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Dedication


To myself—for finally figuring out (a few) things.

To my mom and my grandma—for everything.

 




Note: Write Your Own Cake is a 2,000-word essay about writing and worldbuilding. It first appeared as part of the Scribbler subscription box in November 2018.




Write Your Own Cake


Worldbuilding is like making a cake.
Why a cake? Well, for one thing, I enjoy writing about food (more on that later). For another, it can sometimes take a few tries (or more) before you perfect making a cake. But the beauty of making a cake—or writing a book—is that you can learn from previous attempts and keep trying until your cake (or book) is exactly how you want it to be, icing and all.
Most cakes start with the same standard ingredients—flour, butter, and sugar—but it’s how you combine those ingredients and the things you add to them, like vanilla extract, chocolate chips, or lime zest, that determine what kind of cake you end up with. Most authors start out with the same standard ingredients—characters, plot, and setting—but it’s the combinations of those things and especially the additions authors make that transform those ingredients into a big, bold epic fantasy adventure or a subtle, nuanced mystery or an emotion-packed romance.
So how do you start building your book world? Well, of course you want to think about the basics, like your characters, plot, setting, and the overall genre or kind of book you want to write. But one of the most important things is to identify your strengths as a writer. Do you enjoy writing snarky, rapid-fire dialogue? Do you love to pen lush, sweeping descriptions? Or do you like crafting action-packed fight scenes? Identifying your writing strengths will help make whatever world you build that much stronger right from the beginning.
It took me a long time to figure this out. But as I wrote more and more books, I realized that there were certain things I was good at as a writer, including first-person voice, strong heroines, action/fight scenes, and food descriptions. (Hence my cake metaphor.) Once I identified my strengths, I found it much easier to come up with characters, plots, and settings that would let me incorporate the things that I enjoy and do best as a writer.
After you identify your writing strengths, the next thing to think about is what kind of world will allow you to best utilize those strengths. If you enjoy writing dialogue, maybe a romantic comedy would suit your style. Perhaps your penchant for descriptions could translate into a sweeping epic fantasy. Or maybe your action scenes would be perfect for a pulse-pounding spy thriller. You can take your writing strengths and apply them to any genre you like, just as you can add vanilla, cherry, almond, orange, or myriad other flavors to a cake batter.
I tried to write epic fantasy for years—years!—but it never quite clicked for me until I wrote Kill the Queen (which is my first published epic fantasy). What was so different about this book? The answer is simple: I identified my strengths as a writer and thought about what kind of characters, plot, and setting would let me best utilize those strengths. It’s certainly not a foolproof method (nothing is), but it helped me brainstorm and create my world in Kill the Queen.
From the beginning, I knew that I wanted to write in first-person voice (strength number one) and that my heroine, Evie, would be largely overlooked and dismissed as weak because of her seeming lack of magic. But being the royal stand-in and a target for the other nobles’ games has given Evie quite a bit of inner resolve and determination and made her a cunning, formidable heroine (strength number two). So Evie is the one who survives when her treacherous cousin, Vasilia, slaughters the rest of the Blair royal family, and Evie is the one who vows to get revenge on Vasilia for taking away everyone and everything that Evie knows and loves.
Once I had my heroine and my villain in Evie and Vasilia and my get-revenge-and-save-the-kingdom plot, it was time to think about my setting and the overall worldbuilding. Since Kill the Queen is epic fantasy, I knew that Evie’s story would start out in Seven Spire, the main palace. But where could she go after that? What kind of setting would bring out Evie’s inner strength and really push her to grow both mentally and physically as a warrior? Eventually, I settled on the idea of gladiators. After all, gladiators fight for their lives in the arena, so that would let me incorporate a lot of action/fight scenes (strength number three), as
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