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Planning Your Story  

Picture this: You're sitting at your desk, a blank document open before you and at least an 

hour of free time ahead of you. You're not sure what you want to write, except maybe that it 

has something to do with elves, but you know that thanks to your busy schedule, you'd better 

get cracking because your next free hour won't be for a few days. What do you do?  

Ultimately, only you can answer that question, but most people who start typing that elfish 

story with no idea where they're going or what the story is about are going to crash and burn. 

There are exceptions – I've even met them – but I'm honestly not sure whether to envy or pity 

them because I actually love the precursors to writing. If the word "planning" is too clinical 

for you, then perhaps you would prefer to call it daydreaming, because that's what I mean.  

To be clear, I'm not talking about outlining. I stopped engaging in the "to outline or not to 

outline" debate years ago because there is no right answer. Outline if it works for you. Don't 

outline if it doesn't. But either way, the work of writing a story begins long before you type 

that first sentence.  

Here are the big picture questions I need answered before I begin:  

1. What is this story about? 2. Whose story is it and who else is involved? 3. Where does this 

story take place and what distinguishes that world from our own? 4. How does the story end 

and basically, how do I plan to get there? (Note, this does not have to involve a complete 

outline, but I do find it helpful to at least have a basic destination in mind.)  

Answering these questions is not a linear process. Nothing about the artistic process is linear, 

for that matter. At each stage of the game you come up with new ideas and have to go back to 

rethink the old ones. The finished product may not look anything like the spark that began the 

process, and that's all right. Nothing is sacred. When the creative process is working well, 

you let it take you where it wants, willingly setting aside, if it seems right, the very seed that 

triggered the process in the first place. To illustrate what I mean, let's go back to kindergarten 

and take a lesson from Kermit the Frog of Sesame Street News as he interviews Don Music:  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eneNtW-lVhE  
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WHAT IS THIS STORY ABOUT?  

I won't spend a lot of time talking about where ideas come from. If you're a writer, then you 

know ideas are everywhere. You see them on the news, at work, in your childhood memories, 

in other authors' work, and in dreams, just to name a few.  

Ideas are cheap. It is weaving those ideas into a story that takes work.  

 

A single idea is not a story. Let's say you dream up an alien planet with sentient trees. That 

could be an interesting element to a story, but all by themselves, sentient trees are just 

objects, part of a world, perhaps, or part of a character sketch, but not yet a story. It is not 

even a satisfying answer to the question: What is the story about?  

The core of most good stories is a combination of character and conflict (which often go hand 

in hand). So in order to answer the question posed above, think in terms of active verbs. What 

is going on?  

But you have to start somewhere, and sentient trees are as good a place to start as any. So 

what do you do with that first inkling? You could stick it in a drawer marked "ideas" and 

never take it out again. You can start writing with nothing but "sentient trees" on your mind 

and probably stop writing somewhere on page three with no idea where to go next.  

Alternately, you could try combining the idea with other ideas in your drawer to see if any of 

them click into place. Maybe deforestation is an important topic for you and when you pull it 

out of the drawer you start to get some sinister ideas. In my opinion, though, the best stories 

are borne out of ideas that seem to have nothing to do with one another at first glance. What 

would you do with sentient trees and hot air balloons?  

One thing that I like to do is to interrogate my ideas. Really torture them for information. 

Why? How? With what result? Make them spill their secrets and if they don't give you a 

satisfying or original answer the first time, then ask them again and again until they can't take 

the pain and are ready to give you some serious feedback.  

For example, the initial idea for my first novel, Touch of Fate, came to me as I was watching 

a psychic detective show. I wondered what would happen if a person could predict the future 

but could not do anything to change the things they predicted. I did this in my head, but here 

is an idea of what the interrogation looked like:  

Q: How does this affect her life? A: She feels depressed. Q. Why? A: She thinks her life is 

out of her control. Q: How? A: She sees people die and can't save them. Q: Is that the best 

you can do? 
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A: She sees her mother die and can't save her. Q: Is that the best you can do? A: She sees 

herself die and can't do anything about it.  

This became the basis for the short story that preceded my novel. So what is this story about? 

A clairvoyant who predicts her own death.  

Sometimes, your science fiction and fantasy stories will start with ideas for a world, or 

aspects of a world. Others of you will have ideas in your head for characters, events, or 

mysteries and will need to create a world where those ideas can live and tell their story. There 

is no right or wrong place to start, nor is there a right or wrong way to proceed, but you may 

find, depending upon where in the process you tend to begin, that you need to answer these 

preparatory questions in a different order. I'm going to move on to characters next because 

my ideas tend to originate with characters, but don't be afraid to use the material I present in 

any way that is helpful or meaningful to you.  

WHOSE STORY IS IT? (And who else is involved?)  

I'm not going to go into great detail about characterization, despite the fact that I believe good 

characters and characterization are absolutely critical to bringing worlds to life. If you need 

some good information on this topic there is a lot of it out there. I recommend "Character and 

Viewpoint" by Orson Scott Card, which was the first book I read on the subject and the one I 

usually return to when people ask me questions.  

There are a number of perfectly good approaches to characterization, but for my part, I don't 

use character sheets. I've tried to fill those things out before, but somehow I always lose the 

character in the details. I prefer free form journaling to fill-in-the-blank worksheets. Often, 

especially with my main characters, I will do extensive first person journal entries from the 

point of view of each character. Doing this goes beyond hair color, eye color, and body type 

(which usually have to be jotted down somewhere off to the side). It even goes beyond listing 

important events and motivations. Somewhere on the pages of a journal entry written from 

the perspective of the character himself, I find voice, attitude, and personality that are 

difficult to capture in any other way.  

The only real way to bring worlds to life is to populate them. Please, feel free to come up 

with a brilliant idea that proves me wrong, but basically, when I pick up a novel, I want to 

know about people. (I'll take sentient beings, if humans are unavailable, though it's a tougher 

sell...and since I am in the middle of writing such a story, I don't say that lightly.)  

As a general rule, humans are social creatures. What do we care about a barren, alien 

landscape, however much time you've spent creating biologically plausible flora and fauna? 

What does it have to do with us? With human beings?  

Not only do characters show us a world, but in many ways they create it – its history, culture, 
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and technology are all created by the people of the world. Whether or not they have a 

speaking role in your story, that population makes up a portion of your cast of characters.  

Most of those people are going to slip into the background, though. Stories consist of major 

characters, minor characters, and walk-ons (placeholders). Walk-ons work best when they 

blend into the background, becoming almost like a piece of wallpaper, which is why I 

unabashedly rely on stereotypes for these characters and spend almost no time thinking about 

them. I make them up as I need them, drawing on popular conceptions that will make them 

disappear. For example, my walk-on secretaries are women, football players are men (and 

probably African American). I go either way on doctors and in fact, for something like an 

OB/GYN am likely to go with a woman. More importantly for them is that I pick names that 

don't stand out in any way, such as Dr. Martin. (I think I've had half a dozen Dr. Martins in 

various stories.) I don't describe their physical appearance unless I have to, and then I pick 

absolutely unremarkable features. As soon as you do anything to set a walk-on character 

apart, such as having a female football player, your readers are going to take notice and want 

to know what that's about.  

Secondary characters inhabit the vast gray expanse between investment and invisibility. On 

the one hand, most secondary characters serve a specific purpose, just as placeholders do, but 

with more stage time. On the other hand, investing a little effort into the most important 

secondary characters can make a story feel more real. In the real world, everyone's stories are 

constantly moving, brushing up against one another, and when I see this taking place in 

literature I stand up and take notice.  

For example, when I read a romance novel, I love the authors who bring in a secondary 

romance 

– two minor characters falling in love in the shadow of the main characters.  

The amount of time I invest into secondary characters depends entirely upon the story and 

their role in it, but generally speaking, the more time I invest, the more realistic they become 

and the fuller the story. Stories take place because characters make decisions and their 

motivations are at the heart of every well-told tale.  

Have you ever read a story that felt as if the author was dragging the characters around from 

one point to another, shoving them into danger and yanking them right back out again? The 

ones that make you cringe are the worst examples of plot-driven stories that take little 

account of characters or motivations.  

As with many things in writing, there is a spectrum, ending at the other side in the ideal 

character-driven story. In the most perfectly executed of these, each action a character takes 

feels so naturally derived from motivation and circumstance that you can't be exactly sure 
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where the book is going because as in real life, you don't know the future.  

It is easy to determine the motivations, background, personalities, desires, and goals of a 

handful of very important characters, but stories particularly shine when it seems that 

secondary characters are in charge of their own actions as well. This is difficult, since we 

don't usually get to see inside their minds (I'll discuss point of view next week), but it helps if 

you (the author) know their basic motivations and desires.  

Taking the time to characterize your secondary characters will make your villains pop out 

into three dimensions and your side kicks hold their own.  

A word of warning: When you stop to characterize secondary characters, they're going to 

have a tendency to demand subplots. Some of this is good and desirable, but don't let them 

steal the show. Stay focused on your goal.  

This brings me to main characters and the answer to our question, "Whose story is this?" 

Even stories that have vast numbers of point of view characters typically have a few central 

players.  

If you're not sure whose story it is, ask the following questions:  

Who has the most at stake?  

Who has the power to act?  

Passive protagonists are boring. Eventually, even if the protagonist is initially unwilling, you 

want someone who has the means, motive, and opportunity to make changes happen.  

It can be tempting to use kings or emperors as main characters because these are powerful 

figures, but except in highly political stories, they often don't have the power to act and are 

too far from the main action to make good central characters.  

You may need multiple protagonists, especially if you are writing an epic novel. (i.e. Robert 

Jordan or George R. R. Martin) The guideline still applies, however, in determining which 

characters would make the best protagonists. Which have the most at stake and which have 

the power to act?  

Even if you plan to have multiple viewpoint characters, you will probably only have a few 

main characters. I'll get into more detail about choosing viewpoint characters later, but for 

now, be aware that just because you need a character to show us a part of the story, doesn't 

mean it's his story. He may simply have the only convenient pair of eyes available.  

If you have too many main characters, you may split the reader's focus and keep them from 

having a personal hero to get behind. Sometimes it even gets confusing to keep all of those 
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characters straight. Also, as I mentioned above, the more well-developed characters you 

have, the more they are going to demand subplots, and this can cause even a lengthy epic 

series to lose focus. Case in point: Robert Jordan, who lost me on book 9 despite having 

some of the best world building in any fantasy series I've ever read.  

I won't give you a hard and fast rule about how many main characters you should have. With 

each new character you introduce, simply weigh risk vs. reward and make the best decision 

you can. Then remember, when you send your story out for feedback, that you won't please 

everyone. (Although you should seriously consider any feedback that comes from multiple 

sources or that rings true.)  

I try to focus on one or two main characters, even if I develop a number of secondary 

characters whose viewpoint I borrow to tell the story. For example, in Touch of Fate, my 

main character is Marianne. Ultimately, it is her story. She has the most at stake and she has 

the power to act (even though she doesn't understand this at first). I use two other point of 

view characters in order to present a more complete story, but I keep Marianne at the 

forefront and always go back to her.  

If you can answer the question, "Whose story is it?" simply, with one or two names, then it 

will be easier for you to maintain focus as you write. So in the homework, I'm going to 

challenge you to select one or two characters to answer this question.  

