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			EDITOR’S NOTE

			When I asked if I would carry on my aunt Sherry Ellis’s legacy with another Now Write! title, I wasn’t sure. Putting these books together is a labor of love and a rather daunting task, even as a team. I was hesitant and a little anxious about taking it on by myself.

			I discussed it with our wonderful Tarcher editor, Gabrielle Moss. When she got excited about the topic I had in mind, I started warming up to the idea of “flying solo.” A year later, I discovered she writes in these genres, so she also became a contributor.

			I have very eclectic tastes in movies, music, and books. Before I began working on this anthology, it hadn’t occurred to me that many of my favorite works were fantasy, science fiction, and psychological horror; even many of my own projects are magic realism. I started recognizing the stories that most captured my imagination, made me think the deepest, and stayed with me the longest often fell into the speculative genre category. I’ve dedicated this book to many of my favorite authors who are no longer with us on the earthly plane.

			Being popular gives the speculative genres a sort of “lowbrow,” easy-to-dismiss cultural reputation. I’ve come to see their importance, and value the fantastical approach to storytelling. At its best it can bypass our vigilant minds to explore deep, often unconscious fears and truths in a way that is manageable and supremely entertaining.

			So I’m beyond pleased to share this array of insight and inspiration with all writers who dare take on the brave and meaningful work of pushing the limits of their own imaginations, and the world as we know it, to create something unique with their words.

			Thanks so much to all the novelists and short story writers, movie and TV writers, poets and teachers who contributed to this anthology. A pleasure working with you.

		

	
		
			UNDERSTAND YOUR SPECULATIVE GENRE

			“The only way of discovering the limits of the possible is to venture a little way past them into the impossible.”

			—ARTHUR C. CLARKE

			“Fantasy is a necessary ingredient in living. It’s a way of looking at life through the wrong end of a telescope.”

			—DR. SEUSS

		

	
		
			STEVEN SAUS

			Where Does He Get Those Wonderful Ideas? Making Speculative Fiction Speculative

			STEVEN SAUS injects people with radioactivity as his day job, but only to serve the forces of good. His stories appear in anthologies such as Westward Weird, Blue Kingdoms: Mages & Magic, Timeshares, and Hungry for Your Love, and in several on- and off-line magazines, including On Spec, Andromeda Spaceways Inflight Magazine, The Drabblecast, and Pseudopod. He publishes books including the Crimson Pact series of dark fantasy anthologies (Alliteration Ink).

			“All fantasy should have a solid base in reality.“

			—MAX BEERBOHM

			“The hardest theme in science fiction is that of the alien. The simplest solution of all is in fact quite profound—that the real difficulty lies not in understanding what is alien, but in understanding what is self.”

			—GREG BEAR

			Over the last decade the hard bright lines of genre have disappeared. You can lay the blame on the reduction in physical bookstores, literary cross-genre courageousness, or the alignment of planets—but the effect is real.

			The labels sci-fi, horror, and fantasy have shifted and blurred so that it is difficult to tell where the lines are anymore. Margaret Atwood refuses to label The Handmaid’s Tale as science fiction, but instead calls it speculative fiction. Is PAN’S LABYRINTH fantasy, horror, magical realism, or something else entirely? Hard science fiction, once the domain of two-dimensional characters, is now littered with fully realized personalities. You can find high fantasy written in clear journalistic prose, and horror concerns itself not just with fighting the zombies, but with offering a plausible explanation for how the zombies came to be. The need for the term dark fantasy to describe works such as the Dark Tower series and Imajica is itself a testament to the way these genre lines have bled into each other.

			The blurring of genre creates readers who want something they’ve never seen before. Despite there only being two (or seven, or thirty-six) “fundamental” plots, we can still satisfy the reader’s needs by having a new combination of ideas and creating an emotional core for all your characters.

			It is important to have an emotional core to your story; that is, characters well formed enough that your readers empathize with their struggle. The days of a neat idea carrying a tale alone are long gone—but those skills are not specific to speculative fiction. Characterization is characterization, even if the character is a twelve-legged bug.

			But those ideas. That’s what makes speculative fiction, well . . . speculative. I don’t mean “Hamlet, but with ray-guns!” No, the best stories make the genre aspects and ideas an integral part of the story, not mere window dressing.

			Coming up with those ideas—especially ones that have never been seen before—is tricky. At the very least, you need a fresh take on an earlier idea. Once you’ve found that core idea, you can begin writing your story from there. I frequently write a first draft addressing the plot and then layer in more of the emotional core of the story with the second and subsequent drafts.

			This exercise goes through what I do to generate that original, central idea and the world around it. It is especially effective for short stories; you can repeat the process to come up with more ideas for a longer work. Many thanks to Donald J. Bingle and Gary A. Braunbeck for teaching me parts of this technique.

			EXERCISE

			1.  Get a starting topic. If you’ve been assigned one by an editor, great! If not, then we need to generate a “seed” to grow our story idea from. While random word generators—such as the one at creativitygames.net/random-word-generator/randomwords can be useful, I find that pictures really work a lot better.

			You can use a random picture generator on the Internet. Some examples are:

			beesbuzz.biz/crap/flrig.cgi

			bighugelabs.com/random.php

			secure.flickr.com/explore/interesting/7days/

			I had the best luck with large packs of postcards, such as “I Feel a Sin Coming On” by Anne Taintor or “100 Maverick Postcards” by Alan Fletcher.

