours and 

be completely entertained.     
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So far I have three animals in my story that have no real parallel in our 

world. Sort of.  When I was a cub reporter in high school, I covered a story 

about the photographer that took the sports photos at our games. I went 

over to his house to interview him and see his operation. Lying on his 

couch was his Halloween costume--he had a party he was going to that 

night. I asked him about it and he showed me how it worked.    

He had taken one of those big ice cream barrels and covered it with purple 

fur. From this "body" came a long faux-suede neck. At the top of the neck 

was sewn a sock modified with little eyes and bushy eyebrows. Two long, 

skinny legs dangled from the bottom, ending in stuffed feet that looked like 

five-point stars. The guy had a jacket with a hole in one of the pits. He'd put 

on the jacket, put his arm through this hole and snake his arm up the 

thing's neck while the empty sleeve went over the barrel. Then, while 

casually sipping martinis or whatever, he would have his creature do and 

say things that would normally be, well, inappropriate.    

Thinking about it some time later, it seemed that such a devious little 

creature would be fun to write about. Thus scudders were born. But like 

Spielberg, I didn't want to call too much attention to them. I wanted them to 

be present in the world like raccoons. You're aware of them, they have a 

whole host of attributes people wonder at and make jokes about, but 

they're so much a part of the fabric of the world they are mentioned mostly 

only in passing. I decided when I first introduced one I would start small.    

I also decided that they are well-suited for pulling sleds across 

mountainous, snow-covered terrain. My main character Jon Aandor, is 
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looking to buy a scudder from a local merchant for just such a purpose. By 

staying within his point of view, I can have him comment only on the things 

important to a buyer and in the manner of a hard bargainer.    

Jon reached down and rubbed the leathery neck of the scudder. "A 

mottled color on this one. Bad eyes. Questionable teeth and claws. 

What'd you do to this animal?"   

Throughout the book a clearer picture of scudders emerges, but this 

introduction is plenty and it keeps the story moving.    

Another way to describe a creature, of course, is to have someone look at it 

who is unfamiliar with the beast. They are apt to notice details that a person 

who is familiar with the creature would not. However, it’s easy to fall into 

too much description here. You can just imagine the person standing there 

gawking. This would work if the person is at a zoo, observing a parade, or 

perhaps viewing animals in the market. But that seems too easy. What if 

the person seeing the creature for the first time is scared out of his or her 

skin? If kept from the point of view of the character, it seems to work.   

Vena stopped and looked back at the trail. "Has anyone seen Orici?" 

   

Jon and Lila, who had been walking with her, also stopped. The trail 

stretched back, empty. Vena noticed the birds had ceased their 

endless chatter. As she reached for her sword, a quick movement of 

bush revealed a flash of gleaming black and green. Then she saw the 
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large saber-like teeth come gnashing at her. She jumped back but fell 

into Jon, knocking him down. Even as she fell, she felt locked in its 

gaze. Hard, cold, black eyes bore down on her. She didn’t feel its 

teeth break her skin so much as she felt the weight of them on her 

bones. Then the creature’s head jerked back and it fell. Lila had 

sidestepped the beast, and in one smooth motion, drawn her sword 

and brought it down on the thing’s extended neck. Quickly it went 

from a hard spear of terror to a lump of flesh and bone. Still terrifying, 

but clearly dead.    

Vena squeezed her arm where the big teeth had cut her and looked 

at the black, bony plates splotched with green. The plates--shaped in 

squares, rectangles and triangles--covered the thing's back. 

Breathing hard, Vena tried to calm herself. More details popped out at 

her--the rim of horns around the body, the black lashes over the eyes 

and red gums holding a row of small needle-sharp teeth. She saw 

that its chin sported a beard of short, coarse hair. "Was that … is this 

what they call the tombata?"   

"We call it an aardorbeast," Jon said. "That is an aardorbeast."    

Vena watched Jon get up and push the creature with the toe of his 

boot. She saw it was only about three feet long. So small for such a 

frightening animal.    

Jon said, "Perfect cut, Lila. You okay, Vena?"   
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Vena breathed deeply and nodded yes. "I’ll be fine." She took Jon's 

offered hand and gained her feet. "That thing attacked three people," 

she said, still staring at it.   

"Yeah, they're mean little curs. They even hunt together sometimes."  

 Vena again looked down the trail. "We need to find Orici."   

The aardorbeast has a more complicated history than the scudder. When I 

first envisioned the story, I had a society of people who relied on the horn 

of the aardorbeast for their mating rituals. And I may still, I'm vacillating on 

that one. At first it seemed to me that such a creature should be rare and 

beautiful--like a unicorn. But unicorns and their special properties have 

been done ad nauseam. I wanted something mean-looking and very 

dangerous. But how would it look? An image popped in my mind of an 

ankylosaur. They always looked to me like a really mean version of a 

Cretaceous armadillo. Throw out the fact that they were plant-eaters, mix in 

some large teeth and a bad attitude. Voila.    

The trick in describing them, I feel, is to keep the details small. The above 

description is about as far as I'm going to go with how they look (unless an 

editor tells me otherwise).    
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For most of my creatures I start with the natural world as it exists now, or 

did, or may. I try to make all the creatures follow some sort of logical sense-

-work according to the laws of bio-mechanics as we know them. I also root 

them in the larger world. The skiros are like the goats on the other side of 

the Tolbaad mountains. The aardorbeast is a distant off-shoot of another 

animal that is domesticated in one culture. The ornith have wild cousins 

that are smaller and less resplendent. In this way I hope to avoid the 

problem I have with dragons. Ever notice they are often the only animal in a 

book that has six appendages? Why is that?    

I guess this is all pretty obvious stuff. But it’s very easy to fall in love with 

your creations and throw the spotlight on them. I try to observe the 

character’s point of view, show mundane or small details, and make a 

dedicated effort to holding such description in check. This seems to help 

keep my story moving. It also maintains my interest, and hopefully the 

reader’s as well.  
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Horror 

Getting the Best  
Out of Your Bad Guys  

By Teresa Hopper  

© 2002, Teresa Hopper  

 

I have a confession to make: I love the bad guys in horror stories. There’s 

nothing I enjoy more than sinking my teeth into a novel with a really well 

written, scary bad guy in it. And they are often my favourite characters in 

my own stories, more so than my heroes.  

I know that a lot of writers find this kind of character the most difficult to 

write, so here are my suggestions on how to get the best out of your bad 

guys.  

The first kind of horror bad guy that I am going to discuss is the classic 

villain, who is sentient and premeditated in his evil: villains such as serial 

killers, demons, vampires, and so forth, as opposed to ghosts and 

monsters that usually cause trouble just by existing and behaving naturally.  

One of the biggest mistakes that new writers make is thinking that the 

villains have to be entirely bad, with no redeeming qualities. I was certainly 

guilty of making this mistake when I started writing horror. I thought that if I 

gave them a good trait I was somehow watering down the evil, and they 

wouldn’t be as scary. Experience has taught me that the opposite is true – 
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an all bad character is actually less scary because she is less realistic.  

