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Introduction

Staring at a blank page. Every author’s nightmare.

It doesn’t need to be more frightening than a Stephen King book. No, really! I’m serious. Stop laughing.

While most authors of novels are intimidated by the enormous task before them, that intimidation can be chopped up into quivering bits with some planning and task management.

I must confess a secret. I didn’t plan my first book. I didn’t plan my second book. Not even my third. Now, now, stop clutching at your pearls. The truth is, I cheated on all three of those.

My first two books weren’t novels. They were travel guides. The reason I cheated was because I had already written much of the books before I ever considered publishing them. I’d been to Ireland and Scotland several times each and had taken copious real-time notes in the form of trip reports. This was both for my own flawed memory and to share the trip with others on a vicarious basis.

Several people had asked for advice on trip planning themselves, so I’d written up several cheat sheets for how to find a good B&B, or car rental, or researching airfare. I therefore compiled this data, as well as my notes from sites I’d visited, and added some I researched. Voila! A travel guide.


Which brings me to my first novel. I didn’t know anything about planning a novel. I didn’t know anything about writing a novel. I just knew I needed to write that novel, the story of my parents’ thirty-year search for true love, which culminated in a wedding on the Starship Enterprise in Las Vegas.


So, I dove right in. I wrote a few scenes in order, hated them, tried again. Then I tossed those and tried it from another angle. And again. Then I got tired of that crap and just kept writing.

However, this was all a cheat. No, really, it was. This was a novel based on a true story, so I knew the salient details, I knew the characters, I knew how it ended… none of that was anything I had to create. It was handed to me on a silver platter, not a real test of my plotting ability.

After the first draft, I decided I wanted to add a second point of view, that of my own as the researcher who found her father after thirty years, when he didn’t even know he had a child. So, I went back to add all that in.

In the end, I had a relatively cohesive tale, but the editing was atrocious. However, I didn’t realize it, and published it with a friend’s micro-publishing company. Many years later, I’ve gotten the rights to the novel back, and rewrote it, knowing what I’ve learned about writing in the meantime, and republished. I was in a state of permanent face-palm reading the first version. Not planning, and not properly editing, had led to so many continuity errors, outright contradictions, and plot holes, I’m amazed anyone liked it.

Now, not everyone is a planner. Some people prefer “pantsing,” or writing by the seat of their pants. Another term I like for this technique is “discovery writing.” If you prefer that way, you may be thinking, “Planning: blah, blah, blah, outline, blah, blah, blah.”

Most authors are on a spectrum somewhere between Extreme Pantser and Extreme Planner. But I think most authors could find some useful tools in this book, tools which might allow them to sculpt that horrifying prospect into digestible chunks.

Sorry for the graphic imagery. I guess Stephen King is still on my mind.


Please keep in mind that this book just demonstrates some ways in which authors can plan, write, and publish their books. It’s novel-centric, planner-centric, historical fiction-centric, and me-centric. I am in no way putting forth that this is the only way to write, or even to plan, a novel. As the saying goes, your mileage may vary.


The process of writing a novel is a scary mystery to most people. Sometimes including those who actually write novels! My own process is just one of thousands of processes, but here is a peek into my mad method.


Contributors

No one writes in a vacuum. Editors, beta readers, author friends, and resources all simmer in an author’s mind to distill into the final product. I’ve gotten some fantastic input from my beta readers, such as Ian Erik Morris and author Lee O’Connell, as well as authors Mattea Orr and Joseph Crance on some of this material, and their help has been invaluable.

In addition, I’ve done lots of research online, gathering data from places like Writer’s Digest, Reedsy, Ads for Authors, Writer’s Beware, and Absolute Write Water Cooler. Nothing proprietary, of course, but general information that might be helpful for the budding author.

The author group I am part of has been the most help, allowing me to see how my process was different from others. This group was organized and is run by fellow author Melora Johnson and has been the single most invaluable tool I’ve had as an author.


Part One: The Planning Stage

Chapter One: Planning versus Pantsing



PLANNER: One who creates a writing plan before and/or during their writing process



PANTSER: One who writes “by the seat of their pants,”


allowing creativity to guide their story during the writing process



I am a planner. That doesn’t mean I am rigidly required to adhere to my plan, but I do make a plan and mostly follow it. No one is 100% pantser or planner, rather most writers are on the spectrum between those extremes. Despite my adoration for a well-crafted plan, that plan has run afoul of my story many times. One scene becomes eight, eight becomes one. Subplots take a left turn. New characters show up out of the blue and just demand to be added, sometimes taking entire subplots as their own.