			Two important notes:

			Use the first image you see; don’t pick and choose.

			Avoid “topic” images—you don’t want a picture of a starship for a sci-fi story, or elves for a fantasy story, and so on.

			2.  Pick only one element from that image or idea. For example, let’s say the image is of a wedding. I might look at the woman’s veil and focus on that aspect.

			3.  Repeat steps 1 and 2 for a cross-idea. So let’s say my second image is of a field of butterflies on flowers; I might choose the butterfly wings.

			4.  Force the two ideas to come together. If you have a genre in mind, let that color the idea as well.

			a.  Stick with the focused aspects you came up with. In this case, the butterfly wing and the veil.

			b.  At this point, you have one of two things: a concept, or an image. One image could be a close-up woman with a veil made of butterflies. Or a concept could be that she has to wear a veil to protect against butterflies. (Or both, for that matter.)

			c.  Twist the concept, if desired. (Have the man wear the veil. If they’re both the same gender, who wears the veil—or is that question the crux of the story?)

			d.  Ask your resulting concept or image, “Why?”—as if you were a two-year-old. Why does she (or he) need to protect herself (or himself) from butterflies? Are they real butterflies, or something that just looks like them? Where did the custom come from? Why?

			5.  Here’s the key to making this technique something more than mere window dressing: How is the image or concept you came up with part of the central problems facing your characters? Is that concept or image the problem (or part of the problem)? Or is it part of the solution?

			Perhaps we have new colonists on an Earth-like planet where these butterfly-looking animals are attracted to the pheromones when two humans are attracted to each other—because those pheromones smell like their food. The natives have a material they use to protect themselves, but for some reason (Why? That pesky question again . . .) no humans pay attention. The conflict could be that Sue and Bob want to be the first married couple, but not be eaten alive by faux butterflies.

			Now you have your story idea and a good part of the world your characters will inhabit. More to the point, you have something that makes your speculative work speculative. But that idea won’t publish itself in your head. Go forth and write, write, write.

		

	
		
			JULE SELBO

			Choosing Your Speculative Genre

			JULE SELBO, PHD, is a screenwriter with produced work in feature film, network and cable TV, animated series, and daytime dramas. She has also written plays, graphic novels, and two books on screenwriting structure (Gardner Publishing), as well as articles on film genre and Pre-Code American cinema. She is working on her book Film Genre. She is a co-editor of the Journal of Screenwriting and head of the MFA in Screenwriting Program at California State University, Fullerton.

			Most audiences choose the film they are going to view by its marketed genre. Most readers choose the book they are going to read by its marketed genre. It’s obvious that a genre promises an experience that the film-viewer/reader wants to have. And if the story does not deliver—yes, it’s true—the disappointed audience feels annoyance, regret, and sometimes downright anger. I would venture to say that in the genres of speculative fiction—sci-fi, fantasy, and horror—this is even more prevalent. Why?

			Because these three genres attract specific audiences that tend to be knowledgeable and demanding and very, very picky—not to say prickly—if their expectations are not met. That’s a lot of pressure for “genre”—a French-based word that was originally meant to simply denote “type” or “category,” but one that has now taken on a much, more important place in the lexicon of narrative fiction.

			I started as a playwright and short story writer and moved into creating stories for moving pictures; I have written film and/or television scripts in many different narrative genres* for Hollywood studios and networks. I have written fantasy for Disney, horror and sci-fi for George Romero, action/adventure for George Lucas, melodrama for Aaron Spelling, comedy for the Comedy Network, and more.

			When I examined my early understanding of genre, I realized that my training ground was basically many decades as a film buff. Like many writers, I felt I understood the components of various genres by some sort of osmosis process, albeit steeped in thousands of hours of film viewing. I actually conducted a survey in 2009 of 100 working Hollywood screenwriters, and nearly 85 percent of them noted that they too relied on “sensing” the elements that made up a romantic comedy or a horror or a sci-fi film or (fill in genre) and had never actually put aside time to explore a certain genre’s classic components, or examine the audience’s reasons for enjoying a particular genre.

			When I began to teach screenwriting seminars and noticed participants struggling with making their stories “pop”—or struggling to get to the base of the kind of story (themes, point of view) they wanted to write, I realized that sometimes there was no commitment to a genre. The writer was at sea and so was the reader. I began to see how helpful a deeper understanding of genre could be, and how genre could be used as a tool (along with story structure and character work) in the writer’s toolbox. So I spent the last few years examining each film genre and its components, themes, and structures separately (Western, romantic comedy, disaster, war, buddy, etc.) and how to use them in the construction phase of my writing.

			In using this new tool, I found there was more ease in my writing task when I embraced the right genre and right genre hybrid. Genre hybrid? As we know, most stories do not live and breathe in just one genre; thus most narratives are genre hybrids.* In all narratives, but especially speculative fiction genres, efficacious use of supporting genres is very important; they can do a lot of the heavy lifting of the story. However, it is important to solidify the overriding (main) genre of your narrative first; let it frame and lead. So let’s do a quick overview of the basics of three genres in speculative fiction.

