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Prologue: Introduction
 
    
 
                 Because I believe in writing, as opposed to learning to write, I will try to keep this as short as possible. The few college classes I have taken about fiction writing have usually followed a set pattern. It usually involves a textbook, doing some writing and having other people review my work. I never liked that. Writing fiction is all about exploring the unknown.
 
                 This book will move from the general to the specific in what may be a counter-intuitive process. I have arranged it this way so that writers who are already familiar with grammar need not cycle through a lot of pages in order to read what they want to read. Grammar, while important of itself, is less important than the more general issues a novel faces. Grammar may be corrected by an editor; the author is the primary driving force behind the story itself.
 
                 Some of the chapters in this book are very short. They are short for the purpose of creating links at the beginning of the book, which people can click to read. I am a believer in quality over quantity. A seven-hundred page book may be enlightening, but a seventy page book can teach just as much by using an economy of words. 
 
                 I have written this book with an informal, casual style so that most people will be able to read it. College textbooks, insofar as my experience allows me to judge them as a whole, are written for academics. I have a larger audience in mind. I want everyone to gain something from this book. I will not publish it every other year with different editions just for the sake of making money. The art of writing fiction hasn't changed very much in the whole time that humanity has been around. The platforms of construction and delivery have changed; the goals have not. 
 
                 For the author, blank pages are just that: blank. Anything may be put in there. Absolutely anything. There are writers who prefer the safe confines of the known, of the popular, of the safe. These authors produce books that end up on bestseller lists and are discarded a few months later. I may even produce a book or two like this before my career as a novelist is over.
 
                 However, I have written this small, short manual in the hopes that you as the author will move out of the safe, the known, the comfortable and into the unknown, the dangerous, the uncomfortable. I don't mean to say that there is anything wrong with a story about a police detective hunting down his wife's killer. People do enjoy those stories. I just firmly believe that the world needs more stories where the author is using a book as a playground to do something completely new.
 
                 By way of example, I will share with you a few of my ideas. (Feel free to use them in your own stories if you like). Suppose there was a world out there somewhere in which there were three genders instead of two? Suppose that, in order for procreation to happen, people had to live in polyamorous relationships? What might happen in a marriage involving more than three people? How would the third, non-male, non-female gender person be treated in such a society? Would their religious beliefs be any different than they are today? What would official government policy look like in regards to group marriages and consensual group sexual intercourse?
 
                 If you're getting as excited as I am about seeing such a story fleshed out, then the value of originality becomes readily apparent. In order to be original, writers must ask questions. Fiction succeeds best not when it is used as a tool to tell what is already known, but when writers are able to conceptualize whole new worlds, whole new ways of doing things.
 
                 This, I believe, is the best purpose to which fiction can be put.
 
                 With that thought in mind, I will begin by sharing my personal journey as a writer. Afterward, I'll get down to the nuts and bolts of fiction, followed by some advanced magic. It is my hope that after reading this text, you'll not only have a better understanding of how to write fiction but also of how to write fiction effectively in order to engage in mutuality- the trading of one good or service for another good, service or currency. I would very much like everyone who reads this book to be able to quit their day jobs and just spend the rest of their days writing books. I hope I can help you achieve that end.
 
   


  
 

Chapter One: Taming the Bronco
 
    
 
                 I began writing for the first time in ninth grade. I had been reading a few fantasy stories. This was around 1996. I decided that I wanted to write stories like the ones I read. Moreover, I was convinced that I could write better stories than fiction of Terry Brooks (for example). As a teenager in high school, I didn't know how much effort was required to write fiction. I didn't know anything about the writing market, or how to get published. I had one goal in mind: simply to write the best story I could.
 
                 I began by writing in a small black notebook, the kind you can find at drug stores, supermarkets, grocery stores and gas stations. The paper was thin. The blue lines were spaced far apart. There weren't all that many pages in each notebook. Yet, I prided myself on watching the page number increase over time. I kept writing, even while I kept reading. The days and nights passed for four years while I wrote this way. Notebook after notebook filled up until I finally started writing on a computer. The computer was a big, clunky thing. In the year 2001 or so, the monitor was about as big as a car's engine block. The hard drive, which contained all of three gigabytes, made audible clicking noises whenever it did something serious. I kept basic text files on there, together with a handful of files I had downloaded from the internet.
 
                 I realized soon enough that the stories from my notebooks were not good enough to publish, let alone to read. My passion for writing had not translated into good stories. I wrote and wrote and it wasn't enough. The stories were disjointed, the characters were shallow, and not much made sense. I decided then, as an exercise, I would try to re-create the story of one of my favorite video games, Final Fantasy 7. In my most arrogant, elated moments, I even thought that no one would notice that I had ripped off the story completely.
 
                 By this point, I gained at least one strength in writing. I became good at writing backstories. I had not yet progressed to the point where I could visualize an entire plot line in my head. Nor could I necessarily see what was coming next. I operated extemporaneously. I let the words come out as they would. I published two stories online during this time- one was a fantasy story in which I used half-human, half-animal creatures in my Final Fantasy rip-off. I thought that elves and dwarves were too boring. Everyone had already seen them. There wasn't much new ground to cover there. So I thought, well why not just combine animals with humans?
 
                 The other story, which I can recall a bit more clearly, involved a young man just going about his days, living his life. He lived alone with a single mother. The book was a bit of a fictional autobiography for me- at least as autobiographical as anything a nineteen-year-old can manage to write.
 
                 My parents had divorced when I was fourteen or fifteen. I went back and forth from one parent to the next while I was in high school. I didn't attend much of tenth grade because I hated it. I was constantly being picked on. In those days, homophobia ran rampant throughout high schools everywhere. I wasn't gay, though I would later discover something about myself that made being gay seem tame by comparison. I spent my nights playing super nintendo until five in the morning. As a result, when he bus came around at seven o'clock, I slept through my mother's admonitions to wake up and go to school. I disliked riding the bus so much that I actually walked home from school- which was about an hour's worth of walking. I worried my mother so much that she went out driving around, looking for me.
 
                 My mother had an abundance of feeling and very little understanding. She viewed her world through the coloring of emotion. She lived in the moment, without a past or a present. She was a mirror for the feelings of those around her. Treat her nice, and she will treat you nice. Treat her poorly, and she will treat you poorly. She was unable to rise above her own reactions.
 
                 My father, at this time, was full of anger. As I would later come to learn, a tumor had been found in one of his lungs. He was going in for a biopsy. He was assured that if it was found to be benign, no action would be taken. He wakes up from being sedated to find that half his lung is gone, just removed, just like that. He asks the doctor if the tumor was malign, and he is told that it was not. That winter, he had to stack wood all by himself while his family members- his wife and two young children- did not lift a finger to help him. All that exertion, all that struggling to breathe, just made him angry. He carried that anger inside of him for years.
 
                 Consequently, I did not really have what might be called a mentor when I was growing up. I had to find things out on my own. I did what I wanted, regardless of the consequences. I took jobs- but only because I had to. If I didn't like them, I quit them. I was homeless. I slept on the floor of my mother's apartment for months. I stayed at a temporary shelter for a year and did nothing to improve my condition during this time. Of course, I still continued to write. It was all I really knew how to do. But as far as making my way in the world, improving my conditions of living...that did not happen. Even as I write this, I am still struggling to secure a living for myself.
 
                 The result of years of ignoring conventional societal rules, of trying to make a career out of something that no one was interested in seeing me do, resulted in me learning quite a bit on my own about fiction writing. There is such a thing as learning by doing. It just takes quite a bit longer than learning by instruction- most of the time. In my case, the silence of every publisher and magazine I submitted to convinced me of one fact and one fact only: they were a bunch of ninny-headed jack-rabbit-brains who didn't know good writing when they saw it.
 
                 Of course, I now know this is not true. My early writing was not that good. It took me about twelve years to approach anything resembling readability. Then, it took me another two years before I finally figured out how to write good fiction, which is markedly different than simply putting words down on a page, or into a hard drive.
 
                 For me, fiction has always been something of a bucking bronco. You can get on it over and over. Most of the time, it will throw you off. Your own writing will never tell you that you're good enough. But there is a parallel to be found by constantly getting thrown off a horse and writing fiction that isn't any good, isn't there? It takes a certain kind of unshakable stubbornness, perhaps what even might be called stupidity.
 
                 If you're willing to be both stupid and stubborn with me, I can open up a treasure chest full of wonders that will change everything you know about yourself and the world around you. Given enough time, the bronco might get used to you, or you might get used to it. Only through persistence and practice will you learn how to ride.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Two: What Do I Need in Order to Write?
 
    
 
                 At the time in which I am writing this, the internet has provided a wonderful opportunity to writers everywhere. Companies like amazon and smashwords are very much engaged in allowing writers the opportunity to self-publish anything they want. The market has shifted away from physical copies of books to digital copies of books. As a result, if you are serious about wanting to write, you will need a certain amount of skill with a computer. You will also need to be able to type fast. Let's start by breaking down these two skills, one by one.
 
                 Not everyone has enough skill with a computer that enables them to know what they are doing with it. Indeed, I find myself constantly surprised that many people don't know how useful Task Manager is, or what an open source program might be. In this case, skill with a computer does not mean skill with Windows, or even with Microsoft Office.
 
                 Microsoft's Office programs are clunky, difficult to use and expensive. Microsoft acts as though it has the only viable working office software out there. However, this is not so. For about five or six years, I have exclusively used Apache's Open Office software. This software is free to use. It includes a word processor, a spreadsheet program and a power point program, among other things. For the purposes of writing fiction, it meets my needs very well. I can do all I want to do with it- including track changes when I am editing.
 
                 A free program called Calibre can change the file format of your e-book into whatever your want. It has a few additional tools, such as putting in chapters, etc. If you wish to make cover art yourself, a free alternative to photoshop is a program called Gimp. There is even a free operating system called Linux.
 
                 There are plenty of free websites out there- and some that can be had for very cheap- when you want to make yourself an author page online. A website called codeacademy.com can show you how to program a website for free. It's a bit time-intensive, but cheaper than taking a college class.
 
                 Once you have your desired program- whichever one you may choose- you will need to be able to type fast. The faster you type, the more work you can get done during the time you have allotted, the more fiction you can write, the more money you can make. Fast typing equals more money. I currently average around fifty words per minute. I find this to be rather slow. I make up for it by working long hours, whenever I have a day off.
 
                 On my best days, I write 10,000 words in about twelve to thirteen hours.
 
                 But how does that happen? You'll need something else in order to write efficiently and productively. Here, I can only tell you what works best for me. If you find something that works better for you, by all means, go for it. I am always looking for behavioral patterns on days when I write really well. Here are some patterns I have observed.
 