Real people have good and bad sides. Some of my favourite villains are 

ones that have well-rounded personalities – Hannibal Lecter loved art and 

architecture and had fantastic taste, Dracula was charming and clever. 

Your villain can have whatever good side you like – he might be kind to his 

mother (if he has one) or animals, or older people.  

As well as having good and bad qualities, your villain should also have 

strengths and weaknesses for your hero to exploit and eventually use 

against him. Yes, that’s correct, your villain should have weaknesses, and 

they should become apparent during the course of the story. This way you 

will avoid the dreaded ‘straw villain’ problem, where your villain seems all-

powerful but your hero manages to beat him at the end without any 

problems. Your villain should be hard to overcome, and it should cost the 

hero to do it. What should the weakness be? Well that’s up to you. One 

way is to use the villain’s good traits against him – in Hannibal, Clarice 

tracked down Hannibal Lecter through his love of expensive things. There 

are many different kinds of weaknesses that you can give your villain - his 

weakness might be someone that he loves, or he might have a power he 

can’t control or mental problems.  

This probably goes without saying, but your villain should also be clever. I 

don’t necessarily mean that he has to have a genius IQ, he can be a street 

smart crime lord, but he can’t be stupid. I’ve wracked my brain, but I can’t 

think of a single instance where an effective, scary villain has been a 

moron. Plenty of ineffective ones…  
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Another good way to make your villain seem more realistic is to give his 

past as much consideration and planning as you do your hero. Why did he 

turn out bad? What is his justification for being the bad guy? Very few 

people think of themselves as ‘evil’; they find a way to justify their actions to 

themselves. If he is striving towards an outcome, maybe he feels that the 

end justifies the means. Or he might be a psychotic or a sociopath, as 

many serial killers are.  

   

The second kind of horror bad guy is the monster, ghost, zombie, and so 

forth. They are not currently as popular as the villains, which I think is a 

shame because I love monsters, but all things come round, so I’m sure 

their time will come again.  

Monster fiction needs to be approached from a completely different 

perspective than that of villains. I usually think of monsters in fiction as 

falling into two separate groups – there are the normal animals that have 

been changed in some way, and there are the supernatural or abnormal 

creatures.  

A perfect example of the first group comes from the monster movies of the 

60’s and 70’s, where regular animals like spiders got radiated, grew 

enormous, and started to attack humans. The spiders weren’t being evil, 

just doing what spiders do, but it is still great fodder for horror fiction. The 

horror here comes from the tables being turned – humans go from being 

the dominant predatory species to being the prey, and being hunted and 
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fighting for your life gives the author ample opportunities for creating fear. 

Many horror writers over the years have played around with this concept – 

my favourite being the ‘Rats’ trilogy by James Herbert where mutant rats 

living in the London Underground system start to become aggressive and 

kill humans. This works on the ‘tables being turned’ level, but it is also 

given a head start because Herbert has picked an animal that most people 

have a strong dislike for anyway. These are the non-supernatural 

monsters.  

The other group of monsters, the supernatural or abnormal creatures, 

contains a huge variety of horror bad guys  - from ghosts, shapechangers, 

and zombies to aliens. And this is the place where you can really let your 

imagination go wild; when you are creating a monster you have free reign – 

it can have razor sharp teeth or poisonous skin or be ten feet tall and carry 

off young women. A word of warning though: don’t get too carried away 

with your monsters, as it is easy to go over the top and move from scary to 

silly. For example, if you want to give your monster extra arms to make it 

harder to fight, a few extra arms is okay, but twenty extra arms is just going 

to look silly.  

Similarly to the villains, you need to give your monsters weaknesses, or 

your hero is going to have a very difficult job to kill them. We all know the 

usual weaknesses  – kill the zombie master and the zombies die, work out 

why the ghost is angry and it’ll be put to rest, etc but don’t let these stop 

you thinking up new and original weaknesses for your monsters. A great 

example of this is in It by Stephen King; his monster is a shapechanger, 
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and the weakness he gives it is that while it is pretending to be a creature it 

has all the weaknesses that the creature would really have. So when it 

pretends to be a werewolf it can be hurt with silver.  

One of the big differences in writing about the two groups of monsters is 

when they appear in the stories. In the first group, the mutant creature is 

often seen early on in the story and appears regularly. This is because a lot 

of the horror here is visual (i.e. the horror of seeing or imagining a six foot 

spider eating a man), and the horror also comes from the change in the 

interaction between man and creature. With the second group, the opposite 

is true – the creature does not usually appear frequently until closer to the 

end of the story; the horror here comes from the build-up of tension from 

not seeing the monster. It also plays to the fact that things are always more 

scary in our imagination; by not showing us the monster, the author forces 

us to come up with all manner of terrible things that it could be.  

My earlier tips for getting the best out of your bad guys are all relatively 

easy. This is the hard part, and the part the unnerves a lot of people. When 

you write your bad guy, it’s not enough to simply know why he does the 

bad things he does, what drove him to it; it’s not even enough to 

understand him. While you are writing him you must be him. You must 

delve into the darkest parts of your mind and find the bits of you that have 

the potential to be evil, and explore them. This is hard, very hard, because 

we spend a lot of our time trying not to look at these bits of ourselves, 

concentrating on the good. But it’s the only way to write bad guys that 

people will believe in. The first time you do this it can be very disturbing – to 
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find that there’s a part of you that can write a torture scene or a grisly 

murder and really enjoy it. But don’t worry if you feel like that. It doesn’t 

mean that there’s something wrong with you, or that you’re disturbed. Just 

grit your teeth and carry on and you’ll end up with something impressive.  

My final suggestion is to analyse the work of other writers that you like. Pick 

one to two books with your favourite bad guys in, and then look for what 

makes that bad guy work for you. What are his strengths and weaknesses? 

Does he seem real to you? What does he do to make you scared of him? 

Hopefully this should show you how these suggestions work in practice.  

Happy reading and writing.  
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Mystery and Suspense 

Get a Clue:  
Using Clues to  

Map Your Mystery  
By Rob Flumignan  

© 2002, Rob Flumignan  

 

Probably the toughest part about writing a mystery comes when you’ve got 

three hundred or so pages stacked up and it’s time to tie all the ends 

together and reveal "whodunit."  Though there really isn’t any easy way to 

tackle the unique and complex mystery form, there is a way to make the 

process slightly less like performing brain surgery with a pair of crochet 

needles.  

Rather than dash willy-nilly through a first draft, praying to Edgar Allen Poe 

that your sleuth can piece together some clues and convincingly prove the 

butler did it, I suggest making sure you have the right clues to begin with.  

Like sign posts, clues can guide you through the complex journey of your 

mystery novel and make sure you reach the end without getting lost.  

Yet traveling from sign to sign is not enough.  You must make sure the 

signs you read (or plot) lead to your destination.  In other words, before you 

figure out your sign posts (clues) you should decide where you're going 

first.  
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My advice is to...  

Start By Killing Someone  

If you are writing a murder mystery, the killer and victim are probably the 

two most important characters in the novel.  Some believe the sleuth is 

number one, but a sleuth without a murder is like a Happy Meal without a 

toy.  