			I suggest we think of science fiction, fantasy, and horror for a moment as “world” genres, for there are few inherent story components in these genres (genres that have stronger narrative dictates include mystery, romance, and crime). Their main feature is that they invite the audience into a specific world—and there are many fans enthralled with these worlds.

			Science fiction genre stories have their roots in science. The writer’s imagination can extrapolate and vamp on the chosen scientific nugget, and the fun of the sci-fi genre is its proximity to some scientific truth or hypothesis. (In other words, research can be your very good friend.) One of the first sci-fi films (as well as one of the first-ever story-based films) was 1902’s A TRIP TO THE MOON written and directed by George Méliès, inspired by the novels of Jules Verne and H. G. Wells. It is the story of a group of scientists who build a rocket ship, fly to the moon, and confront moon creatures. Sci-fi has always caught movie audience interest.

			STAR WARS: A NEW HOPE (1977) features science nuggets focused on space exploration and robotic science. The supporting genres of STAR WARS: A NEW HOPE are:

			•  adventure (a goal is set and the hero, against all odds, must strive to reach that goal for the betterment of community or all of mankind);

			•  action (lots of it);

			•  buddy (Luke Skywalker and Han Solo’s arc toward bonding and trust); and a nod toward

			•  romance (Luke and Han are both interested in Princess Leia and that conflict has its own arc); and

			•  coming-of-age (Luke matures and learns to trust the Force).

			These supporting genres help illuminate character and relationships while the adventure genre holds much of the plot line.

			ETERNAL SUNSHINE OF THE SPOTLESS MIND was constructed around the scientific hypothesis of memory erasures; two lovers experience a painful break-up and both decide to expunge memories of each other. Its main supporting genre is romance: boy meets girl, boy wants girl, boy tries to get girl, boy gets girl, boy loses girl, boy realizes life is empty without girl, boy tries to get girl back, and boy gets girl (or doesn’t). It is the romance genre line in this story that makes us care about the characters.

			The fantasy genre allows the author to create an imaginary world, often using supernatural elements as primary inspirations for plot and characters. The world may be dreamlike, it may at times feel real, but it is always illusory. Think Harry Potter or Lord of the Rings novels and films.

			Environments can be otherworldly but at the same time must be clearly drawn; rules of the society and mores and beliefs of the characters must be clear. Without boundaries such as societal expectations, rules of conduct, limitations on power, etc., it is very hard to create conflict. For example, Harry Potter’s heritage of wizardry makes him an outcast in the “real” world; wizards have their own governmental system with factions that do not agree with one another; it has been foretold that Harry is the one to vanquish the megalomaniac Lord Voldemort; wands and invisibility cloaks are sources of limited power, and so on.

			Supporting genres in fantasy help illuminate characters and help devise plot points. Note how the film adaptation of THE WIZARD OF OZ brings an ordinary farm girl, Dorothy, into an extraordinary world, Oz (the base of the drama genre is an ordinary protagonist who faces tasks/tests outside of the normal world), and puts her on a quest—first to get to Oz and second to get the Wicked Witch’s broomstick (thus adding the adventure genre, for she has specific goals to accomplish) and brings her to understand there is “no place like home” (that understanding comes through maturation—an element of the coming-of-age genre).

			TOY STORY lives in a fantastical world where toys have full lives outside of humans’ interaction with them as objects of play. TOY STORY employs:

			•  comedy (based in incongruity);

			•  buddy (the arc of Woody and Buzz Lightyear as they go from adversaries to friends);

			•  adventure (Woody’s goal of getting Buzz back into the fold before moving day is over); and

			•  action.

			(The romance genre is introduced in TOY STORY 2.)

			In all of these examples, the fantasy genre sets the world, while the adventure genre is the motor of the story.

			The horror genre features plots where evil forces (events or characters) invade the everyday world and upset the social order. There is a narrative dictate in horror, which makes it different from the sci-fi and fantasy genres; the horror genre calls for a writer to create a space or situation for the evil entity to show itself and, in most cases, make life miserable for those who inhabit the story—by shaking up belief systems and/or running amuck with violent or subtle malfeasance.

			There are various permutations that have unique expectations from the audience—such as slasher horror, psychological horror, sci-fi horror, monster horror, and thriller horror. Whichever permutation, a writer is challenged to raise the terror bar by sparking the viewer’s imagination with original horrific situations—situations that are usually taken to the most excessive point the writer can imagine (excess blood, excess terror, excess body count, excess paranoia, etc.*). Horror villains are classically all “id”: persons/entities that want what they want when they want it and don’t let ego (what others may think of their actions) or super ego (sense of morality) get in their way. (I am totally paraphrasing/mangling Freud’s definitions, but sometimes it’s good just to keep it simple.)

			Whether the villain is a monster (vampire, zombie, werewolf, etc.), or human, or extraterrestrial entity—the immoral, unreasonable, self-centered evil of the force will move it from the thriller genre (suspense without the true and absolute evil component) to the horror genre.

			Horror books and movies are hugely popular. My favorites are the ones in which I come to care about the characters. ROSEMARY’S BABY (novel and film) is classic horror; the pervasive evil is the devil himself; he is using devil worshipers to help identify the female human vessel who will give birth to his progeny. The supporting genres are:

			•  drama;

			•  tragic romance (boy doesn’t get girl at the end, and lives and souls are destroyed); and

			•  mystery (plot points are structured so that a puzzle is slowly put together by figuring out the meaning of clues).

