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Checklist Lesson One, Part Two – A WORTHY ANTAGONIST 

DON’T HATE YOUR ANTAGONISTS SO MUCH YOU DON’T GIVE THEM REDEEMING QUALITIES. 

 

Welcome to Part Two of Lesson One! In this lesson we’re going to play with the other most important 

character (who’s sometimes an MC) in your story: your villain(s). Here’s a key point Linnea and Stacey 

learned early on:  The villain is the hero of his own story (please read that sentence as gender-neutral). 

The antagonist is doing what she believes is right and correct as she moves through the plot. The 

antagonist is confident her motives are correct and that she deserves the outcome she wants. The 

antagonist truly believes she is the good guy—and your hero is the true villain.  

Which is actually partly true. Just as your hero isn’t all good, your villain shouldn’t be all bad. 

THE WEAK VILLAIN PROBLEM 

It’s difficult to be a heroic hero against a weak villain.  It’s like watching Superman wrestle candy from a 

toddler. The outcome is sure—the kid’s gonna lose. The suspense is moot because part of what keeps 

readers reading is the fear that the hero (Superman) is going to fail at his quest and the villain (Toddler 

the Terror) is going to win. You—writer—feed that fear by making sure the task of beating the villain 

looks impossible for most of the plot. Because if the villain is easily conquered, the hero is a wimp. 

Wimpy heroes don’t sell stories.  

And in writing a wimpy hero, a hero who beats up on the weak, you risk the reader feeling sorry for the 

weak and beaten villain. 

Note from author CJ Cherryh: Murphy's Law should almost always work for the villain and against the 

hero. It's Aristotle's rule: people envy too much good fortune in others, and that envy rapidly turns to 

sympathy for the one that doesn't get the breaks. You want people to sympathize with your hero, not 

your villain. - Strong Characters versus Weak Character by C.J. Cherryh © 1996 by C.J. Cherryh : 

http://www.cherryh.com/www/charac.htm 

Your hero deserves a worthy villain who will test her resolve and courage, who will make her strive and 

grow and face challenges. As you plan out your story or as you flail through revisions, make sure you 

have a bio sheet for your antagonist (in whatever format works for you). Your antagonist should also 

have her own GMC chart: her goals, her motivations, her conflicts. (And we’ll get to crafting those in an 

upcoming lesson, so sit tight on that for now.) 

Depending on the genre, some antagonists are more on-stage, others are off-stage. But you, writer, 

must know the antagonist as well as your protagonist, even if the antagonist is off-stage for most of the 

book.  

LINNEA SAYS: 

When I wrote SHADES OF DARK (sequel to the RITA-award winner, GABRIEL’S GHOST), I had a ton of fun 

with Del, the antagonist of the book. He was charming, handsome, fun…and deadly. He had redeeming 

qualities and was such an enigma that even Chaz, my female protagonist, was perplexed and intrigued. 

http://www.cherryh.com/www/charac.htm
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And because she was, so was the reader.  

 

Chaz innately distrusted Del, aka Prince Regarth Serian Cordell Delkavra aka Captain Del Regarth. But 

she also recognized his value. Her dilemma became the reader’s (and I honestly think he was one of the 

best villains I’ve ever written because I did exactly what I’m telling you to do in this lesson). Some small 

snippets from the story below, starting with Chaz’s first meeting with Del (which is the reader’s first 

meeting as well): 

(Clarifying note: For those of you not familiar with Sully and Chaz, Sully is a rare human telepath, a  Kyi 

Ragkiril, Sully and Chaz have a telepathic bond…hence the italics for thoughts… and a Grizni is a dagger 

disguised as a bracelet cuff…) 

Book blurb: Court-martialed Imperial Fleet captain Chasidah Bergren is on the run with her fugitive 

lover, the Ragkiril and mercenary Gabriel Sullivan. Rim-worlds and illegal deep-space outposts offer little 

safety. Corruption in the empire—expertly orchestrated by Sully’s powerful cousin, Hayden Burke—is 

everywhere: among her crew, her friends. Even her family. Then a mysterious operative offers help and 

critical intel on Burke’s plans. But Captain Del Regarth has plans of his own…Everyone has a price. 

Everyone can make a choice. But when Sully makes his, Chaz must choose between what Sully has 

become—and what her heart demands she must do. 