WHERE DOES THE STORY TAKE PLACE? (And what distinguishes it from our own?)  

World-building is a huge part of planning any science fiction or fantasy story because 

whether subtly or drastically different from our own world, every speculative story has 

elements of another world. What follows are some of the key things to think about when 

planning your world. Depending upon your story idea, you may not need to spend much time 

on certain aspects of world building, but I encourage you to read through all of the 

information here for ideas. Once again, feel free to use this information out of order or in any 

way that is inspirational to you.  

1. Geography  

I'll begin with the physical backdrop for your world – geography and climate. In a fantasy 

tale, this may amount to doodling a map and it may be heavily story-driven. In stories set in 

our own world, this may simply involve getting out an atlas or a street map.  

Most of the time, very detailed maps are unnecessary. High fantasy, especially those 

involving epic quests, are the most likely stories to require a solid understanding of where 

you are and where you are going.  

If you do feel that making a map is important, I would begin with graph paper because the 
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lines will help you draw to scale. You can decide, for example, that one box is about one 

kilometer (or mile or ten miles).  

If you are questing, you may want to keep in mind how far a healthy (or injured) person can 

walk in a day as you build your world. A healthy person may be able to walk 4 miles an hour, 

but how long can he sustain this pace, especially over the course of many days? What about 

over harsh terrain? How much food can he carry and where can he find more?  

This is also a good time to think about the weather. A lush forest has to have rain to feed it. 

In rainforests, it rains very often. Deserts have very little rainfall and because the sand doesn't 

hold onto heat very well, tend to be very hot in the daytime and very cold at night.  

Geographical landmarks can also have a significant impact on the culture of your worlds. For 

example, people who live in an area bordered by nearly impassible mountains are likely to 

have been isolated. This may mean that they look different and it is almost certain that they 

are culturally different from people on the other side of the mountain.  

Other things that might impact a culture include the prevalence of water. People who live 

near the ocean take it for granted and may rely on fish. People who live in a desert may go to 

extraordinary means to retain and recycle water.  

Geography may also have a bearing on national borders and the likelihood of war between 

nations. Impassable mountains may keep a nation relatively safe, but if three nations are all 

vying for control of a vast stretch of plains, they are more likely to fight, especially if 

resources are scarce.  

If you want to see this kind of detailed world building done well, I recommend Robert 

Jordan’s Wheel of Time series. His world comes to life because of the amount of time and 

effort he put into considering all of these details.   

Science fiction stories, on the other hand, require a bit of scientific thought. If you enjoy hard 

science fiction then you will want to consider most carefully the physical aspects of your 

world. How close is it to the sun? How big? What kind of atmosphere does it have? How 

quickly does the planet rotate or does it rotate as Earth does? How strong is the pull of 

gravity? What, if anything, is likely to have evolved there?  

The same geographical concerns I mentioned above hold true but with the added difficulty 

that you may not even be dealing with an Earthlike planet. What type of atmosphere are you 

dealing with? How cold does it get at the poles? The equator? (I'll just note here that a big pet 

peeve of mine is science fiction worlds in which the whole planet has basically the same 

climate. Star Trek was particularly guilty of this.)  

There is an expectation that science fiction be grounded in the best science we have at the 
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moment. This does not mean that you need to go get a degree in physics, especially if you are 

more interested in character, story, and the softer social sciences, but you would do well to at 

least read and draw inspiration from stories currently published in the field, as well as 

popular science magazines.  

Once you have read and considered all this, it is up to you how much you will go into the 

hard sciences, how un-Earthlike you will make your planets, and how alien you will make 

your aliens.  

2. Rules for your World  

What are rules? Simply put, they are the physical laws that make your universe different from 

the current known universe. For example, how does space travel work? Time travel? Magic? 

This isn't about history and it isn't about politics, it's only about the science (or the magic).  

Rules form the foundation of your world. The world will crumple and the story collapse if 

this foundation is not firmly in place. Without rules, anything can happen. For some, this is 

the joy of speculative fiction – especially fantasy – but when anything can happen it's not 

particularly interesting when it does. The solution is to set limits – not on your imagination 

but on your world.  

The real world comes with certain accepted limits. When we see magicians perform on stage 

we expect that these are illusions, possibly very well done illusions that make the feats seem 

real. If you set your story in the accepted real world, you had best be able to explain how the 

stage magician performs his magic using wires, mirrors, slight of hand, or other tricks.  

If that stage magician really can perform magic, of course, then you're dealing with a 

different world with different rules – rules for how, when, why, and at what cost that 

magician can work his craft as well as rules for how and why people continue to disbelieve in 

magic when it is real. (This is a branch of fantasy known as magical realism and is my 

personal favorite.) Or, if you’re writing urban fantasy, people may believe in magic to a 

greater or lesser extent, but this makes your world even less Earthlike.  

One of the best ways to bind magic is with a price. Some common prices for magic include 

the spilling of blood and the sapping of strength. These are fine if they suit the story you want 

to tell, but don't let tradition bind your imagination. What kind of interesting story could you 

tell in a world where the price for doing magic is your memory? Or a body part? Or your 

ability to love?  

As you can see, the world and the story will end up feeding on one another. You may be 

working with an idea for a story and want nothing more than to create a world to serve that 

purpose. You can do that, but you may also find that careful consideration of the rules 

requires you to change the original story. That's all right; I've already said this is an iterative 
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process. The changes may even make the story better.  

You'll have different considerations if you are writing science fiction, which is usually about 

things that could happen given enough time or distance from Earth. Your story will usually 

work better if you use rules based on the best information we have at the moment. That 

doesn't mean you need a degree in physics or chemistry, but you ought to at least be well read 

in the field of science fiction for ideas. You should also seriously consider reading popular 

science magazines. Don't make the mistake of thinking that just because you want to write 

"soft," character-driven science fiction that you don't have to consider what's plausible and 

what isn't. Draw on the work of such acclaimed writers as Asimov, Clarke, and Niven. There 

is no need to reinvent the wheel unless your story is about the invention of the wheel.  

If you want to write "hard" science fiction and dream up new technologies, that's great too. 

Just remember that plausibility is paramount in hard science fiction.  

For the rest of you: If your story takes place on a world other than Earth you must consider 

how people got there. The implications of any choice are huge. A generation ship, for 

example, suggests that something on Earth was so bad that a group of people set off to a 

planet they would never reach. It also suggests that generations of people grew up in the 

space ship never having seen a planet or a world outside the ship. What kind of culture might 

spring up? What would happen when they landed? Would they even want to leave the ship? 

Certainly, it is true that they would have no regular contact with other humans and trade 

would be impossible.  

Or perhaps you want humans to be able to zip across the galaxy. Well, we've come to accept 

that faster than light travel is impossible and that the speed of light is the theoretical 

maximum speed. This means there needs to be some other way to get from one point to 

another. I have used hyperspace travel in my stories before and find that it's a great solution, 

but it, too, has implications. It is likely that there will be interplanetary trade and a mixing of 

cultures. This would probably not be a great way to go if you want to isolate a group of 

humans on the frontier. (Although you could redefine the rules of hyperspace travel any way 

that makes sense.)  

If you do have a ship going across normal space at speeds approaching the speed of light then 

you need to keep in mind that time is moving more slowly for them than it is for those back 

on Earth. If a person traveled to another star and back at these speeds, he would likely return 

to find his friends and family have all aged or died.  

If you have aliens in your story, this is a good time to think about how they are different from 

humans and just as importantly, why they are that way. What environmental factors made 

natural selection choose them over other possible evolutionary paths?  
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There are plenty of other rules you may have to consider: time travel (in both science fiction 

and fantasy), genetics, advanced technology, magical creatures, etc.  

Once you get your rules set firmly in place, it is essential that you remain consistent, even if 

they get in your way. It is better that you change a rule in a future iteration than violate it, or 

the world will make no sense to the reader and we will have no frame of reference to 

understand your story.  

3. History  

Your world did not just pop out of thin air. Before it is what it is now, it was something else, 

and before that something else. This chain of events should create a coherent picture of way 

things are the way they are.  

When it comes to creating a history, you will find that world building overlaps considerably 

with character building. Worlds are shaped by the people within them and people are shaped 

by their worlds. Evil dark lords don't just pop out of thin air – there must be a reason that 

people follow him and he, in turn, must have a reason for wanting to be followed.  

For example, the main antagonist in the Harry Potter series holds the position that muggles 

and mud bloods are filth that should not be a part of the warding world. He did not invent that 

position – the series establishes that one of the founders of Hogwarts school believed this and 

that over the centuries, many other witches and wizards believed the same thing. So when a 

charming and charismatic young man started recruiting followers, he didn't have to hypnotize 

the entire wizarding world.  

The point is that villains and villainous movements do not come from nowhere. You must 

create within your world a history that sets the stage for whatever state of chaos it is currently 

in, using both personal and social history to create a plausible scenario.  

Or, to think of it another way, study our own history. Right now there is a lot of conflict in 

the Middle East but that did not just spring up in the last thirty years, even though twenty 

years ago most of us were more concerned with what was then the Soviet Union.  

I have always felt that a firm grounding in our own world's history can help you to invent 

history for a new world. Study the links, the movements, the people who stood out or took 

charge, and the nearly infinite cause and effect chains.  

People create history. Leaders may guide them, but people won't accept the wrong leader at 

the wrong time. What is motivating that leader? What social forces are at play? For a classic 

example: How did Adolf Hitler come into power? The answer is complex and fills books, but 

it has a lot to do with the fact that Germany was devastated by the first world war. They were 

angry and looking for someone to blame as well as hungry for someone to make it better.  



Worldbuilding                                                      Christine Amsden, 2011  

P a g e  | 11 

From the Heart Romance Writers is chapter #177 of the  

Romance Writers of America®. 

 

Copyright (c) 2001-2013, From the Heart Romance Writers. All rights reserved. 

Do not copy any images or text without permission. 

 

If you are setting your story in this world or some facsimile thereof, knowing real world 

history is even more important because you will need to tie your story's history into it. If 

there is a secret society of magic users, how long have they been in existence? When were 

they founded? How did they maintain secrecy? Perhaps there is some real-world lore dating 

back centuries, before they were able to start hiding themselves?  

This is also a time to consider politics and culture, if they are applicable to your story. You 

will have a lot of work to do right now if you are trying to dream up an alien race. You may 

have started considering, back in the rules section, how they are like and unlike humans, but 

now is a good time to expand those concepts into a cultural framework and political structure.  

My favorite example of well-formed politics and history is Babylon 5. They created a future 

government for Earth, united, based loosely on the modern U.S. They also corrupted it and 

spent years laying the groundwork for a grab for military power, playing on people's fear. 

Aliens waging war. Aliens taking human jobs. They also created governments for at least half 

a dozen alien races, including one based largely on religion, another based loosely on French 

Imperialism, and one amusing case in which the government was decided somewhat 

randomly.  

Finally, I just want to point out that when it comes time to build your characters, their 

personal histories will be tied in to your world's history as well. I won't go into that in detail 

as I think it is better suited to a character workshop, but the link is there.  

