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If you purchased this book without a cover,
you are a rare individual indeed. Note that not many people would
want a coverless book. You're different. You see the beauty within,
not the outward appearance. You don't need a cover because you
don't want to judge this book. I get it.

But this book is naked without a cover. Naked
and ashamed. It has no love. It's cold in winter. Won't you please
donate to the Clothe a Book Foundation? Every dollar you give goes
to providing a cover for a book in need of your help. Please.
Donate today.

Thank you.
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 Prologue

The whole deal about writing is you have to love
it. It's not even a like relationship. Love it. Adore it. Loving is
giving 100 percent. Liking is giving somewhere around 40 percent,
50 percent, maybe 90 percent. In this regard, even 90 percent will
get a manuscript 90 percent done. Trust me. I have a few 90
percenters on my computer, a few
I'll-get-back-to-you-one-day-manuscript manuscripts. I liked those
manuscripts. I even enjoyed them. A lot. But I didn't love them. It
takes love to finish a manuscript. It takes dedication. It takes
sweat—literally during those trying stages. It takes adoration (and
a lot of humility) to get feedback.

So let me elaborate on what I said earlier: You
want to see a manuscript from word one to word ten or word one
thousand? It takes like. You want to see a manuscript from word one
to publication? It takes love. End of story (pun maybe a little
intended).

The whole deal about writing is you have
to love it. And loving it means enduring all the drafts you don't
want to go through before you move on to your next great story. I
typically go through several drafts before I consider a manuscript
ready for professional editing (or professional
soul-shredding).

So, whether you're thinking of writing your
first novel, novella, short story, or poem, let me walk you through
the road ahead...if you decide you like the look of my road.
(Everyone's is unique. Pick your own creative road, but dedicate
yourself to walking it.) Here we go.

The first draft for me is just the junk: I barf
up my ideas on paper. I just spew the stupid, ugly, stinky thing
out. I think a lot of writers trip themselves up by needing to have
something near perfect the first time around. Does a first
manuscript need to smell nice and look like a bouquet? No! I live
by the following unwritten (that pun wasn't intended) credo
that I've heard on a lot of writing forums: "Just get it down on
paper." (Or computer. Or stone tablet. Or whatever.) Don't worry
about character motivations or whether yell or bellow
is the perfect word. It's all just details. First draft is
dedicated to disgorging your story on paper. The only detail you
might need to worry about is story structure: it might be tough to
fix act II in later drafts than on the first try. (Easier than you
think, though.) So just get your grand adventure on paper.

Save the tidying for later. In the later drafts,
worry about if you misused, repeated, or forgot words. Reorder your
paragraphs and sentences if these two sentences make more sense
together than those two. Or if that other sentence is altogether
unneeded. That's the second draft.

The third draft and those that follow involve
making sure to engage the reader's senses more. Don't limit
yourself to telling them what to picture, but broaden their
experience: what to smell, hear, taste, and feel. How is setting
lending its own foreboding feel? What does damp air feel like? What
texture does animal fur have? What aggressive smell is Multipurpose
wearing today?

Make sure there are enough props in your story
instead of moving characters around a lifeless soundstage. Give
them things to handle, things to move around, things to bump
into.

Remove redundancies.

Give your work a mix of computer and paper
editing. Yes, print the story on paper. For some reason, your eyes
work differently when you look at something on paper rather than on
the screen. Use your pen. Mark things up with crazy arrows,
circles, and scratches. Gut it! Don't make the mistake of doing
this just once either. Twice is good. I try to get at least two
paper edits in.

By the way, this is what I mean by putting sweat
into your story. Literal sweat. Paper edits are the edits I dread
most. When there are parts you'd rather skip in your art, this is
mine. Why? It's the most time consuming. This takes weeks, while an
on-screen edit might take one week at most. And you have to slog
through a paper edit twice: one time to mark changes on paper and
then another to add those changes in to the computer. But do it. It
pays off. This is part of the love of 100 percent.

At this point, I usually give a story to one of
my betareaders. This is before I continue editing. "Why not give
your betareader the unpolished, perfect-as-it-can-be version,
Liam?" There's a pro and a con to waiting. The pro is your
betareader reads the closest to publication you consider your
manuscript to be. The con is, if you wait, in the meantime, you'll
edit things your betareader might not like, sometimes small things
but sometimes sweeping changes. Why edit through something that
will be gutted later if you'll just have to repeat the process on
those rewrites? It's up to you and your creative process if you
want to wait. This is my road, but yours might be different. This
is why I always ask more than one person to read any manuscript.
You get an early opinion and can make repairs before getting that
later, close-to-publication view.

Ask your betareader questions. What characters
did they like or not like? What were their opinions on those
characters? Who stood out? Whose story was this in their eyes? Who
did they relate to? What chapters worked? What settings lent a tone
to those chapters? Come up with a list of questions and hit up your
betareaders later.

You can use further drafts to change or remove
uninteresting words (don't say "walk" when you can say "amble" or
"strut") or remove useless adjectives and adverbs (do you really
need to say "current" or "entirely" when the noun or verb already
implies those add-ons?). You know, those qualifiers you add when
you think a word needs emphasis but it can work better
standing alone.

