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        “If our heroes have their journeys, our villains, their mirror images, must have them too.  In The Villain’s Journey, author Debbie Burke leads us confidently through the twisted journeys of the wicked, deceitful, deadly villains we love to hate.  Precise and thorough, she nails the inner workings of the many varieties of baddies, illustrating the psychology of their misdeeds with abundant examples from history, myth, literature and modern life.  You will certainly find insight and inspiration to make your villains leap off the page and haunt your readers’ dreams.  I was thrilled to see a writer’s mind considering every imaginable possibility on her theme, finally giving villains their due and opening a world of potential for her readers.”

        —Christopher Vogler, author of The Writer’s Journey: Mythic Structure for Writers (Michael Wiese Productions)

        

      

      
        
        “Debbie Burke has filled a critical gap in writing craft instruction. We needed a book of solid advice for creating compelling, three-dimensional villains. This is it. Writers of mysteries and thrillers will find these tips especially helpful, but authors of any genre will benefit by using this book to take a deeper dive into the antagonist of their story.”

        — James Scott Bell, International Thriller Writers Award winner, bestselling author of more than 30 writing craft books
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            Foreword

          

        

      

    

    
      A QUICK TOAST TO JOSEPH CAMPBELL AND CHRISTOPHER VOGLER

      

      Why are some people considered heroes? Are heroes needed to survive life?

      University professor and scholar Joseph Campbell (1904-1987) believed they are indeed necessary to human existence.

      He devoted his life to collecting heroes' stories from myths, legends, folktales, and allegories throughout history. He found certain patterns kept repeating in many different cultures. Over millennia, universal myths became deeply embedded in the human psyche.

      Campbell concluded these repeating themes were actually guides to teach humans how to understand the world around them and survive.

      In other words, "a roadmap for life."

      His findings became the groundbreaking book, The Hero with a Thousand Faces (1949, Pantheon Books). In it, he describes the Hero's Journey, a series of tests and trials the hero must go through to attain a goal. Then the hero goes home to share the new knowledge with the community. By passing the lessons on to others, people learn how to avoid life's pitfalls and live better lives.

      Campbell's genius lay in his ability to demonstrate how ancient myths are still relevant to modern life.

      Screenwriter, film executive, and educator Christopher Vogler later adapted Campbell's work into The Writer's Journey. The book clearly lays out the backbone of story structure, following the Hero's Journey step by step.

      Vogler’s book was originally published in 1992. Updated revisions followed, with a 25th anniversary edition published in 2020. His educational courses helped many thousands of writers, and the book remains an influential classic text on the shelves of film makers, screenwriters, and novelists.

      George Lucas credits the success of Star Wars to following the steps of the Hero's Journey. Campbell and Vogler influenced generations of fictional heroes from Luke Skywalker to Jack Reacher to Marvel's Superheroes and beyond.

      Here's a toast to Joseph Campbell on whose shoulders many writers stand.

      And to Christopher Vogler who continues to guide us on the journey.
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            STARTING OUT ON THE VILLAIN'S JOURNEY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        "Many villains don't think of themselves as evil at all. In their own minds, they are right, the heroes of their own stories. A dark moment for the hero is a bright one for a Shadow. The arcs of their stories are mirror images."

        Christopher Vogler, The Writer's Journey

        

      

      Villains are the secret sauce that make stories memorable.  A great villain can charm you and chill you at the same time. They're fascinating and frightening and sometimes even fun.

      This book will take you on a journey along the slippery, treacherous steps into the darkest depths of the human soul. We'll walk together through the mayhem and motives of many types of villains. You'll gain insights into what they want, what forces drive them, and why they do what they do.

      When villains look in the mirror, they often see themselves as heroes whose reasons make sense and whose actions are justifiable. How can a writer capture that warped image and effectively apply it to villains in their own work?

      Regular people have nightmares about villains. But what do villains have nightmares about? Let's find out.