			NIGHT OF THE LIVING DEAD features zombies intent on using the living as a food source. It leans on sci-fi (zombies rise from the dead due to radiation from a fallen satellite); it also uses the action genre. The lack of one of the “relationship” genres such as romance or buddy causes this film to be more of a carnival ride of terror than a personal/emotional connector—but there is a huge audience for slasher horror (the higher the body count the better).

			What about combining sci-fi, fantasy, and horror? Would you put ALIENS in that category? What about ABRAHAM LINCOLN: VAMPIRE SLAYER?

			Consider thinking of your narrative having an overriding genre and one or more supporting genres. Each of the genres will give you ideas for plot and character arcs. Understand the audience expectations of each of the genres, their desires for intellectual and visceral experiences. I would bet that identifying the basic components of the overriding speculative genre, and the particulars of its world, and then laying out what supporting genres will help you flesh out character and plot points will make the blank-page challenge of your next new project feel less daunting, more structurally sound, and more fun.

			EXERCISE

			1.  Get very clear about your overriding speculative narrative genre; specificity will help you construct your story. Is it based in science (sci-fi) or solely your imagination (fantasy)? Does it have a truly evil component (horror)—or is it a “scary” story that builds anxiety without engaging a truly evil force (thriller)?

			2.  In choosing to write in one of the speculative genres, consider making it clear to your audience from the outset that they are going to “get what they paid for.” Construct a scene or situation set in the overriding genre to open your narrative. Just keep in mind that the goal should be to create a scene or situation that makes the genre clear as well as includes a way to get to know one of your main characters so that the audience begins to understand/care for him/her. If you want to start your story with an event that does not feature your main character, best to keep it relatively short. Audience members are quick to understand a “setting the genre/world” scene and are waiting to engage in characters, so don’t tax their patience.

			3.  List possible supporting genres. Decide which may lend a sense of originality to your piece. Which will illuminate characters and which will help raise conflicts between characters? Consider which supporting genres will help complicate/raise the stakes in your plot.

			4.  Frame your story in your overriding genre—build a scene/situation at the beginning, and build another one at the very end of your story. Also frame your supporting genre sequences within your story with scenes/situations featuring the overriding genre; this will keep your audience members connected to the genre they have chosen to experience.

		

	
		
			GLENN M. BENEST

			Writing Horror

			GLENN M. BENEST is an award-winning writer/producer with seven produced film credits. He teaches professional-level screenwriting workshops, which have launched five films, including SCREAM and EVENT HORIZON.

			After writing two horror films directed by Wes Craven (the writer/director of A NIGHTMARE ON ELM STREET and many others), I got to be an expert of sorts in the field of horror. What I learned about this particular and unique genre translates to fiction as well as film. Let me share some of those lessons with you.

			In the first place, we must realize that the real star in the horror genre is not the hero but the source of the horror itself. Whether it’s a haunted hotel in THE SHINING or the great white shark in JAWS, the crucial thing that makes a horror project really work is that which scares us.

			Unlike other works of fiction or film, the protagonist in this genre does not need to go through a character arc. By a character arc, I mean someone who begins at one point emotionally and grows through conflict to be more vulnerable, more courageous, or more ethical.

			In most genres, this is what a story is truly about. It’s not about the plot; it’s about the character growth of the protagonist. As a result, character is what the author is most concerned with—the plot is simply there to show step-by-step how much the character is changing during the course of the story. So plot comes from character, not character from plot. That’s normally what makes truly great art.

			In horror, whether we think of THE EXORCIST or THE OMEN or PET SEMATARY, what the protagonist simply needs to be is strongly motivated to confront what terrible evil is out there. Our central focus is not necessarily on character or how the character will grow during the course of the story.

			Which doesn’t mean we don’t want strong characters; it simply means something is even more important in how we think as horror writers. Unlike other works of fiction or film, the story is not about character growth, but facing evil. Oftentimes, the hero is already courageous when the story begins or simply has no other choice but to face that which needs to be destroyed.

			The audience that pays their money to read your horror novel or see your horror film is not there to appreciate the nuances of character—they are there to be scared silly. In some ways, this seems rather obvious, but I find in helping many of the writers in my screenwriting workshops with their horror projects, they seem to overlook this basic tenet. They spend way too much time on scenes that are dialogue-driven or expository, and way too little time creating memorable, scary moments.

			It is a childish emotion, this love of being scared. That is not to say adults don’t like to be scared as well. Clearly we do. But as adults, we are not responding to a horror novel or film with adult-like behavior. Rationally, if something scares us, we avoid it. But now, we are seeking it out. Why would we do this?

			Because we are being transported back to a time when nameless fears held us in their sway. It simply means that as adults we have not outgrown our juvenile fascination with what goes bump in the night. Just like some of us still like the thrill of going on roller coasters at amusement parks. We like to be scared because it helps us face and overcome our most primal fears from childhood—the monster that lives under the bed or the creatures that haunt our nightmares.

