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CHAPTER 1: 
The Nature of the Paranormal

Welcome to a wonderful world of weird. You can find just about anything here: lovely bones, lightning thieves, graveyard books, wild swans, half magic. The list is as endless as imagination. And you’ve decided to write in it. Cool!

We do have a few rules. Sorry, but there it is. You can’t do just anything. You only get three wishes. The magical gate closes at sunset. The handsome stranger doesn’t drink … wine. Even the supernatural world has its little ways.

Don’t fret. We’ll walk you through, open all the doors, and reveal all the secrets. Please keep your arms and legs inside the tour bus at all times (lest they get bitten off) and remember to tip the driver (he gets testy if you don’t). And at the end of it, you’ll have your own paranormal manuscript.

JUST WHAT IS A PARANORMAL BOOK, ANYWAY?



If you want to write science fiction—bear with me here—you have to create a story with some piece of extrapolated science (such as dinosaur cloning or the ability to zap a corpse back to life) that’s so integral to the plot, you can’t remove it without destroying the story. Remove the cloned dinosaurs from Jurassic Park, and you have no story. Remove the reanimated dead from Frankenstein, and you have no story. Science is the element that makes these novels into science fiction instead of, say, adventure or romance or gothic.

Paranormal novels work the same way. You need some element of magic or the supernatural that’s so deeply integral to the story that the entire novel would collapse if you removed it. Try removing the supernatural element from Dracula and see how far you get. The book has a romance, but without the vampire count to move things along, author Bram Stoker would have no story. On the other hand, if your protagonist’s werewolf boyfriend could just as easily be a muscular guy who loses his temper once a month right around the time he needs a haircut, you aren’t writing a paranormal novel, you’re probably writing a romance with supernatural trappings—and your readers will see right through it.

People have been telling supernatural stories from the beginning of human civilization. Such stories form the basis of every mythology that ever existed. These tales explain how the world came to exist, why we have earthquakes, who stole fire from the gods, where people go when they die, or anything else that needed explaining. Other supernatural stories spin grand adventures of bold heroes: Odysseus and Gilgamesh and Lemminkäinen and Aladdin. And it wasn’t just the stories themselves that endured—the concepts remained as well. Who doesn’t want to be swept away from this dull, mundane world to a wondrous, magical land? Who hasn’t fantasized about finding a magical object of great power and having fun with it? Who hasn’t fervently wished for the perfect magical lover to tell us we’re irresistible? These and other supernatural concepts have hung on for generations for one reason: They’re fun to think about.

WHAT DO PARANORMAL NOVELS DO FOR US?



Supernatural stories feed the human desire for escape. We can pretend we’re riding that magic carpet, making those three wishes, or swinging that sword because we know (deep sigh) it’s never going to happen for real.

The idea of uncovering the supernatural in your own yard is irresistible. Supernatural stories originally took place Long Ago and Far Away. This lent the stories a certain amount of—believe it or not—realism. In a time when the average person never traveled more than four or five miles from home, it was easier to suspend disbelief if the story took place halfway around the globe. Anything can happen in a place you’ve never heard of! But eventually humans invented mass communication. The world shrank, and the universe Out There became less mystical. As a result, storytellers started slipping supernatural elements into their own backyards. Bram Stoker horrified—and fascinated—the Victorians when he brought a Long Ago and Far Away vampire into modern London. (More on that in chapter two.) Stoker wasn’t the first to bring an ancient monster into a modern setting, but he was the most famous, and many, many authors imitated him.

In supernatural stories, you don’t need to look Long Ago or even Far Away to find adventure. You can stroll down the sidewalk or wander off the back porch. The contrast of the unknown magical with the well-worn mundane provides the charm. Winged horses and flying carpets are fun, sure, but when most people spend their time stuck in automobile traffic, a flying car sounds a lot more interesting. Heck, maybe you, the reader, will find one next.

On that note, I should let you know that this book will focus mostly on writing novels set primarily in our world, either past or present, or on novels that use characters from our world who travel to supernatural places. Although it’s a supernatural genre, we’ll only be making brief detours into high fantasy. If you want to write novels about armored warriors or powerful sorcerers who fight fantastic creatures in a society that never intersects with our own, you might want to check out Orson Scott Card’s How to Write Science Fiction … Fantasy, also from Writer’s Digest Books.