*I watched Sully’s eyes snap to black, his lips, thin. His hand clasping mine tightened. Shock gave way 

to anger, which gave way to something more primal, more male. It tasted of jealousy, possessiveness, 

dominance.  

 

And all I had said was, “Hello, Sully. I just met Del.” 

 

I poured the encounter into his mind almost as fast as he retrieved it. I held nothing back, not Del’s 

seductive handsomeness nor the power that fairly seethed beneath his surface, nor the ease with 

which he rendered me helpless, folding the Grizni back around my wrist. 

 

He saw Del as I had, analyzed him as I had, but with a depth of knowledge about Ragkirils I didn’t 

have. I saw a Stolorth male relatively the same age as Sully, though Stolorth lifespans were longer so 

my guess could be off. He did appear older than Ren. And I’d gauged him about Ren’s height: 6’7”, 

give or take. I hadn’t noticed if he wore flat or heeled boots.  

 

He also appeared more muscular than Ren, but that could have been the coat or it could have been 

simply that he overwhelmed my senses in a way that Ren never had. 

 

Sully saw, sensed, felt the essence of a mature, confident Kyi who had not only been able to control 

me but to dominate Sully. Sully had barely noticed the two women. He didn’t remember much of 

what he had noticed at all until I walked up to him. 

 

Fear laced through him, then. It wasn’t an emotion I was used to sensing from Sully. 
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“Go back to the ship, Chasidah.” His voice was a low growl. 

 

“Why? So the two of you can turn this area into some kind of paranormal battlefield because he 

flirted with me? Power down, Sullivan. I don’t like him but I learned long ago in Fleet that you don’t 

have to like someone in order to work with them. His anger over Grover’s City was real. He is here to 

help, and Drogue’s people sent him. When all is said and done, if you want to fry his ass, I’ll be there 

cheering you on. But not here and not now. And don’t,” I added watching his eyes shift through 

shades of black, “try that mental compulsion shit on me. I’m in no mood for it.” 

 

Several chapters later, after our protagonists are beginning to wonder about Del, he interrupts their 

private meeting: 

 

The door to the bridge slid open. Del. 

 

“A party and I wasn’t invited. You have no idea how terrible that makes me feel.” 

 

I froze then took one step slowly back, letting my body movement cover my hands dropping—

innocently, I hoped—to my waist. Sully was upright, stiffly, the silver haze once again drifting over his 

skin. Philip’s movements had mirrored mine but he’d stepped forward, feigning a cough, one hand 

now down by his gun.  

 

“Captain Regarth,” I said, keeping my chin up and my right hand poised to activate the Grizni. I didn’t 

know what the pistol would do with two Kyi in the room, but my dagger had never failed me. 

 

Chasidah. If I tell you to leave, leave. 

 

I didn’t answer Sully. I couldn’t afford the distraction.  

 

Del had his hands clasped behind him, his long braid forward over one shoulder. He was still all in 

black.  

 

Sully rose to his feet. I could feel the power pulsing from him. Power, anger, determination. 

Disillusionment, almost as strong as Ren’s had been earlier. 

 

Del ducked his head slightly as he came through the doorway. “Power down, Gabriel. Please.”  

 

His tone and demeanor shifted abruptly. 

 

Sully slowly shook his head. “No.” 

 

Del switched his gaze to me, his eyes not as dark as I thought they’d be. Not like Sully’s. He glanced at 
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Philip then back to me again. “Captain Bergren, I’d like to speak with you.” 

 

“No.” From Sully and Philip simultaneously. 

 

Del snorted softly and one side of his mouth twisted. “I should have such friends. Well.” He dropped 

his gaze for a moment then looked back up. “I have been an unforgivable, unmitigated ass. A petulant 

and petty little boy.” He extended his right hand, palm down. “Have you a metal rod? That’s how they 

used to punish me in school.” 

 

I stared at him for a very long, hard second. “I’m not amused.” 

 

“Yes, I know.” He lowered his hand, his gaze following it again then returning to me. “Women used to 

find me amusing, witty. I’m decent enough looking. But I’ve failed miserably with you. The cultural 

differences.” He shrugged. “You are so Delkavra at heart, Chasidah. When I’m around you, I forget 

you’re human. I forget you weren’t raised with the verbal jousting that is the hallmark of every Serian 

courtship. Not that I’m courting your ky’sara,” he said quickly, with an apologetic gesture to Sully. 

