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            Read Me First

          

        

      

    

    
      If you’ve read the full companion book, 13 Steps To Evil: How To Craft A Superbad Villain, you’ll know that I’m biased. While I think heroes are interesting, I also believe they’re predictable. World saving on repeat can get a little dull. Readers want tension, grit, emotion, and conflict. Besides, it’s much more satisfying to craft a character with an evil glint in their eye than a stoic halo polishing god. Do you want to create a bad guy who’s so unpredictable even you don’t know what they’ll do next? Or would you rather have a copycat warlord with no motives and a questionable disposition towards clichés and the color black?

      I think we both know the answer because you wouldn’t be reading this if you didn’t. But, while knowing you want to get your bad boy right, and reading a book telling you how might be handy, without putting it into practice, you’re going to reside firmly in the apprentice camp and Yoda is going to leave you for space dust.

      Malcom Gladwell is famed for arguing that it takes 10,000 hours of deliberate practice in order to become an expert at something. While I’m not suggesting you need to practice creating villains for 10,000 hours before you create a decent one, I am saying that you need to put the lessons into practice. This is a workbook. There are exercises. Do them. Do them again. Then put what you learn into your manuscripts.

      
        
        Some points to note:

      

      

      During explanations in this book, I predominantly use the term villain. Villains and antagonists are different, and I explain why in a moment. But, for the sake of simplicity, I’ll stick to villain. Just apply whichever term is most relevant to your story.

      This is a workbook. It deliberately assumes that you’ve either read the full book or that you already understand many of the story building concepts in here, which gives you the time and space to complete the exercises to help you craft the best villain you can.

      If you want the detail behind the book, then you’ll need to read 13 Steps To Evil cover to cover. But I’ve tried to add enough information to each step so that you should be able to understand the concepts.

      If you want to sell the books you bleed, then you’ll also need to know your market and that, young pad wan, is why many of the questions in here are focused on your genre or market. You need to be at one with your genre; merge with it like a big white fluffy polar bear camouflaged in the Arctic. Readers read genres for a reason; it’s like going home for them. They know what’s behind the first-page-front-door and there are certain things villains from their hometown will, and won’t do. You need to know these things because there’s a cocktail of nuances and tropes in each genre. Some you can bat away like dead flies; others your readers will expect you to adhere to and if you don’t, the villain police will come and arrest you. Okay, that’s a lie. There are no villain police, but your readers will expect you to adhere to some tropes.

      During the book all questions will be labelled with a ‘Q.’ All spaces for answers will be labelled ‘A’ where only one answer is required and with a number, i.e. ‘A.1, A.2,’ depending on how many answers that particular question requires.

      Before we start, let’s make sure you’re going to get what you need. There are four reasons you should stop reading now:

      One: If you’re here to learn about writing horror, then stop now; thank you for picking this book up, but it’s not for you. I am not a horror writer, and although many aspects of villainy are translatable to horror, this book is devoted to villains more broadly and particularly to developing their character.

      Two: You write literary fiction or fiction that doesn’t easily sit in a genre. Most of the examples in this book come from genre fiction. While you may be able to take elements of the lessons from this book into general fiction, I don’t cover it specifically.

      Three: If you’re sensitive in any way, don’t like bad words, odd explanations, or dodgy humor, you might wanna leave before things get ugly.

      Four: You don’t like doing creative writing exercises.

      Still with me? Then welcome on board.

      Let’s get our villain on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Step 1 The Basics Of Villainy

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Why Writers Fudge Up Their Villains

      

      

      Before we develop a villain, we need to understand why so many writers get them wrong.

      Villains are like newborn infants. So much glorious potential. Until we writers get our grubby mitts on them and balls it up. With the careless flick of a pen, we can turn a finely sculpted baby villain into a cringe-worthy cliché because we don’t make him bad enough, or we create something so heinously evil it’s unrealistic.

      While researching for the book, writers told me all kinds of problems they encountered while creating their villains. From getting the dialogue right and avoiding clichés, to knowing how evil to make a villain, to how to reveal her motives without using blatant exposition.

      But behind all these issues are two basic barriers that are the Achilles in every writer’s villainous heel:

      
        
        1. Depending on the point of view (POV) the book’s written in, the villain is usually seen through the eyes of your hero.

      

      

      A solitary POV gives you a page-limited amount of time to show your villain’s best, most authentic, and devilishly evil side. Page-limited to the point it makes it eye-wateringly difficult to convey her backstory effectively without information dumping. You have to be better, clearer, more tactical, and more concise with your words to create superbad villains.

      
        
        2. Writers are hero worshippers.

      

      

      We love our heroes and protagonists more than our spouses. And as a result, we spend shameful amounts of time honing our protagonist’s muscular heroics into shape. But that relegates our villain (the plot-driving conflict-creator) to the corner of our book, complete with a nobody-loves-you-anyway hat. In other words, writers don’t pay enough attention to their villain.

