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INTRODUCTION

I am one of those authors who have been writing, pretty much, since they were old enough to hold a pen. I have a folder of old stories, typed up on an old typewriter, that I don’t even remember having written.

I was rarely seen without a book in my hand, and spent every spare hour I had buried deep in fantastical worlds. I was lucky that my parents encouraged it. They never told me that I was wasting my time, or to keep my head out of the clouds. They even let me read at the dinner table, eating one-handed.

I was also lucky to have access to a local library, and quickly worked my way through the fantasy catalogue in their children’s section. I swept my way through all of the Choose Your Own Adventure books; not only following the adventures of kids—passing into a fantasy world to fight dragons, mounted on their bicycle steeds—but I got to control the stories. I could re-read them over and over, choosing different paths each time, creating a multitude of adventures for myself.

My love of speculative fiction had started young. It was my dad’s job to read the bedtime stories each night, all of us huddled together to listen. He often picked books from his own collection which, almost exclusively, consisted of classic sci-fi novels. And so, as a child, my bedtime stories were written by the likes of H.G. Wells and John Wyndham. Looking back, I suspect that The War of the Worlds and The Day of the Triffids were probably inappropriate choices for children about to go to sleep, but it must have caught my imagination. I will forever thank my dad for introducing me to such tales.

At university I studied Drama and Creative Writing, and wandered away from my love of magic and fantastical worlds. I can’t say why, it just happened. Perhaps I felt pressure to finally grow up. Perhaps I felt the oncoming cynicism of adulthood. Perhaps my university course pushed me towards literary fiction. Perhaps I simply needed a break from it for a while. I don’t know.

After university, as I began to navigate the confusing and cynical world of adulthood, I barely read anything at all. For a long time, I hardly managed a handful of books a year. During this time, I read my first ever Stephen King book. It was, interestingly enough, On Writing that I picked up first, and I finished it in just a few days. And so, I was brought back to literature with a renewed desire to read, as well as to write.

While this was my first reading of a Stephen King book, it certainly wasn’t my first reading of horror. I’m not sure when I was first introduced to the genre, or whether it was through books or through film. Of course, a lot of books read to very young children contain elements of horror. Whether as the original folk and fairy tales told orally at bedtime, or as modern picture books, children have always been told stories that contain horror elements. And I certainly see that in a lot of my favourite childhood books. But, if we focus on my teenage years, when I can actually remember falling in love with the genre, it was my younger brother who introduced me to the 1970s and 1980s cult horror movies such as Nightmare on Elm Street and Killer Klowns from Outer Space. And it was a school friend who lent me horror novels. Though I forget the title and author, I remember a particularly graphic pulp novel about a giant killer crocodile that I hid in the recess below my bottom drawer for fear of my mother discovering it.

Since then, I’ve been absolutely fascinated by the horror genre—and have worked my way through far, far more Stephen King titles! I love the huge variety of horror sub and niche genres, and I find it really interesting how much horror trends are a result of our shifting culture and world events, capturing whatever fear is gripping society at the time.

My writing career actually started out in horror. While I’ve shifted more to dystopian and post-apocalyptic fiction, my writing still pays homage to horror in every way it can. I started my publishing journey by writing horror short stories for anthologies published by small and independent presses. There are stories of mine out there ranging from gothic ghost stories to zombie erotica. Oh, yes. It’s actually true.

Although I’ve been writing since I was very young, it was never actually my ambition to make a career from it. I wanted to act. I wanted to be on stage. My whole childhood was filled with drama lessons, singing lessons, lessons in several different forms of dance. I was always performing; music concerts, amateur dramatics, school plays. If there was a spotlight, I was in it.

While I was at university, studying Drama, I discovered that I wasn’t enjoying it as much as I’d expected to. I had a long heart-to-heart with myself, finally accepting that the ambition I’d had all of my life, my singular goal, simply wasn’t what I wanted anymore. And it was difficult to let go of. This vision had shaped my entire life, my entire personality, and I had nothing to replace it with.

But, I couldn’t pretend to myself anymore. And, as I continued with my degree, I came to the conclusion that I didn’t want to be onstage, blinking into the spotlight, speaking someone else’s words. What I wanted was to sit in the back of a darkened auditorium, watching other people perform my words. I wanted to write.