Meanwhile, we’re going to look at the chance to use the paranormal to shake up the ordinary world—or an ordinary story.

HOW CAN THE PARANORMAL SHAKE IT UP?



I live about half my waking life in fantasy. By this, I mean I tell myself stories. I create them in my car on highway drives, I spin them while I’m jogging on that stupid treadmill, and I think about them at night to send myself to sleep. In other words, I never gave up the “Let’s pretend” games most children play because the real world was never quite enough. I’ve wanted to explore other places—or see what might happen if something truly strange came to this place. Eventually I learned how to get these stories down on paper and sell them, which is how I became a novelist.

I’m not alone in this, of course. I only joined a long-standing tradition of storytellers stretching back over eons. There’s something cool about adding a dash of magic to the normal world, and this coolness factor is why people write paranormal books. I’m assuming you’re here for the same reason.

On the surface it looks easy—just add a supernatural element to an otherwise normal story. A detective who hunts down criminals is pretty cool. But how much cooler is it to create a detective who hunts down ghosts? Put together a group of siblings who flee the Blitzkrieg, leaving their familiar city for the strange, unfamiliar English countryside, and you have a great story. Even greater is the story of the same children fleeing through a magical wardrobe to another world entirely. The young woman who falls in love with a handsome, mysterious stranger on the run from a dark past is such a cliché that romance authors are hard-pressed to use that story line anymore. Make the handsome stranger into a werewolf on the run from his angry pack mates, and the story becomes interesting again.

But it’s a little more complicated than that. (You knew it had to be, right?) Supernatural people and creatures don’t just drop out of the sky, fully formed and realized, so they can step seamlessly into your story. Supernaturals need to be created, nurtured, and tended. They need to be examined, explored, and explained. Otherwise, they won’t make sense.

Sense? I want a demon that breaks free from hell, falls in love with mortal women, and vows to stop the impending Apocalypse to make sense?


Absolutely. That’s what this book is about. We’re not only going to shake up a normal novel—we’re going to shake it up in a way that makes people want to turn every page and stay up until three in the morning to do it.

And that’s a supernatural element all by itself.
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CHAPTER 2: 
Elements and Elementals

The most common question writers hear is, “Where do you get your ideas?” Some authors keep a pithy or smart-alecky answer ready, such as, “I belong to the Idea of the Month Club” or “I store a trunk of them in my attic.” More honest authors might answer, “I look at my bank account. It’s amazing how many ideas a line of zeroes can generate.”

A more useful answer is that you simply keep your eyes open. Fantasy author Mercedes Lackey once saw a small animal skitter across the road in front of her car. A split-second later, she realized her eyes were playing tricks—it was nothing but a piece of paper blown by the wind. Most people would think nothing of this and continue on their way, but Lackey is a writer. She played with the incident in her mind, asking herself why an animal might disguise itself as a piece of paper and what might happen if someone found such an animal. Eventually she wrote a story about it.

The easiest way to find ideas is to play the “What If?” game. What if that piece of paper really were an animal? What if time ran backward when I turned my watch backward? What if a vampire needed to travel quickly from New York to Los Angeles? Could he send himself by FedEx?

Another way to get novel-length ideas is to take two unrelated concepts and smoosh them together. If one of those elements is supernatural, you have a paranormal book. Neil Gaiman took the all-too-common idea of an abandoned child needing a family and combined it with the concept of supernatural creatures inhabiting a cemetery. Out of this, he got The Graveyard Book. Bram Stoker combined vampires with (then) modern-day London and got Dracula. Naomi Novik tossed dragons into the Napoleonic Wars and got His Majesty’s Dragon. Who would ever have thought of that?

A writer who kept her eyes and mind open, that’s who.

It’s great fun to take an ordinary situation and inject a supernatural element. That’s what a paranormal book is all about. So let’s examine how to use some supernatural elements.