You can start with either victim or killer.  Just make sure you create real 

and vivid people.  Many a mystery is ruined by paper-thin villains and 

transparent victims.  

I won't go into detail on creating victim and killer since that would end up a 

whole article in itself.  For now, realize that these characters are the fuel for 

our journey; they're what keeps the mystery story humming.  They also 

determine your beginning and end.  A mystery starts with a murder and 

ends when the killer is revealed.  

Ask questions, fleshing out your killer and victim.  Who, what, where, when, 

and (all important in the mystery) why?  Don't forget how, either.  Pay 

particular attention to the relationship between these characters.  Mysteries 

are often about revealing hidden connections between characters.  

Selecting A Sleuth  
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If killer and victim make up the fuel for your murder mystery, the sleuth is 

your engine.  He or she is what drives the story forward, carrying the reader 

along to the climax and revelation of the killer.  Our destination.  

You might already have an idea of the character you want to use as a 

sleuth, perhaps with plans of making a series for him or her.  If you don't, 

that's okay.  What's good about the mystery's holy trinity (Sleuth, Killer, 

Victim) is that developing one often leads to ideas for the others.  

Remember how I suggested looking for connections between killer and 

victim?  Now it's time to create connections between the sleuth and the 

killer or victim (or both).  

You can’t just have your character watching TV, see a murder case 

covered on the news and decide, oh, I think I’ll go and investigate.  No 

one’s going to buy that.  And it won’t make for a dramatic story.  If you’re 

doing the series detective, this connection-making will be a bit harder, but 

it’s twice as important in order to keep things believable.  

The connection between your victim and sleuth might, however, be more 

personal than professional.  In Harlan Coben's fantastic thriller, Tell No 

One (Dell Pub Co; ISBN: 0440236703)the victim is his beloved wife.  In my 

last novel, Crystal Past, the victim is the main character's estranged ex-

girlfriend as well as the one who helped him kick his drug habit.  She's a 

symbol of innocence to him and when he finds out she's been killed while 

apparently turning tricks in downtown Detroit, he can't help but seek the 

truth behind her murder.  
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Keep in mind when I say "connection" I’m not talking only about blood 

relationships or even casual acquaintance.  There just has to be something 

that pulls killer, victim, and sleuth together.  With the sleuth, it can be a 

client if he or she is a pro detective.  But then you must think of ways to 

motivate your detective to take that particular case.  This is part of creating 

a moving and original mystery.  Finding clever ways to connect the power-

players of your story will lead you to creative ideas and tight drama.  Then, 

once you’ve made these connections, you’re ready to start laying out some 

clues.  

Clue Types  

Before going into how to use clues to plot your mystery, I'd like to take a 

moment to discuss the different kinds of clues you may use.  I've tried to 

split them into three categories, though in many cases they overlap.  

Suspects  

These are the other main characters in your story.  In the mystery, 

everyone is a suspect to the reader, even if you don’t mean them to be.  

Often times your sleuth’s best friend will be the reader's first suspect.  

Unless yours is another installment in an established series, the mystery 

reader won’t trust anyone in your cast.  This is a good thing if you use it to 

your advantage, leading to some sneaky red herrings (discussed later).  

Suspects are going to give you the most meat for your story in terms of 

plot.  A lot of a mystery is the sleuth’s meeting with suspects and trying to 
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weasel information out of them.  Give every suspect a secret to hide and 

you’re in for some good conflict and plenty of plot.  

Come up with a cast-list of suspects.  Work out your connections with this 

list.  Who hated the victim?  Who loved the victim?  Whom did the victim 

love and hate?  Try to link everyone in some way, and give most everyone 

a reason to kill the victim.  

Use your killer as a guide in creating your suspects.  Find places where the 

killer might look innocent, then make a suspect look guilty in that way.  For 

example, if your killer stands to gain nothing monetarily from the victim's 

death, make a suspect the primary beneficiary of the victim's $100,000 life 

insurance policy.  

Once you’ve got a suspect line-up you can start thinking about scenes to 

introduce them and have them meet with your sleuth.  Concentrate on how 

those encounters establish connections or reveal crucial information.  

Forget about sub-plot material for now.  

Subliminal Plants  

While a great number of your clues will present themselves as such when 

your sleuth (and reader) finds them, there are other kinds of clues that 

appear quite useless when first encountered.  I call these subliminal plants.  

The writer knows their clues, but the sleuth and reader do not.  Not yet, at 

least.  
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These are very important when it comes to keeping the mystery unsolved 

until the end, yet still providing a believable climax when it comes.  This is 

the innocuous detail you stick in with a number of other things so the 

reader reads right past without suspecting the item's importance.  The 

butcher block with the missing blade.  Or the dog that didn't bark.  Sprinkle 

these throughout and then use a reversal where the sleuth remembers all 

these plants and puts the puzzle together.  

The trick with subliminal plants is that many of them get mixed up with red 

herrings.  Your reader will have to pay very close attention to every little 

item or bit of dialogue you drop into your story.  Many of these clues will 

lead to the killer, but many more will lead both sleuth and reader astray.  

Red Herrings  

A staple of every mystery novel is the red herring.  The only difference 

between a red herring and a regular clue is the red herring points away 

from the killer, not toward him or her.  Red herrings are important in that 

they keep the murder from being solved too easily, creating a great amount 

of plot when your sleuth wanders into blind allies.  

However, if you're plotting your mystery with clues, it's important to get your 

real clues down first.  Chart a clue path straight from murder to revelation.  

Then, after that's done, and you're certain your crime actually can be 

solved, start twisting the plot with red herrings.  Use your real clues as 

guides.  If you know that Colonel Mustard did it with the lead pipe in the 
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library, make sure Professor Plumb was seen with the lead pipe in the 

ballroom.  

Mapping The Journey  

We've got our fuel (killer + victim) and our engine (the sleuth).  We also 

formed an idea about our destination when we developed our killer.  Now, 

with an idea of the kinds of clues available, it's time to chart the journey.  

Remember, the clues are the signposts along the road.  They will guide us 

from the beginning, where the murder is committed, to the end, where the 

killer is revealed.  

First, think of your destination.  Imagine your sleuth revealing the killer, the 

climax where it all goes down and justice is done.  Our goal is to trace back 

from the end what elements need to be present in order for your sleuth to 

make that revelation.  How does the sleuth realize the truth?  Work 

backward.  What is the last thing the sleuth discovers that changes his or 

her mind about everything he believed before?  

Take another step back from there.  What led the sleuth to go to that last 

piece of evidence?  Something someone said?  An object found?  Keep 

working backward until you get stuck.  

Now skip around.  Brainstorm by clustering or jotting quick lists off the top 

of your head, just trying to come up with clues that will lead the sleuth to 

the truth.  
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Try looking at the beginning, the crime scene.  Will your sleuth have access 

to the crime scene?  What bits of evidence can you plant around the body 

that can come into play later?  