This is love. All told, I complete nine or ten
drafts before you guys see what Power Plant is messing up or what
Legion is trying to stop him from messing up. This is what I mean
by giving 100 percent love. You want to give 90 percent? You might
complete the first draft...or even the second. But I guarantee
you'll stop somewhere along the line. Most likely, it'll be the
paper drafts. Ho boy, the paper drafts.

But when you give 100 percent, you get something
like what you're about to read. And it's awesome. And, trust me,
you're awesome for getting there. Not everyone does. Not everyone
has 100 percent in them.

But you did. You do. Get on it. Send it to me if
you want. I'd love to check it out.

But first see what Master Asinine has in store.
It's coming up next.

Ciao until next time, friends.
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Chapter One: The Pajama Party for Your Preapocalypse Warmup

November 12, 9109. 7:42 p.m. (Galactic Standard
Time).

Hidden in anonymity, Number A wrung his metal
hands together with a cackle and anticipated glorious tomorrow—the
day this galaxy, Stratus Cloud, would die.

Packed like hungry flies on a dog dump and
thickening the surrounding air to the murky consistency of peanut
butter, he and the cloaked doom troopers—a hodgepodge of the
Terran, Haralsian, and Trioxidillian species—congregated in and
around Number CA's farmhouse, which was no more than a gigantic
shed. Rather, not a shed but their home base. Their shedquarters.
And why? For the sinister purpose of genocide.

Number A discerned only the blurred outlines of
the other figures who dwelled in the nebulous abyss beyond his hand
in front of his face. The crowd was remarkably quiet in the
darkness. Not a shifting foot or billowing robe ruffled the
silence, and the infrequent voice that rose from the depths quickly
sank back into the tarry beyond.

He couldn't see the crowd, though he knew at
least Number CS stood close by because he kept playing with the
glow light on his new watch. That annoyed Number A less than
smelling Number BB's eggy "gas giants" peep out every two or three
minutes.

"Someone please light some candles," Number A
said. "Not the Roman ones."

Flickering matches dotted the darkness and
descended on candles that littered the shelves. The resulting light
revealed the shedquarters in a mysterious bronze glow.

Hidden in cloaks similar to but darker than
Number A's, the Numbers teemed about on both the ground floor and
the splinter-infested mezzanine, pressed together like grubs
crawling around one another. Those who didn't fit in the farmhouse
mingled outside around the barbecue, the NO COOTIES ALLOWED sign
pegged to the door, and Number CA's old farming equipment. Beers in
hands, he and the other...uhm, like...four hundred or s—Crock,
whose bright idea was it to hire so many cloaked figures? His?

Yeah. Probably.

The Numbers met to discuss this galaxy's
destruction, their greatest task. Nothing could prepare them except
this, their biweekly Cajun-style barbecue cookout. If only they'd
gathered fewer forces, maybe they could have afforded a hideout
that wasn't laser-painted indigo. Indigo looked hideous, especially
in this light. But, man, repainting hideouts was as expensive as
buying them.

And perhaps if a computer error hadn't converted
their serial designations into letter codes, they could have saved
themselves some embarrassment. But Number 1 had turned to Number A,
and no matter how much Number A insisted otherwise, the others
still called their collective the Numbers. That was the last time
he trusted Letchtech's Spreadsheet Calculoso Virtuoso.

Number A swept the hood of his chestnut-brown
cloak out of his eyes and assessed the gathering. These cloaks were
thick and stifling. The farmhouse's radiator didn't help either,
since it was broken and couldn't be shut off. He disliked the
blasting heat. And every few seconds, the rattle of something
caught inside the radiator barked like a gunshot.

Guns. Number A hated guns. Abhorred them.
They were ineffective garbage. He rubbed his metal hands together,
and a pang of loss filled him. Guns. So destructive.

And indigo wasn't exactly a manly color for a
farmhouse.

He untied the drawstrings that dangled around
his cloak's neck. "Can everyone hear me in the back?" Hands rose in
confirmation. One accidentally jabbed against the low ceiling.
"Good. Before I start tonight's meeting, I'd like to remind
everyone that our suicide mission wouldn't be possible without
Kitchen Gear, whose knives were responsible for seventeen percent
of last year's bloodiest stab wounds.

"Now, let's start our first order of business.
Everyone, please thank Number FD for booking our guest speaker,
Colonel Chaos, for last week's meeting. His lesson on
preapocalyptic tax deductions was tremendously valuable. A big
round of applause for Colonel Chaos, who wanted to return next week
except there won't be one." Applause crackled from the crowd like
light rain on a windowpane, but it dwindled quickly. Not having a
next week was a downer.

With the pleasantries of the opening speech set
aside, Number A's tone darkened. He heaved air through his stuffed
nose and accidentally sprayed out specks of snot. And there was no
facial tissue handy. That was why he wore such a baggy cloak:
wiping material. "And now, my fellow Numbers, our time has come.
Gentlemen—"

"Hey!" came a voice from inside the thick of the
mezzanine throng.

"And lady—"

"Hey!"

"And talking dinosaur-monkey-llama, the eve of
this galaxy's destruction
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