4. Language  

I think it's safe to say that people in new worlds will speak new languages. Or, perhaps, in the 

case of far-flung science fiction, they will speak variations on modern languages. In either 

case, it is understood that you are translating into modern English, but there may still be 

times that you need to use new words or new phrases.  

New names can bring in some local flavor, but be careful with them. Random letters do not 

make great names, especially when the reader cannot pronounce it. If we can't hear it in our 

head then we will not remember it. Apostrophes don't make something foreign sounding, 

either. Usually, they slow down the reader and make it hard to figure out how to pronounce 

names.  

When thinking of a new word or a new name, it is important to consider the reason for 

needing it. In future Earth, it is probably safe to use names currently in existence. In 

otherworld fantasy, you may be able to get away with slight variations on existing names.  

As for using a made up word, the right time to do that is when there is no word for that 

meaning in our current language. If someone is eating toast, call it toast, but if they are eating 

a new fruit on an alien world you may need to make up a name for it.  
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Finally, new worlds may have new idioms or figures of speech. If you are particularly 

interested in language and word etymology, you can have a lot of fun with this. Let's take a 

saying like, "When Hell freezes over!" This may not be something you should use in 

otherworld fantasy if the people there don't believe in Hell or that it is very hot.  

You'll find, too, that you may have to be very careful with the turns of phrase you are 

tempted to drop casually into another world. When one comes up, you can either further 

translate the idiom(e.g. "That will never happen.") or you can come up with a new one. (e.g.: 

"When it rains in Tehara." (assuming it never rains there)  

5. Religion  

Finally, I wanted to talk briefly about the religious practices of the people in your new world. 

This may be heavily tied in with your politics and history, or it may be a peripheral element, 

but even if the people of your world do not believe in a god at all, that is religion.  

In other-world fantasy or science fiction you have the option of making up new religions 

from the ground up, although most religious beliefs that appear in these stories are inspired 

by real-world religious beliefs.  

In futuristic science fiction, you will need to consider not just what your people believe, but 

how general thinking got from where it is today to where it is in your world. Even if your 

characters follow a modern day religion, it is hard to imagine that in a thousand years, the 

religion hasn’t changed somewhat to follow the times.  

In urban fantasy or magical realism, your religious beliefs will probably tie into modern 

religious beliefs, but if you are writing about a specific sub-culture, you may need to think 

about how that sub-culture's differences play out in terms of religious differences.  

If you have actual gods or goddesses appearing in your story, your religion may be more than 

a cultural mythos. You can bring it to life. This can be fun, but don't forget the point I made 

in the rules discussion – if anything can happen, it isn't particularly interesting when it does. 

Gods need limitations, too, even if they put those limits on themselves. An all-powerful God 

coming in at the end of the story to save everyone is called a deus ex machina, from the 

Greek plays in which gods would fly in at the end to warp everything up. (When I get into 

common beginner mistakes, I'll talk a bit more about the need for characters to solve their 

own problems.)  

HOW DOES THE STORY END? (And basically, how do I plan to get there?)  

To answer that question, all you need is a simple acronym: MICE  

I'm borrowing this idea from Orson Scott Card because it is such a great rule of thumb. It is a 
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bit formulaic and needs to be adapted to specific stories, but if you can identify the basic type 

of story you are telling, MICE will give you a ballpark of where the story begins and where it 

ends.  

MICE = Milieu Idea Character Event  

What type of story are you telling? Most good stories have elements of all four types, but 

most also favor one of them.  

A milieu story is largely about a place or setting. It begins when the main character leaves 

their normal world and ends when they return. This is Alice in Wonderland, beginning when 

she falls into the rabbit hole and ending when she returns home.  

An idea story involves the discovery of some secret or mystery. The classic murder mystery 

is a prime example, but anything involving the unlocking of a puzzle has elements of an idea 

story. This type of story usually begins when the main character gets involved in uncovering 

the idea and ends when he solves the puzzle.  

A character story is about personal growth or change. All of my favorite stories involve 

strong characterization and I particularly love stories that involve growth or change, but this 

is often a secondary story. When it is the primary focus, it begins, not when the character first 

runs into trouble, but instead when the character decides it's time to make a change. If you 

begin a story like this when the character gets into trouble, but before they've decided to do 

anything about it, you risk having a weak, passive protagonist. The story ends when the 

character either makes a change or decides to accept the way things are.  

The event story is very popular in speculative fiction. This is every story about a quest to 

save the world. An event is something wrong, either on a grand scale or a small one, that 

needs to be put to rights. Maybe aliens are threatening to bulldoze the Earth or maybe an 

unscrupulous politician needs to be stopped. Whatever the event, it begins when the main 

character first gets involved and ends either when he world is safe once more or, if you're not 

into the happily ever after, when it is destroyed.  

In addition to having a basic idea of where to begin and end, I like to plan a few key plot 

points. I do a little bit of actual outlining (which inevitably changes as I write), but more 

important than the chain of events are what I call the turning points. To keep the pace up, I 

like to have important plot points at roughly the midpoint and quarter points of the story. (In 

other words, ¼ of the way through, halfway through, and ¾ of the way through.) If I have 

multiple plot lines, the turning point may involve one or all of them. For example, in the 

novel I'm working on right now, the first turning point involves the mystery subplot, the 

midpoint involves the romance/character subplot, and the third turning point involves the 

mystery subplot.  
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There are dozens of ideas about how to plot out there. I have found these tools to be useful, 

but every writer has to find his or her own way. I tend to like plotting solutions that act as 

guidelines rather than formulas, which is why I use the techniques I mentioned above. MICE 

gives me a basic idea about where to begin and where to end, and the turning points help me 

keep the tension going throughout, but neither of these strategies gets in the way of the story 

unfolding naturally. Ultimately, I try to let my characters decide what they will do next, even 

if it means I have to change my original plans.  

Special note about romance stories: The main story structures I identified above apply to 

romance stories as well. If you're writing a romantic suspense, for example, it might be an 

idea story or an event story. It's tempting to consider all romance stories character stories, but 

they aren't, even though they should have strong characters. A character story is specifically 

about a character finding a way to change something about him or herself.  

In addition, in a romance story, you will have two forces working together: That which 

brings them together and that which keeps them apart. The first week is a bit overwhelming 

in terms of reading, so I won't say too much about it here, but I plan to add a special section 

addressing this idea in a future lesson.  

HOMEWORK  

It's been a while since I used a yahoo group, but from what I can remember, the messages can 

get a little confusing if they don't have very clear titles. So when you post your homework, do 

it like this:  

Your Name HW #  

So I would be: Christine HW 1  

Make sure, when you critique someone else's homework, that you clearly establish which 

homework you are responding to. Including your own name may be useful as well: Mary's 

Crit of Christine HW 1  

By Sunday, post your answer to the following questions:  

1. What is this story about? (Try to answer in 1-2 sentences. Think of this as your sales pitch. 

Being able to come up with a concise answer to this question is hugely important if you want 

to sell your book.) 2. Whose story is it and who else is involved? (Since you are all probably 

writing romance, you will likely want to discuss your main 2 characters. Think about what 

draws them to one another, and what is keeping them apart.) 3. Where does this story take 

place and what distinguishes that world from our own? 4. How does the story begin, end, and 

basically, how do you plan to get there?  
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Hit the high points and keep the length down to a couple of pages. I realize and fully expect 

that you will have extensive notes or at least, extensive daydreams that go beyond what you 

can fit into that space, but finding a concise way to tell us the most salient points will be good 

practice when you have to summarize your work in the future. The 1-2 sentence hook is a 

powerful tool. Think about being put on the spot and you have less than thirty seconds to tell 

the agent you just met on the elevator, "What's your story about?"  

CRITIQUE: Over the weekend, read the other posts and offer comments/suggestions. It can 

be difficult to provide constructive feedback on ideas, but do the best you can. At this stage 

in the process, I like to ask questions more than make comments. Why? How? With what 

result? Ideally, what we're trying to do is to help the poster expand or clarify his or her 

concept.  

Don't hesitate to ask questions!  

POINT OF VIEW  

(Note: This really belongs in the planning section, but last week got so full that I moved it to 

week two.)  

Point of view, or POV in internet shorthand, describes who is telling the story and more 

importantly, how.  

The most basic aspect of POV is person: first person (I), second person (you), third person 

(he/she). Fiction is most commonly told in first or third person singular. Second person is 

very rare outside of instructional manuals (such as cookbooks), though it is notable in the old 

"Choose Your Own Adventure" books that I used to read as a child.  

Going hand in hand with person is tense, which breaks down into past (I went to the movie.), 

present (I go to the movie.), and future (I will go to the movie.). Most fiction is told in the 

past tense, though there is a small but growing trend toward present tense stories.  

Before you can begin writing, you have to determine whether you will be telling your story in 

first, second, or third person and whether it will be in past, present, or future tense.  

I'm going to stop here and say that if you don't have an amazing reason, stay away from 

second person and future tense. Present tense is becoming more common but it, too, can raise 

some hackles (including mine, if I'm being honest) and is difficult to do well. I find that it has 

a dreamlike quality and in fact, have switched to sections of present tense narrative for 

describing dreams. The other common use for present tense is in synopses and summaries 

(such as for querying agents and publishers), which should always be written in the present 

tense.  
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Probably because most stories are told in past tense, it is easier for most of us to think that 

way, which is why, all else being equal, I recommend using past tense.  

First Person  

A first person story is one in which the narrator (or story teller) relates events that happened 

in his or her own life. Since the narrator is talking about himself, there is a certain degree of 

intimacy with that narrator. We're reading his own words. On the other hand, since we 

generally assume that the narrator is talking about events that happened some time ago, there 

is a distance in time. We (the readers) are aware that the narrator knows how it all ends and 

probably, that he lived to tell the tale. This also means that the dramatic tension in the story is 

less likely to center around mortal danger to the main character.   

When a first person narrator is telling a story, the narrator is a character and his motives for 

relaying the information are important. Why is he telling the story? When? Is he writing in 

journal entries throughout the course of the story (in which case he may not know the final 

outcome) or is he looking back on his youth while sitting in an old folk's home? And why is 

he writing all of this down, anyway? These questions don't have to be answered directly in 

the story, but they are good things to keep in mind as they will help you find your character's 

unique voice.  

First person narrators are not as restricted by perfect writing etiquette as third person 

narrators are. [Note: This is not a license to write badly.] They can crack jokes, talk directly 

to the reader, blatantly foreshadow future events, etc.  

Aside from creating a distance in time, another big difficulty with writing a first person story 

is establishing gender and name, both of which happen easily in the third person. "I" is 

gender neutral, and it is an inescapable fact of human nature that we tend to want to know, 

first and foremost, is it a boy or a girl? (Hence the first question we ask after finding out that 

a woman has had a healthy delivery.)  

Simply spilling out biographical information is usually a bad idea, but somehow, either 

through action or voice, you need to make the details seem natural and interesting. You do 

have one convenient tool – the voice of your character – to help you, but be careful. Your 

primary goal in the first few paragraphs is to hook the reader, which is unlikely to happen if 

you begin with, "My name is Christine." This may mean that your reader will go several 

paragraphs or even a page or two without knowing the name or gender of your main 

character.  