Another tool you might want to consider are reversals.  Big ones.  Say your 

sleuth starts the story believing one theory and traces clues along those 

lines until, bam, she discovers something that wipes out everything she 

believed to be true up until then.  Now she follows a different direction, until 

something else spins her around and she again must reevaluate what she 

thinks she knows about the murder.  

You can use these reversals to anchor the main story line, splitting your 

story into manageable sections.  Use these sections to group smaller clues 

in between, each clue leading to the next reversal.  Work from large to 

small.  Macro to micro.  

I suggested clustering.  You might also want to try using index cards with a 

clue per card, and perhaps a different color card for red herrings and 

suspects.  You could do this on your word processor as well.  Or, if you've 

been doing this a while, the work could go on in your head.  The point is, 

churn out a lot of material before making any strict decisions.  Then you'll 

have all the more to work with and won't get those constipated moments 

where you just can't decide what to plot next.  

Keep going back to your killer, victim, and sleuth when generating clues.  

Focus on the real clues.  The red herrings can wait for now.  Shuffle the 

clues around; think of where you'll put them.  If they're suspects, figure out 



Holly Lisle's Vision: A Resource for Writers 
Issue # 10 

140 
 

how and when you're sleuth will meet them and what information they'll get 

out of them.  Also decide if your sleuth will recognize certain information as 

a clue right away.  If not, when and how will the sleuth realize it is a clue?  

Look at any subliminal plants you have.  You've probably used a few 

already when working with your suspects.  Again, ask yourself: where does 

this clue go, how does the sleuth encounter it, and when does he realize 

it's a clue?  

Remember cause and effect.  One clue should lead to another.  

With that in mind, bring out those red herrings.  How and where will the 

sleuth uncover these?  How will she interpret them (wrongly)?  Can you 

use these red herrings to push the sleuth toward another clue or red 

herring?  

See how this works?  

In the special form of the mystery, you have to go beyond the simple 

scene-to-scene progression of a story.  You have to go from clue to clue.  

What you should be doing now is imagining scenes where these clues are 

found and how they affect the storyline and where they place the sleuth in 

relation to the climax and revelation.  If you think in terms of clues, 

suspects, and red herrings, you'll simultaneously be plotting the novel.  

Pretty soon you'll have the skeleton of your story, and you won't have to 

worry, when it comes time to reveal the killer, that the evidence is there to 

back up your sleuth.  
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Other Plot Considerations  

The core murder plot isn't going to be your only plot.  You'll probably want 

to consider sub-plots.  Perhaps a love interest for your sleuth, or maybe an 

internal struggle your sleuth must overcome.  But that will all come a lot 

easier now that you have the mystery plotted.  At this point you might even 

want to wing your subplots, improvising them as you go along.  No matter 

what, you'll know the mystery part (the really tricky part) of your story is 

solid and in place.  

That's the beauty of the mystery story.  As long as you have that underlying 

plot structure, you can add whatever meat you want.  In Crystal Past I have 

everything from the forming of a new friendship to the reconciliation of a 

son and mother, as well as my main character's struggle against his own 

self-destructive nature, and his coming to terms with past mistakes.  

The whodunit structure can hold all the themes and conflicts you want, 

while at the same time giving the reader a unique and moving experience 

in the shape of a tried and true story form.  

So get a clue--get a whole bunch of them--and start plotting your mystery.  

  

  

  



Holly Lisle's Vision: A Resource for Writers 
Issue # 10 

142 
 

Romance 

Characters Romance Readers Love #2  

Heroine Junkies 
By Gena Hale  

© 2002, Gena Hale  

 

Writing romance is all about "boy meets girl" – telling the story of how two 

people come together, go through various and sundry adventures, fall in 

love, and eventually commit to one another.  Naturally one of the most 

important elements of that story is the girl – the main female character, aka 

the heroine.   

Since romance is written and read primarily by women, it shouldn't be a 

problem thinking up a nice female to throw at the hero.  Judging by those 

nubile wenches on the popular clinch covers out there, all the heroine has 

to be is young, gorgeous, generously endowed, long-haired, long-legged, 

and have an entire wardrobe of clothes that will slide off her flawless 

shoulders when she's touched by the hero to better reveal the Grand 

Cavern of all cleavages while she flings her head back and closes her eyes 

for the Incoming Intercontinental Ballistic Kiss.  

As for her personality, we all know the heroine should be that woman that 

all men secretly adore – a virgin who consistently maintains her sweet-but-
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potentially-nymphomaniac demeanor while gasping out every other 

sentence in ellipses.  When she's not whipping up a gourmet meal in the 

kitchen, solving a serial killer case that has stumped the FBI, or rescuing a 

basket of puppies from a burning building, that is.   

Kill This Woman, Immediately 

I'm sorry, but I think female characters who are that wonderful, beautiful, 

and perfect deserve to die a horrible death.  Have them asphyxiate on their 

own Chicken Kiev or be chopped up by the killer or burn to death with 

those puppies, please, but don't make them your heroines.  As with mega-

alpha male heroes, these Breathless Bimbos were completely acceptable 

twenty years ago.  Today's readers, however, expect a little more reality 

out of your romance heroine.  

So What's Real? 

Romance readers don't want to read about some paragon of perfection.  

They want a heroine who is a lot like the woman they see in the mirror 

every morning:  Someone who is just as busy, challenged, and looking for 

some meaning in her life as they are.  A great heroine is a woman they can 

relate to, who gossips over lunch or cries over a disastrous hair cut or 

snags a great dress at 75% off.  She's also someone they want to care 

about.  To illustrate my point, look at supermodel Cindy Crawford.  Could 

you ever feel empathy for someone who has legs up to her neck, that oh-

so-sexy mouth mole, and was married to a guy like Richard Gere?  Of 

course not.  You can relate to someone like your friend Marge, who has 
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chicken legs, a mole on her neck that's starting to turn purple and sprout 

hair, and is married to a guy named Dick.   

You Mean a Great Heroine is Like My Best Friend Marge?  

That's probably the whole key to creating a believable heroine – make her 

someone you'd like to have as a good friend.  You're going to be writing 

about her for the next 300 or so manuscript pages, so you'd better like her.  

Also, when you compose a believable, likeable heroine, you create many 

reasons to care what happens to her.  She's not Cindy Crawford, so the 

readers won't want to run her down in the street – they'll want to be her 

cheerleaders instead.  

The Heroine Schematic 

Romance heroines are enjoying more freedom now than they ever have in 

publishing history.  There is a wide range of characters being written and 

new ground being broken on what constitutes a heroine all the time.  

Rather than give you a schematic, because there is such variety now, you 

should check out a couple of best-selling novels from the romance sub-

genre you're most interested in writing.  

One noticeable, across-the-spectrum change:  heroines don't have to be 

virgins anymore.  In a way, publishing has finally acknowledged that the 

majority of real women have some sexual experience by the time they 

reach adulthood.  In some cases, editors may find a virginal heroine 

annoying, particularly editors who publish contemporary lines.  The 

emphasis on virginity in historical romance is also not as important as it 
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once was – so consider adjusting your focus on the subject if you're writing 

a historical.  