                 I write best when I don't have to stop for food breaks. In other words, it's best if you can write in a place that allows you to eat while you are writing. If you live with people who have terrible OCD complexes about food crumbs, you have probably been told not to eat while in bed. That's too bad, because the bed is often the most productive place for me. It's comfortable, and I can be assured of quiet when I am in my bedroom. I find food breaks annoying because they break my concentration. I have to get up, go to another room, get my food together, sit down and eat it. Then I might use the restroom. By the time I get back to writing, my mind is in a completely different place. It is for this reason that I find my best writing occurs when I am in a place where they don't care if I eat while I work- such as a college library, or a grocery store's dining area. There are even restaurants that allow people to work on their laptops- though of course, it is always good manners to ask ahead of time if you can sit around for a while. With this condition secured, you can be certain both that your interruptions for food will be at a minimum and that you won't go hungry (though there have been times when I have disregarded meal times in favor of writing).
 
                 You will also need- or will at least benefit by- music in your life. Music has a way of stimulating the brain, sharpening concentration. Surgeons play classical music when they operate for this reason. I myself use techno music to help me focus. Stephen King- for example- has confessed listening to AC/DC when he writes. I'm no Stephen King, of course. I am neither as productive nor as popular as he is. But if there's a way I can get myself to write fiction better than I currently do, I am going to take it.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Three: Your Fictional Brain
 
    
 
                 The best writing comes out of the subconscious. There's nothing mystical or magical about it- although magic is a pretty good descriptor for what happens when the story is really rolling along. At first, as you begin to write, the words will come out of your conscious mind. You will feel as though you are forcing it. That's a normal feeling. As you keep writing- for however long it takes- you will eventually begin to feel that the story is writing itself. You don't have to think too hard about what you are doing. You can just write, and the story ends up shaping itself.
 
                 What comes out may not always be what you intended to write. You may have in mind to write a tragedy and end up with a comedy instead. That's completely fine. Your subconscious mind knows a lot more than your conscious mind does. There's no way you could actively process all the information stored in your brain. You would be driven to distraction, unable to focus upon anything.
 
                 The act of writing itself is a way of diving into the subconscious to see what's down there. You will often find parts of yourself in your stories, good and bad. As someone who was bullied in my youth, I found that I could write a bully really well. I understood his motivations, what he wanted out of life. He was a coward with low self-esteem. He picked on others because he felt worthless. He needed someone to validate his existence. He really just needed someone to tell him that he as an individual had value. He wanted approval. When he did not get approval from his family, he instead sought to become the baddest boy in school. That would elevate him to a status that he did not enjoy otherwise.
 
                 All of this I intuitively understood just by being around bullies. I could observe their actions. I drew conclusions- right or wrong- about their behavior. I understood that most human action is influenced by a person's sense of self-worth. I would not have gotten this impression of a bully by being around him one time. I had to be around him for a while before I started to see through his behavior to the core of who he really was.
 
                 The ability to process information and draw conclusions based on that information is a skill the brain uses to anticipate how life will go. For example: if you turn on the stove and put your finger against the heating element, you will find that it is hot. Thus, your brain moves to a quick conclusion- turning on the stove makes it hot. The stove is not guaranteed to work, not if the pilot light isn't on or if the electricity isn't working. More conclusions are drawn as more experiences pile up.
 
                 You also need to be able to read books in order to write. Read science fiction. Read fantasy. Read historical fiction. Read histories. Read mysteries. Read romances. Read travel logs. Read autobiographies. Read biographies. Read classics. Read magazines. Read diaries (with permission). Read anything you can get your hands on. The more reading you do, the more skilled a writer you will become. You can read bad fiction and good fiction equally. Bad fiction is useful in that it will tell you what not to do. Good fiction is useful in that it will tell you what want to do. If you don't read, you can probably still write- but it won't be as good.
 
                 Eventually, we as human beings come to understand the world around us. We come to understand that actions have consequences. We come to anticipate the consequences of our actions in order to achieve the best possible scenario for ourselves. All of this relies on learned observations processed by the brain. It is entirely fair to say that, without the brain, writing fiction would not be possible. Because of this, I would not recommend anything that impairs the brain's functionality, such as alcohol, drugs, or stress. If you like getting drunk, save it until your book is done. If you are in a stressful environment, leave that environment in order to get your writing done.
 
                 It goes without saying that once you enter your ideal environment, you actually have to sit down and write.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Four: Choosing Your Environment
 
    
 
                 At first, I did not believe this point needed to be made. Yet, the more I studied what I had written down in this book, the more I realized that, in point of fact, it may not be obvious as to what environment you will need to write well. I cannot tell you which one you would like. It all depends on your own personal preference. If you like noisy places full of activity, a busy coffee shop may be for you. If you like quiet places, you may like the library better.
 
                 I have personally found that writing is for hermits. Writing is an activity done in solitude. It is something that can only be done alone. Even if two people are collaborating as authors, they are collaborating separately. The process of writing itself becomes too cumbersome, too impossible to do, when someone else is working with you as you are putting words down on the page.
 
                 My personal preference is to have quiet when I write. I prefer to write with as few interruptions as possible. As a result, I have found my best success writing at a college library where I don't have access to the internet (as I don't have an account there). The library I visit, during the college season, has the singular virtue of being open until midnight some days and two AM on Wednesdays. On days when I have the ability to do so, I come early in the morning and leave late at night. In between, I find that I get quite a lot of work done.
 
                 Make no mistake about it: writing is work. It's not a magical process where a fairy, a satyr, or a goblin waves a magic wand and suddenly the writing appears all on its own. Quite the opposite. Writing is often a painstaking, difficult task. This requires an environment in which work can actually be done.
 
                 Fortunately, technology has made this process somewhat easier on writers. There are now devices which collect solar power for the purpose of charging a laptop battery (as well as any other mobile device you may have). So long as there is a sufficient amount of sunlight, you can take your laptop, or tablet with voice-recording software, to any place you think of. A public park, a grocery store pavilion, a city sidewalk, a table outside a bar, a rooftop, an abandoned warehouse...the possibilities are really endless. Whichever place you like best, just go there and do your thing.
 
                 Conversely, a bad environment has a way of stifling creativity. In my experience, I simply cannot get any writing done when there is a loud television blaring nearby. A quiet television is not so bad. The level of the noise, it seems, is quite distracting. Nor can I focus when there are people talking loudly with each other. Loud talking, in this case, doesn't mean angry talking, it just means that people haven't quite mastered the use of their inside voices.
 
                 Oddly enough, though, I find that I can get writing done in public places such as food courts where a lot of quiet, normal talking put together leads to a loud environment overall. Knowing this, I must confess to being somewhat idiosyncratic. The more preferences you can discover about yourself, the more you will be able to tailor your choices to best fit your writing experience. Environment is one of those choices.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Five: Food and Diabetes
 
    
 
                 As there are many ideas about what food a person should eat- and perhaps even more about what a person should not eat- I will confine myself here to expressing my own opinions as opinions, instead of the facts I perceive them to be in my daily life.
 
                 The brain cannot function properly without food. In particular, it needs sugar. The sugar naturally found in some fruits is good enough to supply the brain with the sugar it needs. Beyond this, there are foods which are called “brain foods.” These foods improve or maintain the brain's functionality, which will in turn ensure that you as a writer can keep writing. If your brain breaks down on you, so too will your writing suffer.
 
                 The “brain foods” I eat are as follows:
 
    
 
    
    	Avocados: Chopped up and put in a salad. They are also good in sushi.
 
    	Bananas: An all-purpose food. They can be eaten as a snack, put in oatmeal, or turned into plantains or banana bread.
 
    	Broccoli: I often eat this food as part of stir-fry dishes. It is also good on pizza.
 
    	Cantaloupe: A good, cheap food that when sliced up can last for a week or so.
 
    	Oranges: A good snack or supplementary food. Some oranges can be sticky and messy. When they go bad, their skin turns gray.
 
    	Oatmeal: I buy the oats myself, put them in soy milk, and cook it. Sometimes I add on blueberries, which is also a “brain food.” I can't recommend store-bought oatmeal, as it often has weird additives in it- and the oatmeal itself is cheaper if you're buying directly from the farmer.
 
    	Peanut Butter: The best peanut butter is the organic kind where the peanut oil is still in the jar. The worst peanut butter (for me personally) is the JIF-brand peanut butter which looks like a light brown smear of something unpalatable.
 
    	Romaine Lettuce: When I make a salad, I use romaine lettuce or spinach leaves instead of iceberg lettuce. Iceberg lettuce has about as much nutritional value as water. Dark lettuce will serve your body better.
 
    	Spinach: Spinach is great when raw, good when cooked. I try to avoid Green Giant spinach because it's all stringy and juicy. I like my vegetables a bit crisper than that.
 
    	Tomatoes: These red little thingies are not quite fruits, not quite vegetables. They can be used in place of meat in a sandwich, or sliced up and put in a salad.
 
   
 
    
 
                 If your diet consists of little else besides beef, turkey and ham, you won't be doing your brain any favors. If you want to eat these things, feel free to do so. (I myself choose not to.) The simple truth is that if you want to optimize your fiction, you must first optimize your cognitive processes. One way this can be accomplished is through the consumption of good food.
 
                 Conversely, there are also foods which are bad for the brain. These foods may generally be found by looking at its glycemic index rating. The glycemic index measures how much insulin the food forces the human body to make. A high rating signifies that the food will cause the body to make large amounts of insulin. In addition to an increased risk of diabetes, this also leads to additional stress on the pancreas. This will cause your body to feel unaccountably tired. With too much insulin and glucose produced all at once, you may find it necessary to take a nap.
 
                 This, of course, keeps you from writing fiction.
 
                 There is also a type of diabetes discovered in 2005, called type 3 diabetes. A study from Brown University Medical School suggests that the brain produces insulin in the same way the pancreas does. However, just like the pancreas, a excess of protein builds up. In other types of diabetes, this can lead to an insulin dependency or an insulin resistance. In type 3 diabetes, since the protein is built up in the brain, memory loss and trouble forming memories can occur. These symptoms are not unlike Alzheimer's Syndrome.              
 
                 A glycemic index chart may be found by doing an internet search for those terms. I advise you to find the information you think is best. Do your own research, and find your own evidence. This is the best way to learn.
 
    
 
                 Although most of the products listed on a glycemic index chart do not of themselves appear to carry much risk. But when many of them are put together all at once, too much insulin may be produced in the body. People without a diagnosis of diabetes do not necessarily have to worry. My general rule of thumb in avoiding too much insulin in the body simply is: eat fruits and vegetables, drink nothing but water, eat all other foods sparingly.
 
                 It goes without saying that if you can't remember your own name, you won't be able to write fiction.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Six: How Does an Author Get Ideas?
 