      With the tools, techniques, and prompts inside, you'll discover new ways to create characters who rise, like Lord Vader, off the pages. Readers will check the locks on their doors and windows before they dare curl up with your story, reading late into the night.

      "Build-a-Villain" worksheets guide you with questions and prompts to develop creepy, complex, unique characters who are custom-tailored for a tale only you can tell.

      Welcome to The Villain's Journey!

      Join me...if you dare.
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            EPIPHANY #1 - WHY I WROTE THE VILLAIN'S JOURNEY

          

        

      

    

    
      Without a crime, Sherlock Holmes plays his violin all day; Philip Marlowe has another drink; Kinsey Millhone visits with Henry; Jack Reacher orders pie and actually gets to eat it.

      Without terrorists, SEAL Team Six plays poker and cleans their weapons.

      If you want to write suspenseful fiction, you need conflict and characters who cause problems.

      For example, detective fiction needs a crime and a criminal. Without those, your cop hero has nothing to do except drink coffee all day.

      Sounds simple, right?

      Then how come that realization eluded me for years?

      My early mystery novels won contests and attention from agents and editors…and rave rejections. Despite study, hard work, and persistence, my manuscripts remained unpublished. A key element was missing. But what?

      In traditional mysteries, the bad guy usually hides in the shadows out of the reader's sight until the big reveal at the end.

      Unfortunately, in my case, the villain had been hiding from the writer, too!

      I'd totally ignored the critical character who instigated the very problem the hero needed to solve.

      I wrote mysteries the same way I read mysteries, from a state of ignorance, constantly trying to figure out what was going on.

      My books were told in the first person or close third person point of view, completely inside the head of the protagonist. The focus stayed stuck on the hero.

      What was the villain doing while the hero was busy following clues and running into roadblocks?

      I dunno.

      And that was my big problem.

      Although I had a vague, general concept of the bad guys' motives and why they did what they did, I never paid much attention to the schemes and machinations happening offstage.

      Finally, an epiphany struck:

      
        
        The Villain, not the Hero, drives the story.

        

      

      Unless a crime has been committed, or is about to be committed, there’s nothing for the protagonist to do.

      The antagonist acts, the protagonist re-acts.

      Heroes, no matter how interesting they are as characters, don't have a goal or mission until the villain presents them with a crime or problem to solve.

      All these years, I’d been following the wrong character around!

      This realization probably seems like a big DUH to many crime authors. But I’m sharing it in hopes of helping others like me who overlooked the obvious.

      My new mission became getting to know the villain as well as, if not better than, the hero.

      Down the research rabbit hole I fell.

      As I read about the whys and wherefores of villains, I realized I wasn't the only writer who struggles with this crucial but difficult character. Many writing guides trace the Hero's Journey. But not much had been written about the Villain's Journey.

      That led me to ask why are readers fascinated by villains? Aren't heroes enough to provide role models for a positive life?

      Then I ran across the following theory by University of Richmond Professor Emeritus Scott T. Allison. In his article, "Villainy and Its Relationship to Heroism," he writes:

      
        
        "Over millions of years of human evolution, the ability to identify and respond to threats was crucial for survival. Villainous characters or individuals who posed risks to the group could serve as stimuli that triggered heightened vigilance and adaptive responses. This heightened awareness and response to potential threats may have contributed to the survival and protection of the community.

        "In short, the existence of villains, whether in the form of external dangers or internal dissenters, could have stimulated collective problem-solving, cooperation, and the development of social structures designed to mitigate risks. From an evolutionary perspective, the recognition and management of villainy may have played a role in shaping the social behaviors that promoted group cohesion and, consequently, the survival and thriving of early human communities."

        

      

      That seems to relate to Joseph Campbell's studies that showed how heroes and stories evolved into a roadmap for life. While heroes serve as the positive guides to life, villains serve as an early warning system about dangers. By learning to recognize predatory behavior in stories, humans can better protect themselves and ensure survival in real life.