There are still some taboos when it comes to composing a romance 

heroine and, unlike the issue of virginity, these are probably not going to 

change anytime soon.  A romance heroine should never be homosexual 

(past or present), a pedophile (no exceptions), a killer (unless it was 

accidental or self-defense, rare exceptions include women in positions of 

authority with official sanction, like FBI agents or cops), highly or recklessly 

sexually promiscuous, a serious substance abuser/addict (recovering or 

past is sometimes done, not often), or obese (there are some plus-sized 

heroines being done, which I think is great, and hope to see more of.)    

Making Daydreams Come True 

We all daydream about being someone we're not.  I'd like to be a foot taller, 

for starters, and have some exciting adventures in exotic places.  I can 

clearly imagine jumping off a building on a bungee cord, driving a Lotus at 

high speed in downtown Paris rush hour traffic, or riding a horse to head off 

a cattle stampede.   

Yet because I'm deathly afraid of falling, French drivers, and horses, I know 

I'll never do any of that – or grow a foot taller, for that matter.  That's why 

my heroines do it for me.  

Composing a realistic, likeable heroine is half the battle.  Now do 

something with her, and have fun – let her explore all those things you 
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might otherwise never get to do.  It will keep you interested in writing about 

her, and capture your reader's imagination as well.  

The Best Kind of Heroine 

A great heroine is someone we like, and someone we'd like to be.  She's 

also someone who inspires us to tell her story.  Put together those 

elements, keep them real, and you'll keep the readers addicted to turning 

pages and coming back for more.       
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Science Fiction  

The Curious Behaviour  
of the Altharian Tzog in the Night  

By Bob Billing  

© 2002, Bob Billing  

 

Animals know things that we don't, or at least that's what they'd like us to 

think, particularly if there's food involved.  

Introducing an animal into a story can sometimes be a useful plot device. In 

fact I have a rough collie called Flora McDonald --Flossie to her friends -- in 

my current work in progress. In this article I'd like to go through some of the 

ways in which animals not only can bring out points about the human 

characters but can also let you present things that would be difficult to say 

in any other way.  

The first thing to remember is that animals aren't people with fur. With few 

exceptions they take their environment for granted and make the best they 

can of it. Termites build mounds and beavers dam rivers, but they do it 

instinctively as a result of millions of years of natural selection. They don't 

change their plans to suit new situations. Give a beaver a truck load of 

cement and he won't build a better dam, he'll still go looking for branches.  
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Animals don't view the passage of time the way we do. Patrick, my New 

Forest Cross pony, knows full well when it's time for a feed, or for me to 

harness him to the trap. But I really don't think the concept of "a week next 

Thursday " means much to him.  

He does know people. He'll come to me and snuffle around the pockets of 

my old Barbour looking for titbits. He also knows the name of the veterinary 

surgeon who had to operate on him twice. Speak of that person and he's 

straight down the back of his loose box and won't come out.  

This is the first point: Animals don't bother to be polite. They remember 

who's been kind to them, and who carries a stick. If you have a character 

who beats his wife or children he may also terrorise them into keeping 

silent. But if he beats his dog the dog will be straight back with hackles up 

and teeth bared. Animals don't go to support groups or seek counselling. 

They bite people.  

Dogs particularly display a level of loyalty and straight dealing that would 

put most humans to shame. This loyalty, which seems to grow out of wolf 

pack organisation, can be misplaced. A good dog can be loyal to a bad 

owner.  

Dog loyalty extends to copying the owner's lifestyle. Nervous people make 

their dogs nervous. If a man's dog suddenly flies at me I'd be cautious 

about the owner's temper.  
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Animal senses aren't the same as ours. A bee can not only see well into 

the ultraviolet, it can sense polarisation as well. To a bee the sky contains a 

huge pointer showing the direction in which it should fly. To us, only able to 

see brightness and colour, the pointer isn't there. Rattlesnakes have sensor 

pits that give images in the infrared. By our standards they can see in total 

darkness. By theirs it's never dark.  

Fish can directly sense electric fields. Some, notably the electric eel, can 

generate pulses that are anything from painful to deadly. Sound carries well 

under water, even though it's usually mammals that have gone back to the 

water that use it. Pigeons have specialised nerve cells that enable then to 

feel magnetic fields. In part that's how they navigate.  

Incidentally this is fruitful territory for creating alien races. Try to imagine 

how the world would appear if you could see a magnetic field or smell radio 

waves. Asimov in The Secret Sense described the portwem, a "musical 

instrument" that was a keyboard connected to a cat's cradle of fine wires. A 

virtuoso performer could create a pattern of magnetic fields of breathtaking 

beauty -- except that the human observers could see nothing; only the 

martians were aware of the performance.  

My second point is that the extension of senses that some animals have is 

itself a useful device. It can be used to provide clues far more subtle than 

would be possible with only human characters. For example, a gundog can 

hear the difference between an exploding firework and the sharper report of 

a rifle or shotgun. So a gundog that reacts during a firework display, having 
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ignored dozens of earlier reports, has heard the poacher's - or murderer's - 

gun, which the culprit hoped would be lost in the background noise.  

Different senses and different lifestyles are often combined. Wild horses 

are herd animals; they seek out other horses and quickly establish an order 

of precedence. And if a rider isn't careful the herd instinct can take over. 

The lone horseman who sees the enemy cavalry going by had better be in 

control of his mount or he'll join them. And horses are uncannily good at 

hearing other horses. Certainly my pony can pick up hoofbeats at about 

half a mile in good conditions. There's a subtle change in the feel of the 

reins when he's locked on to another horse.  

On the other hand, he doesn't really parse voice commands. It's the tone, 

more than the actual words he listens to. To demonstrate this I've driven 

him through Bramshill forest, with a horrified observer on the trap, while I 

gave the Star Trek bridge orders. "One half impulse," pronounced with the 

same cadence as "Walk on" got us moving. Then, "Warp factor TWO!" with 

a very sharp T had the same effect as "Trot!".  

This story has another point - I hope it told you something about me as a 

character, that I'm the sort of person who goes in the woods and develops 

mildly silly tricks with his pony. Find a horse or a dog with a sense of fun 

and you'll know something about the owner.  

Which brings me to my third point: The relationships between humans and 

animals can bring out the truth about the humans. In the same way that 

animals don't bother being polite to us, we often take off our masks when 
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we think we're alone with an animal. A man who cloaks his cruelty with 

politeness will kick the hamster in private. A woman who is hurting too 

deeply to tell anyone the cause of her grief will confide in a dog. From my 

current work in progress:  

There was a faint clicking of claws on the steriloid floor.  

Jane's face brightened as the collie walked into the kitchen. 

"Flossie - come and talk to me."  

Flossie ambled up to Jane, then sat down with the side of her face 

against Jane's knee.  

Jane buried her hands in the thick, silky fur. "You understand, don't 

you, Flossie? You know what's happened. Or perhaps you don't."  

Going on beyond this, it's possible to imagine new animals with senses as 

yet undreamed of. Direct perception of tidal forces and changes in air 

pressure, the ability to smell earthquakes in the early stages or feel 

radioactivity and the power to taste single disease organisms, all have 

potential. Read Asimov's Talking Stone to see one of these in action.  