It’s madness.

However, that doesn’t mean I won’t plan the next book. I just hold in my heart the understanding that the best laid plans of writers and authors must be modified as required. Just like any war, tactics change as the battlefield conditions do.

So, whether you see yourself “Full of Pants” or a “Plan-loving Word Bug,” settle in and enjoy.


Chapter Two: In the Beginning: Concept

Definitions:

	
Inciting incident – a change in a character’s normal life that thrusts them into the main action of the story 




I strongly believe in teaching by example. Therefore, I’ll be using a book I wrote, Misfortune of Vision as a step-by-step guide. Misfortune of Vision is the fourth novel in the Druid’s Brooch series. Book two, Legacy of Truth, had just been published the month I started Misfortune of Vision, and book three, Legacy of Luck, was submitted and due out four months later.

The idea was to have three trilogies in total for a total of nine books in the series, because I am wedded to symmetry. The first trilogy (the Legacy books) is set in the 18th/19th century. The second trilogy (the Misfortune books) are set in the 11th/12th century. The third and final trilogy (the Age books) are set in the 5th/6th century, and the final book of that trilogy gives the origins of the brooch itself.


That means to plan my next book, I really must plan out six novels. And make them all tie neatly into a bow at the end. Right. Okay, deep breath, let it out easily. Let’s do this.


Most writers are Planners or Plotters to some extent. I’m strong on the Planner end of the spectrum. That means I like to plan out my book and my scenes, flesh out my characters and my subplots before the first word is written. Yes, it can change later due to the capriciousness of my muse and my own editing, but that’s how I begin. When I got into planning, I used The Snowflake Method (an amazing process you can look up online, though I have no affiliation with the creator). This process was a delight to this detail-oriented accountant/author. I’ve modified my process since then to suit my own style, which I encourage everyone to do. Find a method that works for yourself.

My first task is to come up with a basic premise for each book. A one-sentence elevator pitch, or what you’d say to an agent if you ended up on an elevator with them and only had a few minutes to pitch your book.

Using some popular novels for examples:


	
Outlander: 1940s nurse travels back in time 200 years and falls in love with a Highlander in the Jacobite revolution. 


	
Lord of the Rings: A group of farmers embark on a quest with a wizard and some elves to destroy an object of evil in a fantasy realm. 


	
Hunger Games: A girl volunteers to fight to be the last person standing in a brutal entertainment show to save her sister. 





As you work on your own one-sentence elevator pitch, concentrate on the meat of the concept, not the details. Ignore names for now. No subplots. No side characters. Make those few minutes count without wasting it with extraneous add-ons.


	
Describe what your protagonist does. (the Character) 


	
What changes in their world to start off the story? (the Inciting Incident) 


	
What do they need to accomplish? (the Goal) 


	
What do they lose if they fail? (the Stakes) 





Each basic pitch should have a main character, an over-arching conflict, a goal, and stakes.

The Character: Form a brief description. Gender? Age? Physical description? Motivation? Personality quirk? Nothing deep yet, just something quick and dirty for now.

For Misfortune of Vision, my main character is a 65-year-old grandmother. One inspiration for my character was a reddit thread about the savior of the world needing to be a grandmother with life skills rather than yet another teenage wonder child. Sure, I won’t be able to include as much angst and rebellion, but I can insert plenty of snark and sarcasm. I love it when little old ladies order everyone else around.


CHARACTER EXERCISE: Describe your main character. How old are they? How heavy? What color is their skin? Their eyes? What is their hair like? Do they pick their lips? Bite their fingernails? How do they present their gender?




The Inciting Incident: What changes in their normal life to make them interesting enough to write a story? Does someone come to town? Do they go on a quest? Does their father figure die in a horrible fire? Do they die? (i.e., The Lovely Bones) Something gets them out of “ordinary” and into conflict.


The inciting incident will be her giving a dire prophecy that no one believes. A classic Cassandra tale. And, of course, it’s about an incident that means personal, physical danger, not only to her, but everyone she knows.


