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      In Media Res

      This book evolved out of a number of sources, but I wanted to stop and explain what I was up to at the top, so that folks had a better understanding of what I’m talking about with the title (Business for Breakfast: In Media Res).

      I do Mastermind calls every Wednesday. (Four per month, usually means that I have like four Wednesdays per year not doing a mastermind. Four different people in four radically different careers. Teaches me stuff). On a recent mastermind with the Renaissance Babe™, she pointed out that I tend to start stories in the middle of things, working outwards and telling critical details from the past as things go.

      The technical term for this is In Media Res. I wrote a blog post at the time, but realized that I needed to expand it significantly to really cover everything. Thus, this book.

      First off, from Wikipedia (https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/In_medias_res)

      A narrative work beginning in medias res (emph mine) (Classical Latin: [ɪn ˈmɛdɪ.aːs ˈreːs], lit. "into the middle of things") opens in the midst of the plot (cf. ab ovo, ab initio). Often, exposition is bypassed and filled in gradually, through dialogue, flashbacks or description of past events. For example, Hamlet begins after the death of Hamlet's father. Characters make reference to King Hamlet's death without the plot's first establishment of said fact. Since the play is about Hamlet and the revenge more so than the motivation, Shakespeare uses in medias res to bypass superfluous exposition.

      “…bypass superfluous exposition.”

      At that moment, I finally figured out why so much classical fantasy literature bores me to tears. They start by expositing. All over the scenery. Several chapters of it. Until I forget why I picked up the book in the first place. You don’t actually get to anything approximating a plot until something like forty or fifty pages in. If you’re lucky. Sometimes much longer.

      I understand that it was a way of telling a story in the old days. You were expected to show SEVERAL CHAPTERS of the main character being utterly mundane in their utterly mundane world doing utterly mundane things until the stranger came to town with a mission for our little hairy-footed hero to undertake.

      I can’t read books like that. I come from a much more modern writing culture. (I am not saying that the wyrm won’t turn at some point and culture will expect it of us again, but I honestly doubt that people in other genres will want to wallow in that sort of detail in a manner similar to how classical epic fantasy does. I could be wrong. Feel free to point at me and laugh about it one of these days if I am.)

      In my world, Kristine Kathryn Rusch and Dean Wesley Smith taught me to spend the first five hundred words of a story on Setting. Setting, to them, is a character’s opinion of what they see, rather than mere adjectives describing. You have to feel, not be an impartial observer.

      In that five hundred words, you slip in a single sentence of plot. A foreshadowing. A hint. A problem. Maybe that stranger that has come to town, or the man about to go on a journey. (Or Godzilla versus Mechagodzilla, for the Tolstoy fans out there.)

      After those five hundred words, you transition to story.

      Epic fantasy believes that you should have five thousand words of description, it seems, but at the same time, they also don’t seem to think you can tell any meaningful story in less than half a million words. To each her own.

      With only about five hundred words of setup, you have to be moving pretty quickly. There isn’t time for long, delicate voice-over shots as we slowly zoom down on our little hero-to-be, describing his life, his day, and his breakfast in loving detail. (And mind you, I use food descriptions as a way to ground someone in a scene. Works, too. You should consider it.)

      In Media Res means cutting out unnecessary exposition.

      What is unnecessary?

      Does is contribute to the story itself? Not setting or scenery, but the story. A good writer can ground you in a single short sentence when she uses the right words to evoke an emotion. I try, and occasionally succeed.

      So in this book, we’re going to talk about how I start stories kind of in the middle, and bring everything in later in an organic way. My goal is to (hopefully) impart some of the things I have learned, that you might be able to do the same yourself, finally divorcing yourself from the need to do a massive infodump on pages 1-75 that gets the reader ready for the actual story you intend to tell at some later date.

      Modern readers of any other genre but Epic Fantasy usually won’t stay around that long. Worse, they might pick up your book from the shelf, or grab that first 10% sample, and put it right back when they see pages of exposition.

      Save yourself. Add some serious jazz-hands to your fiction and improve things for your readers.

      How Did We Get Here?

      This book is an outgrowth and extension of two other Business for Breakfast books (https://www.knottedroadpress.com/business-for-breakfast-books/) I have written previously: Series and Continuity (https://www.knottedroadpress.com/book/series-and-continuity-for-professional-writers/) and World-Building Space Opera (https://www.knottedroadpress.com/book/world-building-space-opera/).

      Series and Continuity was all about how to design and construct your series carefully from the beginning, so that you have control of the thing from the moment you first start committing words. It dealt with telling long arcs and methods to break them up (series versus trilogy, etc.). It also showed my method of keeping notes, so that I (usually) never have to go back and read a chapter to remember some key detail about a character, because I have it in a research notes document that I was updating as I wrote.

      World-Building Space Opera was more of a checklist than anything. I go through a complicated process when creating a new universe into which to tell stories. And I love creating new universes. I might have a tremendous number of words written in the Alexandria Station Universe (The Science Officer, The Jessica Keller Chronicles, First Centurion Kosnett, etc.), but I also have others. Star Dragon. Star Tribes. The Dominion. Air Pirates of Cyrenaica. Scour. Taft Station. Flight Officer Brannon. Pizzafarmer. And more.