			We all come to your work of horror with certain expectations that you must deliver or we will be extremely disappointed. So think long and hard about your villains and the world in which they exist. Make sure you immediately thrust the reader or filmgoer into that world of dangerous creatures, crazed killers, or aliens who desire our demise.

			Be very attentive to what makes your villains unique. Why do we need to see another story about vampires or zombies or rabid animals? What made the ALIEN franchise so memorable was the originality of the monster—a creature that has acid as blood and could transform itself into whatever environment it was hunting in. How can we possibly kill such a creature? This monster is not of our world, it doesn’t think like us, it has no compassion or conscience—and that makes it that much more frightening.

			And when you write the scary scenes, milk them for all they’re worth. This is the equivalent of writing the funny, touching scenes between lovers in a romantic comedy or the gross-out humor in a teen comedy. It is the very essence of what you’re doing as a horror writer. It’s what the audience members have paid their money for—so don’t disappoint them.

			This is why we came to your party. Make sure you give us what we came for. Use every trick in the book when you create your scares. Study from the best just as I did: whether it’s Stephen King or Wes Craven or Edgar Allan Poe.

			EXERCISE

			1.  Whatever villain you’ve picked to scare your audience, brainstorm with yourself and others to make the antagonist as unique as possible. Whether it’s the largest anaconda in the Amazon with amazing abilities to kill, or a great white shark that can literally devour boats, make sure that your source of evil is something that has never been seen quite like that before.

			2.  Take a scene of horror you’ve written and find ways to make it scarier. For example, you can do this by cross-cutting scenes with another line of action to build the suspense. Or you can have false scares, where the audience thinks something terrifying is going to happen, but it’s only the crazy next-door neighbor, dressed up in a monster mask to get a cheap laugh. Then, just as the characters feel some sense of relief—the real terror begins.

			3.  Find different ways to scare your audience. You can do this by slowly building the horror in a scene when the characters have to enter a haunted house and creepier and creepier things occur—and then play this off with scares that are completely unexpected—like a hatchet coming out of nowhere and lopping off a head—horror that takes the characters and the audience completely by surprise. In other words, mix up the way you deliver the scares.

			4.  Find ways to bring humor into your horror project. Humor always plays well in the horror genre because it gives the audience a chance to laugh and dispel tension, before you ratchet up the suspense and horror even more. When you scare us, it makes every fiber in our being taut with tension—so occasionally we need a reprieve, and humor is how that reprieve is achieved. Find funny moments or comedic characters or humorous situations to achieve this goal. It will heighten your ability to scare your audience even more.

		

	
		
			MARY WOLLSTONECRAFT SHELLEY (edited with exercise by Laurie Lamson)

			Introduction to the 1831 Edition of Frankenstein

			MARY WOLLSTONECRAFT SHELLEY (1797–1851) was an English novelist, short story writer, dramatist, essayist, and biographer, best known as the author of the Gothic novel Frankenstein: or, The Modern Prometheus. She was married to the poet Percy Bysshe Shelley, who encouraged her work as a writer.

			A key aspect of the Now Write! series is the chance to learn from, and be inspired by, successful authors’ writing journeys. Reading Mary Shelley’s Introduction to the 1831 Edition of Frankenstein, I was struck by how much it reminded me of a Now Write! exercise introduction. She was giving future writers a gift by sharing the inside story of how this classic came to be. There were so many long-departed writers I wished could contribute to this book—and now I had found a way to include one! After all, who could be a more fitting contributor to this edition of Now Write! than the godmother of modern horror?

			In the summer of 1816, we visited Switzerland, and became the neighbors of Lord Byron. At first we spent our pleasant hours on the lake, or wandering on its shores; and Lord Byron, who was writing the third canto of Childe Harold, was the only one among us who put his thoughts upon paper. These, as he brought them successively to us, clothed in all the light and harmony of poetry, seemed to stamp as divine the glories of heaven and earth, whose influences we partook with him.

			But it proved a wet, ungenial summer, and incessant rain often confined us for days to the house. Some volumes of ghost stories, translated from the German into French, fell into our hands. There was the History of the Inconstant Lover, who, when he thought to clasp the bride to whom he had pledged his vows, found himself in the arms of the pale ghost of her whom he had deserted. There was the tale of the sinful founder of his race, whose miserable doom it was to bestow the kiss of death on all the younger sons of his fated house, just when they reached the age of promise. I have not seen these stories since then; but their incidents are as fresh in my mind as if I had read them yesterday.

			“We will each write a ghost story,” said Lord Byron; and his proposition was acceded to. There were four of us. The noble author began a tale, a fragment of which he printed at the end of his poem of Mazeppa. Shelley, more apt to embody ideas and sentiments in the radiance of brilliant imagery, commenced one founded on the experiences of his early life. Poor Polidori* had some terrible idea about a skull-headed lady, who was so punished for peeping through a key-hole—what to see I forget—something very shocking and wrong of course; but when she was reduced to a worse condition than the renowned Tom of Coventry*, he did not know what to do with her, and was obliged to dispatch her to the tomb of the Capulets, the only place for which she was fitted. The illustrious poets also, annoyed by the platitude of prose, speedily relinquished the uncongenial task.

