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Presenter: Angie Fox 
 
Course Description: 
 
What will it take to sell your paranormal? From dynamic hooks, to 
compelling characters, sizzling sexual tension to creative world building, we’ll 
explore the elements you need to make your paranormal stand out in an 
increasingly crowded market. This workshop will provide real life examples, 
as well as exercises, so you can refine your plot, craft your story and take 
your writing to the next level. 
 
    Class outline: 

Introduction/Worldbuilding 101 (with assignment) 
Compelling Characters/ Sexual Tension 
Dynamic Hooks (with assignment) 
Major Plot Points 
Truly Dangerous Dark Moments (with assignment) 
Wrapping it all Up 

 
 
About the Instructor: 

Angie Fox is the New York Times Bestselling author of The Accidental Demon 
Slayer, an August 2008 release from Dorchester. She is currently at work on 
the second book in the series. Angie enjoys reading all of the paranormal 
romance she can get her hands on and is excited to have the opportunity to 
help other paranormal writers on the road to publication. 

 

INTRODUCTION / LESSON 1 
 
One of the reasons readers will pick up your paranormal is because they 
want to be transported to another world. A world can be as simple as a 
modern setting with a twist, or as complex as a whole new society. The 
world you create is a reflection of the story you want to tell. And, personally, 
I think this is one of the most enjoyable parts about writing a paranormal. 
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For me, there are three keys to world building – a litmus test, if you will, 
that tells me whether or not I'm on the right track. 
 
Ask yourself: 
 

1. Is this world truly unique? 
 
2. Are my characters actively engaged in their world? 
 
3. How are my characters in conflict with their world? 

 
 
1. Is this world truly unique? 
 
This seems like the simplest question, but it trips a lot of us up. That's 
because we want to say, sure – I've created a new situation with my 
vampires, werewolves, shape shifters, etc. But, the problem is, a writer's 
version of unique and an editor's version can be vastly different. We look at 
it and say, "No one has created this particular set of circumstances with this 
set of one-of-a-kind characters." And editor can look at it and say, "I've seen 
vampires. Give me something different." 
 
That's where your world comes in. Take Jeri Smith Ready as an example, 
she just sold a vampire series in a very crowded market and she did it 
because she develop a different twist on her vampire world – she has her 
vamps working at an all night radio station, where they are DJ's, playing the 
music of their era. When the station might go under, the vamps could go 
with it because they're so tied to those eras. It's fun, it's different. She also 
had to build one-of-a-kind characters, but she didn't count on characters or 
plot alone to sell her series. 
 
I wanted to write about a straight-laced preschool teacher who learns she's 
a demon slayer, but that in itself isn't unique enough to sell a series. I had 
to show that I could push it farther. So, I forced my preschool teacher to hit 
the road with a gang of geriatric biker witches. That sold the series. In fact, 
when I was talking with agents, there was one big agent that I had trouble 
contacting, so I called her office to get her email. Her receptionist passed me 
through and she asked me who else was looking at The Accidental Demon 
Slayer. I told her and she said, "No way. I don't want to see it. You have top 
shelf agents looking at it and I don't compete." I understood, but I couldn't 
let her go without at least knowing what the book was about, so I said, 
"That's a shame because I think it's something you'd like." Then I gave her 
my one line about preschool teachers and biker witches. She did a 180 and 
asked for the manuscript. Your world will sell your book. 
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So how do you come up with something new and different? Read. A lot. 
Read everything you can in the genre. Learn what's out there, what's selling. 
Take a look at the books that have been released in the last six months and 
study them. Then do something that no one else is doing. Set yourself apart. 
 
2. Are my characters actively engaged in their world? 
 
So you have your unique world and your characters. You're on the right 
track, but now it's important to take a look at each character and make sure 
he/she is true to the world you've created. Characters have to be impacted 
by their circumstances and also actively influencing the world around them. 
 
Take a look at each character and ask yourself: What kinds of powers does 
she have? What does she want? What does she fear? What is the best thing 
that can happen to this character? The worst? How did this character 
originate? What makes her strong? Weak? What circumstances in this 
character's past are affecting her right now? What has she decided in her 
past that will affect her decisions in this story? How did this character get to 
be at this place in the story? 
 