INCITING INCIDENT EXERCISE: Where does your main character live? What’s a typical day like? What is their job? Who do they live with? What happens to change that everyday life? What event from their past haunts them?



The Goal: What is their purpose in this conflict? To survive? To win a race? To marry the hunk next door? To save their best friend from an alien?

My little old lady needs a quest, so she’s seeking out an heir. Why? Well, she has this heirloom. A magic brooch she must gift to a relative, which is a common element through “The Druid’s Brooch Series” To raise the stakes, all her children are dead, so she must seek out her grandchildren. She either has never met them or hasn’t seen them since they were babies, because travel in the twelfth century was dangerous and tedious.


GOAL EXERCISE: What does your main character want more than anything in the world? What goal drives them to shove off the daily drone and do something about it? What catalyzes them into action? Why now?




The Stakes: What happens if they don’t reach that goal? Will they be left in a loveless marriage? Will the world go poof into a million atoms? Will their hair fall out?


If she doesn’t pass on the brooch, it will be lost to the human world forever. Her family passed this legacy to her, and she must uphold her honor.


STAKES EXERCISE: What will your main character lose if they don’t reach their goal? At what point in the story does this become the point of no return?



If you’re writing a series, like I am, it might be a good idea to work out your main elevator-pitch plot on the other books-to-be, so you have a good variety of themes and plots. I did a one-paragraph synopsis on each of the eight remaining books after I finished book one, so I didn’t run out of ideas and have to change something I’d already done. See? Extreme planning!


​Once you’ve got a one-sentence elevator pitch, you can use that in the future to tempt an agent or write advertising copy. For now, you’ll use it as the seed to grow your synopsis.



ELEVATOR PITCH EXERCISE: Combine the above exercises into an elevator pitch, one sentence that describes your character, the setting, their goal, and the stakes. It can be a long sentence, but must be able to be said in ten seconds.




Chapter Three: Research All the Things

This section is going to be very historical fiction oriented. However, most novels set in the real world, including contemporaries, romances, and literary, require some research to properly ground your readers in setting. Even if you’re setting your book in your own hometown, like a memoir, you will need to research some details to improve verisimilitude.

If you’re creating a science fiction or fantasy realm, then you need to do even more research. You’ll want to create magic systems that work, or a socioeconomic world in space exploration. Do you need to know more about black holes? Faster-than-light drives? How about the power structure of a medieval setting with seven types of sentient creatures vying for primacy? Do they each have their own cultures, languages, and martial traditions? Don’t forget maps! For examples of extreme planners, see Frank Herbert, Patrick Rothfuss, or J.R.R. Tolkien.

So, that’s a huge amount of planning. Where does one start? That really depends on your personal passion. If you love politics, you might start crafting the political structure of your world. If you love travel or geography, you might begin with a physical setting. If you love history, you might first find a real historical event to base your story around.

I love history. I needed to find a time of great conflict to set my story in.

For Misfortune of Vision, since it’s set in the twelfth century, I dove into a rabbit hole of the Annals of Irish History, Lady Gregory, Yeats, and the ever-mocked Wikipedia. Yes, you can use Wikipedia, but please be cautious of using that as a source.


While Wikipedia can be a great tool to give a researcher a path to more reliable sources, I prefer to use those resources when I can access them. I don’t rely on Wikipedia’s accuracy. People can change the information at any time, without any sources. At the bottom of the page, there are often links or lists to the source data. Many are scholarly resources, peer-reviewed or published. Often, I can find a great article listed there but hosted on sites such as academia.edu or jstor.com to help me get the historical details I need. Unfortunately, I must add a caveat that some of these reliable resources are behind a pay wall. However, sometimes if you can find the article you need, you can contact the author and they will send you a copy.


As an example, I researched kings and social structure. I spent way too much time finding a better word for king, since that was not a word used for Celtic people in the twelfth century. I looked up documents about the time period, including the Annals of Ireland. I asked some scholars I know on the period about their suggestions. After sifting through many bad options from other cultures, I finally found one which fit with Irish culture of the time: Chief or Chieftain.