    
 
                 Ideas occur when a stray thought enters your mind. This happens to me quite often. I will be driving down the road, eating a meal, or looking up at the sky. Suddenly, I will think, “you know, it would be interesting if...” And then, all of the sudden, I find myself envisioning a series of events that can take place in order for my interesting thing to happen. This is called a plot.
 
                 Here is an example:
 
                 For my second novel, Children of Time, I departed from the vampire theme of my first novel. I had an empty canvas. I could put anything upon it. I had a vague idea that I wanted to try out science fiction. I just wasn't exactly sure what I wanted to do. At this time, the name of the novel had not even been chosen.
 
                 The novel came together when I had a serendipitous confluence of ideas. The first idea- that it should involve children- came from my study of the writing market. I found that children's books and teen books are prevalent today. Children love to read books, both because they are brand new things and also because they have the free time in which to do so. Adults who find their days filled up with seeing to their responsibilities- going to work, paying the bills, etc- won't have as much leisure time in which to read. Thus, they will not always be able enjoy books for their own sake.
 
                 As a result, it made sense for me to write a novel for teens and young children. This book had to involve young characters. I decided to use a boy and a girl. Both children would dislike each other from the start. As the story progressed, they would start to like each other more. I even foresaw a potential romance.
 
                 The setting was a bit harder to choose. How does one write science fiction stories involving children? The easiest way is just to fling them into another time. So that is what I did. This, of course, was a choice based on my examination of all the stories I had read previously. The Narnia series flung children into a fantasy world. I could do that, of course, but it wouldn't be original.
 
                 Based on my reading of Isaac Asimov's Foundation series, I deduced that the further into the future you go, the less humanity will resemble what it is today. It is known that Shakespeare's bed in the 16th century was very short, made for a small person. In those days, people were often malnourished. Nourishment was the key to physical human development. As society progressed and nutrition became ever more important, people themselves would continue to develop. A person of the far future might be as fully developed as a human being could get. This person would be between nine and twelve feet tall, one who did not need to eat food at all. I eventually explained this by saying they had photosynthetic skin, combined with bodies that could produce all the nutrients they needed to survive simply by absorbing light.
 
                 The third idea, the definition of my plot, came easiest of all three. The children had to save the world, of course. How they would do this and why they would do this, I had yet to discover in the early planning stages of my novel. Yet, when I put all three things together, I found that I had a pretty decent set-up for a novel.
 
                 Two modern-day children are whisked away into the future by a nine-foot tall man who wants them to save the world. As I kept writing, I fleshed out the details of my plot. There was- or would be- a man in the future who convinced the majority of humanity to start eating food again. When people started eating food, their bodies shut off the natural processes of absorbing sunlight for energy. The humans who ate food would suddenly become short-lived, as opposed to living hundreds of years. The human race would essentially commit mass suicide.
 
                 I did not explain the why of this in the first book- as it was the first of a trilogy (a trilogy in which the third book was not published, which I will go into later). In fact, you don't have to explain every single detail of your story. You just need to explain enough of it so that the readers understand what is going on and aren't left with too many questions. Some questions are okay. It's impossible to know everything in a story. An attempt to describe the reason why every single event happened would be tedious, even cumbersome to the story. It is easier to say, “it rained,” instead of explaining all the meteorological factors that caused rain to fall.
 
                 Though a good story is often based on good ideas, it does not always have to be this way. Sometimes, a good story is based on bad ideas. Take for example JRR Tolkien's work The Hobbit. Tolkien set out to write a book about a short person with big, hairy feet who travels with a wizard and a company of dwarves to steal a treasure from a dragon. Were such a story published today, it would be met with lukewarm enthusiasm. Dwarves, wizards, treasures and dragons are old hat. What makes The Hobbit such a good work of fiction revolves around Tolkien's use of implicit metaphor, together with his ability to describe everything he sees.
 
                 This is also the case with George RR Martin's series, A Song of Ice and Fire, which is more or less about human beings killing each other over the potential for position and power when they should be preparing for an expected change in the weather. Martin's stories are good because he leaves nothing to chance- he takes the opportunity to describe every single thing about his world. A surface summary of the series' plot makes it seem like a bad series. Reading the books provides quite a different experience. The books are good, even if there is venom hiding behind Martin's work.
 
                 As a writer, then, you should never get discouraged when you feel that your book is founded upon a bad idea. You may think so. Quite a few people may disagree. It is even possible to write good books based on premises that may seem unworkable. Certainly, there have been a large number of publishers who have taken a look at a best-selling, million-dollar story and turned it down.
 
                 Returning to the subject, ideas come from your brain. They originate in your mind. They aren't transmitted by the spaceship in the sky, or an invisible green man on your shoulder. There's no fiction fairy waiting for you to spend enough in a chair before she feels you are ready to receive the really good stuff. All of these are unhelpful metaphors that deny the basic reality of the situation: ideas come from your own mind. They are the products of your experience, your education, your environment and your activities.
 
                 Every day as you go about your life, there is a potential to learn something new. With new experience comes new knowledge. New knowledge has a way informing your writing in a way that nothing else can.
 
                 Your education often tells you more about the world than experience can. Experience cannot teach calculus. It cannot say anything about the time it takes for the light of a star to travel through space until it reaches our skies. The things that education can teach may (or may not) have a bearing on your story. It's fair to say that science fiction cannot be written with some manner of formal education or other, though it is by no means certain that more education means a better story. Good stories can involve nothing more than two people working as temporary laborers on a farm, one of whom is smart, the other of whom is not.
 
                 Your environment informs your ideas because knowledge comes into your subconscious mind often without your being aware of it. Different people act differently in different areas of the world. A person from Scotland will act differently than a person from India. A variety of factors are at work here: climate, religion, history, and so on. Suffice it to say that people are shaped by their environments. Thus, stories are shaped by the environments in which people find themselves. Even using the same language, it's possible that two writers on opposite sides of the world will come up with stories that feel very different from another. It is also possible for two writers who live in the same town to produce the same result. Each writer lives in a different environment, even if that environment is only distinguishable by the difference in residences- not in towns, regions, countries or continents.
 
                 Your activities inform your behavior on the basis of the axiom: “you are what you repeatedly do.” People who play baseball for twenty years will likely write about baseball. People who write for twenty years will write about writing (you are reading one example of this). When you choose to do any activity, your mind automatically goes about trying to figure out the best way in which to do it. The more you repeat that activity, the better you will get at it. Another way of saying this is to say “practice makes perfect.”
 
                 There is a way to improve your ideas- at least in your own estimation. The method is simple, if time-consuming: read more books, travel more, try new things and meet new people. These unrepeatable events will provide you with all the ideas you need to write good fiction.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Seven: Write What You Know
 
    
 
                 There is a saying in the literature world: “write what you know.” This means that, as an author, you should write fiction based in some part around your own personal experiences. By inference, it also means that your writing should reflect the accumulation of your knowledge. If you want to write about police officers, but don't know a lot about them, you'll have to resort to research. Research is a great way to learn more about your subject. It has a way of making fiction sharper, more in focus. It also reduces the glaring errors that police officers would see if they read your book.
 
                 Remember: four thousand fans of a book don't guarantee its success; one critic can hurt the book's chances enormously.
 
                 But, if you write about what you know, the more you know, the more you will be able to write about. An author, of all the people in the world, must be well-versed in a variety of subjects. An author should not assume knowledge of any subject where knowledge does not exist, either through experience or learning. In consequence of this, I have made it my business to read as much as I can about everything I can during my time as a writer. I have read physics books, nature books, economics books, philosophy books, psychology books, sociology books, anthropology books, history books, political books, biographies and, of course, fictional books.
 
                 All of these books have added to the knowledge I now possess. For example: I can describe a bell curve, and why it behaves the way it does. I can tell you why bitcoin is very, very difficult to counterfeit. I can describe the life of Gaius Marius, who was consul of Rome a record seven times. I can tell you how gravity works, why the sky is blue, and what causes the wind to blow.
 
                 These facts, when taken separately, may seem entirely meaningless. When put together in a story, they give the author an undeniable authority that comes from knowledge of a wide range of subjects. This does not mean that the author is free from making mistakes, even with all he knows. It simply means that everything he has learned becomes part of the stories he writes.
 
                 As a result, my recommendation to any author seeking to improve their craft is: read as much as you can. Read everything you can get your hands on. Don't shy away from complicated subjects. If your brain isn't impaired by a medical condition, you can go from being a part-time cashier to a professor teaching trigonometry. Though you may find some subjects more difficult than others, difficulty and impossibility are not the same.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eight: The Market for Fiction
 
    
 
                 Before I start down the path of explaining what is and is not good fiction, I believe it is useful to explain what markets for fiction exist today. The point of writing a story is not simply to write the story for its own sake. Someone has to read it. The more people who read it, the better. Additionally, I have never met a writer who said, “I want to write a book that no one is going to read, one that will never sell for anything.” Writers want to make money. The following chapter will explain in general terms how to make money with fiction. I will not use specific terms, because each person's journey to success is different. There are a thousand paths to take, each of them valid.
 
                 At present, the two most successful genres of fiction are romance and mystery. This by no means represents good writers- merely those who are successful. Romance novels and long-running mystery series with the same main character continue to do well for two different, equally potent reasons.
 
                 People like romances because, for them, reading is an emotional experience. Once the emotion has been achieved, the story is discarded. While romance books sell very well, they are often disposable brain candy, not very edifying, often poorly written. They rely on a heightening of emotion. This has little do with logic, or good plotting, or good characterization. Writing romance stories is difficult for a talented author, but easy for an inexperienced or untalented author (at least in my experience).
 
                 Mystery stories often rely on an interest in governmental affairs, often with police officers. These stories try to tell the reality of police life as much as possible. They may be mystery stories in which civilians try to solve crimes, or mystery stories in which cops try to solve crimes. They often involve someone getting killed- for the simple reason that it has always been done this way. The truly creative mysteries are those in which it's important to find out who stole something like a napkin- perhaps with a note of significance inside it- are few and far between.
 
                 While I might criticize these genres for being unimaginative, they are nonetheless successful. People want to read them. The authors who write them are successful. Thus, it's difficult to disregard romance and mystery on the basis of the stories not being as good as some others. The point of writing is to sell books. A writer who approaches it with any other purpose in mind will not succeed.
 
                 I mention this because there are two genres in which people spend more money than others. Fantasy and science fiction, while enjoyable as any other genre, are often off-putting to some folks. The ideas presented therein are complicated. Understanding warp speed- the idea that a ship can travel faster than light- takes a bit of thought. Time dilation effects have to be explained within the story simply because people won't intuitively grasp what is going on. As a result, the story can become bogged down with sciencey explanations. There are also stories- such as those written by John Campbell in the 1930s- which revolve around the process of discovery itself. The advancement of character is set to one side in favor of the science.
 