Here are a few examples of first lines from first person novels:  

"Call me Ishmael." --Moby Dick (One of the most popular first lines ever, possibly due to its 

simplicity and the fact that somehow, it manages to capture a degree of personality in three 
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simple words.)  

"I am an invisible man." --The Invisible Man  

"You don't know about me without you have read a book by the name of The Adventures of 

Tom Sawyer; but that ain't no matter." --Adventures of Huckleberry Finn  

"If you really want to hear about it, the first thing you'll probably want to know is where I 

was born, and what my lousy childhood was like, and how my parents were occupied and all 

before they had me, and all that David Copperfield kind of crap, but I don't feel like going 

into it, if you want to know the truth." --The Catcher in the Rye  

Another limitation of first-person stories is that you will typically only have one viewpoint 

character. I have read stories with alternating first-person narrators and it sometimes works, 

but this is the exception rather than the rule. Usually, if you want to offer the reader more 

than one perspective, you want to write in the third person.  

In my opinion, first person point of view is the more difficult choice for beginning writers, 

even though it is by far the more common choice for those same writers. When I began 

writing, I sort of saw myself as the star in my own stories and naturally chose the "I" to tell 

them. Later, when I learned what I was doing, I chose to learn the craft through third person 

and am only now taking up the challenge of a first person novel series.  

You may think it would be an easier method for beginners, since I specifically said that first 

person narrators can be a little bit more informal and aren't quite as tied down to the rules, but 

breaking the rules is more difficult than following them, at least if you're going to break them 

in a way that works. It's best to understand the rules before you start trying to work around 

them.  

This isn't meant to be discouraging, but rather to get you to stop and give serious thought to 

the reasons for and implications of using a first person narrator. Ultimately, you can do it just 

because you want to, but giving it a little study and thought can, if nothing else, help you 

understand your readers' expectations.  

I'm going to go out on a limb here and say that good first person has a distinctive voice that 

lets the character show his or her personality through the words. I don't enjoy first person 

stories if the words "he" or "she" could be substituted for "I" with minimal consequences. 

This approach throws away all the advantages of the first-person narrator (character intimacy 

and stylistic freedom) while embracing all the disadvantages (distance in time, limited 

viewpoint, establishing gender, etc.)  

Third Person  
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The classic third person tale takes the form of an omniscient narrator who knows all and sees 

all. He can relate any event and the thoughts of any character. Quite the opposite of the first 

person narrator, the omniscient third person narrator is close in time (relating events as they 

happen) but distant in character. This is typically a shallow perspective in the sense that we 

don't get intimate with any of the characters or deeply immersed in their thoughts. We might 

get relevant thoughts as they become important, but that's about it.  

The challenge with this sort of viewpoint in modern writing is that we have to compete with 

the television, which gives us live-action audio/video stories. We need to find a way to give 

the reader more, and one thing that books can do better than movies is get inside a person's 

head.  

This is where third person limited omniscient comes in. It is a relatively recent movement in 

literature, but it is my favorite, both to read and to write. Limited omniscient means that we 

know everything that one character knows and sees but nothing that he doesn't know and 

doesn't see. It's like the narrator is sitting inside his head, relating details from within his own 

brain. This perspective has the distinct advantage that it is distant in neither time nor 

character. We are right there, in the moment, and in the character's own mind.  

You do have the option, in a third person limited perspective story, to move from perspective 

to perspective when telling the story, but there needs to be a clear break when you do this 

(either a chapter or a page break). It is also best, whenever possible, not to introduce a new 

point of view character until we have met or at least referenced him in a previous part of the 

book. This is particularly good advice if you have many POV characters. Be warned, 

however; that if you use this technique we will expect to know what each POV character 

knows as it becomes relevant, so if you want to hide information, you may want to limit 

perspective. (More on withholding information soon.)  

When in doubt, I recommend third person limited omniscient. There is a lot to be gained by 

learning this technique well, even if you go off to use other points of view in the future.  

Once again, I highly recommend "Characters and Viewpoint" by Orson Scott Card because 

here ally goes into a lot more detail and raises other concerns for both first and third person 

viewpoints.  

BEGINNINGS  

Perhaps the most challenging element of story-telling to get right, as well as the most 

important, is the beginning. This is particularly true in speculative fiction stories, because we 

have the added burden of introducing a whole new world or set of fantastical ideas to the 

reader. If you have done your preparation work well, then you may have a thousand ideas in 

your mind about when, where, why, and how things are happening, but the reader knows 
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nothing. You have the unenviable task of both hooking and grounding your clueless readers 

and you do not have much time to do it.  

In the planning section, I spoke briefly about using MICE to determine the right starting point 

for your story, but this doesn't necessarily tell you exactly how to begin. What goes on that 

first page and most especially, the first sentence?  

Some writers suggest beginning in the middle of the action and I'm going to take this 

opportunity to disagree. There is nothing more annoying than reading several pages about 

enemy combatants fighting one another when I have no idea why they're fighting or what's at 

stake.  

Instead, begin with conflict.  

There is a huge difference between conflict and action. For one thing, a conflict doesn't need 

to involve any action at all. I can be conflicted about anything from whether or not I want to 

get married to how I'm going to protect my home from invading aliens. Even when conflict 

and action go hand in hand, however; showing us the conflict gives us a sense of what the 

heck is going on. It's the conflict that makes me care, not the action.  

Try to answer this question as soon as possible: What is at stake?  

Good beginnings come in so many different shapes and sizes that it's hard to give much 

specific advice. Writers have spent countless hours discussing, "What hooks?" with one 

another, and in the end, it usually depends. Different beginnings will hook different readers 

and personally, I can be hooked by many different beginnings. If you want to hook me give 

me character, attitude, wit, mystery, grief....just don't bore me and don't confuse me.  

Try not to think too big or let yourself get overwhelmed. Your central conflict may involve a 

great war brewing between two enemy kingdoms, but that doesn't have to happen on page 

one. In an event story, I suggested beginning at the point the main character gets involved in 

the world events, so think about that character instead. Who is he? What does he want? What 

is going on in his life? Does he even know about the great war looming overhead yet or is he 

an Everyman, going about his day? Perhaps, despite the great war coming in chapter three, at 

the moment the main character is conflicted about nothing so much as finding his next meal 

in the trash can behind the tavern without getting caught. That's a great conflict, and it helps 

us get to know the main character, even sympathize with him.  

As I mentioned, speculative fiction writers have a lot they need to say simply to lay the 

groundwork, making it easy to get overwhelmed. My best advice to you is to lay it all aside 

and simply focus on what is happening in the now. The rest will come in time, but for now, 

just start the story.  
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Let's say you're moving into a new house. You arrive, walk into the front door to find that the 

movers have delivered everything, but now you have over a hundred boxes to unpack, not to 

mention furniture that didn't get put in the right place. So where do you start? One box at a 

time. (And just as with unpacking a house, if you decide you put the contents of that box in 

the wrong drawer, you can move them later.)  

So put aside the back story. Forget about the middle and end. Focus, instead, on what is 

happening now.  

Since we don't know anything, one sure way to ease us gently into your strange world is to 

begin by showing us something we can relate to. We may not understand the dangers of the 

Bulbus Tree, but we understand a father fearing for the life of his child. So if you begin by 

showing us a father racing to snatch his daughter away from the tree, it doesn't matter what 

we know or don't know about it, because we get the danger and the fear.  

I recommend looking at the first paragraphs of some of your favorite books and giving some 

thought to why they drew you in. After that, consider the conflicts in your own story. It will 

take practice, coupled with the ability to hear potentially harsh criticism. If a reader says he 

isn't hooked, don't take it to mean that your story is doomed to failure, only that your opening 

needs tweaking.  

If you want to learn how to write a great first line, try to read some great first lines and see if 

you can figure out why they are so good:  

http://www.infoplease.com/ipea/A0934311.html  

INFO DUMPS AND WITHHOLDING  

As I mentioned, when a reader first picks up a book he knows nothing. Maybe he read the 

title and book blurb, maybe not, but you should assume that their knowledge of your 

characters, your story, and your world is exactly zero. Somehow, you have to figure out how 

to ground the reader, while at the same time keeping things interesting enough to hook. The 

two most common problems stem from an imbalance between the two.  

On the one hand, you have the information dump. Here we are, reader, at the beginning of the 

story, and I'm just going to catch you up on five hundred years of world building and history 

so you know what's going on when the main characters make their entrance. It's an 

interesting history, full of bloody battles and....wait....where are you going? What do you 

mean, you don't care?  

It is very tempting to info dump and I confess that this was the most significant error I made 

when I began to write seriously. It is an error that you can make writing any type of story (in 

mainstream, you may dump character history instead of world history), but it is particularly 
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tempting when you have to bring an entire world to life within the confines of a story.  

The key is that the world comes to life within the story, not without it. Even if your world's 

history is full of long-standing feuds and civil wars, it is backdrop. It is scenery. We, the 

readers, want to know what this story is about and who it effects. Then you can weave in the 

background, as it becomes relevant. We'll talk about a few ways to weave in back story in 

next week's lesson. For now, just ask yourself this question: What is the minimum the reader 

needs to know in order to understand what's happening?  

On the opposite side of the spectrum from the info dump is withholding information. This 

concept is going to come back as well, but in terms of beginning a story, withholding 

information causes confusion. If the reader is asking, "Huh?" then you may not have given us 

enough context to begin to care about what is happening.  

The reader needs to be asking certain in the back of his mind: Why? How? Who? Will she 

survive? These are all great story questions that will keep us turning pages.  

Huh? Is more likely to make us close the book.  

It is tempting for novices to attempt to create drama through withheld information. After the 

info dump, it is the most common beginner mistake I see. Often, writers mistakenly believe 

that they are creating drama by holding something back, teasing or tempting in an "I know 

something you don't know" kind of way.  

True drama is created by the reader knowing exactly what is going on (or at least as much as 

the viewpoint character knows) and caring deeply about the outcome.  

A good rule of thumb is that we should know what the viewpoint character knows, at least as 

that knowledge becomes relevant to the story. We don't need to know that her favorite flavor 

of ice cream is vanilla unless she goes to an ice cream parlor.  

You are absolutely free to keep anything from the reader that the viewpoint character doesn't 

know. Withholding becomes a problem when the viewpoint character does know something, 

and when that something is relevant to the story's current action. Have you ever read 

something like this:  

"Seeing Mary again after all this time brought back the memories of that long-ago day, but he 

pushed them from his mind and tried to focus on getting through the next hour."  

All right, maybe I am a little curious about what happened that long-ago day, but mostly, I'm 

annoyed. How am I supposed to know what to feel about the next hour if I don't know 

exactly why it should be such a tense experience for him? In the last week of the class, we're 

going to talk about showing vs. telling, but here's a little glimpse into avoiding the tell: If we 
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don't know what's going on, you have no choice but to tell us how your characters feel. You 

can only show us, you can only make us feel those emotions with your characters and for 

your characters, if we get it.  

Using the example above, if we don't know what's going on with Mary, you're going to have 

to tell us that he feels angry, resentful, sad...whatever it is. I honestly have no idea what he 

might be feeling. Compare that to the following:  

"Seeing Mary again after all this time brought back the memories of that long-ago day. He 

remembered, as if it were yesterday, the way she had walked out of his life, without so much 

as a backward glance, leaving him alone with his alcoholic father and no one to protect him. 