      Based on my findings, I wrote several articles about villains for The Kill Zone (TKZ), a popular educational site for crime writers. One day, a regular TKZ reader asked, "Is there a Villain's Journey that is the flip side to the Hero's Journey?"

      Great question! To answer her, I tumbled even deeper down the rabbit hole. Surprisingly, only one book with that title showed up, and it focused on science-fiction/fantasy (The Villain's Journey - Descent and Return in Science Fiction and Fantasy by Valerie Estelle Frankel, 2021, McFarland).

      Many books studied the Hero's Journey, but why was there only one focused on the Villain's Journey?

      More research turned up studies, articles, and blog posts that drew partial parallels between the Villain’s Journey and the Hero’s Journey. But where was a comprehensive guide devoted to villains?

      That ignited a spark in my brain.

      Maybe I could write a book to fill that gap.

      The Villain's Journey - How to Create Villains Readers Love to Hate is the result.

      Let's walk the twisted path to understand who villains are, why they do what they do, and how they can transform your story from meh to memorable.
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            EPIPHANY #2 - IT'S FUN TO THINK LIKE A VILLAIN

          

        

      

    

    
      More than a decade ago, I started following a daily blog about crime writing called The Kill Zone. TKZ was founded in 2010 by 11 published authors. These were heavy hitters—names like James Scott Bell, John Gilstrap, Jordan Dane, P.J. Parrish, Joe Moore.

      They wrote bestsellers that won awards like the Edgar, the Anthony, and the Shamus. Mystery Writers of America and International Thriller Writers honored them.

      TKZ promised, “We’ll open the doorway into the world of the working writer.”

      They did.

      Under their daily tutelage, I learned the importance of antagonists (this will be discussed in depth in the chapter HEY, I’M NOT A BAD GUY). Antagonists opposed the hero and stood in the way of the hero achieving a goal. I met characters who didn't necessarily break laws but seriously bent them.

      Realization gradually came to me as Epiphany #1, mentioned in the previous chapter.

      
        
        The Villain, not the Hero, drives the story.

        

      

      That was the critical missing link in my early books.

      My earlier manuscripts had been traditional whodunits focused on the hero. All sights, sounds, smells, thoughts, and emotions had to be filtered through the main character's point of view. That meant a continuous struggle between what the hero knows (not much) vs. what information is needed to solve the mystery. In addition, the plot requires red herrings and false suspects thrown in, all without giving away the villain’s identity.

      Through TKZ, I finally realized that in a successful crime story, the writer must know the villain even more intimately than the hero.

      That led to Epiphany #2:

      
        
        It’s fun to think like a villain! 

        

      

      In the 1960s, I was an unhip, middle-class, white-bread teenager—probably the only student in the entire California university system who wouldn't flunk a drug test. Even today, I don't have unpaid parking tickets, let alone an arrest record. The only times I've been in jail were as an invited guest on a tour.

      However, I have known some pretty rotten people well. Too well. I didn't want to be like them.

      But...I wouldn't mind getting even with a few of them, as long as I didn't risk going to prison.

      Fiction provided that opportunity.

      The late legendary mystery author Sue Grafton used to tell the story about the ugly divorce she'd endured. Apparently murder crossed her mind but she didn't want to go to prison. Instead, she wrote A is for Alphabet and the rest is history. Revenge on the page was sweet for her and millions of readers.

      I followed Sue's example and have stayed out of jail...so far.

      In 2015, I started a book where, for the first time ever, I wrote scenes from the villain's point of view.

      A whole new world opened up—a world without conscience, constraints, or inhibitions.

      Villains don't need to pay attention to laws. They can lie, steal, deceive, threaten, torment, and even kill. They live by their own rules, not society's. They can do whatever they want to do.

      International bestseller Ruth Harris says:

      
        
        "Villains are more fun and interesting because there are more ways to be bad than there are to be good."

        

      

      Is she ever right!