“Other than for her friendship. Her companionship as an equal. Worthy captain to worthy captain. If 

you’ll grant me that much,” he said, turning back to me with an expression that was damned near 

angelic. 

 

Sully? He’s lying through his teeth, isn’t he? 

 

Oddly. No. 

 

No? I had to catch myself. I almost blurted my denial out loud…* 

I crafted Del to be sexy, strong, witty—and fully deadly. For the first quarter of the book, the reader 

questions whose side Del is on, and I made sure every time I showed his “evil” side, I followed it up with 

a display of his charm.  

I also gave Del several heroic moments—he saves the life of Admiral Philip Guthrie, and solves or helps 

solve other crises in the story.  

TIP: Learn to—if not like—then respect your antagonist as you do your protagonist. You’ll have a 

stronger hero(ine) because of it. 

STACEY SAYS: 

I have to admit, I’ve never been good at creating likeable antagonists, though I love reading and 

watching them. Like Linnea’s Del or Marvel’s Loki. (Tom Hiddleston, yum.)  

For me, it’s always been keeping in mind that most people (aliens, werewolves, whatever) are not all 

good or all evil. At times, they are—forgive the term—shades of gray.  
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In The Ghost and the Goth, the “ghost” that’s beating up Will, nearly killing him, turns out to be the 

accidental creation of his best friend, Joonie. Her guilt and self-loathing made manifest. She wasn’t evil; 

she was human and had messed up and believed she needed redemption in the only way left to her.  

In the Project Paper Doll series, Dr. Jacobs, the scientist who created Ariane, my human/alien hybrid 

heroine, is not a nice guy. He experimented on her, tortured her, in effect, for years. He has very few, if 

any, redeeming qualities. And yet, he (theoretically) loves his granddaughter (Rachel, who is a piece of 

work all on her own.) He also thinks that Ariane’s biology may help cure cancer, and he desperately 

wants to accomplish that. Granted, he wants that achievement for himself, for ego reasons, but people 

would be cured, regardless of why he cured them.  

So, my advice would be to look for the gray areas. Look for how you can make your antagonist relatable 

so you can almost understand why they feel the need to do what they’re doing.  

As Stacey and I have learned, sometimes this is a bit harder to craft in first draft. There’s a desire in first 

draft to get the evil and the evil problem on stage, period. But in revisions—there you must make sure 

your antagonist is neither a cartoon villain nor a weak one. Well-crafted villains are complex, not 

simplistic. Weak villains are tension-killers. Does your story feel flat? Do your crit partners say it needs 

more tension? Are problems and conflicts quickly and easily solved? Look at how you’ve constructed 

your antagonist. 

And, final point, your antagonist must be concrete and identifiable. “Generic Evil” is not a workable 

antagonist. Global warming, world poverty, [fill in the blank] belief systems are not antagonists. Your 

antagonist must be a character. She can be one of those things personified as a character, but she must 

be a character. She can be an antagonist who appears in the flesh (or cyber-flesh) on the page (like Del), 

or she can be behind the scenes, directing her minions (this often works well for a series). But the 

antagonist must be a character, not a concept. 

Checklist: 

1) Who is the antagonist(s) in your story? (Yes, you need one. Yes, sometimes you have more than 

one in a story.)  

2) Why are they trying to accomplish THIS goal? If it’s simply because that situation puts them in 

conflict with the hero, you need a stronger reason. Why is this hill the hill they’re willing to die 

on, literally or metaphorically? 

3) Is your antagonist willing to do something to get what he/she wants that your hero isn’t?  

HOMEWORK: Consider your antagonist.  

1. Is there something likeable or admirable or relatable about him? If there is, pat yourself on the back—

good job! And share that something likeable with us, and explain why you gave him that trait. 

2. If there’s not, what could you add from the HEA list?  Remember the villain is the hero of his own 

story! 
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Please post using proper subject line format, thank you! [Your Name, Homework 1-2 or HW 1-2, Your 

Name]  

Please read other students’ comments and homework. 

 

 

 

 