He had no idea how he would get through the next hour."  

Now I don't like Mary and I have a glimpse as to what the viewpoint character might feel 

about her – all without using a single emotional descriptor. What's more – all it took was a 

sentence. If your story requires, you can even slip in an elaborate flashback scene in a little 

while, telling us everything, filling in the details, but for now I have a general idea of what 

the heck is going on and how to feel about this reunion.  

At the beginning, there may be so much of that relevant information that you're not sure how 

to spill it all without going to the info dump extreme. Try not to panic. There is time to lay 

the foundation, even while other things are going on, but you need to make sure things are 

clear.  

As the author, you will often be blind to clarity issues, especially at the beginning of a story, 

because you know all of the context. It is difficult to get into the mind of someone who reads 

the first word with no preconceived notions. This is one of many times when good, honest 

feedback is crucial . You can even prompt your readers to tell you when (or if) they were 

hooked, whether hey were confused, and whether they became bored. If many readers report 

feeling confused, your beginning may not be clear enough and you may have withheld too 

much information. If many readers report feeling bored or ambivalent, you may be dumping 

too much information and not getting the story itself started quickly enough.  

PROLGUES  

I'm not going to go into great detail about prologues, but since they are so common in 

speculative fiction, I did want to touch on them briefly, mostly in caution. There is a lot of 

debate among speculative fiction writers about the right way and the wrong way to use a 

prologue. I've heard some go so far as to say a prologue is never a good idea.  

In my opinion, there are a lot of good reasons to use a prologue. For example, I think they 

work well to describe a critical event that takes place long before the story begins (although 

many times a flashback can do this as well). Another good use of a prologue is to create 
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dramatic tension by showing us a glimpse into the antagonists' lair, usually in a more 

omniscient style that doesn't unveil all their secrets.  

I do want to warn against one bad use for prologues: revealing back story. I see this done, 

even in published works, and I can honestly say that as soon as I get wind that this is the 

purpose of a prologue, I skip to chapter one. It doesn't matter to me that the information is in 

a prologue rather than chapter one, it's still an info dump. I still want to learn about relevant 

information as the story unfolds, not dumped in my lap like a history lecture. Even if I read 

the entire thing, I'm unlikely to remember it since it's not relevant.  

If you decide to go with a prologue, you will have to hook the reader twice, first in the 

prologue, and then again in chapter one. You cannot assume that the prologue is a sufficient 

hook because it is too far removed from the forward action of the story. It really isn't the 

beginning of the story, even if it is the beginning of the book. So you need to hook us into 

your prologue to get us to read it, and then you need to hook us again when you begin the 

actual story.  

OTHER THINGS TO AVOID:  

Metaphors  

Speculative fiction comes with a concern that you won't find in other genres. If you say, "It's 

raining cats and dogs," it may very well be. In science fiction and fantasy, anything can 

happen, so readers tend to be pretty literal in interpreting your words, especially before they 

have a firm grounding in your world. It is, therefore, not wise to use metaphors until your 

world is well-established and the reader can be certain that your words should not be taken 

literally.  

Flashbacks  

An early flashback is a big red flag that your story began in the wrong place. We need to be 

hooked into the present action before we even care about the back story, so flashing back too 

soon is dangerous. If you find yourself writing a flashback in the first few paragraphs of a 

short story or the first few pages of a novel, consider starting the story there.  

Rule of thumb: There should be at least twice as many words leading up to a flashback as 

there are in the flashback itself. For example, I've got a sizable 3,000-word flashback in my 

upcoming science fiction novel, The Immortality Virus. It appears in chapter four, after over 

12,000 words of story.  

Waking up I've seen magazine editors state flat-out that they will put a story down if it begins 

with a character waking up. They may be more annoyed with the phenomenon than is 

warranted simply because it is so common and tempting to begin at a natural beginning point 



Worldbuilding                                                      Christine Amsden, 2011  

P a g e  | 24 

From the Heart Romance Writers is chapter #177 of the  

Romance Writers of America®. 

 

Copyright (c) 2001-2013, From the Heart Romance Writers. All rights reserved. 

Do not copy any images or text without permission. 

 

– the start of a day –but this type of opening often lacks conflict and can be very dull. I 

highly recommend not beginning with a character waking up unless you have a very 

compelling reason.  

Looking in the mirror  

Another put-down point for many editors is describing the main character by having him look 

in a mirror or other reflective surface. Again, they may be more annoyed with the technique 

than it deserves, but it can seem forced and unnatural. In my opinion, it isn't even that 

important to describe the main character right away. As long as I'm interested in what's going 

on, I probably won't notice that you never mentioned your character's hair color and I might 

even imagine that she looks a little like me, if your MC is a woman. With so much to do in 

the first few paragraphs, don't even worry about shoving the MC's appearance into the mix 

unless it flows naturally. Think about the POV. Is your character thinking about his or her 

own appearance? If not, don't mention it and don't feel like you need to artificially create a 

situation that would lead the MC to scrutinize his or her own appearance.  

Starting with Dialog  

There is some debate about the wisdom of beginning a story with dialog because it is 

ungrounded. You have no idea who is speaking, to whom, where, when, why, how, or 

anything else. There are some who will go so far as to say that you should never begin with 

dialog. I won't go this far, largely because I don't believe in hard and fast rules, but be 

careful. Your goal is to hook and to ground, and that first sentence is more critical than any 

other in your story. So if you do begin with a line of dialog, it needs to speak volumes. And 

generally, unless you've got a good reason, I'd avoid it.  

Beginning Pronouns  

In a third person story, it is considered poor form to begin with a pronoun unless you have a 

really good reason. (Such as the POV character not knowing his name.) There are two big 

reasons for this. The first is that, quite simply, it's not grammatically correct to use a pronoun 

unless it references something. The second is that early on, every word counts. With all the 

information you need to put into the beginning of your story, why hold back on a name? 

Saying "Fred" takes the same number of words as "he" but relates twice as much information 

--name and gender, instead of just gender.  

HOMEWORK:  

Let's get writing! Post the first 1000 words of a short story or novel, stopping at the nearest 

paragraph break. (Let us know if you're writing a short story or novel.)  
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Then read the other first pages. Be honest. Tell them how hooked you are and how inclined 

you are to keep reading, as well as why you feel that way. If it took some time to get 

interested, say so. Tell them if you felt bored, confused, or if you found something 

unbelievable.  

One critiquing tip: "I felt bored..." is an absolutely true statement. "This was boring" is an 

opinion. It may sound cheesy, but there is magic in "I" statements.  

WEEK THREE  

Your Developing World  

Your world comes to life through character and story. The world is always there, underneath 

the layers, your story's foundation, but it is not the story itself. Even if showing us a crazy 

new world is your primary goal (ie you are writing a milieu story), you will have to create 

some kind of excuse to put us in that world in the first place – a little girl who falls down a 

rabbit hole, for instance.  

BACKGROUND INFORMATION  

At this point, you probably have pages of notes tucked away in a file somewhere, or maybe 

just in your head, but before including any of them in the story, ask yourself the following 

important questions:  

Is it relevant?  

Does it make sense in the character's point of view?  

These two questions come together to form the key to unlocking background information –

salience. First you make us care, then you make us understand. Salient information is never 

an information dump, even if it goes on for a while.  

An information dump is characterized by one of three things:  

1. It is not relevant. That is to say, there is nothing going on in the story at that time which 

requires us to know the information. 2. It is not something that the point of view character 

would be inclined to reflect on at that moment. 3. It is overly long. (How long is too long? If 

your reader is getting intrigued by a spot on the wall, it's too long. It really depends upon how 

necessary the information is, how interesting it is in and of itself, and how invested in the 

story the reader is.)  

Relevance is something that I'm going to bring up a lot in this lesson. Every word in your 

story should serve a purpose – either to further the plot or develop a character.  
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Background material should therefore be included in your story precisely when the reader 

needs to know it. Bringing it in sooner is an information dump. Bringing it in later creates 

clarity problems (withheld information). In an ideal situation, this material may trickle in a 

sentence or two at a time, gradually painting a picture of the world as the story progresses.  

Sometimes, you'll need to spend a few paragraphs catching us up on something, but as long 

as the material is relevant and the reader is invested in the story, it should work. Generally 

speaking, the further into a story you go, the more invested the reader will be and the more ok 

this becomes. Still, the bottom line is to find out how readers respond to the passage. If a 

majority of people seem to think it's boring, it may be a problem. (If one or two people think 

it's a problem, don't go out of your way to make changes,.)  

If people's eyes are glazing over as you go on about your great war, you may simply need to 

ask yourself: How much of this is necessary? Perhaps it is time to tell us about the war, but is 

it enough to say that the war happened? Or perhaps that your POV character's great-great-

grandfather died in the war? Can the rest wait until later?  

One hard truth of becoming a writer: Just because it's in your notes, doesn't mean it should be 

in the story, and that doesn't mean you shouldn't have dreamed it up in the first place. The 

more you know about your world, the more realistic it becomes, even if the details never 

make it to the page. For example, in my new novel, The Immortality Virus, I have several 

pages of notes on one of the antagonists, William Edgers, that never makes it onto the page, 

largely because I never get into his point of view. Yet the fact that I know him and know 

what he's trying to do drove his actions throughout the book.  

To use a popular example, JK Rowling released quite a bit of background information that 

never made it into the Harry Potter books. For example, when a group of young people asked 

why Dumbledore never got married, she explained that he was gay. This is unusual. Unless 

you get a popular following with fans clamoring for details, that stuff is going to remain in 

your notes, part of the story in your head but not part of the story on the page. Nevertheless, 

it's an interesting point about something that quite simply never came up. We didn't need to 

know, but it was fine for her to know in her own mind.  

TOOLS OF THE TRADE  

Contrasts  

Any time you can contrast our world with your world, you help your readers form a picture in 

their minds. The trouble is that you have to do this through your character's viewpoint. So if 

you start with a character born in the forests of Alaria, one who has never seen an elm tree, 

then saying that the trees in his forest look like elm trees is a serious breech of point of view. 

If you're doing other world fantasy, you may as well call them elm trees if that's what they 
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are, but if they have purple leaves and just really aren't quite what we're used to in the forests 

of Earth, then you're going to have to use a different tool.  

One of the easiest ways to draw these contrasts is to begin with a character from our world 

who happens upon your world. These can be highly enjoyable to read because we, the reader, 

get to explore your new world as the character does, with nothing held back. If the sky is 

brown, that will definitely be noteworthy, because it's not supposed to be. If a tree suddenly 

starts talking, the character will note that as well. Anything unusual to us will be unusual to a 

character from our own world or who was, at least, raised in our own world.  

That's not the only way to create contrasts, however. You can create contrasts by having 

someone from one part of your world travel to another, unfamiliar part. For example, 

someone born and raised in the mountain ranges to the north of the Forest of Alaria could 

travel to Alaria for the first time and marvel at the vibrant purple leaves, so different from the 

scant plant life capable of growing in the hostile mountain climate. The advantage in using 

this technique is that you simultaneously describe two aspects of your world by contrasting 

them with one another.  

Or you can turn the contrast around. Perhaps someone from your world comes to visit ours. 