			I busied myself to think of a story,—a story to rival those which had excited us to this task. One which would speak to the mysterious fears of our nature, and awaken thrilling horror—one to make the reader dread to look round, to curdle the blood, and quicken the beatings of the heart. If I did not accomplish these things, my ghost story would be unworthy of its name. I thought and pondered—vainly. I felt that blank incapability of invention which is the greatest misery of authorship, when dull Nothing replies to our anxious invocations. Have you thought of a story? I was asked each morning, and each morning I was forced to reply with a mortifying negative.

			Every thing must have a beginning, and that beginning must be linked to something that went before. Invention, it must be humbly admitted, does not consist in creating out of void, but out of chaos; the materials must, in the first place, be afforded: it can give form to dark, shapeless substances, but cannot bring into being the substance itself. Invention consists in the capacity of seizing on the capabilities of a subject, and in the power of molding and fashioning ideas suggested to it.

			Many and long were the conversations between Lord Byron and Shelley, to which I was a devout but nearly silent listener. During one of these, various philosophical doctrines were discussed, and among others the nature of the principle of life, and whether there was any probability of its ever being discovered and communicated. They talked of the experiments of Dr. Darwin, who preserved a piece of vermicelli in a glass case, till by some extraordinary means it began to move with voluntary motion. Not thus, after all, would life be given. Perhaps a corpse would be re-animated; galvanism had given token of such things: perhaps the component parts of a creature might be manufactured, brought together, and endued with vital warmth.

			Night waned upon this talk, and even the witching hour had gone by, before we retired to rest. When I placed my head on my pillow, I did not sleep, nor could I be said to think. My imagination, unbidden, possessed and guided me, gifting the successive images that arose in my mind with a vividness far beyond the usual bounds of reverie. I saw—with shut eyes, but acute mental vision,—I saw the pale student of unhallowed arts kneeling beside the thing he had put together. I saw the hideous phantasm of a man stretched out, and then, on the working of some powerful engine, show signs of life, and stir with an uneasy, half vital motion. Frightful must it be; for supremely frightful would be the effect of any human endeavor to mock the stupendous mechanism of the Creator of the world. His success would terrify the artist; he would rush away from his odious handywork, horror-stricken. He would hope that, left to itself, the slight spark of life which he had communicated would fade; that this thing, which had received such imperfect animation, would subside into dead matter; and he might sleep in the belief that the silence of the grave would quench forever the transient existence of the hideous corpse which he had looked upon as the cradle of life. He sleeps; but he is awakened; he opens his eyes; behold the horrid thing stands at his bedside, opening his curtains, and looking on him with yellow, watery, but speculative eyes.

			I opened mine in terror. The idea so possessed my mind, that a thrill of fear ran through me, and I wished to exchange the ghastly image of my fancy for the realities around. I see them still; the very room, the dark parquet, the closed shutters, with the moonlight struggling through, and the sense I had that the glassy lake and white high Alps were beyond. I could not so easily get rid of my hideous phantom; still it haunted me. I must try to think of something else. I recurred to my ghost story, my tiresome unlucky ghost story! O! if I could only contrive one which would frighten my reader as I myself had been frightened that night!

			Swift as light and as cheering was the idea that broke in upon me. “I have found it! What terrified me will terrify others; and I need only describe the spectre which had haunted my midnight pillow.” On the morrow I announced that I had thought of a story. I began that day with the words, It was on a dreary night of November, making only a transcript of the grim terrors of my waking dream.

			At first I thought but of a few pages of a short tale; but Shelley urged me to develop the idea at greater length. I certainly did not owe the suggestion of one incident, nor scarcely of one train of feeling, to my husband, and yet but for his incitement, it would never have taken the form in which it was presented.

			And now, once again, I bid my hideous progeny go forth and prosper. I have an affection for it, for it was the offspring of happy days, when death and grief were but words, which found no true echo in my heart.—M.W.S. London, October 15, 1831

			EXERCISE

			Let Mary Shelley inspire you:

			1.  Make friends with at least one other writer who is different enough in style or medium that you can encourage each other without becoming too competitive.

			2.  Read stories in your genre for inspiration.

			3.  Read and discuss scientific news for inspiration—does anything new in the scientific world suggest to your imagination an idea or story of horror, fantasy, or science fiction?

			4.  Give yourselves a writing challenge that includes an idea from your genre reading and one from your science reading—each writer contributes one idea to the challenge. Individually incorporate an image or idea from a dream or nightmare.

			5.  Give yourselves time to let the ideas marinate, but hold each other accountable to share the results.

		

	
		
			KATE BERNHEIMER

			The Grimm Art of Fairy Tales

			KATE BERNHEIMER is the author of five books of fiction including her collection Horse, Flower, Bird (Coffee House Press, 2010) and How a Mother Weaned Her Girl from Fairy Tales (Coffee House Press, 2014). She has edited four anthologies including the World Fantasy Award–winning My Mother She Killed Me, My Father He Ate Me: Forty New Fairy Tales (Penguin, 2010), with xo Orpheus: Fifty New Myths (Penguin, 2013).

			The first story I ever wrote was a fairy tale. It was serialized in a newsletter that my dearest childhood friend and I wrote and edited together, mimeographed at our elementary school, and distributed for a nominal subscription fee to family members. We had named the newsletter in a strange ritual. One muted suburban evening in the hush of one of our backyards, we whispered over and over again the initials of our two names: K B K B K B . . . D S D S D S D S . . . thus my name became Kubbe and hers became Deus (she got the better deal I am certain) and our newsletter was titled Kubbedeus.