Which brings us to the curious behaviour of the Altharian Tzog. As 

everyone knows Altharian cheese, in fact everything made from the 

Altharian Bitharg, gives off a revolting chemical called 

polybutylcarboxysulphonin. And since in the wild the Tzog live mainly on 

Bitharg carrion, they can smell the stuff in very low concentrations. The 

man in the spaceport bar last night claimed he'd just come from Althari, and 
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that he liked the cheese. But the barman's pet Tzog stayed in his bucket, 

never twitching a spine or a tusk. So either the Tzog's got a thick cold or 

the man was lying.  

You can finish the story. It'll help if you read Conan Doyle's Silver Blaze 

first.  
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Web Review  

The Writer's Store 
 (http://www.writersstore.com)  

By Andi Ward (Fetu)  

© 2002, Andi Ward  

 

I discovered this site off of the Yahoo! search engine when looking for 

manuscript boxes. It was the first place listed that sold them instead of 

talked about them. One look and I knew I'd found a writer's candy store.  

According to their home page, they've been in business for twenty years. 

Their inventory is wide and spreads over three different fields of writing: 

Screenwriting, Creative Writing, and Filmmaking (though I'll admit some 

ignorance as to how the last is a field of writing).  

I went through their Creative Writing section with my tongue hanging out of 

my mouth -- almost everything I could think of needing was there: software, 

books (most of which I cannot find at my local stores), supplies (not 

including things like computer hardware -- we're talking pens, boxes, 

binders, covers, and the like), audio and video tapes, workshops around 

the country (at a discount too!), even stuff for my desk to keep me 

organized. I was astounded by the variety and wanted more money in my 

budget to shop.  

http://www.writersstore.com/
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Being, for the most part, a web-phobe, I found the site very easy to 

navigate. The pages load very quickly, both at work on my T1 connection 

and at home on my dial-up. Placing my order was quick and painless. They 

had options for credit card as well as sending in a check, which I 

appreciated. I got a prompt email notification of my order being accepted 

and within a business day, had the notification of my order being shipped 

with the tracking number.  

I am impressed with this site and recommend it to any writer who's looking 

for someplace to shop online that caters to what we need and use. If 

nothing else, it's a great candy store where I can go and press my virtual 

nose against the window and dream. 

http://www.writersstore.com  

  

http://www.writersstore.com/
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 Book Review  

Lessons from a Lifetime of Writing 
By David Morrell 

Reviewed By Peggy Kurilla  

© 2002, Peggy Kurilla  

 

David Morrell has written more than 20 books during his writing career—19 

of them suspense fiction.  One of his books, First Blood, became the first of 

three movies starring Sylvester Stallone as Rambo.  Another novel, The 

Brotherhood of the Rose, was made into a TV movie starring Robert 

Mitchum.  

Morrell’s most recent work is a guide for writers, appropriately titled 

Lessons from a Lifetime of Writing (Writer’s Digest Books, 2002, ISBN 1-

58297-143-9).  In 236 pages, he reveals much about how he works and 

why he works the way he does.  

For instance, unlike many writers, he does not use an outline.  Instead, he 

has conversations with himself on paper about the book.  He likes these 

conversations on paper for several reasons.  First, they’re much less dull 

than a typical outline or scene listing.  Second, they’re to writers what finger 

exercises are to piano players—a way to keep the muscles loose and 

limber.  Third, they help him keep the excitement over the initial idea fresh.  

He says he can reread his early conversations and recapture the initial 
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spark that drew him to the story in the first place.  And finally, these 

conversations are a great antidote to writer’s block.  Whenever he feels 

stuck on something, he has a conversation with himself about why it’s not 

working.  

In his chapter on plot, Morrell reduces all the plots to one.  Just one.  It is 

this: a person (group or entity) wants something.  Another person (group or 

entity) “throws up every barrier imaginable” to prevent the goal from being 

achieved.  Morrell should know—he was a literature professor until the 

demands of both that and full-time writing forced him to stop teaching.  

Besides an in-depth look at structure and character, Morrell also dives into 

point of view (POV) more thoroughly than most writers do.  He even 

devotes an entire chapter to a dissection of the first person POV and why 

it’s not always good—and frequently can be truly horrible.  To prove his 

point, he quotes several long paragraphs from one of his first-person 

novels.  He sums up his reaction to them by saying, “The best thing I can 

say about these paragraphs is that only three sentences begin with ‘I.’  

Some of you might say, ‘I don’t get it.  What’s wrong with them?’  If so, I 

recommend that you stay away from the first person.  What’s wrong is that 

nothing is happening here.”  

For those of us who still enjoy dabbling with the first person, he does quote 

the finished version of the same scene a couple of pages later and 

provides some suggestions for using first person to its best advantage.  
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Additionally, Morrell discusses the business of writing, drawing heavily on 

his own experiences—including a truly bizarre tale of a book signing 

gone…er…puffy.  His publisher had provided the bookstore with funds to 

buy sodas and pizzas to have at the signing, but the bookstore manager 

got more creative than that.  He hired a folk singer cousin to perform “Puff, 

the Magic Dragon” during the signing—and neglected to tell said cousin 

about the signing.  Just reading Morrell’s account of this was enough to 

make me vow never, ever, to do a signing when the bookstore manager is 

given a discretionary budget. Anecdotes such as this are the strength of his 

discussion on “Getting Published and the Business of Writing.”  The 

weakness is that the rest of the chapter consists of general information and 

referrals to other books, some published by Writer’s Digest Books, for more 

detailed information.  

Perhaps the most valuable section of Lessons is the penultimate section, 

“Rambo and the Movies.”  Who knew that when Hollywood buys the movie 

rights to your novel, they also want the print rights?  I sure didn’t—and now 

I know that if I keep those print rights, there won’t be any cheap 

“novelizations” of my work.  They’ll have to come to me for any book 

adaptations of sequels.  But besides that little gem, Morrell discusses every 

aspect of the movies that he’s been involved with—including spending a 

morning in a producer’s office just observing what really goes on behind 

closed doors in Hollywood.  
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Unfortunately, Lessons from a Lifetime of Writing is, as of this writing, only 

available in hardcover at US$22.99.  This may price it out of reach of some 

readers who could benefit from the information in it.   

If this book whets your appetite for reading some of David Morrell’s fiction, I 

recommend you start with The Brotherhood of the Rose and its sequels, 

The Fraternity of the Stone and The League of Night and Fog.  They are 

not a trilogy in the conventional sense, but they do all tie together in a 

coherent whole.  
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Forward Motion in a Nutshell  
By Robert A. Sloan 

© 2002, Robert A. Sloan  

 
 
Three top reasons why Forward Motion has helped me as a writer.  

First, there was chat. I met my ilk. I met a whole herd of ilk moving in the 

same direction, toward publication. Word count wars and constant topical 

discussions on specific writing problems kept me focused on what I was 

doing. It was amazing to meet people who posted entire sentences in chat! 