There are lots of different ways that this tool can be implemented, but contrasts are a great 

way to help us call to mind details of your other world.  

Once again, the trick is to make sure that the contrast is always relevant to the story and valid 

in your character's point of view.  

Description  

Even in this world, you need to describe the lay of the land. I take a somewhat minimalistic 

approach to description. It isn't a mistake to use description to a greater or lesser degree – we 

all have our personal preferences and they become a part of our distinctive author voice – but 

as with anything else, description works best if it is relevant.  

Making description relevant means that you pull your descriptive elements into the story 

when they matter, taking care to consider what your point of view character might 

realistically notice.  

Let's say your main character comes home from work and walks into her living room where 

her husband, children, and dog all come to greet her at the door. You could spend quite a bit 

of time setting up this scene, describing every stick of furniture, the type of carpeting, the 

draperies, the flooring, and the layout of the house. But is it likely that the main character, 

who by now has two children hugging her legs and a dog licking her hand, is really going to 

be paying any attention to the floral pattern on the sofa? Does it even matter at this point? It 

might even tell us something about her character that she inherited that sofa from her Great 
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Aunt Rose twenty years ago and can't bear to part with it, despite the fact that the dog has 

chewed a hole in the arm, but if you try to tell us all of that right now we're going to get 

information overload.  

Instead, bring out the most salient elements in the scene, things the POV character would 

realistically notice, at least in the back of her head. How old are the kids and what are their 

names? Is there an identifying feature that will help us picture them? What about the dog? 

Does it have a name and a breed? How's that husband doing over there? Does he greet you 

with a kiss every day or does he normally get home from work later than you do?  

Later, after dinner has been served, you've played with the kids and the dog for a bit, and put 

everyone to bed, maybe then it's time to think about your Great Aunt Rose's floral-patterned 

sofa and how it still reminds you of her, even twenty years later.  

Description should serve a purpose. Scene setting is important, but you may be surprised how 

many lesser details your readers can fill in for you if they are only told the important facts. 

I've got sofas in my own house, so if you don't tell me otherwise, I might picture them – and 

what does it hurt? Maybe something, maybe nothing.  

Settings and props, much like characters, can serve major and minor roles. If it turned out 

that Great Aunt Rose stuffed her floral patterned sofa with hundred dollars bills, then I'd like 

to know as much about that sofa as possible. If Great Aunt Rose is simply an important 

person to your main character, then perhaps the sofa is just a means to show how much she 

cares.  

Whether or not you describe a sofa in a living room that the main character visits once and 

never sees again is entirely up to your own discretion. Sometimes I do, sometimes I don't, 

depending upon the mood I'm trying to create and the pacing of the story at that point.  

Think about your own reading habits. I know that I am likely to skim long paragraphs of 

description that come up at the wrong point in a story – such as when an author stops to tell 

me all about a clearing in the woods when I'm far more interested in the sword-wielding 

knight on the other side.  

When it comes to action sequences, I'm inclined to use as little detail as possible and also to 

shamelessly use stereotypes, exactly as I would use for a minor character that I want to fade 

into the background. It's amazing how little you need to say about a place if you can just trip 

the reader's personal store of knowledge.  

Another trick you can use is to have your main character visit the scene of an action sequence 

earlier in the story, when things are a little slower and you have more time to go into detail.  

In general, good description moves the story forward, rather than holding it back. It tells us 
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something about a character, an event, an idea, or a setting – something that, given the 

timing, matters to the reader. Relevance.  

Telling Details  

When you are carefully weighing when, how, and what to describe, try selecting the most 

telling details. Telling details are those that rely on the reader's ability to make common 

associations in order to easily fill in myriad details.  

For example, let's say you lost your sister ten years ago. Today, finally, you found her, but 

when you show up at her apartment, the place is in shambles. There are cockroaches 

scurrying across the floor when you enter, the lingering smell of marijuana in the air. I didn't 

actually tell you much – just two things – but I bet your mind is coming up with a few more.  

Telling details aren't just about setting, they can really help with characterization as well. 

Small, almost insignificant tidbits can give us a deeper sense of who your character is. Does 

she bake her own bread or eat microwave dinners? Does he prefer an axe or a sword when he 

goes into battle?  

There are opportunities throughout your story to have your characters doing things that they 

would normally do, the little things that make them who they are: listening to a certain type 

of music, tidying an already clean house, or the name they've given a pet – or even a 

computer.  

Little things add up and what's more – they don't take an extraordinary amount of time to 

describe. With a word, a gesture, or at most a sentence, you can add a wealth of information 

about the people and places in your story, truly bringing it to life.  

Calling All Senses  

When I revise my novels, I spend an entire pass making sure that all five senses are engaged 

whenever possible. Studies have shown that humans learn better when they receive input 

through more than one sensory channel – ears, eyes, nose, mouth, and skin. You can engage 

all of these in the reader's imagination, creating a richer, fuller, and even a more memorable 

world. Smell has been shown to be particularly important in forming memories, yet it is often 

overlooked in books. So when you're writing, think about ways to engage each of the five 

senses.  

Flashbacks  

Sometimes, you need to make more than a passing reference to an event in order for the 

reader to truly understand what's going on. When this happens, you may need a flashback, 

which can be anywhere from a few paragraphs to a few pages, to describe a past incident in 
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detail.  

When I talked about beginnings, I warned that a flashback too soon can be a problem because 

you need the reader to care about what's happening now before they can care what happened 

then. Once you have achieved that level of interest, however; a flashback may be just what 

you need to bring world or character history to life.  

Flashbacks should never be taken lightly, though. There is no question that they put a 

wrenching halt to the forward progress of a story. So while they can be useful, they should 

never be used lightly.  

As with anything else, a flashback works best when it is relevant. For example, we've just 

learned that Beth ran away from home when she was thirteen. Now, in order to help us 

understand Beth and why she has turned to a life of prostitution, we're going to take a close 

look at that last, heated fight she had with her mother and stepfather.  

Flashbacks can be set apart in their own chapter or own scene (separated by a scene break). I 

have also seen (and written) flashbacks that fade in or out. For example: Beth curled into a 

tight ball, closing her eyes against the pain of having seen her mother after all these years. 

The last time had been ten years ago, when Beth was thirteen. Her mother hadn't believed her 

about her stepfather.  

"You hateful little liar," her mother shouted...  

...Beth slammed the door so hard that one of the panes of glass broke, splintering like a spider 

web. She could still hear the faint crack of the glass and her mom's last words to her, "I never 

want to see you again."  

Dialog  

The final tool I'm going to discuss is that of dialog. We can learn a lot from what people say 

to one another and even more importantly, what people think about what they say and hear. 

Dialog is more than the words between the quotation marks. In real life, something like 90% 

of communication is nonverbal – it's in how we stand, the tone of our voice, and the way we 

use our hands. Any good sequence of dialog should incorporate words, gesture, voice, and 

attitude.  

Attitude is basically what your point of view character thinks about as the conversation 

progresses, and it can have a dramatic impact on the way we read the conversation. For 

example:  

"I can't wait to go home," Jane said. "Me too," Dick said.  
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"I can't wait to go home." Jane flashed Dick one of her most flirtatious smiles, the one that 

promised it would be a very good evening. "Me too," Dick said.  

"I can't wait to go home." Jane flashed Dick one of her most flirtatious smiles. Who did she 

think she was fooling? He'd seen the way she'd looked at his best friend at the party. "Me 

too," Dick said.  

In each of these examples, the characters are saying the exact same words and yet, in each 

case, we get a very different impression about what's going on. The difference is in the 

attitude. We can visualize tone and facial expressions if we have an intuitive understanding 

of what the characters are going through.  

Dialog should be natural and make sense. There is little more painful in literature than a 

staged conversation. We sometimes call this the talking head or the, "As you know, Bob." It 

goes something like this:  

"As you know, Bob, we've been working on this new laser for the past five years and it's 

almost ready."  

"That's right, Charles. Soon, we'll complete our successful test run and be rich beyond our 

wildest dreams."  

Ouch! If you've been working on a laser for the past five years, then you both know all about 

it. If you feel the need to describe the history of your laser in conversation, then you're going 

to need to find someone else to talk to. Perhaps a reporter is going to do a story on the laser 

test. As ong as this conversation is natural and furthers the story in some way, then it is a 

perfectly good way to bring in some world building. But if it's staged, then we can see the 

hand of the narrator swooping down to write the lines, killing the reality of the world.  

The limited third person perspective makes this approach incredibly unnecessary because we 

can see into the mind of the POV character. If Bob and Charles are about to complete a 

successful test run of a laser they've been working on for five years, they can do it in absolute 

silence while Charles reflects internally on what brought them to this point.  

Most of the time, the, "As you know, Bob," conversation is far more subtle than the example 

I gave above. The best way to know if you're doing this is to ask yourself whether the 

characters already know the information they are discussing and if they do, what purpose is 

served by repeating it to one another. If the purpose is to relay the information to the reader, 

then it's an, "As you know, Bob," conversation.  

On a side note, one of my favorite authors, Jim Butcher, created a character named Bob who 

is a spirit that lives in an enchanted skull – just to prove that he could have a talking head 

named Bob in his stories and make it work. As a writer, I appreciated the joke, but while it 
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worked for him, I wouldn't normally recommend it.  

SOME SPECIAL NOTES FOR ROMANCE WRITERS  

One of the big differences between romance and speculative fiction, but also one of the 

reasons they work so well together, is that science fiction and fantasy don't describe a type of 

story, so much as a setting. Within the realm of the strange and unusual, anything can happen 

– action, adventure, mystery, romance, new discoveries, etc.  

Romance, on the other hand, describes a type of story in which two people eventually come 

together and live happily ever after.  

I have read romance stories written by science fiction and fantasy authors, and science fiction 

and fantasy stories written by romance writers, and I am often disappointed. I love these two 

genres, and want to see them settle happily together, but here are the problems I see:  

1. Some romance writers have a little fun with something weird without giving it a lot of 

thought. In some superficially paranormal stories, this is all right, but if you really want that 

cross-over appeal, then the speculative element should matter somehow. It should complicate 

and escalate things in a way that couldn't happen without that element. For example, if you're 

going to have werewolves in your story, make the fact that the hero and/or heroine are 

werewolves really mean something. Don't just rely on the idea that werewolves are kind of 

neat and dangerous to carry the story. (They are that, but they can be so much more.) 2. Some 

speculative fiction writers, on the other hand, don't properly appreciate the romantic dynamic. 

That which brings them together vs. that which keeps them apart. Moreover, the dynamic 

should not remain static. Like any plot, it needs to move and progress somehow. I have been 

bored by more than one romance in which the hero and heroine have the same issue until the 

end, when they suddenly get together. An exciting plot requires change. Your hero or heroine 

should do something, it works or it doesn't work, there are consequence either way, etc. I 

particularly enjoy romance novels in which several obstacles get in the way of a couple 

getting together, one right after another, and they don't get together until they overcome all 

the hurdles.  

Homework: This week, I'm going to give you two choices. Please choose the one you believe 

will help you the most.  

1.  Write a short story (under 4k words) to practice beginnings, middles, and endings. I 

highly recommend this option since it will give us a chance to examine an entire story 

instead of just as nippet. If you're short on ideas, here's some inspiration: Use a fairy tale 

as your inspiration, and retell it with your own spin.  