SUPERNATURAL ELEMENTS



I’m going to repeat from chapter one: You can’t simply drop a bit of magic into your book and expect to claim the whole thing is supernatural. In order to qualify as a true paranormal book, your novel must contain at least one supernatural element without which the entire story would fall apart. The paranormal must be integral to the story. There is simply no way, for example, to remove the dragons from His Majesty’s Dragon and preserve the book. Laurell K. Hamilton can’t take vampires and werewolves out of her Anita Blake novels and replace them with ordinary people. The books simply wouldn’t work. If you can replace your main character’s broomstick with a fast car and her crystal ball with a cell phone and get away with it, you don’t really have a paranormal book—you have a book with supernatural decorations.

Some books pretend to be paranormal but aren’t. All the supernatural elements in Katherine Paterson’s Bridge to Terabithia appear nowhere except in Jess and Leslie’s imaginations. Edward Eager’s Magic or Not? and its sequel The Well-Wishers use a well that may or may not actually be granting wishes. Peg Kerr uses parallel retellings of the folktale “The Wild Swans”—one modern, one fantasy historical—in her wonderful novel of the same title, and leaves the reader wondering if her two stories are truly connected. Some readers appreciate the magical realism and others feel cheated by it, so tread carefully if you want to go this route.

An idea for a supernatural element can hit you out of nowhere. You might be walking the dog or shopping for groceries when you realize that a magic trunk filled with an infinite number of costumes from bygone eras would make a great basis for a novel. Or, more likely, you’ll be doing some reading on supernatural subjects and something will catch your eye. I always maintain that learning something new is a great way to generate story ideas. (More on that in chapter four.)

Supernatural elements tend to fall into certain categories. This is by no means a complete list, but it’s pretty good. Pick one and run with it.

THE SUPERNATURAL OBJECT

This is a widget with magical powers. The classic example here is the magic sword. Excalibur springs to mind. Stories abound with people who find, inherit, receive, or even create magic rings, magic carpets, magic books, magic brooms, magic cauldrons—the list goes on. Look around your house. Any object can be made magical.

You might discover supernatural objects for your book by simply looking at the world around you and wondering what it might be like if a particular object had supernatural powers. Or an idea for an object might simply hit you over the head and demand to be used. In any case, you have to keep your eyes and mind open to receive the idea.

Supernatural objects tends to fall into two categories:

The Obvious Object

The Obvious Object’s supernatural power is related to its normal function. A doll is fun to play with, but when it comes to life, it’s even more fun. A motorcycle provides quick transportation, but a flying motorcycle will take you to the ends of the earth. A book contains interesting information, but a witch’s book lets you cast spells.

A setting that uses a lot of casual magic might have any number of little Obvious Objects lying around. They add color to the background. J.K. Rowling makes extensive use of these in her Harry Potter books. Photographs and portraits have lives of their own. The figures in Ron Weasley’s chess game move at the command of the players. A music box in Sirius Black’s home plays a tune that will lull the listener into an enchanted sleep. These objects can be fun or sinister, but in either case, they provide contrast between the paranormal world and the “normal” world.

More powerful Obvious Objects can be used as plot devices for an entire novel. The children in Edward Eager’s Seven-Day Magic discover a supernatural library book that transports them to book-related adventures, for example. On a more unusual note, Terry Pratchett uses a supernatural mail-sorting machine as the main object in his extremely funny book Going Postal. Once the machine gets going, it sorts letters that haven’t even been written yet …

The Mysterious Object

You can’t tell what a Mysterious Object’s power is by looking at it. The magic is unrelated to the form. Magic rings fall into this category. Can you tell the difference between a wishing ring and an invisibility ring? Neither can I. And why are they rings, anyway? Why not an invisibility sweat sock or a wishing wristwatch? (I know, I know—because no one can say it.)

Other more traditional Mysterious Objects include potions, scrying crystals, magical jewelry, and Aladdin’s magic lamp. Aladdin is rather startled when the djinn emerges in the original fairy tale. At the time the story was written, djinn were free-willed spirits, not wish-granting slaves, and little oil lamps were used for nothing but holding back darkness. The modern equivalent might be finding a fairy in a flashlight.