			Up in Deus’s attic, we made paper dolls that were orphans. They lived in a cardboard box that had been sent via airmail from another country. It was stamped with words in a language we did not know. Most of the dolls had eye patches and had escaped from horrible circumstances we noted in pencil on their flat paper-doll backs: “No mother, no father. Sisters all died.”

			Deus and I both loved to read, and in Kubbedeus we published summaries of favorite books by Andrew Lang, Joan Aiken, Beatrix Potter, and so forth. Deus also published ardent editorials about our need for a woman president. Ploddingly (or shall we say with great dedication) I published fairy tale after fairy tale. The characters were borrowed from things I had read or had heard; the characters were utterly undeveloped; the plots were entirely unrealistic; and the stories all had blissed-out happy endings.

			I began to send my stories to magazines and literary journals when I was around eighteen. I got some kind rejections and others that were not so kind. An editor told me that my story was “not logical.” Another editor said that the “characters were flat.” Another said that the ending of my story was “happy” and this seemed unrealistic. If the ending were changed to something more believable, he might publish it. Another editor commented that my stories were “Too imaginative—There is not a beverage called a ‘Pink Gorilla’ that glows.” Also I was told that things “needed to be fleshed out.” My writing was too unembellished. And where was the character motivation? What did the characters want? A girl couldn’t just want to survive terrible beatings—she had to have more psychological motivation to leave that small town. Etcetera.

			Also I learned that my stories were “not literary.” Sadly, I learned fairy tale books are wolves leading us to stray off the “capital-L” literature path.

			Over and over again for years I received rejections like this one, typed verbatim: “This is one of the most beautiful manuscripts I ever have read, but it is not a story.” Over time, without even realizing it, I abandoned the source of my greatest childhood bliss—fairy tales. Is it any surprise that reading and writing began to lose pleasure for me? I didn’t know why. I thought maybe I just wasn’t very good at either, which was depressing, as books had pretty much saved my life earlier on.

			It was not until many years later in a moment of fairy tale luck, that I stumbled across a shelf of fairy tale scholarship in the library. As I read through these studies (which took all sorts of different approaches: Marxist, feminist, Freudian, formalist, and so forth) I entered a state of amazing enchantment. I felt—once again—real.

			And I recognized that every hurtful critique I ever had heard was true, except for one thing: the techniques editors called dung were my treasures. They were precisely the qualities I had to learn how to control, not abandon; I needed the discipline of fairy tale craft. I continue to seek to increase my dexterity in this diverse and supernatural form.

			A brief tour of fairy tale techniques, as I at last understood them, and which I think can help any writer, if she or he gives them a chance:

			Intuitive Logic. The fairy tale world does not conform to the rules of this world, outside of a book, but it does have rules. They will not be explained with insistence. A teapot will sing. A path will appear just when children need to escape terrible danger. A girl will outsmart a witch. Your chopped-off hands will turn into silver and save your life later. In my early fiction, my characters often argued with those around them that they were misunderstood; when I removed all efforts to justify logic (try removing transitions like “therefore” and “because”), my readers stopped arguing the stories were illogical.

			Flatness. In many old fairy tales, characters are not very deep, psychologically speaking. Snow White, the target of murderous impulses by relatives (sisters or mother) does not suffer depression as a result. She does have responses however: fear, sadness, etc. They are logical and not lingered on deeply. There is nothing wrong with stories that explore ideas about psychological depth; I like many of these stories. Yet flat characters leave room for the reader. In the space left behind, one can think in new ways—imagine new planes of existence. By flattening characters out, fairy tales exceed the limitations of individuality, uniqueness, and self.

			Happy Endings. Happy endings are underrated and misunderstood. In lots of old fairy tales, terrible things precede the beautiful images that begin and end most fairy tales; besides, what’s wrong with a little consolation in a world teeming with senseless violence, poverty, grief? J. R. R. Tolkien once defended happy endings as a vital technique in literature—reflecting, “Joy beyond the walls of the world, poignant as grief.” If I want to end a story about death with an image of a white horse running down a beach, as men in tuxedos and women in evening gowns wander drunkenly into the sea, leaving a pretty girl on the beach, counting pennies in the moonlight—if I can create poetic joy in the words—this is okay. (That’s an ending from my early story rejected for its happy ending, and requesting that I revise it accordingly—I was twenty-four and the letter came from The New Yorker in a full-page hand-written letter. Perhaps it wasn’t a very dexterous story, but I remain uncertain the happy ending holds all the blame.)

			Fairy tales are storybook worlds. You can cast the spell.

			EXERCISE

			Find a very short, very old fairy tale or myth and look for instances of intuitive logic, flatness, and happy endings in it.

			Then look at one of your own new stories and look for examples of explained logic, character depth, and tragedy. Remove efforts to explain the logic; eliminate character depth; but don’t erase the tragedy—just quickly and without transition, add a strange, strangely blissful image afterward—beyond the walls of the world—your own Grimm gesture, artful, sublime.