                 For this reason, science fiction is not a genre everyone can get into. Not everyone will be willing to purchase a science fiction novel, knowing in advance that the story will likely follow the patterns of the past by delving into long explanations about complicated subjects. The science fiction writer, therefore, however skilled, may have difficulty succeeding in the fiction market, to say nothing of breaking into it to begin with.
 
                 Of course, good writing will always trump consumer pre-conceptions. This just won't occur at first. A writer has to establish a reputation in order to transcend genres. By the time Ken Follett tried to write an ambitious novel aimed at describing the building of a castle in the Middle Ages of England, he had already established himself as a writer of thriller stories. His novel, called Pillars of the Earth, found an audience precisely because he had been around for a while. Readers had gotten to know him a little bit.
 
                 Although first novels are often lauded as praise-worthy efforts by new authors, the aggregate behavior of the market favors those who have written many books, as opposed to those who have written few books. People buy books for two reasons: either there is a movie out based on the book, or they know the author involved. Very rarely do people go to the bookstore purposefully intending to take a chance on a new author with whom they are not familiar. The process of discovering new, unknown authors occurs through unplanned purchasing. A book's cover may look nice, or the book might be thick or thin enough, or the description on the book might be convincing enough. There is no way to actually make a decision on whether to buy a book or not based on how good the book is: consumers go in blind. Because of this, they place their trust in what they know before making a purchase.
 
                 The previously mentioned online markets of amazon and smashwords let people offer their books for free. This can have the effect of overcoming the barrier of consumer mistrust. When people don't have to spend money on something, they will be more likely to acquire it. This means that authors can expose a whole new group of consumers to their product, which may in turn gain their confidence for future purchases. Those who decry the destructive nature of pirating on the marketplace fail to understand one basic truth: people who learn how good a product is become more likely to purchase that product in the future. This occurs because people no longer go in blind with regards to their purchases.
 
                 Accordingly, then, my advice to every writer, whether new or seasoned, is to always offer free stuff to the market. If you have done your job, you will find more people interested in what you have to offer. You don't have to offer a full book. You can offer a few sample chapters. This is already occurring with authors such as Michael Connolly. 
 
                 There is simply no way to deny the power of p2p marketing. It is the most powerful, most effective way of marketing out there. Proper utilization of p2p marketing enables readers access to all kinds of stories. Whether they read your story, whether they like it enough to buy another one from you, is entirely dependent upon your own effort.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Nine: How to Emotionally Affect the Reader
 
    
 
                 Before I go too far into the nuts and bolts of how to write fiction, it seems necessary to mention the importance of emotionally impacting the reader who has picked up your book, either at a store, on a website or through other means. A great many people in the world are emotional beings, men and women both. They won't respond to a well-reasoned, logical argument as they will to that which tugs at their heartstrings. Though reason and logic usually rule the day in the end, emotion has a much greater effect in the short-term.
 
                 For whatever reason, it seems that people are emotionally affected by familial relations. These could parent and child or sibling and sibling. Uncle and nephew aren't as emotionally affecting, and thus are less used. Uncles and aunts are generally thought of as close family friends, while parents and children interact on a closer, more intuitive level.
 
                 Observe if you would the number of television shows, movies and books that use familial relations for the purpose of getting an emotional reaction. “That's my son,” “that's my daughter,” “that's my father,” “that's my mother...” All these phrases appear time and time again, so often that they have become standard fare in just about any entertainment medium. 
 
                 The creators of these shows, movies and books have figured out what might have been apparently obvious: people spend money to get an emotional high.
 
                 Other than family, romantic relationships can provide a reason for people to get emotionally high on the story you write. The success of Harlequin romance books should be evidence enough to prove this point. In a world in which sexuality itself has become taboo, it can become a source of fascination to talk about sexual relations between a man and a woman, together with an interesting twist to make their relationship anything but normal.
 
                 Real-life experiences may be enough to provide a compelling, interesting story on this basis. I will share an example from my own life to illustrate this.
 
    
 
                 He is a 30-something writer from Pennsylvania.
 
                 She is a 29-year-old waitress from Shanghai who moved to America two years ago.
 
                 He has a secret which he fears may devastate their relationship. Yet, as the relationship progresses, he finds that he must tell her.
 
                 She wants to move to New York, specifically to Chinatown, where her aunt is. She doesn't speak or read very much English, so she often feels uncomfortable in a strange land full of wonders.
 
                 He decides to tell her that he is taking medication in order to become a woman.
 
                 She begs him not to go through with it. In China, she says, such a procedure is known to shorten a person's life so that they die by the age of 40 or 50.
 
                 He is left to decide whether he wants to give up on a dream he deferred for many years, or whether he wants to discard the greatest love he has ever experienced in order to live as who he genuinely is.
 
    
 
                 Though this really happened/is happening to me, I never gave it any thought as the basis for a fictional story until I saw it written down on paper. If you want to write a touching, affecting romance, all you need to do is to find a story from your life, add a twist or two, and put it into fictional form. Autobiographical fiction is completely acceptable; indeed, it is often the best form of fiction available.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Ten: Parts of the Story- Exposition
 
    
 
                 With that thought in mind, let's go down to the ground level of how a story begins. I won't ask you to use outlines, as I don't use them myself. I won't ask you to make plans for your stories, as I don't plan my fiction. I have personally found that consistency and improvisation are not mutually exclusive concepts. They can go together. For me, they go together quite well. So I can't advise you on how to work from an outline. I can't tell you how to plan each chapter out in detail. I have no experience with that process.
 
                 I can advise you on how to create a good exposition. An exposition is the start of your story. It is an introduction on several levels. You are introducing your characters, your setting and your plot. Your exposition is the springboard from which your plot jumps off. This is the part of the story where you will absolutely cannot shrink from the use of description. An exposition that does not describe as much as it can will fall flat. This will cause the story to fall flat, as well.
 
                 One of the methods writers have been using to get around this has been the use of a literary method called in medias res. This is a way of starting the novel in the middle, often with a point of conflict, a tense scene, or something that can drive the story forward. 
 
                 The normal progression of a story is to use a bell curve- low at each end, high in the middle. The story starts out slow, then builds up momentum. When it reaches its highest point, the story goes downwards like a roller coaster. It then reaches its climax, in which the story's conflict is resolved. After the climax comes the aftermath or the epilogue, which wraps up the story for all concerned.
 
                 The purpose of the exposition is to get the process going. It's like turning the key of a car to start the engine. The key itself is not what pushes the car forward. It's not what gets the car up to seventy miles an hour. Yet if the key doesn't turn, the car doesn't move. So it is too with exposition. The engine of the story has to come to life if anything is going to happen.
 
                 There are principally two parts of the story which need to be established during the exposition: conflict and setting. Characterization can take place slowly over time. The characters themselves must be introduced, though it is unlikely they are fully understood when the exposition is finished. It is enough to describe your characters and let them do what they do.
 
                 The conflict is the driving force behind your story. It is the reason why the characters act at all. A story is essentially the tale of a character who wants to achieve some objective, whether they realize it or not. The Count of Monte Cristo, by Alexandre Dumas, deals with a man who wanted to take revenge on the people who wronged him by making a false report. The Toilers of the Sea, by Victor Hugo, deals with a man who fights the elements in order to survive. Insomnia, by Stephen King, dealt with a man's struggle to deal with not being able to sleep.
 
                 These three books provide three types of examples of conflicts: man against man, man against nature, man against himself. A story is not limited to one of these alone. There may be many different conflicts occurring between many different characters. During your exposition, you will have to express which conflict your protagonist is experiencing. This is the purpose of in medias res.
 
                 This is not to say that a novel must be all conflict and no character. Which direction you decide to go is entirely up to you. I can only tell you that, from personal experience, I have a lot more fun in my story when I don't have to worry about moving the story forward, when I can just focus on the individual actions of people and let the conflict take care of itself. If you write like I do, with improvisation, then your conflict will choose you. Or, to be more precise, you won't consciously know what your conflict is until your subconscious mind lets you put it on the page.
 
                 Setting simply is where and when your story takes place. This does not have to be overtly stated. You can declare through inference what your setting is. If you are writing a fantasy novel, you will likely have to do a bit of world-building throughout the novel as readers won't instantly understand everything about the world you're writing about. Suppose your world has a day that is longer than twenty-four hours? This would have to be explained. Otherwise, readers would assume your world has Earth-like conditions in every respect.
 
                 Description establishes setting more than anything else. It is always better to show readers what is going on than to tell them. A statement to the effect of, “On the 3rd of August in the year 1812,” does not have quite the same feeling if readers are lead to discover the setting by themselves based on the details you as an author provide, details which would be unique that particular day on that particular year. Telling has even less meaning if, in a fantasy novel, you start off by saying, “On the 4th of Keldane in the year 1310...” 
 
                 No one will understand that. Describe, describe, describe. That is how to build a good exposition.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eleven: Parts of the Story- Rising Action
 
    
 
                 Rising action is that part of the story which takes place between the exposition and the story's highest point. A story doesn't have to have rising action, or even a climax. Short stories often do not have these. Whether novels can succeed without them remains an open question. I will go through rising action, a novel's highest point, falling action and climax because they are used so frequently- even if the author does not himself understand what they are called.
 
                 Planning rising action is not always necessary. Its primary purpose is to add information to that makes the conflict more interesting, or builds up the plot. A conflict occurs between a protagonist and an antagonist. This can be as simple as man versus man or as complex man versus the idea of war. Whatever your conflict might be, rising action is a way of building it up so that more and more is understood as time goes along.
 
                 This is often the place to develop your characters. The best way to develop characters is through their actions. Characters may be defined by their dialogue- but only slightly. What they do matters more than what they say. Trying to establish characters through the use of dialogue is just as bad as trying to establish an exposition without description. Characters developed this way will feel shallow, wooden. People won't care what happens to them. 
 
                 The number one reason why readers lose interest in stories- other than bad writing- has to do with a lack of character development. During the rising action section of your story, if you fail to develop your characters, the plot's resolution won't matter to the reader.
 
                 Ask yourself these questions when you determine whether your characters is developed or not: Can I expect the reader to know what drives my characters forward? Can I expect the reader to anticipate how my characters might act in a given situation? Have I demonstrated what the characters believe in, if only indirectly? If the answer to all three of these questions is no, then you have a bad novel on your hands.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twelve: Parts of a Story- The Story's Highest Point
 
    
 
                 The story's highest point is usually a brief encounter, or an action that sets everything going downhill. It may an event that forces the protagonist to act. It may be a breakthrough in an investigation. It may be a discovery of an affair. It may be a fight, or a death, or a war. Rarely does it involve introspection from any character, or a conversation that changes someone's mind.
 
                 The story's highest point should be a dramatic moment. It doesn't have to be overly dramatic, as in “my uncle married my mother so I want to kill myself” dramatic. It just has to change things enough that the characters behave differently when something new happens.
 