Creating a Supernatural Object


If you want the entire book to revolve around a particular object, you’ll probably need a powerful object, one with a general or versatile power. An object that can only wash windows will have limited story potential. The children of Edward Eager’s wonderful Half Magic, for example, discover a coin that grants half-wishes. (When one of them idly wishes the four of them could play on a desert island, the coin drops the children into the Sahara—desert yes, island no.) This versatile power has the children dealing with Merlin in the time of King Arthur, a house fire, a sister who is only half there, and a cat who can talk, but only half the time—quite the variety.

However, your supernatural object must have limits. A limitless supernatural object removes all conflict from your book. Your story will end very quickly if your protagonist simply has to say, “I wish all my problems were solved.” (And you’ll need to explain why your supposedly intelligent characters don’t wish exactly that.) This means you need to work out exactly what your supernatural object can and cannot do in advance. Limits provide conflict, and conflict leads to plot. You may have noticed, for example, that many fairy tales allow only three wishes. The character uses the first wish to see if the magic really works. He uses the second wish to ask for something big that turns disastrous in some way, forcing him to use the third wish to set things right again. No more wishes—just in time for the story to end. “The Monkey’s Paw” by W.W. Jacobs uses this limitation pattern.

Your object can have a limited number of uses, as noted above. Or it might only work under certain conditions—during the day, when the moon is full, after it’s dipped in fresh blood. It might need time to “recharge” after each use, and the more power it uses, the more time it takes to charge up. It might work only for one gender or members of only one family or even only one person. It might drain energy from the user, leaving her exhausted. Or perhaps using the object changes the owner in some undesirable way, like the One Ring from J.R.R. Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings.

Objects can also be lost, stolen, or destroyed. Take away your hero’s magic widget just before the final battle and see what happens. Or maybe the original owner comes back for it. Or it breaks, and the only person who can repair it is in a coma. Another character might unwittingly sell it on eBay. Or even worse—hand the thing over to the villain. The villain’s power rises just as the hero’s power drops. This is wonderful for conflict.

One thing you must not do is give an object a convenient new power that solves the hero’s current problem. A hero who falls over a cliff can’t unexpectedly discover that his grandfather’s time-stopping pocket watch also lets him fly. This cheats your reader and shows poor writing. However, it’s perfectly legal for your hero to find a creative new use for the device’s existing power. Perhaps our hero realizes he can slow time as well as stop it, allowing him to drift slowly to the ground. The idea should be plausible within the rules and limitations you set up before you even begin writing.

Finally, an object doesn’t just pop into existence. It needs a history. Who made the object, and why? What happened to the original owner? Who else, if anyone, has owned the object before now? Does anyone else know about the object? Is anyone hunting for it? Fleshing these ideas out will give you great ideas for plot development.

Just remember that in the end, the protagonist has to solve the book’s problem, preferably without the object. The entire point of reading this type of book is to see how a particular character reacts to having a supernatural object thrust into her life. Your focus should be on the character, not the object. For a truly satisfying ending, the character has to win on her own.
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  EXERCISE

Look carefully at your surroundings. Choose an ordinary object to develop into a supernatural object. It may be any object you like.



	
Describe the object in detail, as if you were seeing it and/or touching it for the first time.

	
What’s the object’s history? How old is the object? Where did it come from? Who created it? Who owned it before now?

	
What supernatural power(s) does the object have?

	
How are these powers activated or accessed?

	
What limitations does the object have?







SUPERNATURAL PEOPLE

You can also introduce a supernatural person. Does “person” have to mean “human”? Certainly not. The term person has a pretty broad definition in a paranormal book, but in this section I’m going to stick with mostly human-shaped people. (We’ll talk about creatures later.)

As with supernatural objects, you can’t just drop a supernatural character into a book without thinking carefully first. Even normal people carry around a certain amount of baggage—family history, likes, hates, hobbies, inconvenient food allergies, and so on. But supernatural people carry around an entire ecology. They eat, drink, sleep, and otherwise exist differently than ordinary folk. And just as with supernatural objects, you need to work out your supernatural person’s abilities, complete with boundaries and limitations. Once that’s done, you need to stay within those boundaries in order to play fair with the reader. Your werewolf, for example, can’t spontaneously develop the ability to shoot death rays from his eyes because that ability traditionally has nothing to do with wolves or shape-shifting or being a were creature. Yes, this is the paranormal, and nothing will stop you from creating such a werewolf, but this will probably mess with your readers’ heads, and not in a good way—they may very well toss your book aside. Why? Because you aren’t playing fair. (More on this in chapter seven.)