Then I researched clergy and local saints, which melded into fairy queens and holy wells. I found maps of sacred sites in Ireland, as well as the history of the larger ones. I delved into Neolithic mounds and burnt villages in the area, since I wanted my character to encounter the Fae in a mystical spot. Neolithic mounds and stone circles were the best places for such encounters. Burnt villages were a great backdrop for tragedy and violence.

After a good fifteen hours’ worth of research (no, I’m not exaggerating), I checked out the local Vikings, to see if it was logical to include them as an added conflicting element and what they were called. In the records of the time, people called them Ostmen or simply Foreigners. I discovered a local chief who was a renowned craven coward. When the Norman invasion reached the northern counties, he simply fled.

Fantastic! Cowardly chiefs are great! Let’s use him. He was the Chief in Downpatrick, but John de Courci, a famous Norman, took the town. Now I know where my main character lives, and exactly when the story would take place. She has a purpose and plenty of crap to get in the way of that purpose.

External conflict is easier to meld into the characters’ internal conflict, adding tension and action. When I decided on twelfth century Ireland, I had no idea exactly how violent this time was in the northeast of Ireland. I knew atrocities happened in the southeast with the Norman invasion, but this time period makes Game of Thrones look like a peaceful Sunday picnic. Perfect for high tension stories.

SOURCES

The main historically reliable documents from the time, such as the Annals of Ulster, mostly just list the deaths of chiefs and nobles, bishops, and other Very Important Personages. There were a lot of them! It seemed like every minor chief had a relative who hated him enough to off him for his throne. Some were details about cattle raids, sieges, or a kidnapping, but the majority were the stark mortality details.

However, once you get your hands on a juicy, historically accurate conflict, some historical characters you can work into your story, and a concrete time period, you can plop your characters into the middle and see if they swim.

Your tale is more interesting if your characters can’t swim.



I went back to do some editing on a previous manuscript to give my unconscious mind time to percolate the story. As I did so, I realized that I’ve already read several books set in my time period by authors whose research I respect. Ken Follett (Pillars of the Earth), Sir Walter Scott (Ivanhoe), and Ellis Peters (Brother Cadfael Mysteries) have written books set in the twelfth century. While they were all set in England, a different culture and political structure, they still give me some “flavor” of the setting, mores of the day, and details about daily life at that level of technology and trade.


For some people, anything prior to modern times is “ancient” and there is little differentiation between those periods. For an historian, however, or an enthusiast of historical fiction, those differences are important. And I won’t even get into the debate over the misnomer “Dark Ages” here because I don’t want this book to be 100,000 words long.

For instance, a noblewoman of seventeenth century France would wear a completely different costume than a noblewoman in twelfth century France. The Renaissance occurred at different times in different areas throughout Europe, and took different forms throughout the world, just as the Bronze and Iron Ages did. Technology and fashion took time to migrate in the past, as social media hadn’t quite been invented yet.


When writing details of the time period, an author could research the different foods a character is eating (Pro tip: Your 12th century character wouldn’t order a caramel frappe from Starbucks!), clothing, the way they made their living, etc. Even within professions, they might have different names, such as a wheelwright or cooper. At the same time, you need to ensure your modern reader understands the reference. Make certain that unfamiliar terms are couched in context, or have a glossary in the book.


Planning allows the author to create a complex web of subplots to weave around your main conflict, each one adding to the overall tension of the tale.


These differences in culture can help a lot in your planning. Different time periods, cultures, even different worlds, can offer a variety of interesting conflict to assist in your plot and make your characters miserable.

I then make a list of possible conflicts that arise from such an environment. There are both internal and external conflicts.

Internal conflicts might be a moral dilemma, a crisis of faith, or the suspicion of a friend or family member. Someone might be dealing with PTSD, depression, or anger management.

External conflicts might include that broken wagon wheel, war, or someone blocking the road. A broken wagon wheel wasn’t as easily fixed as a flat tire is today. An arranged marriage was much more common for nobility in medieval times. Blasphemy was a huge worry.



CONFLICT EXERCISE: List out at least three possible internal and external conflicts in your story.