Even with this revelation, I still didn’t imagine myself making writing into any kind of a career. The first Kindle wouldn’t come on the market for another six years. The publishing landscape was a very different one to what it is today. Becoming a published author was a pipe-dream. One that seemed to rely far more on luck than any kind of talent. A who-you-know rather than a what-you-know industry. And for a young woman barely into her twenties, and still reeling from losing the footing of the one constant she’d had in her life, it all seemed like an impossibility.

As part of my Creative Writing class, our tutor asked us to write a personal introduction to an imaginary book about ourselves. Much like this introduction you’re reading right now. The difference being, in that imagined introduction, I wrote “I can’t imagine writing ever being anything more than a hobby for me.” When our assignments were returned, my tutor had highlighted that sentence, responding with the note “That would be a shame.” That single comment began a shift in mindset which, over the following years, led me to this moment right now. And this book, through all those that have come before it.

Inspiration tends to come from the most unexpected sources, at the most unexpected of moments.

And I’m sure that my tutor has no idea of the impact she had. Of the wheels she set into motion. Of the future she helped to craft. She dropped a small pebble into a pool, and its ripples are still radiating outwards.


USING THIS GUIDEBOOK

If you’re looking to write horror or dark fantasy fiction for the first time, and you’re not sure where to start, this is the book for you. If you’d like to deepen and expand your idea for a bleak, grimdark world, this is the book for you. If you find the idea of these genres daunting, and you’ve been putting off starting to write, this is definitely the book for you.

This guidebook breaks the genres down, exploring the worldbuilding and ideas behind them. It will lead you through the process of creating a strong, solid basis for your world, characters, and story. It will help you to understand your readers’ expectations, as well as showing you how those expectations can be twisted, upended, and smashed.

This book and its prompts are not, by any means, exhaustive. Depending on your story, your characters, and the world you need to create for them, you may need to continue worldbuilding beyond the scope of this workbook. Likewise, not all of this book will necessarily be relevant to your specific story.

Think of it like a garden. This book gives you the foundation to build upon. It helps you to plant the seeds, and offers you seeds you may not have considered planting yourself. But, you’ll need to cultivate it, and water it. And, you may have plants of your own that you want to include. A special tree, your favourite flower. You may like to have a pond, or a bench, or a marquee.

This guidebook is packed with direct questions to answer, so you’ll need a notebook or open document to write your answers in. You’ll also want to note down all of those ideas that don’t quite belong. Not yet, at least. When you come to writing your story, keep your notes next to you, so that all the things you need to know about your story are in easy reach.

Above all, enjoy creating your dark and shadowy world. Enjoy exploring it, and watching it come to life around you. I promise; even if you’re building the darkest of worlds, the most terrifying of realms, you’ll enjoy it. Even if only in a malicious, vengeful God-like kind of way!

As a simple human, this may be the closest you’ll come to performing real magic. To visualise an entire world from nothing. To pluck things from the air and make them real. To take breath on the wind and form it into something tangible. That is the most real, purest magic I know of.

Of course, I’m being presumptuous here. You may have magical abilities beyond my comprehension. In fact, you may even be a little more than human...


WORLDBUILDING BASICS

While fantasy and science-fiction authors may be doing the heavy lifting when creating their fictional worlds, worldbuilding exists in, pretty much, every genre. To a certain extent.

Whether it’s the creation of an imaginary cafe in a real town, or imagining an alternative outcome to an event from history, any book, of any kind, can involve worldbuilding. At the fantasy, sci-fi, and horror end of the scale, the worldbuilding-heavyweights, it may mean the creation of a magic system or monsters to slot alongside the real world. Or it may mean building an entirely new world with new species and cultures, right up to an entire universe of planets.

It can become quite the epic task!

Now, I don’t know about you, but I tend to get easily overwhelmed by epic tasks. That’s why I’m still working up to de-cluttering my house. I just look at the job as a whole, can’t untangle where to actually start, and I end up doing nothing at all.

As much as I understand the usefulness and the importance of breaking things down into workable chunks, into simple steps, the ability and method for doing this very often escapes me. Unlike many other people, I can see the wood very clearly. It’s the trees I have trouble with.

And this is what this workbook is designed to do. It breaks the task of building a fully fictional world into sizeable chunks. Worldbuilding doesn’t need to be difficult, or
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