Supernatural people get to have unique motivations for their actions. This can make them both more fun and more challenging, since you have to think outside the normal human box. Immortals don’t worry about death (though they may worry about being killed) and have a rather different idea of what “a long time” means. Paranormals who feed on humans or otherwise depend on humans to exist may look at people as cattle, as possessions to be protected, or as prey that might turn dangerous. Paranormals who haven’t interacted with humans before the book opens may be mystified by human behavior, treat humans with condescension, or even be frightened of them. Paranormals who used to be human (such as newly minted werewolves or vampires) are often torn between embracing their new nature and hanging on to their more familiar humanity. Truly powerful paranormals may not realize that humans are sentient—or even notice humans at all.

A supernatural person who falls in love with an ordinary human is such a powerful image that it spawned an entire genre: the paranormal romance. Stephenie Meyer may have gone mega-platinum with her YA Twilight novels, but Dracula obsessed over Mina Harker a hundred years before Edward and Bella appeared on the scene, and Cupid fell for Psyche nearly two thousand years before that. How to write a paranormal romance would be an entire book in itself, but in short, the conflict often arises between the clash of worlds. One lover is a being of some power, often immortal, who moves in a world that is hostile or even deadly to normal people, and the other lover is an ordinary human who will one day age and die. The story revolves around how these two will reconcile their difficulties so they can be together.

When it comes to building your book, you have several types of supernatural people to choose from. They include (but are not limited to):


Vampire


The perennial favorite. The modern versions usually owe quite a lot to Bram Stoker’s novel Dracula. Stoker himself seems to have combined fairy lore (the blood-sucking leanan sídhe), history (Vlad the Impaler), and ancient vampire lore to create his famous villain. Vampires traditionally shun sunlight, holy objects, and garlic, and need to drink human blood to live. They are immortal unless killed, usually by a stake through the heart, decapitation, or dismemberment. (Fantasy author Terry Pratchett has noted that all of these work nicely on non-vampires as well.) They usually have supernatural powers that range from super strength to invisibility to mental telepathy to shape-shifting.

Vampires started off as bad guys, but in recent decades, more and more authors have swung around to using them as protagonists. As creatures of the night—or cloudy days, in the case of Twilight’s Edward Cullen—vampires are often portrayed as mysterious, sexy, and powerful with a strangely vulnerable side, since they can still die. Or fall in love.

When you write about vampires, you need to work out in advance exactly what they can and cannot do. The checklist below may help:

THE VAMPIRE CHECKLIST


POWERS


— Extra strength

— Extra speed

— Shape-shifting

— Bat

— Wolf

— Mist

— Other:________________________

— Enhanced senses

— Mesmerism

— Resistance to physical damage

— Flight

— Wall climbing

— Teleportation

— Leaping

— Claws

— Can create new vampires

— Self-healing

— Telepathy

— Animal control

— Weather control

— Immortal

— Inhumanly handsome/beautiful

— Other:________________________



WEAKNESSES


— Repelled by holy objects

— Repelled by garlic (or other strong scent)

— Must feed on blood


— How often:___________________

— Only from a living human

— Can feed on animal blood

— Can feed on stored blood

— Effect when can’t get blood:___________________

— Can be hurt or killed by


— Dismemberment

— Decapitation

— Stake through the heart

— Silver

— Sunlight

— Fire

— Other:___________________

— Can’t cross running water

— Can’t see reflection in a mirror

— Image can’t be captured (photo, video, etc.)

— Comatose during the day

— Can’t enter a home without being invited

— Can’t enter hallowed ground

— Must rest on earth from homeland

— Inhumanly ugly

— Other:___________________




You also need to know whether these rules apply to all vampires in your world or just some of them. Perhaps older vampires have fewer weaknesses and more strengths, for example, or perhaps a vampire can overcome weaknesses temporarily, especially if he’s just had a big meal.