                 In my fourth novel, The Bluegrass Hunt, I chose to have the story's highest point be a sniper shooting at a van, causing it to crash. The van carried the story's two main characters, who were on their way to lair of a kidnapper. Had I allowed the van to continue unimpeded, there would have been an anti-climatic resolution. The kidnapper would have been arrested and the story would end. From a dramatic standpoint, it makes for a much better story if the kidnapper actively resists the police, even to the point of shooting at them. Remember: you're writing fiction, not a biography. You can write about unrealistic scenarios if you choose.
 
                 The van crash was itself a short scene. It encompassed a few paragraphs. I made a point of letting the characters linger in an upside-down van so readers could used to the idea that the van had flipped over a bunch of times. I found this more effective than simply saying, “The van crashed. It was upside down. [Protagonist] was dizzy.”
 
                 The use of summary at the story's highest point will make readers lose interest. They will realize that something important has just happened. But, without too many details as to what that something was, they will check out of your story in favor of something more entertaining. The use of summary during this stage also cheats the readers out of an important plot point. Cheating the readers will work against you as a writer: people who read a book where they feel cheated will be less likely to buy any titles from you in the future.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirteen: Parts of a Story- Falling Action
 
    
 
                 Although a plot usually takes the shape of a bell curve, your falling action does not have to encompass as many pages as your rising action. These two sections don't have to be equal. The important point to understand is that once you have reached the novel's highest point, you are now on a ride downwards where momentum should grow, tensity and action should increase and characters should be well-established.
 
                 Do it correctly, and readers will know the climax is about to occur. This is often when readers “cannot put the book down.” They are interested in finding out how it will all turn out. You've built up your characters, you've established your conflict, your plot is moving along very well. When you start the falling action stage, you should imbue the story with a sense that things are progressing to the climax, whatever that might be.
 
                 Remember: none of this necessarily needs to be planned out in detail. You only just need to know that these parts are there when it comes time to use them. That time will be entirely up to your discretion.
 
                 When a falling action section of the story fails, the story itself falls flat on its face. It is the same as a skier gliding down a slope and hitting a tree. The tree, in this case, represents the writer's failure to properly execute a sense of escalation, which is uniquely expressed by proceeding downward.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fourteen: Parts of a Story- Climax
 
    
 
                 The climax is the part of the story in which the protagonist and the antagonist duke it out to see who will finally win. This can be expressed through an actual physical conflict, or it can be expressed in the form a struggle of wills. Regardless of the method chosen, this is the part of the story where the conflict takes center stage.
 
                 The climax is the perfect opportunity for each character to reveal the most about themselves through their belief systems. For example: a protagonist is presented with an opportunity to kill someone. His choice- whatever it might be- will reveal much about his personality. If the smart farmhand takes a shovel to the back of the dumb farmhand to end the conflict, that too is a value statement of sorts. The climax cannot help but declare what each person believes, either through their words or through their actions.
 
                 This part of the story may be long or short. There is nothing particularly wrong with a long climax. Robert Jordan's Wheel of Time series climaxed with a 200-page chapter called The Last Battle. Length has no real bearing on whether the climax is good or not, save that it is not disproportionate the the story itself. A 150-page story with a 100-page climax may end up feeling a little strange to read. Each part of the story needs to developed before the climax starts (except for the epilogue).
 
                 
 
   


  
 

Chapter Fifteen: Parts of the Story- Epilogue
 
    
 
                 As an author, you don't actually have to use an epilogue in order to have an epilogue. An epilogue is the part of the story that concludes the story for all the characters involved. The climax will have resolved the conflict. The epilogue does something different: it puts the finishing touches on the story. The purpose of the epilogue is to give the story a sense of closure that no other part of the story can.
 
                 Closure is perhaps the most important aspect of the story. Readers may like the setting. They may like the plot. They may like the characters. If the story is not closed off, however, the readers will come away feeling cheated. How exactly does a detective go back to living a normal life after witnessing all the horrors he has witnessed? Do the people involved try to put their lives back together, or is there a sense that the damage done cannot be repaired? Either outcome is acceptable. Whichever you choose is up to you.
 
                 Closure is important for another reason. As the last bit of writing that readers get from you, the final impression they will have of you as a writer will occur within the epilogue. Do it well, and you will earn a bit more loyalty than you had before. Do it poorly, and people will dislike you- even if they are willing to try out another of your books.
 
                 Trilogies and series are particularly difficult when it comes to epilogue. How does an author create the sense that there is more to come even while establishing that everything which needed said about the first book has been said? It's not a trick that comes easy; it's a bit counter-intuitive for writers who are used to non-continuous stories.
 
                 The way I solved this dilemma in The Bluegrass Hunt was to have the antagonist- a kidnapper rarely seen in the story- talk about a hit list of sorts. He claimed that he was on the list. I left this point unresolved as I had already planned a sequel called The Blue Assassin.
 
                 If you don't know whether you will have a series of books on your hands, so much the better. You won't write from one book to the next. You'll have each story enclosed within itself. Doing so really just means making sure you've wrapped up all the loose ends you can. Loose ends make a novel feel unprofessional. It gives away a sense that the author did not take everything into account. This is the primary problem I struggled with with my improvisational writing style. I overcame it by taking down a pageful of notes during the editing process of things I needed to wrap up.
 
                 It doesn't really matter if your epilogue is well established during the first draft or the second, so long as it is well established by the time you submit your story for publication.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Sixteen: Getting Nitpicky- Sentence Structure
 
    
 
                 One of the most important lessons I learned along in my career as a writer is to use short, declarative sentences whenever possible. This was a lesson I learned not from teaching, but from example. Winston Churchill's four-book series, A History of English Speaking Peoples, revealed a style so direct that I could not help but be impressed by what I read. From this, I tried to craft my own style to include similar sentences. Though this is my own preference, I have found it works far better than I expected.
 
                 Here are two examples of a direct and indirect sentences. Both sentences will try to convey the same meaning.
 
    
 
                 Indirect Example: Until five in the evening, Charlie climbed the tree and looked around him for the birds who had visited yesterday but did not see them.
 
    
 
                 Direct Example: Charlie climbed the tree until five in the evening. He looked around for the birds who had visited yesterday. He did not see them.
 
    
 
                 A direct sentence claims its virtue from fewer ideas connected by conjunctions. It says what it says, getting straight to the point. I have observed many writers, both published and unpublished, make the mistake of over-using conjunctions so that their fiction comes off as choppy, even bland. No class I ever attended mentioned this; hence why it happens so regularly.
 
                 Conjunctions are words such as and, and but which are used to link two separate ideas.
 
                 These words work against a reader's sense of what the words themselves say. In my direct example, there are three different actions being taken. In the indirect example, it may be supposed that Charlie is looking around him while he is climbing the tree. This may not be the author's intent. Whenever a sentence goes against what the author intends because the author does not utilize it correctly, the sentence fails. A book with enough failed sentences in it will not be worth reading.
 
                 Writers who want their books to be accepted by publishers also need to understand the extra work editors will have to undertake in order to make the book readable, to say nothing of profitable. Manuscripts are often rejected for no other reason than the sentences are not properly constructed. Editors don't want to take the time to fix a story. It is the author's responsibility to make it as good as it can be.
 
                 
 
   Chapter Seventeen: Getting Nitpicky- Adverbs
 
    
 
                 Stephen King's book, On Writing: A Memoir of the Craft makes no bones about King's dislike of adverbs. Adverbs in a work of fiction, or non-fiction, should be used as minimally as possible. English teachers everywhere around the world teach that an adverb is a perfectly acceptable part of a sentence. For conversation, for correspondence, for journaling, yes. For anything intended to make money or help someone else make money, no.
 
                 Adverbs are clunky words that often end in ly. Aggressive is an adjective. Aggressively is an adverb. The word aggressively isn't such a bad word by itself. No one really questions it when it arrives. However, it takes away specific meaning, putting in its place a general, nebulous thought that must be interpreted in order to be understood. It is imprecise.
 
    
 
                 For example:
 
    
 
                 With the adverb: Edward charged down the soccer field aggressively.
 
    
 
                 Without the adverb: Edward charged down the soccer field, his shoulders squared up, his cleats churning up dirt. His eyes fixed the single black and white ball before him, his body tense with all the energy he wished to unleash upon it.
 
    
 
                 Hopefully, it is quite plain that given the choice between using an adverb and describing what is going on, description should always be the first choice of any writer. An adverb puts the reader in control. Description puts the writer in control.
 
                 Adverbs also tend to be clunky, hilarious words that stop people from taking a writer seriously. Words such as laughingly, flatteringly, and tellingly are all immature words that reveal an underdeveloped writer. These words make readers pause for a moment in order that they might understand what they have just read. One such word in a whole manuscript may be forgiven. A manuscript full of such words will always be rejected. A published book full of such words will reflect badly on the publishing company.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Eighteen- Parts of Grammar- Nouns, Verbs, Pronouns, Prepositions
 
    
 
                 As a writer, you don't necessarily have to be grammatically correct, especially in the first draft of your work. However, you do at least need to know how grammar works. Editors who are really, truly nitpicky about grammar have likely got it wrong: many readers are so unfamiliar with grammar that they don't notice when a gerund is being incorrectly used. Some grammatical errors are glaring. Some are not. My purpose in this chapter is to help you avoid the glaring errors.
 
                 The grammar that I explain here is by no means a comprehensive list of all the grammatical errors you can make in a story. When you edit, if it seems wrong, it probably is. The more you write, the more errors you will notice. This does not mean you become worse with time; it simply means that you will get better at spotting areas of concern in need of improvement.
 
                 Nouns often serve as the subject of a sentence. They can be stated or implied. In the following examples, I will use Harry as a noun. A noun can be a person, place or thing.
 
                 The parts of the sentence appearing in bold text will be the ones under discussion.
 
    
 
                 Stated Noun: Harry went to the store.
 
                 
 
                 Implied Noun: Go to the store, please.
 
    
 
                 The implied noun sentence begins with a verb, the word go. The noun here is yourself as the recipient of a command to go to the store. Written with the noun, it would read:
 
    
 
                 Command Sentence: Harry, go to the store, please.
 
    
 
                 Both ways are perfectly acceptable ways of using nouns.
 
    
 
                 Nouns can also be used as objects. An object is a word that often receives the action a verb uses in a sentence. It can also be used as part of a prepositional phrase.
 
    
 
                 An object in relation to a verb: Harry shot the ball.
 
    
 
                 An object in a prepositional phrase: Harry shot the ball into the net.
 
    
 
                 A preposition is a word often serves as a parentheses inside a sentence. Prepositions are words such as to, from, by, with, and so on. They serve to describe a relationship between one noun or pronoun and another noun or pronoun. These relationships can be spatial, temporal, etc. One way of looking at it would be like this:
 
    
 
                 A preposition used normally: Harry shot the ball into the net.
 