External

- Physical Conflicts (actions)

Internal

- Emotional Conflicts (feelings)


​- Philosophical Conflicts (beliefs, values)




DIALOGUE


Speech and idiom are the hardest parts to get right. It’s a balancing act. Of course, the twelfth century Irish character isn’t speaking anything resembling English. They aren’t even speaking modern Irish. They’re speaking middle or archaic Irish, and no one today outside of a few scholars would easily be able to read it. I certainly wouldn’t be able to write it. Even if it was set in England, twelfth century language is very different from today’s English. If you doubt me, go read some Anglo-Norman works. Beowulf dates a few centuries earlier and is almost incomprehensible to the untrained modern reader. Most folks today can puzzle out Chaucer’s writing, which was several hundred years later. English as a language was a proto-mix of Germanic from Anglo-Saxon peasants and French from Norman nobles with a sprinkling of ecclesiastical Latin thrown in for seasoning.


So, I use mostly modern English in historical novels. But I don’t use pure modern English, as that would sound strange with idiom, changing word meanings, etc. Telling someone that the assassin was going to “pop a cap” in their victim’s head just seems… wrong to me.

Now, some stories get by with modern usage. Shows like Spartacus or Reign have done it to good effect. However, it must be done well or it comes across as flat. Also, idiom and slang common to historical periods can be used, as long as you ensure your reader knows what they mean in modern terms.

As Good Omens by Gaiman and Pratchett point out, the word “nice” used to mean foolish, then particular, and now, something pleasant. Words, even within one language, change meaning over time.

Even if you aren’t writing historical novels, each character should have their own voice. The reader should be able to pick out a character by what they say, even if you don’t tell them who is talking.

Most historical fiction authors sprinkle older words and phrases into modern English and try to limit the anachronisms to give a flavor of the time. Sometimes this is easy – often it isn’t. It involves a lot of research, delving into resources such as Etymonline.com (an online dictionary of word and term origins, including sources and dates first found) and historical theses.

Once you’ve written in a particular time period, you get a feel for the language. You can add a couple of words or phrases to your characters’ lexicon.

Gift your main characters with pet phrases, exclamations, and curses that reflect the flavor of the time.


If you’ve done this well, your reader is transported to their time and place.


There is always a danger of putting in too much flavor. Have you ever had a dish that was so heavily spiced that all you tasted was the seasoning, and not the food itself? Some writing ends up like that, where you have to sound out the words on the page to make any sense of what was being said. I’ve seen some too-accurate Glasgow accents written this way. Or Cockney. Or in the American deep south. Just remember – less is more! And please don’t use phrases like “Avast ye, knavish varlet!”


Incidentally, this concept also works with accents. A light dose of phrases or pronunciation changes goes a long way. Too much, and the dialogue is difficult to read.

There is a historical fiction author whose books are well-loved by thousands of readers. They were set in a time period I liked, and I tried my best to enjoy them. However, the author’s use of vernacular and random phrases in obscure foreign languages, such as Old French or Lowland Scots, was so prevalent, I had a difficult time reading her stories. This was in the 1990s, before the advent of easy translation software, so when a phrase popped up without context, I had no way of knowing what it meant. Enough of that, and I gave up.

SWEARING

Swearing is an area that is particularly difficult. A modern person swears differently than someone in the eighteenth century, sixteenth century, or the fifth century would. In the past, most swearing was religious in nature – “Zounds,” used liberally by Shakespeare, was short for “God’s Wounds.” Now, in a society less dominated by religion, we use words more related to physical body functions.

Some cultures, such as the Scottish and Irish I tend to write in, have a lovely tradition of cursing in creative ways. One such Irish curse is “May the devil make a ladder of your backbone and pluck apples in the garden of hell.” This is delightfully evocative.


PET PHRASE EXERCISE: What does your character say when they stub their toe? What do they say when they are angry at someone? What do they say when they’re thrilled?



ANACHRONISMS

These are little things that must be kept in mind as you’re writing your manuscript. Little but important. A glaring anachronism can push a reader right out of the story, and their suspense of disbelief shattered.


Often small discrepancies can be forgiven (like rose madder being used to dye cloth in the twelfth century when it didn’t become popular until the thirteenth in Pillars of the Earth). These are details only a historian or pedant will care about. Others, not so much (like horned helmets on Vikings), as it’s getting more well known that they never wore those. Don’t make your twelfth century character a Baptist, as Protestantism started in the 16th century.


LOCATION, LOCATION, LOCATION

Where do you place your story?

They say to “write what you know.” If that were entirely true, there would be no such thing as speculative fiction, science fiction, or fantasy. However, to some extent it does hold true. Writing about a place you are intimately familiar with can help with details.