To use the biker witches again, I invented a history for them as to why they 
rode Harleys and preferred life on the road. They'd been a normal coven of 
middle-aged witches, until a demon attack. They had something the demon 
wanted, and he was prepared to follow them anywhere to get it. They were 
forced to go on the run and slowly went from slightly-hippie to leather-
wearing Harley riders. And life on the run influenced everything about them. 
They started brewing up spells from road kill, holding their ceremonies in the 
basements of biker bars and basically living life by the seat of their pants. 
 
The world influences plot and plot influences the world. Get to know your 
characters and how you want them to interact, then use that to guide you as 
you plot your book. The unique aspects of your world should influence 
everything from dialogue to character choices to the action on the page. 
 
3. How are my characters in conflict with their world? 
 
As you know, conflict keeps the reader turning the page. Having your 
characters in conflict with their world makes them more rounded, and your 
world more real. 
 
This is separate from the main plot problems. This goes deeper. 
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This is: 
 
Anita Blake, (Guilty Pleasures) who hates the monsters, yet is drawn to 
them 
 
Brit Bandar, (Moonstruck) who is forced to take a former enemy combatant 
as her second in command, and secretly hopes her mission will fail 
 
Ranulf Thorsen (Dark Warrior Unleashed) who craves peace and seclusion, 
but is the only one who can stop the chaos unfolding 
 
ASSIGNMENT 
 
Describe what makes your story unique, in three sentences or less. What 
would you say to hook an agent or editor? 
 
Give us an example (like the ones above) of how one of your characters is in 
conflict with his/her world.  
 
 
LECTURE 2: CHARACTERIZATION AND SEXUAL TENSION 
 
If someone asked you to tell them about Harry Potter and the Sorcerer's 
Stone, would you tell them about missing unicorns, wizards duels and this 
sort of flat, sort of round stone that everyone is after? Or would you tell 
them about Harry, his friends and the evil Lord Voldemort? 
 
And if you are one who would describe the stone first, answer this: would 
you have cared whether or not Harry found it if you didn't care about Harry 
and his friends? 
 
What I'm trying to say is that we read because we want to care about 
the characters that inhabit our books. We want to experience their 
adventures, their frustrations and failures, and ultimately their triumph. 
 
So how can we make readers care about our own characters? 
 
It helps to: 
 
Root characters in the past 
 
Give each of your characters a compelling backstory, and reveal it, bit by bit, 
as your book unfolds. Each character has an agenda, and it's not always 
going to be the same as your hero or heroine's. If we know more about each 



FTHRW WORKSHOP NOTES, Page 5 

From the Heart Romance Writers is chapter #177 of the Romance Writers of America®. 
Copyright (c) 2001-2009, All rights reserved. 

Do not copy or distribute any images or text from this document without permission. 

character, we can understand them, identify with what they want and 
become more involved with the story as we see it from their perspective. Do 
this not only for your main characters, but your secondary characters as 
well. This is especially important in a paranormal, where you're building that 
new world, one character at a time. 
 
Challenge them in the present 
 
Ask yourself, what is this character's greatest fear? What does she never 
want to lose, or give up? Then make their greatest fear a reality. Push your 
characters hard and your reader will have to see what happens next. 
 
Give readers a reason to worry about the future 
 
Make sure your hero and heroine are facing a seemingly-insurmountable 
romantic conflict. This is all about taking the pasts you've created, their 
fears and their hopes and pitting them opposite of each other. Conflict 
creates emotional vulnerability and eventually (once those vulnerabilities are 
shared and overcome) it creates the intimacy you need for a satisfying 
romantic resolution. 
 
This feeds right into your sexual tension, because that tension, that worry 
and desire for everything to turn out right, is what fuels the satisfaction 
readers will have when your characters do finally find their happily ever 
after. 
 
Sexual tension can be triggered by the hero and heroine themselves, as they 
work through their issues. It can also be caused by your outside world – if 
your hero and heroine come from two different warring factions or, as in 
Susan Grant's Moonstruck, the hero and heroine are commander and 
subordinate on ship and they aren't allowed to be together. 
 
Use the tension you've created to build up to your love scenes. Tease the 
reader and let her anticipate what is coming. Sexual tension is not just about 
physical attraction. Rather, involve your characters' other senses, let us see 
their hopes and their fears and let your reader live the experience with 
them. 
 