    
 
                 A preposition with parentheses: Harry shot the ball (into the net).
 
    
 
                 Verbs are parts of the sentence used to say that something is happening. As a general rule, it is best to use active verbs rather than passive verbs. Passive verbs generally use words such as was and is together with other verbs. An active verb needs no such assistance. The three examples will show which is which:
 
    
 
                 Use a verb: Harry shot the ball into the net.
 
    
 
                 Use of a passive verb: Harry was shooting the ball into the net.
 
    
 
                 Use of an active verb: Harry shot the ball into the net.
 
    
 
                 Active verbs directly say what is happening. Passive verbs don't explicitly state the action occurring.
 
    
 
                 Pronouns are like nouns, only they are used as replacement effects for a person, a group of people, or an inanimate object, or a group of inanimate objects. Instead of saying Harry, we can say he instead, as follows:
 
    
 
                 Use of a pronoun for a person: He shot the ball into the net.
 
    
 
                 Use of a pronoun for a group: They celebrated after the goal was scored.
 
    
 
                 Use of a pronoun for an object: It was hot outside.
 
    
 
                 Use of a pronoun for a group of objects or a group of people: They were wet with morning dew.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Nineteen: Parts of Grammar- Comma Usage
 
    
 
                 In general, I use commas by intuition. I do not follow any set of guidelines. If it feels right to me, I keep it that way. If it feels wrong to me, I change it. This chapter will be very short, as it is a very short lesson. When in doubt, trying saying the sentence aloud to see if it is something you would say. If speaking the sentence aloud feels weird, you may have commas in the wrong places.
 
    
 
                 Good comma usage: When they went to the bar, they found a line outside the door.
 
    
 
                 Bad comma usage: When they went, to the bar, they found a line, outside the door.
 
    
 
                 In the bad example, the first comma is out of place. The second one is better for being there than not. The third one separates the sentence unnecessarily. The best writing is direct and straightforward. Too many commas in the wrong places can have the same effect as too many conjunctions.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty: Parts of Grammar- Tenses and Perspective
 
    
 
                 In my capacity as a freelance editor, one of the common mistakes I see in works of fiction are slip-ups involving usage of tense. Tense, in this chapter, means the time in which the events took place. As a general (though by no means ironclad) rule, an author should choose a tense throughout the novel and keep it. Tenses primarily operate through the conjugation of verbs. The tenses are as follows:
 
    
 
                 Past Tense: The most commonly used tense, this is used to describe things which already happened. It is a useful tense because it gives us the sense that the narrator is simply sitting down for however long to just tell a story.
 
                 Present Tense: This tense is a runner-up for usage. The present tense describes events that are currently happening. The narrator, it may be supposed, has kept a running log of everything he or she has witnessed for the purpose of telling it in a cohesive story.
 
                 Future Tense: Future tense describes events that have yet to happen. This tense can be utilized in dialogue, and perhaps in dream sequences. It should never be utilized as the main tense during any story.
 
    
 
                 The examples that follow will show how each sentence can be changed using different tenses. It is okay to mix and match them during a first draft. It is not okay to leave them for your editor to find later. Try to weed these out as much as you can.
 
    
 
                 Past Tense Example: Harry went down to the beach where he sat down in the sand and stared at the sunset.
 
                 Present Tense Example: Harry goes down to the beach where he sits down in the sand and stares at the sunset.
 
                 Future Tense Example: Harry will go down to the beach where he will sit down in the sand and stare at the sunset.
 
                 Mixing Past and Present Tense- Tense Disagreement: Harry went down to the beach where he sits down in the sand and stared at the sunset.
 
    
 
                 In the fourth example, the word “sits” is the offending word. It doesn't make sense to describe something that happened in the past together with something that is currently happening. This sentence does not make logical sense. Additionally, the second example is a bit clunky with its phrasing. The conjunction “and” takes away from the sense that all of this is happening now.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-One: Usage of Dialogue
 
    
 
                 Dialogue is the primary method of declaring how your characters speak in your story. It is not the only method. Other methods can include: body language, sign language, telepathy, semaphore, etc. There are so many different ways for human beings to express themselves that the spoken word is just one of many. For the purpose of brevity, I will confine myself merely to speech, leaving out all the other options a writer has at his or her disposal.
 
                 The usage of quotation marks is often a matter of personal preference. Most writers like using two quotation marks. Others like using one, as follows:
 
    
 
                 Two Quotation Marks: “We sure got the better of that team, didn't we?”
 
                 One Quotation Mark: 'We sure got the better of that team, didn't we?'
 
    
 
                 You can use whichever one you like, so long as you are consistent with your usage. I only mention the difference between the two for the purpose of nested quotations. Nested dialogue is a form of communication which appears within another grouping of dialogue. This often occurs when a character is repeating what someone else said. You can nest dialogue as often as you like, sticking quotes inside quotes. Although this can make for cumbersome reading, there may be occasions where you as the author feel you must use it. 
 
                 If you must, dialogue within dialogue is denoted by the opposite quotation mark of the one you started out with. If you start with two, use one. If you start with one, use two.
 
    
 
                 Nested Dialogue with Two Quotation Marks to Start: “Do you know what Jane said? She said, 'We sure got the better of that team, didn't we?' What a goof she is.”
 
                 Nested Dialogue with One Quotation Mark to Start: 'Do you know what Jane said? She said, “We sure got the better of that team, didn't we?” What a goof she is.'
 
    
 
                 Dialogue can also break all the rules of grammar and spelling; it can be used to express how a person pronounces the words they speak, rather than the words themselves. This is often the case when an author wants to establish characters who speak different dialects while still using the same language. As usual, if you choose to do this, be consistent with your choices. Characters who speak a southern American dialect in one chapter should not be speaking a British English dialect in the next chapter (unless there is a demonstrable reason for this being the case).
 
                 The differences can be principally seen in the following way:
 
    
 
                 Southern Dialect: “Y'all goan give me back that knife and leave me in peace, or is this here thing going to turn into an inceedent?”
 
                 British English Dialect: “Now sir, I really must protest at your behavior! Return my knife to me at once or I shall be compelled to call upon the authorities!”
 
    
 
                 There are principally two schools of thought on how to handle a string of dialogue. The first, which Ernest Hemingway often utilized, was simply to put the words on the page with no description, nothing saying what the characters were doing. In my experience, this has fallen out of fashion. People like to know what the characters are doing as they speak. People like characters who move, who don't just stand there and speak their lines as if they're trying to get through a poor performance in a play.
 
                 Thus, I recommend that some description be added somewhere around the spoken words of your characters. Additionally, I have found that putting the words “said” or “spoke” before the dialogue produces a greater effect in the mind of the reader than by putting it in the middle, or at the end of a string of spoken words. This gives writers an opportunity to declare how the words are said, perhaps even under what conditions. Readers who see the description first won't have to go back to read the dialogue occurring before it to understand it. The difference is minute, yet it's often enough to make the difference between a page-turning story readers can't put down to one they have to wade through because they want to find out how it ends.
 
                 The word “said” is often all that is necessary for a writer to use. This word can be used as often you deem necessary. Readers never focus on it. They just pass right over it, looking for the next bit of information. Clunky adverbs often appear after the word said in many stories. These adverbs detract from the story, rather than adding to it. Observe the following:
 
    
 
                 Dialogue with Unfocused Description: “What are you having tonight?” Jane asked in a quiet voice.
 
                 Dialogue with Focused Description: Jane asked in a quiet voice, “What are you having tonight?”
 
    
 
                 Dialogue with a Clunky Adverb: Jane said seductively, “What are you having tonight?”
 
                 Dialogue with Active Description in Place of the Adverb: Jane place a finger on Harry's leg, running it along his thigh, tracing it slowly towards his pelvis. She said, “What are you having tonight?”
 
    
 
                 It should be clear that between the last two, one produces a greater effect than the other. The purpose of both was to demonstrate that Jane is flirting. The degree to which you want her to flirt depends on the particular description you choose to utilize.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Two: How to Describe Your Settings and Characters
 
    
 
                 There is no one perfect way to use description. The emphasis should be on using it, as opposed to not using it. While I can't tell you what form your description should take, or what you should describe, I can lead you through an exercise to help you describe what you see around you. My description always comes from what I have in my mind at the time. If there is nothing in my mind to describe, the description comes harder.
 
                 Let's begin by defining the objects in our setting. They are as follows:
 
    
 
    
    	A bed with a green blanket on it
 
    	A green chair
 
    	A cluttered desk
 
    	A laptop
 
    	A closet full of clothes
 
    	An overhead fan, currently not running
 
    	A tan satchel
 
   
 
    
 
                 These are the items currently in my room at the moment. Description is nothing more than taking these objects and putting them together in some sort of order to give the reader a notion of what the room looks like. You can use these objects to make your own description, or you can use objects in your own space. When making your description, try to flesh out each object as much as possible for maximum effect.
 
                 When describing anything, try to use as many descriptive words as possible. 
 
    
 
                 Example Description: The small room was immediately defined by the twin-sized bed upon which laid a thick green blanket. Next to the bed sat a green chair in front a brown desk. The desk itself was filled with clutter to the point where nothing further could be placed upon it. There was a roll of black duct tape, a curled-up USB cord, a pair of glasses, assorted books and notebooks, together with a pile of loose change. A laptop sat on the bed next to three pillows, one white, one green, one pink. The room's closet was full to the brim with clothes, so much so that clothes dangled off the edge of the closet's top shelf even while white underwear and white socks piled up inside a toy chest on the closet floor. A fan with four light sockets did not move overhead. Only one of the light sockets had a light bulb in it. A tan satchel sat on the room's floor, in front of the chair. Something inside the satchel caused it to bulge into an unnatural, lumpy shape.
 
    
 
                 The preceding paragraph was nothing more than a description of the room in which I write. I identified the objects around me, and described them as best I could. A story essentially needs three elements to make it a good story: description, characterization and plot. Emphasizing one over the other two can make the story a bit unusual. Stories that focus on characters are called “character studies,” while stories that focus on plot or description might be called “plot studies” and “setting studies.” (Setting studies are probably rare and unreadable, but you can do it if you want.)
 
                 If you feel yourself struggling with description, all you need to do is use the exercise listed here. There are many right ways to do it, and only one wrong one. The wrong way would be to use as few descriptive words as possible. I will use an exaggerated example to show what this looks like.
 
    
 
                 Example of Bad Description: There was a bed with a green blanket. There was a green chair. There was a cluttered desk. There was a laptop. There was a closet full of clothes. There was an unmoving ceiling fan. There was a tan satchel.
 
    
 
                 Bad descriptions are not without their uses. They can be used to list off objects or people in sequential order without filling in the details about them. The use of bad description can be utilized deliberately, though it must be done so sparingly. If such description is the only way the reader has to understand the world you as the author are showing them, then the story itself becomes unreadable.
 