For the first time in my life, I wasn't considered weird. The pressing issues 

,ideas, and technical problems that occupy way too much of my time and 

energy were common ones with this group. No matter what the trouble, I 

found someone in Forward Motion had gone through it, or was struggling 

with it now. For the first month, I didn't even know there was a site outside 

of chat.   

Second in value to my writing would have to be the workshop aspect of the 

boards. I have found threads on every one of the boards that have taught 

me nuts and bolts techniques I couldn't find anywhere else. There are open 

workshops and question and answer threads where I can find experts on 

just about anything. I know where to find a dolphin expert or a quantum 

mechanic. I'm mentioning the site as a whole because I couldn't say 

whether the critique boards, topical discussions, classes or articles have 

had the most effect on me. It's more that I go through all the boards and go 
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to all the classes and workshops and use everything that's there.    

Third would have to be measuring and mutual support for progress. 

Sections like Daily Count, Organizational Boot Camp, and Writer’s Fitness 

all give me a way to log what I'm doing. Support is always there. People 

pay attention to the weblogs and the taglines with word count in chat as 

well as the Progress Threads for every writing marathon that comes along. 

I've participated in three marathons now: the Anvil Press 3 Day Novel 

Competition, the National Novel Writing Month, and, most recently, March 

Novel Writing Madness. Member "Allikat" coined the term “Extreme Writing” 

for this kind of lunacy, and she's right! We've turned novel writing into a 

sport! We're all runners and we're all coaches and we're all cheerleaders.    

With all the enthusiasm, positive energy and dedication I've found at 

Forward Motion, I've improved my writing in quality and quantity. And I've 

had a lot more fun doing it than ever before in my life! Thanks to Holly, 

Zette, the moderators, and everyone in the community! You are the 

greatest!  
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Meet the Moderators: 
James Milton  

By James Milton  

© 2002, James Milton  

 

Non-fiction Moderator James Milton is an Australian, born in Brisbane -- a 

wonderful city to grow up in, retaining, at that time, the charm of a small city 

with all the facilities expected from the capital of Australia's fastest-growing 

state.  

A childhood love of science -- particularly astronomy, archaeology and 

paleontology -- misled him into thinking he would be a scientist.  But when 

he discovered the sheer fun of writing and the wonders of giving someone 

pleasure through the incantatory magic of words on paper, he was lost. 

When he stumbled upon Isaac Asimov's Science Fiction Magazine at the 

age of thirteen, followed in quick succession by the novels of Asimov, 

Heinlein, Edgar Rice Burroughs, William Hope Hodgson, Clark Ashton 

Smith, and others, he realized exactly which nation of the written word he 

was lost in: science fiction and fantasy. 

He bought a cheap typewriter and taught himself to type, and through 

adolescence earnestly pursued publication, sending dreadful short story 

after dreadful short story to every unfortunate editor in North America.    
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By senior high school, his family had moved to country north-west 

Queensland.  In the mining town of Mount Isa -- permanently swathed in 

clouds of sulfur dioxide, rocked regularly by underground explosions -- he 

began  receiving "positive" rejections (no thanks, but please send more). 

After a move to coastal North Queensland, he placed two short stories with 

Aurealis, the Australian magazine of fantasy and science fiction.  

An attempt to join the Queensland police service failed on the grounds of 

bumping-into-walls blindness, and led to an unexpected library career in 

the world's most dreadful library...Whereupon he stopped writing.     

Eight years of grinding mediocrity later, it finally dawned on him that he was 

choking to death on unfulfilled dreams.  He began writing again, enrolled in 

a course taught by Amy Sterling Casil and joined a great group of talented, 

supportive fellow students.  Still, writing remained a struggle.    

Suddenly hospitalised, he underwent ten hours of emergency surgery then 

almost died of complications.  Five weeks in hospital, two brushes with 

death, and he finally got the message: memento mori.  Every life ends in a 

full stop.  In the absence of action, every dream dies.  

Recovering, he started pursuing his dreams as if they mattered.  He found 

Forward Motion, adored the work ethic there, the support, and the 

generosity. Through the classes, he encountered Sheila Viehl, whose 

guidance and stunning generosity led to the submission of his first novel 

proposal to BBC Books in the United Kingdom.  Now, he is at work on a 

young adult fantasy titled Touching God.  
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Considering it is an audience he never considered until recently, he has a 

ridiculous number of young adult novel ideas in the pipeline.  

If he were arrogant enough to offer advice to other new writers, it would be 

this:  

Ignore naysayers.  Ignore self-doubt.  Do not fall for the charlatans who tell 

you that you must commune with the Angels of Art in order to write.  Who 

you are is enough.  What you do is enough. Mere existence grants you the 

right to run your dream to the ground and grapple it by the throat.  Do it.  

You have no time for crap.  Write without fear.  Finish no matter what.  

Send.  
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Good News from Forward Motion 
 

 Holly's latest book is just hitting the stands!  If you can't find it order 

it from your local bookstores!  (This is better for authors than 

ordering on-line -- it keeps their numbers up where they count!) 

 

  

Cover work for Holly's new novel, Vincallis the Agitator 

Look for it in bookstores now! 

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. 

 

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 



Holly Lisle's Vision: A Resource for Writers 
Issue # 10 

165 
 

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 books -- on the stands now!  

 

 Moderator S. L. Viehl has two new Releases:  

• 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     

 

Emily Horner's first sold story, Blood and Fire" will appear in the July issue of "Quantum 

Muse"! 

 

Robert A. Sloan made his first paying fiction sale to Pegasus Prose, High Goth sold to 

editor Simon Owens. This new SFFH ezine will feature High Goth in Issue One. 

 

Cheryl Peugh had "A Night at the Leaping Stag Inn" accepted in the last issue of the 

webzine "Dragonlaugh."   
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Frederick Obermeyer  has a superhero story "Split Decision" in Midnight Rose. 

 

Julia Pass recently sold a short story, "Stalk," to Brian Knight's Dark Offspring 

anthology, which may be available in August. 

 

Fred Phillips' story "Domestic Dispute" has been accepted by Winter Raven magazine. 

 
Assistant Site Host Lazette Gifford has several new pieces available through ezines and 

epublishers: 

• Would That It Were 
Fables 
Beware of small, furry creatures.... 

Seri Ember  
Fiction Inferno 
From the Editor:  This is one of the profoundly touching   
works of science fiction that I've seen since LeGuin's Left Hand of Darkness.   

Aubreyan 
The Dark Staff Series 
Book 1 
Double Dragon Ebooks 
(Early July)  

   

Beyond the Skyline 
Edited by 

Selina Rosen  

Yard Dog Press 

This is a collection of first reactions to the tragedy of September 11th, 
and includes not only my short piece, but also Elizabeth Moon, Vera 

http://www.fables.org/summer02/would.html
http://www.fictioninferno.com/
http://double-dragon-ebooks.com/
http://www.yarddogpress.com/
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Nazarian, Linda Dunn... and many others in all walks of life.  Money from sales will be 
given to specific families who lost loved ones in the attack.  

The Last Days of Faneh-Thenyal 
Jintsu E-texts. 