Vampires are a challenge to write about. Why? Readers may love reading about them, but the bookstores are already saturated with vampire novels. The difficulty lies in coming up with something new to say. Did you see that “Other” space in the Vampire Checklist? Don’t leave it blank. Try going back to the original folklore for ideas. Plenty of nocturnal paranormal creatures out there have a hankering for human blood.

Another way to be creative is to make an unlikely character into a vampire. Instead of the usual Handsome Man or Sexy Woman or Goth Kid getting the fang, go for a different type. What about a vampire accountant? Or a vampire ranch worker? Or a vampire circus clown? Lucienne Diver’s vampires made a fashion-obsessed high school girl and her chess geek boyfriend into bloodsucking undead in Vamped with great success. Her vampires’ powers and weaknesses don’t depart too far from the established folklore, but her characters are fresh and new, and that makes all the difference.


Angels and Demons


They come to Earth to steal our hearts or terrify our souls. Sometimes it’s both at the same time. As agents of divine or infernal powers, they were taboo as protagonists for a long time, but lately they’ve been showing up as main characters in more and more novels.

A demon appears in the mortal realm, often with some sort of terrible task, but then it discovers it wants to stay here, either because it’s fallen in love or because things are much more interesting here on Earth than in Hell. Some demons are trying to escape Hell, or earn their freedom from it. Many are shape-shifters, able to take on animal shapes or any human form.

Angels often finds themselves in the same situation, but mirror-reversed—sent down to Earth to accomplish some divine duty, only to realize that life down here is more diverting than in Heaven. Some angels have been cast out and need to earn their way back home.

The fun of using an angel or demon comes from mixing shades of gray. Angels and demons are supposed to be creatures of pure good or pure evil. Putting them on Earth, where almost nothing is absolute, taints their purity and forces them to deal with it, an endlessly fascinating device for writers and readers alike.

Angels and demons of folklore have an enormous variety of powers and limitations. There’s simply no standard angel or demon. This means you can give them any ability you like, but it also means it’s vitally important to set the limitations and stick with them.


Zombies


Zombies are enjoying a new life, so to speak. They started off as mindless monsters under the control of an evil magician, then evolved into braineating hordes, and have recently become … good guys?

The main challenge of writing zombie good guys is the ick factor. Zombies are walking, rotting corpses that eat human flesh, and it’s hard to empathize with something like that. Stacey Jay gets around this by playing it for laughs in You Are So Undead to Me, in which a high school girl discovers she’s a “Settler,” someone who can end the unresolved problems that bring the dead shambling from their graves.

The other factor zombie authors have to think about is how zombies are made—and destroyed. In original folklore, they were raised by a voudon (voodoo, vodoun) sorcerer in a complicated ritual. Their main weakness (other than a bad smell and an inability to heal wounds) was salt. Flinging a handful on a zombie would de-animate it, melt it, or otherwise destroy it. Since then, other ways to create zombies have cropped up—disease, radiation, poisons, meteor strikes, even nanotechnology—and each version has its own weaknesses. Often a chainsaw is involved. Although the movie version has been around for quite some time, this type of supernatural character is a relative newcomer to paranormal novels with lots of potential to explore.

Shape-shifters

There’s something irresistible about being able to change shapes. Shapeshifters get to release the inner beast and do cool things in animal shape even as they roil in angst over what terrible deeds they may have wrought. They are forced to cross the thin line between human and animal, and often face the unsettling discovery that releasing the beast brings rather more enjoyment than it should.

Werecreatures are the cursed version of shape-shifters. They must change shape under certain conditions. When in the cursed shape, the beast takes control, and the human side has little or no memory of what happens. Early on, many were creatures have no idea what’s happening to them, or even that they carry the curse. Some even join the hunt for the terrible beast that’s begun rampaging through the town.