A wise writing coach once told me that it's vital for even your sex scenes to 
have sexual tension. At first I thought, "What? But my characters are finally 
coming together." While that's true, I also learned that I could bring my 
characters together while still maintaining that romantic conflict. 
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For example, when Lizzie finally gives in to her feelings for Dimitri, she does 
it right before a critical scene where they go to hell on a rescue mission. 
After battling with who she "should" be throughout the book, she's finally 
allowing herself to be who she really is and she's taking what she really 
wants. Dimitri, on the other hand, has a big secret. He's been lying to her 
the whole book, and claiming to be her protector in order to draw her into 
the mission that they're about to undertake. In the process, he's developed 
feelings for her, and is trying to tell her the truth before they sleep together 
and before they're put in moral danger. But, Lizzie is in such a hurry to, 
ahem, express herself, that they come together before the disastrous truth 
is revealed. 
  
That tension helps drive the scene, and ultimately, the disaster afterward. 
  
And speaking of disasters... Each time, your hero and heroine come 
together, they must have some kind of set-back or disaster to drive 
them apart. While they may have gained an understanding and an 
appreciation for their love interest, ultimately, something has to happen to 
make them realize (once again) that it can never be. Keep that tension 
going and your reader will follow you all the way to that happily ever after. 
 
 
LECTURE 3: DYNAMIC HOOKS 
 
Your hook is your reader's first impression of your book. And there are a lot 
of ways to structure that all important opener. So let's take a look at some 
different techniques, and see which ones appeal to you. 
 
World building 
 
"Kill that baby!” 
 
Archon's angry decree rang in Apollymi's ears as she flew through the 
marbled halls of Katoteros. There was a fierce wind blowing down the 
hallway, plastering her black gown against her pregnant body and whipping 
her white blond hair out in spiraling tendrils. Four of her demons ran behind 
her, protecting her from the other gods who were more than eager to carry 
out Archon's orders. She and her Charonte demons had already blasted half 
of her pantheon back. And she was ready to kill the rest. 
 
ARCHON by Sherrilyn Kenyon 
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A strong character 
 
Stay sane, act normal, he chants to himself as he strides down the rickety 
pier. On either side of him, water black like tar. Ahead of him, muted light 
from the bayou tavern. A Lore bar. A lone neon sign flickers over flat skiffs 
below. Music and laughter carry. 
 
DARK NEEDS AT NIGHT'S EDGE by Kresley Cole 
 
Humor 
 
When I'd been dead for about three months, I decided it was past time to 
get a job. 
 
UNDEAD AND UNEMPLOYED by MaryJanice Davidson 
 
Action 
 
I stiffened at the red and blue lights flashing behind me, because there was 
no way I could explain what was in the back of my truck. I pulled over, 
holding my breath as the sheriff came to my window. 
 
HALFWAY TO THE GRAVE by Jeaniene Frost 
 
A unique observation 
 
When I opened the door to greet my grandmother for the very first time, I'm 
not sure what I was expecting. I know I hadn't envisioned an apple-shaped 
woman in a Kiss My Asphalt T-shirt, with wind-burned cheeks and a sagging 
tattoo of a phoenix on her arm. But what I really didn't bargain for was a 
brief hug, followed by a forceful shove that had me landing firmly on my butt 
on the cold, black-and-white checked floor of my hall bathroom. 
 
THE ACCIDENTAL DEMON SLAYER by Angie Fox 
 
Catchy dialogue 
 
"I'm looking for an old-fashioned screw." Sean Madigan knew he was in 
trouble as soon as the words were out of his mouth. 
 
OVER HEXED by Vickie Lewis Thompson 
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I'm sure you can find many more different examples, or combinations of 
techniques. There are a lot of ways to open a story. They key is to make the 
reader want to learn more. 
 
ASSIGNMENT 
 
Take a look at your favorite books and find an opener that hooked you. List 
it here and tell us why it made you want to read more. 
 
Take a look at your work-in-progress and analyze your own hook. Have you 
used a technique listed above or something else entirely? Are you happy 
with your opener or do you think it might need work? If you wish, you can 
post it for the class. 
 