      When I finally drilled inside a villain's head, something magical clicked. My thriller Instrument of the Devil won two contests that led to a contract with a traditional publisher. It became a bestseller in Women's Adventure fiction and turned into the Tawny Lindholm Thrillers with Passion series. In the nine books since, I've spent many hours inside the hearts and minds of predators, backstabbers, thieves, kidnappers, and killers.

      Reviews often mention my villains, with comments like:

      "A chilling villain in a ripped-from-the-headlines compelling plot;"

      “An evil villain who is also disturbingly human;”

      "A deliciously evil villain."

      One reviewer wrote:

      
        
        "Debbie Burke has a sweet face and the countenance of a cookie-baking quilter, but don't let her fool you. She is secretly plotting all kinds of violent crimes committed by unique and fascinating criminals."

        

      

      When I meet readers in person, they often say, "You look like such a nice lady, but you kill all these people."

      I just smile and say, "Ya can't judge a book by its cover." Underneath this grandmotherly exterior lurks the brain of a devious criminal.

      Be warned!

      

      Villains fascinate us whether in books, films, or plays.

      Many actors would prefer to sink their fangs into the role of a great villain than play the good guy.

      To know the villain, the writer needs to ask questions:

      
        	Why is the villain willing to steal, cheat, and kill?

        	What is at stake for the villain? What do they stand to gain or lose?

        	What rationalizations do they use to justify the harm they do to others?

        	How can irresistible influences like greed, power, and lust seduce an ordinary person over to the dark side?

        	How does well-intentioned but misguided righteousness lead to horrendous consequences?

        	What happens when law-abiding people are forced into a corner where they commit acts that they would never do under normal circumstances?

        	How do psychopaths and sociopaths come up with perfectly logical excuses for abhorrent actions?

      

      These questions and more are covered in the Build-a-Villain worksheets at the end of this book.

      Go ahead and peek at the Build-a-Villain chapter now. It's not cheating to read the end of a book first if the author gives you permission!

      If you already have your villain in mind, write down preliminary answers, even if you don't yet know the responses to some questions. That's okay.

      After reading more, the answers you recorded at this starting point may modify and change. That's okay, too.

      If you don't already have your villain in mind, you may meet one who sparks your imagination in the chapters about different types of villains.

      

      When an author roots around in the antagonist’s brain for a while, background, reasons, and rationalizations for antisocial behavior bubble up. You don't have to agree with them. In fact, you'll likely abhor their justifications but as the author you need to understand them.

      Armed with such knowledge, it becomes impossible to write a two-dimensional character. Your villains will jump off the screen or page to vibrant, three-dimensional life.

      James Scott Bell, author of numerous bestselling writing craft books, is also a lawyer. He offers a great technique to plumb the heart and soul of the villain.

      
        
        Imagine your villain is on trial for their crimes. Their closing argument to the jury is their one last chance to escape life in prison or the death sentence. What can they say to convince the jury they don't deserve severe punishment? How can they save themselves?

        

      

      In the following chapters, we'll learn more methods to tap into the dark recesses of shadows and secrets.
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            MYSTERIES, SUSPENSE, THRILLERS - WHAT'S THE DIFFERENCE?

          

        

      

    

    
      Why do readers keep turning pages?

      To find out what happens next.

      No matter which genre, most stories have elements of mystery and suspense. The author introduces characters and conflicts that make readers curious. They want to find out how the character deals with a problem and whether they succeed or fail.

      "Crime fiction" is an umbrella term that covers the sub-genres of mystery, suspense, and thriller. They share overlapping features, but each also has differences.

      Think of crime fiction as bread. Bread contains certain basic ingredients: flour, liquid, yeast. By adding other ingredients in different proportions, the baker creates many varieties such as sourdough, whole grain, pumpernickel, Challah, naan, etc. They share similar ingredients, but each taste is unique.

      Mystery can be cozy, hard-boiled, detective, noir, police procedural, amateur sleuth, historical, heist, caper, etc.