		

	
		
			VINCENT M. WALES

			Credibility

			VINCENT M. WALES is the award-winning YA speculative fiction author of Wish You Were Here and One Nation Under God (both DGC Press). When not writing, he is active with volunteer work and has long been an activist for free thought, alternative lifestyle, and mental health issues. He currently lives in Sacramento, California, and is generally considered to be more fun than diphtheria.

			One of the most important aspects of a story (and of an author) is credibility. This is an important trait that’s not hard to gain, but easy to lose. And few things can ruin credibility like factual inaccuracy. No matter how obscure an area of knowledge is, someone out there will know if you’re wrong and won’t hesitate to let you know where you screwed up.

			Take James Cameron’s film TITANIC. After the film was released, none other than renowned astrophysicist Neil deGrasse Tyson called Cameron on the carpet for a glaring (to Tyson and other stargazers) mistake: The star field shown during the scene in which Rose is looking at the sky after the shipwreck was wrong for that time and place. When Cameron re-released the film in 3-D, he made the field correct.

			Writers of speculative fiction often find themselves writing about science, which is an especially easy area in which to make mistakes, since most fiction writers don’t have scientific backgrounds. We write what sounds good and hope the reader’s suspension of disbelief will carry over and deem it plausible. Sometimes it will, but not always.

			The first time I saw JURASSIC PARK I was so annoyed by a scientific foul that I literally couldn’t enjoy the rest of the movie. In the film, Dr. Alan Grant “knows” that the visual acuity of the T. rex is based on movement (i.e., if you stand perfectly still, it can’t see you). Dr. Grant might be a great paleontologist, but this is simply not something anyone can possibly know, or even suspect, by studying fossils. It just isn’t possible. This “fact,” however, was of critical importance in the film, as the knowledge prevented Dr. Grant and Lex Murphy from becoming the T. rex’s next meal.

			The significance of this sort of error checking was brought home to me when I was writing my first novel, Wish You Were Here. My artist friend was reading a draft of the book in order to begin working on the cover art. In one chapter, I described a scene where a rabbit is (evidently incorrectly) prepared for cooking over a fire. In an email, my artist friend explained to me how one would properly field dress a rabbit. Thus began my dedication to researching such things.

			My second novel, One Nation Under God, is a dystopian future story. Since specific dates are significant in the story, I made sure that when I mentioned a full moon on May 1, 2026, it really will be a full moon on that day. Because, hey . . . you never know what’s on Neil deGrasse Tyson’s nightstand.

			EXERCISE

			In order to develop good researching habits, I recommend starting with the material of other writers, since you’re not likely to be as forgiving with their work as you would with your own. For this exercise, choose any book from your bookshelf and select any chapter or story in it. Go through each paragraph carefully, making note of any statement of fact that would apply just as much to the real world and not just the world of the story. Then check everything.

			The hero in a fantasy novel rides a horse for sixty miles in four hours. Possible or not?

			A rancher in 1850 buys barbed wire for his fences. Possible or not?

			A cop shoots out the tires of a moving vehicle, bringing it to a quick stop. Possible or not? For that matter, permissible or not?

			In short, leave no assertion unchallenged. Your readers won’t.

		

	
		
			LISA RENÉE JONES

			How Do Sub-genres Impact Your Creation of a Hero?

			LISA RENÉE JONES is an award-winning author who sold her multi-state staffing agency in 2003 and has since published more than thirty novels and novellas across several genres, including her Harlequin Blaze trilogy and Zodius sci-fi series (published with Sourcebooks).

			Creating a hero is one of the most important things we do as authors. Our hero has to do more than “look” like a hero. He has to act like one. His actions have to back up his character in a way that leads readers to define our hero and make him worthy of his title. How the writer takes the internal and external events that occur in the story to make this happen is critical to having readers relate, and/or empathize, with the character. The way this connection is executed is critical and it’s important to understand how the genre impacts that execution.

			The paranormal hero and the conflicts in the story: Usually the hero is saving the world from some horrible apocalyptic terror. That makes him pretty darn likable right there. He can shoot anything between the eyes and not miss. He’s a hero so, of course, he would only actually shoot the bad guys. He has some destiny that, no matter his present state of mind, says he’s special. His journey to accept/become that destiny is critical to who he is as a character.

			There will be a lot of external conflict in most paranormal stories. Stories might include demons, monsters, or just bad people/beings who are after something that will be horrific for the world. There’s a ticking clock, and the good guys need to beat the clock to keep the bad guys from winning. Another common thread is that the heroine is forbidden to the hero, monsters are trying to kill her, and he must save her.

			In the “save the world and woman” scenarios, there is a lot of fighting, running, searching, and so on. This is where the hero can get lost. However, his mighty weapons, his yummy body, or even his bedroom skills cannot be all that makes him a hero. When there is a lot of external conflict, it’s easy to forget the emotional conflict. Who is he? Who was he as a child? Who does he want to be? How do these things impact everything he says, does, desires, despises, and loves? In a romance, how do these things make the story and the love that is created between the two main characters stronger?

			For instance, if the hero is suddenly a vampire, then he needs blood. He must find a way to get that blood. Why does this impact him emotionally or why does it not? How does it impact his ability to love and trust, as well as his choices in life and this story? Does the hero hate blood? Did he witness a horrible wreck and
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