 
LECTURE 4: PLOTTING YOUR PARANORMAL 
 
Okay, we're expanding our plotting/dark moment portion of the class so that 
we can give you more of an opportunity to work on your manuscripts. Like I 
said, I'm really impressed with the quality of the work I've seen, and with 
just how hard you're willing to push in order to make your stories as alive 
and focused and complex as they can be. So here's one more challenge. I'm 
going to lecture on the different stages of a plot, and then have you de-
construct and analyze your own plot structure as the lesson. 
 
We'll also focus on dark moments, and complete a more complex lesson on 
that in order to make 100% sure those dark moments are as bold as we 
need them to be. When an editor loves the characters, the writing, the story 
and yet passes on a book he/she will often say, "it just didn't hold together." 
That's your climax and your dark moment – bringing everything together. So 
let's get started: 
 
Angie's seven key elements of the paranormal plot: (Keep in mind, this is 
only how I do it, but hey, we'll see if it works for you too.) 
 
1) The opener 
 
This is your chance to capture that editor's attention. But you have to do it 
fast. According to what I've heard, you have anywhere from a paragraph to 
a few pages to capture and hold their interest. We've gone over our 
beginnings and I'm very excited about what I've seen in this class. So our 
lesson on beginnings here isn't so much about that first paragraph or two, 
but where you take it. What new discovery will an editor make in your 
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opening pages that will convince them that they must read on in order to 
see what happens? 
 
As an example, from THE ACCIDENTAL DEMON SLAYER, my character learns 
she's an unfit, untrained demon slayer and she might have to hit the road 
with her grandma's gang of biker witches. 
 
Assignment: 
 
Tell us in three sentences or less what new discovery an editor will make in 
your opening pages. 
 
2) The build up 
 
This is where you pay off the promise of the opening scenes. You've 
established your world and the characters that inhabit it. This part of the 
novel is all about enriching that experience for your reader. You want to 
show, rather than tell, through your characters' actions, dialogue, body 
language and (this is important) reactions to what is happening around 
them. 
 
For many writers, this is the part of the book that they enjoy the most. For 
some, it's the only portion of the book they finish. Just as the build up is an 
opportunity to expand your world, it also offers plenty of opportunities to 
write yourself into a corner. I avoid this by making sure the main elements 
in my build-up will be paid off in the climax of the book. That way, I'm 
leading my story toward its conclusion, rather than off a cliff. 
 
For example: During the build up of THE ACCIDENTAL DEMON SLAYER, 
Lizzie: 
 

1) Meets the biker witches and learns about their unique form of road 
kill magic 
 
[This ties into the end when they use that magic to help her go to 
Hades for the climax of the book] 
 
2) She learns of the threat the demon Vald has made against her 
grandma's coven and against her. 
 
[This ties into the end of the book when she faces down Vald.] 
 
3) She meets the hero and learns he is her protector. 
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[This sets up the romantic portion of the story and plays into the 
romantic crisis when Lizzie learns that the hero is not her protector, 
that he lied to her in order to convince her to go to hell to save his 
sisters.] 

 
Assignment: 
 
Give us three elements in your build up that you will pay off near or at the 
climax of your book. 
 
3) The middle 
 
This is where a lot of writers lose track of their stories as well. Everything is 
steaming along and then – whoops – brain block. Problems with the middle 
can sometimes be traced back to a build up that is flawed (i.e. one that 
doesn't focus on the central questions in the story). But if you're build up is 
solid and you're having trouble with the middle, chances are it's because not 
enough is happening. 
 
Here is where you develop your subplots, how they influence the main plot, 
and how your characters begin to change. It's important to use every scene 
to show how your characters are growing and how their world is shifting as a 
result. Here's where you can really explore those internal conflicts we 
worked on in our first class assignment. 
 
It's also where I like to add what I call a "mini quest." My character wants 
something that has to do with the main storyline, something that moves her 
closer to the climax of the book. Getting that one thing is the goal of the 
middle. 
 
For example: In THE ACCIDENTAL DEMON SLAYER, Lizzie's Grandmother is 
kidnapped to Hell by the demon Vald. Lizzie has a limited amount of time to 
learn everything she can about her new powers before she attempts a 
rescue in Hell. 
 