Bittersweet and poignant, Lazette Gifford's novelette "The Last Days of 

Faneh-Thenyal" is a highly original take on the last days of a fading empire, 

and the courage of one man who dares to see and act beyond the ordinary 

repercussions of conquest.--Vera Nazarian,  author of DREAMS OF THE COMPASS 

ROSE 

  

Silky 

Embiid Publishing  

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.eggplant-productions.com/jintsu/etext.asp?id=5
http://veranazarian.com/
http://www.veranazarian.com/
http://www.veranazarian.com/
http://www.embiid.net/


Holly Lisle's Vision: A Resource for Writers 
Issue # 10 

168 
 

Joining Forward Motion 
 

How to Join Forward Motion 

   

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 three sections -- public boards, which 

anyone can read and in most cases anyone can post to; private 

boards, where writers can post sections of works-in-progress 

and receive critiques of them; and restricted boards, which 
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include the Young Writers' Scene, the Erotica & Sensual Fiction 

board, and boards for various classes. The private areas 

require community membership and are password-protected to 

preserve all publication rights for each author's use. The 

restricted boards further require submission of an application -- 

in the case of Young Writers' Scene, to make sure the applicant 

is under seventeen years of age; and in the case of Erotica & 

Sensual Fiction, to make sure the applicant is eighteen years of 

age or older and that it is legal for him or her to participate in a 

board containing erotic content. All restricted class boards will 

have application procedures posted as new classes open.  

To participate in the public boards , all you have to do is read 

them and post to them. If you register with the community, you 

gain the ability to post in HTML and use signatures, add your 

picture or avatar to your posts, use our private messaging and 

e-mail systems, rate other posts and other users, edit your 

posts, and so on. But in most cases there's no requirement to 

do either. (The Rants board, due to a short-lived problem with 

trolls, requires membership to post.)  

To participate in the private portion of the community, where 

you can receive crits on your own work and crit the works of 

other writers and participate in various writing exercises, dares, 

and challenges, you must join the community. You will have to 

be logged in to gain access to the private boards.  
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To join the Young Writers' Scene, you must first join the 

community, then message me 

(http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-

bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=send_mesg&userid=hollylisle ) 

with your application. In it, you must send your real name, your 

age, your birthdate, an affirmation that you are seventeen or 

under, and -- if you are thirteen or under, your parents must 

send to me at holly.lisle@sff.net by separate e-mail approval for 

you to participate in the community.  

To join the Erotica & Sensual Fiction section (commonly called 

Writerotic) you must first join the community, then message me 

(http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-

bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=send_mesg&userid=hollylisle ) 

with your application. In it, you must send your real name, your 

age, your birthdate, and affirmation that you are eighteen years 

old or older, and an affirmation that your participation on this 

board is legal in your place of residence (defined as the place 

where you live when you're sending your application). Writers in 

military service stationed in areas where participation would be 

illegal are welcome to apply, but are asked to use discretion 

about when they participate. I don't want any of our folks getting 

into trouble.  

Anyone may join the community. Simple click this link 

(http://hollylisle.com/community/cgi-

http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=send_mesg&userid=hollylisle
http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=send_mesg&userid=hollylisle
mailto:holly.lisle@sff.net
http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=send_mesg&userid=hollylisle
http://www.hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=send_mesg&userid=hollylisle
http://hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=user_register
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bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=user_register ) and fill out an 

application. 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://hollylisle.com/community/cgi-bin/dcforum/dcboard.cgi?az=user_register
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Awards & Kind Words 
 

Forward Motion and Vision have  received several nice awards and 

notices.  Here are some of them: 

 

 

Our second year in a row! 

 

One of the first official notice we received was from the much lamented 

Inklings: 

A modest title for an incredible e-zine! Online in HTML or 

downloadable in PDF format, this 102-page publication is 

packed with excellent feature articles on sf/fantasy and other 

genres. It's hard to believe this is free! 
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 Golden Crane Creativity Award -- given by Creativity-Portal.com  
Golden Crane Creativity Award (GCCA) for providing free instructional 

information for arts, crafts, music, writing, and other creativity related 

topics. 

We believe that sites like yours deserve special recognition for freely 

teaching people about your craft. 
 

  

Outstanding Services to Writers Award -- given by WitchWords.com 

Outstanding Services to Writers Award is for sites that provide outstanding 

resources to writers.  

   
 

Writer's Digest: 

 

http://www.creativity-portal.com/
http://witchwords.com/resources/links.html
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"Highly Recommended" Preditors and Editors (tm) 

http://www.absolutewrite.com/  

Link Of The Week 

http://hollylisle.com/fm/  is Forward Motion, novelist Holly Lisle's 

website for writers. I am very impressed by the quality of the 

articles on this site, covering topics from literary agents to 

"going pro." And the community-- wow! Need a critique? Want 

to take a free writing class? Just want to dish about your 

favorite genre? Drop in to the message boards or chat room. 

http://sfwa.org/prededitors/pemh.htm
http://www.absolutewrite.com/
http://hollylisle.com/fm/
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You can also download free copies of all the past newsletters, 

and Holly's e-book, Mugging The Muse. That's right... free. 

 

http://www.creativepurrsuits.com/reststopnews/index.html 

Holly Lisle's Vision 

Holly Lisle's bi-monthly electronic magazine, with great articles written by 

members and guests of the Forward Motion Writer's Community. Deemed 

one of 2001 Writer's Digest's 101 best sites for writers. Great freebies! 

http://www.ci.pasadena.ca.us/libraryteens/create_it.asp  

Holly Lisle's Vision (serious advice on how to write and how to get 

published, from a published fantasy author) 

   
  

http://www.creativepurrsuits.com/reststopnews/index.html
http://www.ci.pasadena.ca.us/libraryteens/create_it.asp
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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 

Vision Editors: 

If you have any questions, or would like to propose an article for an 

upcoming issue, feel free to drop a line to either of the editors below.  We 

look forward to hearing from you! 

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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• Lazette Gifford (zette) -- Managing Editor, Vision E-Zine  

zette@hollylisle.com  
   

• Andi Ward (Fetu) -- Assistant Editor, Vision E-Zine 

Forward Motion Moderators: 

 If you have any questions about the Forward Motion site, feel free to 

contact any of us. 

Sarah Jane Elliott, Fantasy 

Dolphin_Girl@hollylisle.com 

Teresa Hopper, Horror Moderator 

TeresaH@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  

http://hollylisle.com/community/lazette-gifford-intro.html
mailto:zette@hollylisle.com
http://hollylisle.com/community/andi-ward-intro.html
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/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
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  justinvs@hollylisle.com 

Jinx Kimmer as the new YWS Moderator 

  

Jim Mills,  Forward Motion Community 

Jim@hollylisle.com 

Copyright Information 

Vision 

Volume Two, Issue 10, July/August 

Entire contents Copyright 2002, 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:justinvs@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. 

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 
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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 

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. 

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 

 

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.  

mailto:zette@hollylisle.com
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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.    

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 
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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 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. 
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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. 

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 
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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: 

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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We are putting together the themes for 2003!  Watch for them in the 
next issue.  
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