    
 
                 Let's use the same exercise to describe a character. This time, I will imagine a character and jot down some surface details about him. For me, this process occurs without taking the step of taking notes. I imagine a character and instantly I can describe him.
 
                 This may be the point where you want to start taking notes about your characters. In novels, especially long novels, it can be difficult to keep track of what each character looks like. You may be writing a book over the course of years. A list of notes will save you a lot of time editing the book later if you keep your descriptions consistent.
 
                 It also goes without saying that your description also defines what your character can physically do. For instance, if a character is wearing a heavy knee brace, it can easily be assumed that this person will not be able to run a marathon. If a character is wearing glasses, it may be supposed that he or she cannot drive without them. These details matter for authors who are trying to sell their books for profit. You as the author may not find a great deal of significance in them, but readers certainly will.
 
                 Much of what I add in this sample description will be from my own imagination. I encourage you to do the same: imagine as much as possible. The more detail you have from your imagination, the more depth you will add to your characters.
 
                 
 
                 Sample man, Harry:
 
    
    	Six feet tall
 
    	Forty years old
 
    	Normal, short brown hair
 
    	Wearing a black leather jacket
 
    	A cigarette in his mouth
 
    	Sunglasses perched on top of his head
 
    	Cowboy boots
 
   
 
    
 
                 Example Character Description: Harry was a forty-year-old man who stood exactly six feet tall. He stood above most other people, yet below a few others. He was forty years old with short brown hair upon which sat a pair of sunglasses with gray plastic frames. He wore a black leather jacket which he never zipped up. The stub of a white cigarette hung from the corner of his mouth, a cigarette that he had rolled himself. When he smoked it, it tasted vile and smelled worse. Often, as he did now, he let it sit on his mouth for a long time before he lit it up. He wore a pair of tan cowboy boots, both of which were stained with mud from the inside of a rodeo ring.
 
    
 
                 If you wish to improve upon your description, the only way to do so is through practice. Force yourself to describe objects, either as exercises or in parts of stories you write. Force yourself to describe your characters. If all of this comes naturally to you already, the only thing to remember is consistency.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Three: A Word on Editor Quality
 
    
 
                 As there are good writers and bad writers, so too are there good editors and bad editors. In my career, I have seen a mixture of both. Both good and bad editors like to put their own stamp on the book, using their own personal preferences to determine how the story should be edited. The difference is simply this: good editors will use their experience and knowledge to help the story improve as much as it can be improved while bad editors will merely be concerned with making the story turn out the way they want it.
 
                 There are many arguments against bad editors, the primary of which is that they subvert the author's intentions and meaning in writing a story. They can interfere with a story's pacing, or put words in that the author never intended to be in there, simply because that is what they want.
 
                 Unfortunately, the internet providing many countries in the world access to the publishing marketplace also means there are more editors out there who have not used English as their first language. They may be well-meaning, friendly people. They may simply not have enough skill with English to fulfill the position to which they have been entrusted. The independent writing market is full of such people.
 
                 If you happen to be an independent writer, it is of the utmost importance to secure your own editor. You may barter services if you cannot afford to pay an editor outright, agreeing to edit their manuscript while they edit yours. You can use freelance websites such as oDesk.com to hunt for editors who might be willing to work for less money than those who work for publishing houses.
 
                 Whichever course you choose to take, I strongly recommend against publishing any story, short or long, without letting someone else put their eyes upon it. Only show it to a friend if that friend has a literary mindset. A friend who works at a steel mill, for instance, may not be the best evaluator of your fiction.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Four: A Search For Meaning
 
    
 
                 If you choose to use an editor to review your work, you may be faced with the question of: “what does this story mean?” or “what is it all for?” Readers will always search for meaning within fictional stories. If you write about humans experiencing human circumstances, your novel will necessarily say something about the human condition, stated or implied. It it usually not necessary to write a book specifically for the purpose of conveying one particular meaning or other. This defeats the purpose of a fictional story to begin with. The purpose of a fictional story is to tell a story.
 
                 A good example of this is Ayn Rand's mammoth book, Atlas Shrugged. The book tells the story of a group of businesspeople who experience difficulties in a world that wants to take the money and products they produce, yet will not allow them to produce or earn on their own terms. The book is long, filled with the backstories of many characters who are interesting, yet add nothing to the narrative as a whole. The book is essentially a philosophical treatise disguised as a work of fiction. 
 
                 Rand's first novel, We the Living, was the exact opposite. That book focused on the story of a woman from Soviet Russia who tried to live with as much dignity as she could. It only hinted at philosophic principles. It did not bash readers directly in the face with them. Because the book's primary purpose was to tell a story, I feel it serves as a much better statement of Rand's values than all the long speeches and monologues of Atlas Shrugged.
 
                 There are works of fiction which try to do something other than tell a story. There are works of fiction which try to do nothing but tell a story and end up having something to say anyway. Between the two, I believe it is best to tell your story in the best way that you can. Philosophy, economics, politics- these things belong in the realm of non-fiction. If you do deliberately try to incorporate these things into your fiction, the most that anyone will be able to say is that it works that way only within the world of your story. A fictional character is not the same as a conclusive, decisive argument. If you've come into writing in order to use fiction as a medium of spreading a message, you're in it for the wrong reason.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Five: Types of Fiction- Poetry, Short Stories, Novellas, Novels and Series
 
    
 
                 In this chapter, I will describe five principle ways in which fiction can be formed. My advice to any author, new or experienced, is not to try and write a story of one size or another. Just write the story. When it's done, it's done. Don't try to make it longer than it should be or shorter than it should be in order to satisfy someone's word count requirement. Write the best story you can, and let all else take care of itself. As an author, you'll know when the story is finished.
 
                 I would be remiss in describing all the forms fiction can take if I did not mention poetry. Poetry is, and has been since time immemorial, a way of expressing human thought and emotion that normal speech could not express. Whether poems are scribbles are on a napkin, or words published in a book, they always have a story to tell.
 
                 Poetry, so far as I have been able to understand it, provides a snapshot glimpse of a situation, idea, or circumstance. Short poems are photographs to study. Longer poems, such as epic poems, are albums of photographs to look through.
 
                 Short stories, on the other hand, are more like youtube videos or short independent films. There's a great deal more to study. Similar to poetry, short stories don't always tell the whole story. They just tell that part of the story which is pertinent, or enough of the story so that a conclusion can be drawn. Short stories don't always use concepts like rising action and falling action. They are simply too short for that to happen. 
 
                 Short stories, unlike novellas and novels, often carry the downside of being too short for publication on their own. They must be put together in collections. This means that several different authors with several different styles are lumped together all at once. For this reason, short story collections often don't read well. There is no continuity between one story and the next. A fictional novel has a way of drawing readers in, because everything flows as it goes along. This has made the market for short stories dwindle over time- in addition to a decline in magazine reading. 
 
                 Magazines are a thing of the past. Not only do they have to deal with people turning to the internet for information (and stories), they also have to deal with long novels becoming more popular. Serializing a novel isn't really an option- if someone misses an issue out of disinterest, they may decide to give up on the story altogether.
 
                 Additionally, the standard for short stories in magazines has moved more towards literary work. Literary fiction, however good it might be, is not as popular as the disposable candy-cane fiction often present in mysteries and romances. While fictional magazines may believe they are servicing their customers better by raising the quality of the stories they print, it is in fact the opposite: literary fiction, unless it becomes popular by some means or other, is for a niche audience the same as science fiction and fantasy. A literary science fiction magazine has a tremendous obstacles to overcome that a pulp mystery and romance magazine does not.
 
                 Short story collections from the same author have a similar problem, though not as pronounced. As an author's style is produced subconsciously, it comes out in the majority of the stories that author writes. Since fiction comes from the brain, it is possible for the author to consciously change his style in order to appear to be another person- an alter ego. Whether this is for you or not remains up to your own discretion. I can only say that it is not for me. I like writing about innovations, new ideas, and a bit of action. Were I required to write like a dedicated author of horror novels, I have no doubt that my stories would feel false.
 
                 Novellas and novels are the same, save for length. A novel can be a thousand pages long, or three hundred pages long. A novella can be seventy pages long to 150 pages long. These stories must necessarily include more character development and more description than short stories. The market for novels and novellas is today so wide open that anyone can publish a book instantly and begin the process of marketing it. There are also a number of employers who pay for novels to be written on ghost-writing contracts through sites like oDesk.com. The majority of these, it appears, does not offer a great deal of money.
 
                 Ghost writing a novel is a great way to practice writing fiction without actually tying your name to your work. An author's name determines his sales. It's as simple as that. The trade off is that while you are able to do what you love, you won't get fairly compensated for it. Even ghost writers who allow their names to be attached to other writers such as Tom Clancy, Clive Cussler and Robert Ludlum never appear to have any measure of success. This is not because the ghost writers are lacking in talent; it is simply because those writers have not met with success when striking out on their own.
 
                 The best way to do this is to write a novel. More people read novels than any other form of fiction. It also appears that more people read long novels than short novels. At the present time, it is more profitable to self-publish than to rely on publishing companies to put your books on the shelf. When you self-publish, you get the majority of the profits, but you also have to do the majority of the work. You have to provide the cover art, the marketing, the website, and a host of other things authors need in order to have their names known throughout the marketplace. If you're a person who wants to do nothing but write, you might want to engage with a publishing company; if you're a person who is focused on making money from your work, the best way to go is to work for yourself.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Six: A Word of Encouragement
 
    
 
                 Most writers (myself included) view publication as the holy grail of writing prior to becoming published. If only someone, somewhere would recognize their work, success will follow. This is a fallacious mindset rooted in the idea that all fiction is both readable and profitable. Sadly, this is not the case. Not all fiction is readable or profitable. Some fiction is just downright bad.
 
                 Even if your fiction is good, you might not experience success right away. The market for books is filled to the brim with writers, publishers, and editors of all sorts. Writing a story by itself is simply not enough. You have write a good, engaging, interesting story. If you want to be a success, you have to be better than the other writers out there. If you want to be an incredible success, you have to work harder than you ever thought you would work before.
 
                 A nine to five job might pay the bills, but writing requires working much longer and much harder than that. The competition in the writing market requires authors to work hard. This means that readers get better stories for lower prices. Those who engage in the system benefit all around. Those who presume that a story casually written, casually edited and lazily published will be a success will soon find people turning against their story.
 
                 In writing this short book, it has been my intention to give you the tools you need to succeed as a writer of fiction. Never give up on your dream, whatever it may be. The world you wish to see is within arm's reach. All you have to do is reach out and take it. It is there. It is waiting. It can be yours.
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Seven: A Sample Story
 
    
 
                 The following is a short story I wrote specifically for this book. I wrote to show that even someone who was expelled from high school and who dropped out of college like I did can still become a decent (if not good) writer given enough effort. I put this here as a proof of concept in order to illustrate that anyone become a writer. It is not an inborn talent. If you're willing to put the work in, the work will reward you for it.
 