The most famous of these beasts is the werewolf, a human who becomes a ravenous wolf on nights of the full moon. Werewolf folklore varies. Some people become werewolves on purpose by living an evil life or through a complicated magical ritual. Others are bitten by a werewolf and accidentally become one. And some are born into werewolf families, such as the Heerkens family in Blood Trail by Tanya Huff. Although werewolves have the advantage of familiarity—there’s less to explain and the reader is more willing to come along for the ride—they have the disadvantage of being overly familiar ground, meaning you’ll have to work a little harder to make your werewolf interesting.

But there’s no reason to stay solely with wolves. In her Anita Blake books, Laurell K. Hamilton uses a number of different werecreatures, including lions, tigers, leopards, rats, foxes, hyenas, jaguars, snakes, and even swans. This is the paranormal—pick an animal and run with it.

Other shape-shifters aren’t actually cursed like werecreatures. They can simply take one or more animal shapes at will. Selkies from Irish and Scottish folklore are seals that change into humans, for example. They sometimes fall in love with ordinary mortals, but eventually return to the sea, leaving a sorrowful husband or wife behind. The Manitou from Peter Straub’s Ghost Story is an evil shape-shifter that can take many forms, as can Mulgarath, the ogre villain from The Spiderwick Chronicles books by Holly Black and Tony DiTerlizzi.

Shape-shifters often have abilities beyond changing shape. Their human forms might have the sharp senses of an animal, for example, and their animals forms are often bigger, faster, and stronger than a normal animal of the same kind. Other shape-shifters can command animals from their own species. Laurell K. Hamilton’s werewolves can force normal wolves to do their bidding, for example. Notice, however, that these powers usually have something to do with the type of animal involved. It wouldn’t make sense to have a wereswan that can turn coal into diamonds, though you could probably get away with one that could learn to fly in human form, since swans have flying ability.

The primary idea to remember with shape-shifters is that, like all supernatural characters, they need to have limitations. If your werewolves are fast and strong and smart and impossible to kill, why don’t they rule over the puny humans of the world? Answer: They have debilitating weaknesses that prevent it. Hamilton’s werewolves can change form at will, but they need a lot of food right after they’ve changed, and when they return to human form, they fall comatose—easy prey for enemies. To make things even more challenging, werecreatures who spend too much time as animals find it difficult to regain human form. You need to make sure your own shape-shifters have good reason to stay in the shadows—unless you’re writing about a world ruled by shape-shifters.


Fairies


Fairies cover a wide range of supernatural people, including elves, dwarves, brownies, dryads, gnomes, kobolds, goblins, merfolk, trolls, and more. They are often long-lived or outright immortal, and usually visit the human world from some other realm. Often, they don’t change, and chaotic, ever-shifting humans fascinate them.

Fairies are similar to angels and demons in that they come in many shapes and forms, depending on their original folklore, and each type of fairy usually has its own powers and weaknesses. A leprechaun must give anyone who captures him a wish. Greedy dwarves create amazing magical objects. Trolls are strong but stupid, and they turn to stone in daylight. Beautiful, immortal elves often fail to understand brutish, short-lived humans. Non-European cultures have fairies as well. In Japan, the mischievous kitsune, or fox spirit, loves practical jokes. Tennyo live on mountaintops and fascinate mortals with their impossible beauty. Yosei can change into swans and cranes.

European fairies usually fear iron and sunlight, which either cripple or kill them. There are any number of other ways mortals can ward them off, including turning their clothes inside-out, striking a church bell, or getting drunk. Often mortals who encounter fairies forget the incident later, or remember it only as a dream. Raymond E. Feist uses fairies as antagonists in a modern setting to marvelous effect in his book Faerie Tale.

Numerous books have used elves as major characters. Legolas in Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings is perhaps the most famous example, and Margaret Weis and Tracy Hickman created Tanis, a half-elven, half-human protagonist, for their Dragonlance fantasy series. Anyone who wants to use an elf as a main character will be inevitably compared to these two. To get around this, Mercedes Lackey took elves out of their traditional fantasy setting and used them as race car drivers in the SERRAted Edge series she wrote with various co-authors. The new setting and new plot went a long way toward reinvigorating an old trope. Hint hint.


And the Rest


Humans have been spinning supernatural people into their stories for thousands of years, and listing all possible types would take an encyclopedia. Ultimately, any supernatural person can become a character in a novel as long as you remember three cardinal rules:


	
You must know exactly what your supernatural person can do.