      To make a new place, I try to create new everything. Star drive technology. Weapons. Cultures. Currency. The works. This book helps checklist that sort of stuff for others, to help them get outside that mental box that makes something that they create a thinly-veiled knock-off of one of the many popular SF media that they love. We all do it. But it’s more fun when you go beyond filing off enough serial numbers and making something NEW.

      So from there, let’s talk about where I’m coming from, so everyone can follow where I’m going. Hopefully, you’ll find something useful here, and it will make you think differently about your fiction. That’s the best thing that can happen, because you’ll be a more entertaining writer. That’s always good.
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      What is Science Fiction?

      I have to start here, because Science Fiction is unique in setting. Modern or Historic as literary genres have a place that can be invoked pretty easily. The various permutations of Fantasy (Sword/Sorcery, Urban, Contemporary, etc.) are a little harder, but generally grounded on a concept that can be quickly conveyed and the audience will fill in all the assumptions for you.

      Science Fiction is, by definition, someplace new. Someplace not here. Not now. As a result, the writer has to describe the Setting. Give the reader all the details, because we might not be dealing with Earth. We might not be dealing with humans, and have gone beyond the elves, orcs, and dragons that a western reader can be assumed to know already.

      Where are we? When? How did we get there? These and other questions have to be answered by the writer in order to ground the reader sufficiently that the story makes sense. If you don’t, they’ll be lost and probably throw the book across the room. Or delete the sample off their reader and go on to the next one.

      Those first five hundred words, then, become crucial for getting the reader where they need to be. For establishing the emotions, the smells, the sounds, even the music playing softly in the background as someone cooks a meal.

      But you really only have five hundred. Then move on. In Media Res means that we’ll explain it as we go. And we’ll be explaining a lot, so we can’t fall back on the infodump exposition in the middle, because a huge block of text means that the reader’s mind slows down and probably starts to wander.

      We don’t want that. Nail your setting hard and fast, and move on. Because Science Fiction is ALL setting. Every bit of it.

      Gardener versus Architect

      There are two main schools of thought in approaching your story. I won’t call them Plotter and Pantser, because both terms are used derisively to insult the other side of what are two legitimate ways of thinking. Instead, we talk about Gardeners and Architects.

      An Architect is a writer who works best by detailing everything out ahead of time. Plot is outlined chapter by chapter, with details to whatever depth is needed. They have the entire story in their head and I’ve seen them work everything out by using notecards that they can shuffle around, adding or excising as they refine things.

      For an Architect, the act of writing the novel is almost the end of things, rather than the beginning.

      I am not an Architect.

      A Gardener plants seeds to see what will grow. Lots of ideas, each watered, weeded, and pruned as they go. The story is extremely organic, but the risk for the writer is that they meander down dead-end alleys and end up having to cut out thirty thousand words of sidequest that never should have been written in the first place because they didn’t have a firm idea of what story they were going to tell. I frequently have such folks tell me that they use the entire first draft of a novel to figure out what novel they intended to write, before going back and writing a second (and sixth, etc.) draft to actually refine things.

      They tend to output slowly because they are forever going back and having to fix things. I am not a Gardener, either.

      Dimly-lit Hallways

      In the middle of that spectrum between Architect and Gardener is the place where I fall, and the impetus behind this book. I write into what the Fabulous Publisher Babe™ originally called ‘dimly-lit hallways.’ I have friends who write entirely into darkness. I’ve done that. It can be fun, depending. Closer to the Gardener end of things, because you just open a blank document and start typing.

      But, as with gardening, you don’t know where you are headed, so you can take wrong turns.

      When I start a project, I don’t usually have an ending. What I have is an idea where I should go. In this context, not darkness, but a hallway with occasional light posts along the way. I will be here for awhile, then move over there, before finally ending up at this place.

      I can get away with it because of Lester Dent.

      Lester Dent

      I wrote a Business for Breakfast book on the Seven Point Plot Structure (https://www.knottedroadpress.com/book/business-for-breakfast-volume-3-the-beginning-professional-storyteller/) that covers this in much greater detail, so I will summarize here. Again, definitions, so you can follow along at home and keep score.

      Lester Dent was one of the great Pulp writers. Those folks writing for various genre fiction magazines in the Thirties and beyond, before folks really started reading paperback novels (a thing that got big after World War Two in the US and other places. Magazines and periodicals before).

      Dent was one of those folks who wrote at what Dean calls Pulp Speed, or one million words per year. That breaks down, by the way, to 84,000 words per month. Assuming you write five days per week and take the weekend off, that breaks down to roughly 3,700 words per day. Sounds like a lot, but for Dent and others, that was a full-time job, at which they spent eight hours in front of a typewriter.

      Like all muscles, writing gets faster as your train yourself. I generally produce about 4,000 words in three hours of work, including breaks for coffee and mental separation. My goal most months is Pulp Speed three, or 117,000 words per month. (1.4 million per year). Usually on track. About four thousand words per day, because I love to write, with a few days off at the end of the month as a reward to myself.

      With that in mind, Dent is generally credited with the Seven Point Plot Structure that forms so much of the backbone of modern western fiction.

      A Character, in a Setting, with a Problem. Try
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