                 This story could be a lot longer. It has enough life in it to become a novella. Yet, I found that the short version- as opposed to the long version- served the story's purpose just as well. It is a warning against traditional values and human stubbornness, which is another way of saying inflexibility. I could have stated it outright in fictional form, but then I would have had a philosophical treatise disguised as a story and not a story itself. While that might have made for good reading, it would have entirely defeated the purpose.
 
                 The story itself should pose a gigantic question mark to the reader. What is going on, the reader will ask. What will happen next? A bit of thought will answer both questions, so long as readers are honest with themselves. I won't tell you explicitly what happens next in the world of this story. I'll just say that there's really no wrong answer. Stories are what you make of them.
 
   


  
 

The Wolves at Night
 
   By Winter Trabex
 
    
 
                 The wolves came today. They crossed the barrier of burning manure, looking for human meat. They loped forward, three of them, their bodies bony and thin, their fur mangy. Their eyes were six yellow stones, glowing in the night. I saw them coming forward, none of them burned, the fire to their backs. They looked like phantoms come from another world, carried on the wind by the scent of foul putrescence. The wolf in front licked his chops, its pink tongue caressing one large white incisor.
 
                 I meant to ring the alarm. I'm being honest when I say this. I meant to dash up the ladder to the place where the old bell stands and let loose all the clanging fury I could. I meant to do that. I saw myself doing it, saw each foot of mine stepping on each rung of the ladder, saw my hands grabbing at the rope, saw the bell rocking back and forth. I even heard its ring in my head, even while the manure burned.
 
                 I sat in place, my wooden staff in hand, transfixed, staring at the wolves as they stared back at me. They advanced with caution, each slow step coming forward with an inexorable, implacable will. I knew at once that they saw me as meat. I was nothing more than a meal to them. That I could beat off three wolves with my stick had not entered into it, not for hungry beasts such as these.
 
                 Since last year, when the deer had all disappeared from the forest, the wolves had started coming to the village more frequently. They tended to target babies and young children. They dashed headlong through windows, eating what they found at once. Soon after, hunting parties scoured the forest for the wolves. Pelt after pelt came in, the bones of wolves sharpened into points, affixed to the ends of arrows. Their guts were left to rot before being buried in the ground. I have been told that the blood of wolves helps crops grow. I do not know if I believe it.
 
                 The three that came that night were among the last holdouts in the forest. There were more rabbits and groundhogs than ever before, small furry animals who fell astray in hunter's traps, often stuck there for days after the hunters who laid the traps forgot about them. In spite of all the hunting of wolves, every night, by order of the Traditional Council, manure had to be burned at the edge of town. A guard would be posted each night to see that the manure burned properly and to pour more on it if necessary. I had drawn guard duty for that long, lonesome night.
 
                 I wore three bandannas across my face, two over my mouth and nose, one over my forehead. My eyes beheld the world through a tiny slit that gave me enough vision to see all I needed to see. When the first wolf, itself the leanest, meanest-looking of the three, came within seven paces of me, I stood up slowly, my staff in hand. I knew from experience that these wolves would not back down without a fight. They were too hungry. They understood, as did the rest of us in the village, that the choice was between starvation and death.
 
                 Once I stood up, the wolves halted in place. The leader let out a low, deep growl. I almost took a step back to hear such a malicious sound come from such a ghastly body. I held out my staff, as if in warning. The other two wolves growled. After a moment, they all advanced forward. I felt the days of long hunger come upon me then. It had been a long time since I had enjoyed three meals a day- a time so long ago that I had convinced myself such an age belonged to another world, one which had only arisen in my imagination. A prolonged drought, sickness in the crops and the disappearance of animals had caused us all to be hungry. We weren't allowed to talk about it, but all of us knew. Every single person, those that had survived last year's winter, knew.
 
                 The wolves knew too, if I'm being honest. I could see the knowledge of extinction in their eyes. When faced with the death of your species, you have but one of two choices: you can either wait for it to come, or you can go about the daily business of your life as if nothing would ever change. Though the wolves would die, if not today, then in another season or two, they could do nothing but what they knew. They had to eat, even if that meant doing the unthinkable of crossing the foulest-smelling barrier they could.
 
                 We stared at each other for several long moments. Gray clouds in the sky suddenly passed away, revealing a round, white moon. In that moment, I saw them for what they were. I saw the wolves as myself, doing all they could to survive, even in a world that did not mean for them to survive. At some point, the world had declared that all life would pass away. This, of course, had been some decades ago. Sentient species aren't very good listeners, on the whole.
 
                 I blinked. My eyes fell down, then opened up again. When they came open, I saw the leader wolf's legs tense up, ready to spring. My hands gripped my staff, ready to bash anything that came close. Even in that instant, I still thought of the bell, still thought of retreating to safety. The wolves might claim a baby while I rang the bell, but at least I would be safe. I can't really say I cared about the twin babies in town, or the couple with a newborn child, only three days old. They weren't my children. I had no preference if they lived or died. I simply stayed in place because I was held by the six yellow eyes, so full of mystery, so full of desperate hunger.
 
                 Suddenly, a blast erupted in the night. I saw a brief burst of red fire out of the corner of my eye. Then, the leader wolf's body was jerked away, as though a large invisible hand suddenly pulled at it. The other wolves tensed up, their snouts going low, touching the ground. The leader tried to get up, its legs shaking, blood pouring out of its side. Another blast. Involuntarily, I put my hands over my ears, forgetting about my staff. The leader was again thrown away. The other two wolves suddenly dashed off, their paws kicking up dirt. They jumped through the burning barrier, melting away in the darkness of the forest.
 
                 I stood there, staring at the wolf, who panted out several wheezy, bloody breaths. I heard the clanging of feet, the opening of doors. I heard people clamoring about, asking what was the matter. I did not move for several moments. I remained fixated on those yellow eyes until I saw the strangest expression. I saw gratitude. Its body dying, its lungs filling with blood, it thanked me for the chance to be alive. I reached out my hand, no longer afraid of being bitten. In that moment, I understood that in other circumstances, I might be that wolf. I might be lying on the ground in a puddle of my own blood without the capacity for speech, without even the capacity to bark or howl, to let the world know that I had lived.
 
                 I saw the light go out of those yellow eyes. I saw it happen in an instant. Then, I let my staff fall to the ground. The clamor of the village, previously muffled inside my brain, grew. I could make out words. I heard a few of them. Someone spoke to me. Someone even grabbed my shoulder. I turned, seeing a man with a large rifle in in his hands. The rifle was over two hundred years old, it was said, the bullets made from the metal of other guns which had been melted down for that purpose.
 
                 The man who held the rifle was old, an unusual sight in a world short on both food and water. He had a white, grizzled beard. On his head was placed a worn tan hat, its edges frayed with the passage of time. He wore no shoes. His toes were pushed in, his toenails yellow and broken. He wore blue denim jeans with holes in the knees and a hole developing on the right side of his hip. He wore an animal hide over his chest, the gray pelt of a wolf. The man's face was full of jagged lines and wrinkles. His lips curled down in a perpetual frown. He had glassy, gray eyes, sunk deep within two dark circles.
 
                 He said, “Keith Parsons, you damn fool, what do you think you're about, facing down three wolves in the middle of the night? Ring the damn bell. That's what it's there for.”
 
                 I stared at the old man for a moment, reality slowly coming back to me. It struck me then that I had not, in fact, followed the normal procedure set down for officers of the watch. I stammered out a word which I knew was unintelligible. I composed myself, trying not to look at the dead wolf. I said, “I'm sorry. I just, I was stuck in place. I knew I should have moved, but I didn't.”
 
                 The old man chuffed. An exhalation of air from his nose stirred the bristles in his mustache. He said, “The yellow eyes. Yeah, many a man said the same. Something about those eyes. Ain't natural. Ain't right. Has a way of entrancing a man so's he can't think straight. Best that the wolves are dead. Best that they stay dead.”
 
                 I chanced one last look at the wolf which had been killed by the old man's rifle. It no longer seemed a living, vital, important animal. The wolf had become a mass of flesh, bone and fur, with consciousness the only distinction between living and not living. I said, “Yes,” without thinking about it. The old man patted me on the shoulder.
 
                 Thereafter, I found myself sleepwalking back to my cottage where I opened the door wide. The living room couch held forth such a strong invitation that I could not refuse it. I slumped down on the couch, sleep claiming me at once.
 
    
 
                 I awoke some time later, light striking my face. I had left the cottage door wide open- a mistake that an officer of the watch would have never made, had circumstances been normal. The circumstances, however, were not normal. Even as I began going over the events of the previous night, I could not help but think that I had seen the last wolf I would ever see. The other two who had fled into the forest would fight each other, with the loser being eaten. The winner, all alone, would eventually starve. He might be daring enough to try the village again, if his hunger impaired his memory.
 
                 My wife, a woman I had been married to for seven years, came into the living room to find me sprawled out on the couch with my hair tousled about in all directions, my clothes rumpled, my staff collapsed on the floor in front of me. She had light brown hair which flowed down to her waist. She wore her white linen bedclothes, together with one of her three pairs of socks. She had soft, brown eyes, and skin so white that faint traces of her blue veins could be seen. Her name was Mary Parsons.
 
                 She said, “Keith, are you okay? I heard you come in last night...”
 
                 I remembered then that I had been careless of the noise I made entering the house. I wondered how I had stayed asleep if the wind has whispered all through the night as it had when I stood my portion of the watch. I rubbed my face with the palms of my hands and said, “I guess I'm okay. I saw something unexpected last night. It was...it's made me think.”
 
                 She knelt beside me and held my hand. She said, “Tell me what's bothering you.”
 
                 I looked out into the morning sunlight. I squinted my eyes for a moment, until I saw the crisp radiance of a new day. I said, “How are we going to live if we keep going the way we've been? The deer are gone, the wolves are dead, and we're starving eating nothing but rabbit. Where is this world headed?”
 
                 She shook her head once. This was all the answer I needed. In the coming days, as I hunted and gathered, planted seeds and reaped what I could, I remember the two yellow eyes, the singular, knowing gratitude. No more wolves came into the village. None were needed.
 
    
 
    
 
   July-August 2014
 
   


  
 

About the Author
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   Winter Trabex is a transgender author from the central Pennsylvanian town of Mechanicsburg. In her career as a writer spanning over fifteen years, she has written science fiction, fantasy, mysteries, and western stories. She currently works as a volunteer columnist for the libertarian website, Liberty.me. How to Write Fiction: Wrangling With the Written Word is her first non-fiction book.
 
                 
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
Trabex

] at;e r





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