Assignment: 
 
Tell us your main character's goal is for the middle of the book. How does 
that lead her to the climax of the book? 
 
4) The climax 
 
So far, everything has been moving towards the climax of your book. This is 
where all of your conflicts come to a head and your characters are in crisis. 
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Here, you're delivering a pivotal series of scenes that challenge your 
characters on every level. This is the part of the book that, if you've done it 
right, your readers will have to read until they reach the end. 
 
For example, in the climax of THE ACCIDENTAL DEMON SLAYER, Lizzie is 
going to Hell to save her grandmother and defeat the demon Vald (ties into 
my second point in the Build Up exercise). She's hanging onto her training, 
hoping it's enough. (ties into the New Discovery from my opener). The biker 
witches are using their magic to help her make the journey (ties into my first 
example in the Build Up). And she chooses to make peace with Dimitri 
despite his deception because he's the one man she'd trust to go to Hell and 
back with (ties into my third point in the Build Up exercise). 
 
Assignment: 
 
Describe your climax like I did in the paragraph above. Show us how your 
build up and middle have led us to this point. 
 
5) The dark moment 
 
This is the scene where all hope is lost. The bad guys have won and there's 
no way that we can see our main characters ever persevering or (in some 
cases) living to fight another day. In a lot of ways, this is where you take 
away all of the hope and aspiration that led you to the climax. They've faced 
their challenge and failed. Everything has led to this moment and our 
characters are not victorious. 
 
Through this despair, courage is forged and our protagonist finds the last bit 
of energy he/she can use to power through and prevail. 
 
A good plan for constructing a dark moment is: 
 

1. The problem: an insurmountable issue related to the climax  
 
2. The struggle: the protagonist falters and considers worst case 
scenarios  
 
3. The desolation: the protagonist surrenders to her misery, sure that 
all is lost  
 
4. The deciphering: in the calm that follows the breakdown, the 
protagonist begins to look at the problem in a new way, and work to 
solve it  
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5. The choice: the protagonist determines a new, bold course of action 
 
For example, here's how it works in THE ACCIDENTAL DEMON SLAYER: 
 

1. The problem: Lizzie's demon slayer powers don't work on this 
demon. He's found a way to beat the system. Now Grandma's soul is 
gone, Dimitri is dead and the demon is draining out her power. She's 
weaker now than she was when she had a plan and weapons she 
thought would work.  
 
2. The struggle: She believes she's failed everyone, and can't see a 
way out. Her power is so drained that she can't even use her weapons 
in a last-ditch attempt.  
 
3. The desolation: She is sure all is lost  
 
4. The deciphering: She gets angry and decides she's not going to go 
down without one last fight.  
 
5. The action: She tries to rip out the demon's heart and when she 
finds he has none of worth, she uses the hole in his chest to add 
something of hers that is valuable and good. (too hard to explain 
here). She's basically risking her soul on one last attempt. 

 
The Assignment: 
 
Briefly! Do the exercise above for your own book. Show us your protagonist' 
s problem, struggle, desolation, deciphering and action. 
 
6) The choice 
 
This is unique to paranormals. We talked about how your main character is 
in conflict with her world. This is when that conflict is at least partially 
resolved. Through the events in the story, your character has grown and 
changed. She's not 100% at peace with her conflict, but she has a new view 
on it thanks to what she's experienced, or perhaps due to the new love that 
she's found. Now, she has a choice, to cling to her old way of thinking or to 
embrace the new. Guess which one she chooses? This is a powerful place to 
be for your character. It enables her to "earn" her happy ending. 
 
For example, in THE ACCIDENTAL DEMON SLAYER, Lizzie wants a normal 
life, but is forced into a bizarre new world. In the end, there is a way for her 
to let go of her demon slaying heritage. She can be blessedly normal again. 
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But in doing so, she has to give up everything in her new paranormal world. 
She's changed enough in the story that she chooses her new life. 
 
The Assignment: 
 
In one paragraph, describe your protagonist' s choice. 
 
7) The happy ending 
 
This is where everything is tied together and we celebrate the journey the 
characters have taken. They've earned their happily ever after. 
 
The Assignment: 
 
In three sentences or less, tell me why your characters deserve their happily 
ever after.  
  
 

 

 

 