      When a new born arrives onto this planet most parents are concerned with what gender the tiny homunculus is. While gender is less pressing for a villain, establishing what kind of bad guy they are is important. Because ‘villain’ doesn’t always mean raging warlord with a beard, a 10,000-strong army and a penchant for wands. In fact, villain, doesn’t always mean villain. Sometimes it’s an antagonist. To confuse things more, sometimes the hero isn’t the protagonist either.

      Let’s unravel this with an example. In The Silence of the Lambs, Hannibal Lecter is a villain, but he is also the protagonist. That’s because the story is about him, and what he did. But the hero of the story is Clarice Starling, an FBI agent trying to solve the crimes of another serial killer. In Gone Girl, there are two protagonists: a couple, one of whom turns out to be the villain.

      
        	The difference between a villain and an antagonist is that a villain is evil, an antagonist isn’t, but they both oppose the hero.

        	The difference between a hero and a protagonist is that a hero has a superhuman ability for good, whereas the protagonist is who the story is about.

      

      Plotter or pantser, eventually, every writer needs to know the basics of their villain. Some writers interview their characters, others write diary entries, others still let their characters form on the page. There are no wrong answers with character creation. But for the sake of a consistent story, you do need to keep a note, however short, of the distinguishing features your villain has.

      
        
        QUICK TIP - Create A Book-Bible. A book bible is a document or list that notes down all the key information an editor (or a writer editing their book) would need.

      

      

      Things to include in your book bible:

      
        	Character names

        	Character descriptions

        	The spelling of unusual words

        	Any capitalisation of unusual words

        	Description of key locations and the weather or distinguishing features

        	Any society laws or rules that can’t be broken

        	A story timeline

        	Character motivations

      

      You don’t need to include any or all of these suggestions; make your book bible your own. But having one is handy for editors to know what to look for in terms of spellings and capitalisations.

      
        
        EXERCISE: Go create your book-bible!

      

      

      In 13 Steps To Evil, I explain that the most important part of your novel isn’t plot or characters as a lot of writers think, but conflict. And where does conflict come from? Your villain. Think about it. Without Lex Luthor would we even need Superman…? Exactly. And that’s the point. Your book needs conflict like you need oxygen.

      For more information on the basics of villainy, check out Step 1 in 13 Steps To Evil (pages 11 to 20).

      DEVELOPING MARKET KNOWLEDGE EXERCISES

      Q. Think of three of your favorite books. Can you identify the central conflict in each one?

      
        
        A.1.

        .

      

        

      
        .

        A.2.

        .

      

        

      
        .

        A.3.

        .

      

        

      
        .

      

      

      Q. Do the same for your favorite three books in the genre you write (if it’s different to the books you just thought of).

      
        
        A.1.

        .

      

        

      
        .

        A.2.

        .

      

        

      
        .

        A.3.

        .

      

        

      
        .

      

      

      I mentioned Gone Girl and The Silence of the Lambs as two examples where the protagonist was not the hero.

      Q. Can you think of any more examples from any genre, and what about the genre you write in?

      Any genre

      
        
        A.1.

        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        A.2.

        .

      

        

      
        .

      

      

      Your genre

      
        
        A.1.

        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        A.2.

        .

      

        

      
        .

      

      

      Q. From all of the examples above, note down any patterns you see, or points that you like about the stories, or villains.

      
        
        A.

        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

      

      DEVELOPING YOUR VILLAIN EXERCISES

      Q. What type of villain should you have? Villain, antagonist, or anti-hero?

      
        
        A.

      

      

      Q. What type of hero should you have? Hero, protagonist, or anti-hero?

      
        
        A.

      

      

      Q. What is your core conflict?

      
        
        A.

        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

      

      Q. Core conflict description:

      
        
        A.

        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

      

      Q. If you have additional conflicts, or subplots that generate conflict, note those down too. For example, a family dispute or perhaps a love triangle.

      
        
        Additional Conflict 1

        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        Additional Conflict 2

        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

      

      Q. Name three barriers (conflict) your villain puts in your hero’s way.

      
        
        A.1.

        .

      

        

      
        .

        A.2.

        .

      

        

      
        .

        A.3.

        .

      

        

      
        .

      

      

      Q. Describe why these barriers benefit your villain.

      
        
        A.1.

        .

      

        

      
        .

        A.2.

        .

      

        

      
        .

        A.3.

        .

      

        

      
        .

      

      

      Q. What does your villain have to sacrifice to beat your hero?

      
        
        A.

        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

      

      Q. How does the story affect the villain? Do they get more evil and bitter? Is this as a result of their traits or their choices?

      
        
        A.

        .

      

        

      
        .

      

        

      
        .

      

      

      For the plotters out there, in the appendices, you’ll find a non-exhaustive list of questions you can ask yourself about your villain so you can get a basic handle on them. I’ve put it at the back, rather than in here because some of the questions will be easier to answer after reading this book.
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