      Suspense describes the worry, uncertainty, and anticipation the reader feels. This emotional sense is the most elastic term because it stretches across all genres. Psychological suspense and romantic suspense are popular sub-genres.

      Thrillers can be political, espionage, legal, medical, military, small town/rural, etc.

      In a bakery, the baker places different bread products in the appropriate section of the display case.

      In a library, bookstore, or online bookseller, sub-genre classifications indicate which shelf to put your book on.

      How do the sub-genres differ?

      
        	Mystery - Something terrible happened! Who did it?

        	Suspense - Oh no, something bad is going to happen! But when?

        	Thriller - We have to stop something bad from happening!

      

      A fire analogy:

      
        	Mysteries smolder.

        	Suspense burns.

        	Thrillers blaze.

      

      Another way to compare:

      
        	Mystery is a puzzle to be solved.

        	Suspense is anticipation of something dreadful ahead.

        	Thriller is run for your life.


      

      Once a crime or disaster has happened or is about to happen, that leads to further questions that help classify which genre(s) your book falls in:

      
        	Whodunit? The hero wants to find who committed the crime.

        	Howdunnit? How is the crime set up and accomplished?

        	Can disaster be prevented? Characters are in peril and the hero wants to save them.

      

      In traditional mysteries, the villain is hidden until the climax. In suspense and thrillers, the villain may be known to the reader (although not always).

      With a known villain, the questions shift to:

      
        	Why did they commit the crime?

        	Are they gonna get away with it?

        	What is their next move? Another crime?

        	Can the hero stop the villain before they cause additional harm?

      

      Thrillers often involve action, high stakes, and a ticking clock that counts down to potential disaster. Thriller heroes are frequently larger than life—think of Lee Child's Jack Reacher.

      Thriller villains are also larger than life. They intimidate because of their power, intelligence, and ability to manipulate others—think of Hannibal Lecter in The Silence of the Lambs.

      Suspense features a strong sense of foreboding throughout the story. The mood is one of dreadful anticipation that keeps the reader hooked. Heroes may be everyday people who find themselves in terrifying situations, faced with villains out to do them harm for reasons they can't fathom. Alfred Hitchcock was the master of suspense.

      Mysteries generally feature a sleuth who may be a professional (detective, private investigator, attorney, bounty hunter) or an amateur (someone without special training but with insatiable curiosity and a hunger for justice). Amateur or pro, the hero has a compelling need to solve the mystery, while the villain has an even greater need not to get caught.

      

      So....how do you classify your book?

      My suggestion is to write the best book you can, then decide later how to classify it. Ask knowledgeable beta readers, critique partners, librarians, or a professional editor for their input.

      Many current books are fusions or mashups of several genres. In the hypothetical bakery mentioned earlier, your creation may be a sourdough-pumpernickel-croissant!

      

      Another major question writers need to answer is: Do you show the villain’s point of view (POV) in the story or not? 

      That choice depends in part on whether the genre is mystery, thriller, or suspense.

      In a traditional whodunit mystery, the identity of the villain is typically a surprise at the end. Therefore, that POV is generally not shown to the reader, although some authors include passages from the villain’s POV without revealing their identity.

      Suspense and thriller novels often are written from multiple POVs, including the villain’s. When the reader knows early on who the bad guy is, the question is no longer whodunit, but rather: 

      
        	Will the villain succeed in their mission?

        	Will they get away with their crimes?

        	Can a terrorist be stopped before their plot causes mass destruction and death?

      

      The author can choose to show the antagonist’s POV or keep it hidden. But either way, the author needs to be aware of the villain's motivation because that’s what’s driving the story forward.

      The villain's need to achieve their goal determines what actions they take. They are constantly on the offensive, moving toward that goal.

      The hero reacts to those actions. They are constantly on the defensive, trying to prevent or stop the villain.

      

      In your own story idea, have you explored the antagonist's/villain's motivations? If you haven't already, start formulating their motives.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        What is a Pourquoi Story?