Incidentally, if you are writing in speculative fiction, science fiction, or fantasy, your planning opportunities increase incredibly. You can plan entire worlds, cultures, histories, languages. Just ask Tolkien! He created a language and then decided to write novels using it as a cultural detail.

I mostly write about Ireland. Do I live there? No. But my ancestors did. Well, some of them. 11% of them, according to my DNA test. However, I have visited many times, and Ireland holds a piece of my soul. I love putting details in my writing from the places I’ve been, and it helps to add realism to the story.

For example, I’ve stayed in a town called Ardara in County Donegal. I was able to picture exactly how the town was set up, with the main streets forming a Y through the center. I used this setting for both Legacy of Hunger and Legacy of Truth.

Since most of my books are set in historical time periods, I do research to see what was actually there at the time. The grand cathedral in the center of the market town may have been built in 1848, and my book is set in 1846, so maybe I have a construction site, but no finished building. The hotel was in business, and the pub, so I used them in my story. I researched the local standing stones to find one or two to feature as part of the tale, too. These details are important to me. They might not matter to most of my readers, but I do get anxiety thinking about the few who might care.

How do you find such details? Sometimes it’s difficult to research the history of places. Buildings such as churches can be easier, as most churches are proud of their building’s age. You may have to dig a little, but usually the Catholic church keeps good track of such things. If you write early enough, no buildings are on record. For instance, I’m working on a novel called The Enchanted Swans, which starts in 500 BCE. No Christian churches existed in Ireland then. Of course, there were lots of buildings – roundhouses and crannogs. But few were made of stone, mostly wooden palisades. A physical or virtual visit to Craggaunowen or Navan Fort can help with the visualization of such structures.

Landscape doesn’t change much over time. Sure, bits of cliff may fall into the ocean, or mountain tops are leveled for a tourist view, but for the most part, Conor’s Pass in Dingle offers a similar view to what it’s had for a thousand years. And having been to that view – three times before I could see anything due to heavy mists – I can describe the sublime landscape view in a novel.

In my novels Legacy of Hunger and Legacy of Truth, the story is set partially in Donegal, Achill Island, and Kenmare. I’ve been to each of these places, and therefore have a better handle on the geography, distance between places, and the challenges of living in such an environment.

No matter where your imagination takes you, make sure to know the place before you try to transport others there. Even if it’s only research via old photographs, paintings, or Google Earth, there is a way to make sure the details come through and become part of your story.

When I determine the location for my story, I start with Googlemaps Streetview, and look around the place. I look at both modern and historical photos, if I can find them. If I’m writing about a particular building, I try to find when it was built.


SETTING EXERCISE: What does your setting have that’s unique? Is it a seaside town? A mountain chalet? A spaceship heading into the sun?




Chapter Four: Synopsis

Once you’ve written a one-sentence summary of your novel, and conducted some research into your world-building, then you can expand that to a full paragraph.

The sentences should have the basic plot, the setting, the time period, the character.


EXERCISE: Expand your one sentence into three sentences. One to set up the ‘daily life’ and character, one to introduce the conflict, and one to identify the stakes. Once you’ve got those three, you can mix them up so they flow better.



I’d seen a meme about a reader being tired of books where the Chosen One was always an angsty teenager who saved the world. I decided my main character would be a grandmother with attitude. She must be someone with power, with strength. Therefore, I made her a Seer, someone with a magical power. This fit in perfectly with my series, where each main character who held the Druid’s Brooch was granted some magical power.

I needed to take my Seer and give her some conflicts. The first is, of course, the prophecy itself. When she foresees disaster for her home, she isn’t believed. It’s a trope, but a common one thanks to our addiction to Greek myths. The most logical person not to believe her is the Chief.

My character is a rare thing – a woman of some power in medieval Europe. She’s not used to being dismissed, or her counsel being ignored. Her reaction to being disbelieved is to leave. However, she’s still concerned about the people in her home, a place she’s lived all her life. So, she does leave – but she goes on a quest to find a solution.

But wait, I needed a disaster for her to foresee! A war? An invasion? Let’s go with invasion for now. There might be Vikings nearby in the twelfth century, right? I’ll do some research after I get the bones set up.
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