2.  Write a detailed synopsis of your novel, chapter by chapter, including all important plot 

points and the ending. (In other words, no teasers --tell us exactly how it ends.)  
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WEEK FOUR  

TIPS, TRICKS, and COMMON BEGINGGER MISTAKSE  

This is sort of a grab bag lesson. I've already addressed the most important aspects of 

introducing and weaving in back story, so this week I'm going to discuss some general 

wisdom and advice. I also encourage you to ask any questions you still have.  

CRITIQUE GROUPS  

The number one way to improve your writing is to show it to people who can give you 

reliable feedback, and to grow from the experience. By reliable I mean that they tell the truth. 

If something sucks, they say so (nicely). So often, I see feedback as nothing more than ego 

stroking, as if the critiquers are afraid of hurting someone's feelings. And you might. I won't 

pretend my feelings have never been hurt by negative feedback, although I have learned to 

deal with it, but failing to be honest is absolutely useless.  

So before you look for a critique group, look at yourself, and ask yourself if you're willing to 

do the following:  

1. Give honest, polite, but sometimes negative feedback. 2. Receive honest, polite, but 

sometimes negative feedback.  

It's a give and take. You want to know how you can improve, and so do the people you're 

trading favors with.  

Now, how to find groups. In real life...I have no idea. I have never been a part of an in-person 

critique group and though this works for many people, it's not something I ever plan to seek 

out. I like using the internet for these reasons:  

1. It's easier for me to receive feedback, both negative and positive, when I'm alone with my 

computer. I can let my feelings out â€" get upset, get angry â€" and then gradually get over it. 

The very helpful person who set me off never ever needs to know about my initial reaction, 

and I can concentrate on more important things. 2. It gives me time to think before I follow 

up with a thank you or follow-up questions. (No other response is okay. A critique is an 

opinion, so you should never argue.) 3. It is much easier to exchange novels over the internet, 

and it is more environmentally friendly. 4. Through internet networking, I can find new novel 

buddies and fresh perspectives more easily than I can in person. Some say a critique partner 

is only useful for a year, after which, you should move on. I don't believe in deadlines, but 

when you start knowing exactly what someone is going to say, you've gotten all you can from 

them. You'll only grow through new perspectives.  
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So, how do you find these people, especially people who are willing to exchange novels?  

1. Look around. Your classmates are all writing novels, and may be interested in exchanging 

critiques. 2. Join internet writing groups. The RWA has many opportunities for writers to join 

up. 3. If you are writing more heavily in the speculative fiction, I recommend 

www.hatrack.com â€" Orson Scott Card's website contains a forum for writers, and it was 

where I really got started back in the day. 4. http://www.critters.org/ --This is not a site I have 

used, but one that has been recommended to me by at least 100 people over the years. You 

can exchange opinions of full novels here, and if I ever ran out of outlets, I would definitely 

go there to find new networks.  

Most of all --NETWORK! This is really the best advice I can give you. I know it can be hard, 

especially if you, like me, are something of an introvert. I've worked hard on coming out of 

my shell over the past few years and what I've realized is that most of the time when you ask 

someone for help, they're relieved, because they weren't sure how to ask you! Sometimes, 

someone will say no, for whatever reason. That is the worst thing that can happen, and it's not 

so bad, not when you're out there making lots of friends. Join sites. “Friend” people. Get on 

twitter and facebook and goodreads and join groups there â€" there are groups for writers at 

most social networking sites. I used to be on Gather, and it has some. I don't think you should 

join twenty places, either. I think you should find one or two places you feel comfortable, and 

get really involved there. I think it's better to be very active on a couple of sites than spread 

thin over the entire internet. You make friends by being involved, by chatting, by 

asking/answering questions, and generally participating.  

 

 
SHOW, DON'T TELL  

This is such a commonly offered piece of advice that I'd be surprised if you've never run into 

it before. For those of you who do need an explanation, here are a few articles that discuss the 

differences between the two, using examples to describe when you should show and when, 

sometimes, it is ok to tell.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Show,_don%27t_tell  

http://jerz.setonhill.edu/writing/creative/showing.htm  

http://www.sfwriter.com/ow04.htm  

This is one of those times that I didn't want to reinvent the wheel, so to speak, but I do want 

to take the time to go into my own personal experience with and understanding of showing 

vs. telling.  
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For me, showing is all about emotional content. My goal in writing fiction isn't to tell a tale, 

it is to allow the reader to experience a story. The books I enjoy reading allow me to live the 

life oft he main characters for a short time, not just read about their lives. This is one of the 

biggest reasons that I typically enjoy fiction over nonfiction (although narrative nonfiction 

sometimes evokes this sort of feeling as well).  

You can keep me at arm's length, emotionally speaking, even if you show, rather than tell, 

but you'll never find that emotional depth if you rely on the tell at critical moments.  

I'm not sure when I first heard this advice. Probably not when I wrote my first short story at 

the age of 8 about Cabbage Patch Dolls going to Mars, but definitely by the time I attended 

Orson Scott Card's boot camp in 2003. He said something during that workshop that I wrote 

down, underlined, and circled about ten times. It was one of those, “Aha” moments, given 

during a critique of my own short story:  

Attitude, not emotion.  

Up until that point, I did a lot of this in my writing:  

“When she found out her father had cut her out of his will, Nina felt so mad she could spit.”  

“The death of his father left Frank feeling lost and depressed.” 

In short, I used emotional words a lot â€" happy, sad, angry, embarrassed, etc. Yet emotion is 

so complex that these words cannot convey the full content of a feeling. Worse, they cannot 

make a reader feel any of these emotions, only acknowledge, distantly, that the emotion 

might be in play.  

An attitude describes how a character thinks about a situation (which should also be shown). 

This does two things for you. First, it adds important character-building details because the 

situation alone is not enough to understand how we should feel about it (though it gives us a 

general idea). Everyone reacts differently to pain, loss, fear, joy, and love. The attitude 

completes the pictures inside our minds. Second, the attitude allows us to combine situation 

and character in our own minds in a way that *evokes* emotion.  

“Nina couldn't believe her father had cut her out of his will. That sorry son of a bitch had alot 

of nerve. She'd just wasted a week of her life holding the old man's hand while he died and 

for what?” 

“Frank refused to cry. His father had taught him never to show weakness and now, even 

though the old man's passing left an aching hole inside, he would do his mourning in the 

privacy of his own heart.” 
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Emotional words have their place, but I now scrutinize every one that makes its way into my 

writing, looking for a way to evoke the feeling instead.  

Another big mistake that beginning writers will make is that once they have evoked that 

emotion, they don't trust their work to speak for itself. So once they've written the passages 

above, they may go on to say that Nina felt mad or Frank felt depressed, as if it weren't 

perfectly obvious how they felt. Sometimes, letting a reader experience a story means that we 

have to get out of the way and learn to trust â€" both ourselves and our readers.  

So to sum up: Showing allows the reader to experience a story whereas telling means you've 

experienced it for them.  

WHAT CAN GO WRONG?  

I've studied a few plotting techniques over the years, but you'll never see me teaching a 

plotting workshop. While I think these tools can be useful and encourage you to learn them, I 

also think they can become crutches and make stories seem formulaic. That's why I have 

touched only briefly on plotting in this workshop.  

The best plots, IMO, are the ones that derive naturally from the actions of the characters. 

What drives them? What motivates them? If they aren't doing anything to change their story, 

if instead things are happening to them (passive characters), it's not as interesting. Of course, 

even that depends upon the situation because many great books involve characters who do 

not decide to act for a little while. The reluctant hero archetype can be quite engaging.  

The one thing I do as I write, aside from constantly ask myself what my characters might do 

next, is to ask: What can go wrong? In any story, there are multiple forces in play, so some 

parts of the story will follow directly from the MC's actions while others will derive from 

other forces - the antagonist, for example.  

So to keep things interesting, just remember Murphy's Law: Anything that can go wrong will. 

I often find asking, “What can go wrong?” is particularly useful in between major plot points 

(which I plan in advance). Some of my best scenes have derived from tapping my keyboard 

impatiently, noting that nothing interesting is happening. When I ask, “What can go wrong?” 

my characters are likely to suffer burns, breaks, and even kidnappings.  

DEUS EX MACHINA To resolve these new developments, I often have to backtrack and 

plant a means of escape in order to avoid that most dreaded of resolutions, the God Machine. 

Based on the Greek tradition of having gods sweep in at the end of their plays to save the 

day, the Deus Ex Machina refers generally to any ending that comes out of left field and isn't 

earned.  

This even means that if a character has a skill that will get them out of a jam, you need to find 
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away to casually slip that skill into the story ahead of time. Mountain climbing? Knife 

fighting? Archery? Whatever it is, you don't want the skill to suddenly emerge at the crucial 

moment, as if from no where.  

Heroes don't have to do everything alone. They can accept help, but this help should also be 

established well in advance of their needing it. Will a partner on the outside help them escape 

from prison? Does your hero have some way to signal for help?  

Even if your hero is rescued along the way, it is best if your main character is a critical part 

of the climax. If they aren't, you may not have chosen the right main character.  

PASSIVE WRITING  

Your story should move. Each sentence in a well-written story contributes to the forward 

action, driving the character through a scene. This concept is related to passive voice, which I 

will get into soon, but it isn't exactly the same thing. Every sentence in your story can be 

written in the active voice and your writing can still be passive. Warning flags for passive 

writing also include being verbs, use of the past perfect tense, and adverbs, just to name a 

few.  

Don't go over the top with this â€" all of these elements have their place in writing, but 

overusing them or using them in place of stronger, more active language will make your story 

drag and put the reader to sleep.  

Always, when looking at the so-called rules of writing, ask yourself, â€œWhy?â€D Your 

goal in learning these rules is not to turn into a writing drone, but to understand the nuances 

of the English language and the known psychological affect certain words have on readers. 

Then, when it makes sense, use the right word for the situation. Sometimes things just are. It 

is ok.  

Passive Voice  

When a sentence is written in the passive voice, the subject of the sentence is not the active 

party but rather, things are being done to he, she, or it.  

Active: Mary ran into the wall.  

Passive: The wall was run into by Mary.  

Stories usually flow better when the subject of a sentence is performing the action. These are 

stronger sentence that pull the characters through the story, making them actors in their own 

plays.  

The word “by” is a warning flag for passive voice. If something is done *by* something else, 
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then you can often rewrite the sentence to have that something else do the something.  

Adverbs  

Adverbs are words that modify any part of speech other than a noun â€" usually verbs or 

adjectives, but also clauses and other adverbs.  

Mary ran across the room very quickly.  

In this sentence, very and quickly are both adjectives: quickly modifies ran and very modifies 

quickly. The trouble with this sentence is basically that there are so many more descriptive 

words you could use. The English language comes with so many words that you don't often 

need to modify verbs. if you find yourself using an adverb to modify a verb, you can often 

find a different verb that works better.  

Mary sprinted across the room. Mary raced across the room. Mary flew across the room.  

Adverbs such as just, very, suddenly, and really tend to be particularly weak and easy to 

overuse.  

Being  

When things are, they aren't moving. Being is passive by nature. Being verbs are also 

placeholders, evoking little imagery because by nature, they are not descriptive.  