        In French, pourquoi means why.

        Backstories or pourquoi stories answer the why-dunnit question.

        Why does the villain act in negative, destructive ways?

        Why do they commit a crime or crimes?

        Backstories provide the underlying foundation of reasons that drive characters' actions and put them in conflict with others. Their past establishes motivations, goals, and desires that occur in the present story.

        The question of why villains do what they do is almost always wrapped up in their origins and early life. This is outlined in the chapter DOCTORS WEIGH IN ON HEROES AND VILLAINS.

        In the Build-A-Villain worksheets at the end of this book, you'll find prompts about backstories to stimulate your imagination.

        This background may or may not be in the final manuscript, but the author needs to be aware of it.

        When you're stumped about your bad guy, always ask Pourquoi?

        

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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            IT'S 10 P.M. DO YOU KNOW WHERE YOUR VILLAIN IS?

          

        

      

    

    
      From the 1960s through the 1990s, public service announcements (PSAs) were broadcast on national TV channels before the late-night news.

      "It's 10 p.m. Do you know where your children are?"

      Here's a PSA for authors of mystery, suspense, and thriller novels:

      Do you know where your villain is right now?

      The villain is offstage and not shown in many scenes. Even so, the writer has to keep them constantly in mind.

      Throughout a story, the writer needs to know:

      
        	Where is the villain?

        	What is the villain doing?

        	When are they doing it?

      

      Imagine two TV channels that are on simultaneously. One shows the hero, the other shows the villain.

      In your mind, flip the channels back and forth to see the location of each character. While the hero is at work, the villain may be across town breaking into the hero's house.

      Flip the channels back and forth to see what each character is doing. The hero may be cheering at their child's soccer game while the villain attaches a long-range scope on a sniper rifle.

      Timing—when events take place—can be critical to the plot. The detective can't find the body on Monday if the hitman doesn't arrive from Chicago until Wednesday.

      

      Even if the villain isn't visible in scenes, they shouldn't just be twiddling their thumbs. Hidden in the shadows, they remain constantly on the offensive, planning ahead, covering up, diverting suspicion from themselves, or getting ready to ambush.

      For instance, in my thriller Instrument of the Devil, the villain is a terrorist who's stalking and manipulating the hero Tawny Lindholm whom he's setting up to be the scapegoat for his attack on the electric grid. By hacking into her smartphone, he tracks her movements, listens to her conversations, and anticipates her concerns. Because she is unaware of his surveillance, her naïveté and ignorance cause her to trust the very man who's trying to harm her.

      If you’re in a corner and you don't know what your hero should do next, check in with the villain. While the hero is slogging through steps A, B, and C to solve the crime, the bad guy is offstage setting up roadblocks D, E, and F to keep from being caught.

      If you get lost on the Villain's Journey, here are more questions to get back on track.

      
        	Where is the villain right now?

        	What are they doing?

        	What is at stake for the villain?

        	If they succeed, what is their reward? Power, social position, wealth, success, love?

        	If they fail, what is lost? Pride, loss of prestige, wealth, success, love?

        	What can they do to make the protagonist’s life miserable?

        	What roadblocks can they throw up to stop the hero?

        	What steps can the villain take to destroy the hero's professional and/or personal credibility?

        	Humiliate them? Discredit them?

        	Accuse them of misdeeds?

        	Cause them to be fired from their job? (this works especially well when the hero is a cop)

        	Does the villain need to commit another crime to cover the first?

        	What’s their getaway strategy?

        	How can the villain elude capture or avoid a reckoning?

      

      The answers (or, more importantly, the lack of answers) will show up as gaps in the plot, inconsistencies, improbabilities, and impossibilities that need to be solved for the story to work. They provide important keys to the action, events, planning, and execution of an exciting story.

      

      The best answers can be found inside the bad guy’s head.

      

      It's 10 p.m. Do you know where your villain is?
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