Room described via being:  

“The walls were pink with gold stripes. The vaulted ceiling was high, almost 12 feet. There 

was a large bay window along the eastern side of the room.” 

The same room described without being:  

“Pink walls laced with gold stripes made the room feel like a birthday present ready to 

unwrap. The high, vaulted ceiling loomed at least twelve feet overhead. Along one side of the 

room, a large bay window welcomed the morning sunlight.” 

I think being verbs are the easiest element of passive writing to abuse. I usually think in more 

active sentences now, but it took years of practice and I recently discovered, when I edited a 

rough draft that I rushed to get through in the first place, that I had allowed laziness to creep 

back into my writing. I ended up spending an entire editing run getting rid of unnecessary 

being verbs. It's fine to do this in the editing stage as opposed to the drafting stage, but I find 

that you can lose your voice through over-editing, so it's best to make active sentences a part 

of that voice in the first place.  
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Past Perfect I am less likely to attack the past perfect in my writing than any of the other 

weak writing issues because it is often the only sensible way to tell a part of the story. Events 

that took place before the current action didn't happen, they had happened.  

The basic trouble with things that had happened is that you are interrupting the flow of things 

that happened to go back in time and explain what had happened. They are essentially a brief 

flashback, which definitely interrupts the forward moment of the story and is unquestionably 

passive. So if things had happened too much in your story, you might want to try to find a 

different way to tell it, eliminating the need for so many minor flashbacks. If you only slip 

into the past perfect from time to time, don't get stressed about it.  

Replacements for Said  

Another hotly debated aspect of good writing is the said-bookism. A said-bookism is any 

word that replaces the word “said” in a dialog tag. For example:  

he blurted he announced he replied he whispered he grinned  

There are several types of said-bookisms, one of which is much, much worse than the others 

and should never be used in fiction. In this first and most egregious type of bookism, you 

replace the “said” with a word that doesn't even make sense.  

“Make me,” he grinned.  

How can you grin those words? You can't. It doesn't make any sense. You say those words, 

shout those words, scream those words, or whisper those words, but you never, under any 

circumstances, grin words. You can grin separately from the words in an action tag, but a 

dialog tag always modifies the spoken words and must, therefore, legitimately apply to 

speech.  

Some other examples of first-degree bookisms, which should never be used under any 

circumstances:  

he ejaculated he exploded he coughed  

Now that we've covered those violations of common sense and good grammar, let's talk about 

dialog tags that make sense, but which are often associated with weak writing.  

“Move!” he commanded. “You'll be sorry,” he warned. “I love you,” he said, huskily.  

What's wrong with these? Mostly, that whenever possible, you want your dialog to speak for 

itself. Often, when writers use these kinds of tags, their writing actually does speak for itself 

but they don't trust it. In the first two examples above, I knew without being told that the 

speaker was commanding or warning. The last example probably belongs in the discussion of 
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adverbs, but basically, there are usually better ways to convey the tone with which a man 

declares his love.  

The word, “said,” is practically invisible in literature. Only when you replace it do readers 

typically notice, so if you want to draw attention to the dialog, you either use “said” or, even 

better, an action tag. Using anything else draws attention to the tag.  

One thing I often see beginners do is to try to mix it up. “Said” comes up so often that they 

start to replace it with things like replied, commented, or told, just for a change. And I will 

grant that said can be overused, but there are far more powerful ways to eliminate the word 

than by changing it out with a synonym that does nothing but draw attention to itself.  

The best way to eliminate the word, in my opinion, is an action tag:  

“You'll be sorry.” He balled his hands into fists.  

Action tags not only tell you who is talking, but they also provide valuable non-verbal cues 

that set the stage and move the scene forward. Most of the time, you can identify the speaker 

by the action, rather than with a standard tag.  

Also, when two speakers talk back and forth, you can simply drop all the tags, once you have 

established the pattern, though you should be careful to remind the reader who is speaking, 

from time to time, as a long exchange can get confusing.  

I have heard some writers suggest that this second category of bookisms is almost as evil as 

the first and that while it is excusable to slip one into your writing, it's best to eliminate them. 

I don't feel that way. I would say instead that in well-written stories, you should seriously 

minimize them. They could occur only slightly more often than the dreaded exclamation 

point, which you should be able to count on one hand, but not much more often.  

The real question is whether or not the tag throws you out of a story, either because it calls 

attention to itself or because it's restating the obvious. I'm not likely to get thrown out of a 

story because Rick shouted, “Drop your weapon!” Yes, it's obvious that he shouted it, but if 

an action tag isn't working for you at that point in the story, I'd be more likely to stumble 

over: “Drop your weapon!” Rick said. He didn't say it. He shouted it.  

For the most part, I believe in using this type of said-bookism when saying “said” would be a 

lie. The most obvious time you will replace said is in a question: “Is this what you mean?” he 

asked.  

This is not a lie: “You'll be sorry,” he said. He did say that. What he said is also a warning, 

but when you use the word, “warned,” you call attention to the tag rather than to the dialog. 

And why bother? It's obviously a warning.  
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One final category of bookisms cover any tag that clarifies the dialog, either in tone or intent, 

telling you something you would not otherwise have known.  

“Help,” he whispered.  

“No,” he lied. (This only works in POV.)  

I've got no problems with these whatsoever. I've debated with people who do, but no one has 

given me a credible reason to eliminate this kind of dialog tag or even fear it. I suppose that 

you could overuse them, and I wouldn't want to see too many of these in a manuscript, either, 

since it would once again indicate that large chunks of dialog can't speak for itself, but I've 

honestly never seen this type of bookism overused without also overusing the other types. 

And when that happens, these aren't the ones that bug me.  

One argument to avoid even these types of bookisms is that publishers or editors might notice 

them and reject the story out of hand, so it's better not to take chances. I don't believe it. If 

there is a publisher out there who has so internalized this minor stylistic point that he or she 

can't see a great story past a few whispered questions, then I don't really want to do business 

with that publisher.  

Which leads me to...  

THERE ARE NO RULES  

Now that I've shared all these rules of writing with you, I want to backpedal a bit and make 

sure you realize that there aren't really any rules. If you're good, you can break any rule I've 

given you in this workshop and make it work. If it makes you feel more comfortable, call 

them guidelines or suggestions. I recommend that you learn them and more importantly, 

learn why they usually work. Then, once you've internalized them, write from your heart.  

You may have noticed that I'm not firm about any of my rules, particularly the stylistic rules. 

The simple fact is that given a choice between a well-told story and a well-written one, I'll 

take the well-told one any day. Excellent story telling can overcome mediocre writing, but 

excellent writing cannot overcome mediocre story telling.  

When I say story telling, I'm not talking about a good idea. Going back to my first lesson, 

ideas are cheap. They're out there, everywhere, and they don't turn into a story until a story 

teller shapes them into one. Story telling is about character, world building, plot, pacing, 

drama, action, and even humor.  

If you can make me laugh and cry, then what do I care if you don't trust your dialog and 

throw in a few clarifying adverbs? JK Rowling came close to driving me crazy with her being 

verbs, adverbs, and said-bookisms, but I still love Harry Potter. In fact, she's not a great 
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writer. She is exactly what I mean when I say that great story telling can overcome mediocre 

writing because she is only a mediocre writer.  

Excellent writing and excellent story telling would be a great combination but of course, both 

of these are subjective. Is a writer excellent because he uses beautiful, poetic language? I 

don't think so. I prefer invisible writing that gets out of the way of the story. If I notice the 

language or worse, if I have to stop to interpret it, I get annoyed. Yet there are those who love 

this kind of flowery, poetic writing. So what do you do? You find your own voice and be 

who you are.  

Bad writing is right out. No one can follow your story if the writing is bad.  

An acquaintance of mine on one of my writer's forums recently posted a neat way to look at 

the process of learning to write that I want to share with you. He said there are four stages:  

1. Unconscious incompetence â€" in which you aren't very good and don't even know it. 2. 

Conscious incompetence â€" in which you aren't very good, but are coming to realize this 

fact and begin to work to improve. 3. Conscious competence â€" in which you have begun to 

become a good writer, with a great deal of thought and work involved at every step in the 

process. 4. Unconscious competence â€" in which your ability to write flows as naturally as 

breathing and you no longer have to think so hard about everything you do.  

There is a time, when writers are in stages 2 and 3, that their work can get a little stilted from 

the weight of the rules. It may be technically correct and yet, as you read, you feel some 

inexplicable sense that something is missing. It's all part of the learning process, but there can 

be an amazing point of awakening when a writer finally finds her voice.  

It's good, for a time, to closely monitor the rules. I even think it's good, after a time, to 

reassess your own writing for signs of laziness rather than that sought-after unconscious 

competence. But sooner or later you need to go beyond the rules and find your own natural 

and distinctive voice. This voice is the real you, a culmination of know-how and passion that 

flows freely and easily from your inner artist's core. The voice doesn't eliminate every being 

verb and every adverb (though it recognizes the power in more active words) because it 

knows readers will respond firstt o honesty and then to craft.  

I hope you've enjoyed this workshop.  

Homework  

I want you to make this week work for you. Post something you want us to read/critique --up 

to 4k words. It can be the first part of your novel, or a section in the middle/end you're 

struggling with (a brief summary of events to that point would help). You can even write a 

new short story, if you feel inspired.  
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And please ask questions. Every time I teach this workshop, I add new sections or tweak 

existing ones, to try to make it more useful, clearer, or simply to address new concerns I 

didn't consider the first time. For example, the section on critiques is new this time because 

someone specifically asked me about it. I love doing those kinds of things because it makes 

me feel that I am talking directly to my students, rather than giving general advice.  

First of all, if I have missed anyone's homework assignments, please let me know. I think I 

have responded to everyone at this point.  

Thank you for participating in this class. Everyone who posted work here has a lot of 

promise, and I fully expect you to let me know when you get your books published. (These or 

others.) If you send me a copy, (electronic is best because of my visual impairment) I'll even 

do my best to review it. (I won't rate a new author less than 4 stars on my blog, so if I 

honestly don't feel it, I just won't review it.) My contact info is on my web site, and I really 

would love to hear from you guys about your future successes.  

Those who signed up for the class but did not participate: I hope you got what you needed 

from my lessons, and that you benefited from this class through observation. I would 

encourage you, in the future, to get involved. Not only does it help you improve your writing, 

but it begins asocial network.  

I have only recently come to understand how important social networks are. Publishing a 

book isn't the end game. I think many of you can get published, if you work hard enough, get 

your craft refined, and then put yourself out there. After that, you're going to have to sell 

yourself to the public, and that's a whole different game. Why do you think I throw Orson 

Scott Card's name around shamelessly? I have that connection, and what's more, I have kept 

in contact with many of the students in that boot camp with me --one of whom just won a 

Nebula Award. (So happy for him, and so jealous! :) )  

So don't lose contact. Get on each other's facebook pages, or follow each other on twitter. 

Start building the foundation today, and you won't be scrambling years from now when it 

finally happens. And yes --you can find me on facebook and twitter. And goodreads, for that 

matter. (I admit I made some mistakes on this front, and don't want to see you do the same.)  

And that's my last bit of advice for the class. See you later!  

Christine  

 