	
You must know exactly what your supernatural person’s limitations are.

	
If you bend or break Rule 1 or Rule 2, be sure it makes sense within the mythology you’ve created.



And always remember that the character, not the magic, should be the central focus of your book. Readers want stories about people, not empty animal skins. We’ll look more closely at creating well-rounded characters in chapter six.

SUPERNATURAL CREATURES

If your book can’t exist without a particular fantastic beastie, you’re writing about a supernatural creature. They tend to take over because they’re so much fun. Supernatural creatures are distinguished from supernatural people by the amount of self-awareness. If your griffin can hold a conversation and ask where to have lunch, it’s more of a person. The dragons in Naomi Novik’s books are really people, for example, not beasts.

Supernatural creatures come in a variety of forms, though certain creatures show up all over the world. All cultures tell stories about dragons and giants, for some reason. Terry Pratchett points out that if turtles live on a particular continent, at least one culture there will tell stories about the world living on a turtle’s back. Witches take familiars. Sorcerers summon elementals. Some creatures are just slightly more intelligent versions of their real-world counterparts, such as the owls that deliver mail and run other errands in J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter books, and other creatures are more outlandish, such as the manticore in Greek mythology.

Supernatural creatures seem to come in a couple of flavors:


Kind Helpers


These creatures are here to help our hero. They are healers or guides or protectors. They may be operating on their own or at the behest of someone else. Unlike supernatural characters, they can’t communicate very well, and their help may be more instinctive than purposeful.

As a downside, the presence of a kind helper may be inconvenient. Byron the griffin in The Spiderwick Chronicles books is a powerful guardian for the children, but the kids are forced to find creative ways to hide and feed him, since a creature with a lion’s body and eagle’s wings would attract unwelcome attention from the authorities. This can be played for comedy or for serious conflict, depending on the tone your book is going for.


Malevolent Monsters


These creatures are out for our hero’s blood. They may be working on their own, or for the villain. In more horrific stories, they may show up as hordes of single-minded animals like the weird toads in Stephen King’s short story “Rainy Season.” Or they might be single creatures intent on destruction, as we’ve seen in any number of slay-the-monster books or in the semi-intelligent Bad Thing in Raymond E. Feist’s Faerie Tale.

The main concern in dealing with creatures of either stripe is figuring out their ecology. What do they eat and how do they get it? Do certain noises or other stimuli make them react in a particular (or awkward) way? Is your creature a pack animal or a loner? What are the form and function of various body parts? Meat eaters, for example, will have teeth (or a beak) to reflect their diet, as will plant eaters. Any creature can have claws, but herbivores usually use them for something other than fighting—digging, climbing, scratching in the dirt, etc. A good way to “build” a creature is to decide what normal animal it most closely resembles and use that as a starting point.

It is true that supernatural creatures might depart from the rules of nature, and readers will let you get away with it. The laws of physics simply won’t let a horse grow a set of wings big enough to let it fly, but no one minds. Impossible fire-breathing dragons have become such a staple—or cliché—that some authors have their dragons breathe something else, such as ice or acid, and readers happily come along for the ride. Some authors even have fun with explaining how weird abilities work. Terry Pratchett’s odd little dragons in Guards! Guards! eat coal and, due to a buildup of internal flammable gasses, occasionally explode. There’s no reason you can’t—or shouldn’t—indulge in a little magical Darwinism yourself. Still, your reader’s suspension of disbelief will only stretch so far. You’ll have a difficult time convincing people that your slow, bumbling plant eater would need a mouthful of fangs.

GATEWAYS TO SUPERNATURAL WORLDS

If your life in this world grinds you down, escape into another one. Humans have fantasized about magical gateways for thousands of years. Stonehenge is living proof of that. The idea of a door that can transport you to a wildly different, fascinating new world is all but irresistible. The most famous of stories in this category of supernatural elements is C.S. Lewis’s The Chronicles of Narnia series, in which various children find their way from 1940s England into the magical world of Narnia. Peter Straub and Stephen King flip Jack Sawyer back and forth between our world and the Territories in The Talisman. We all know about Dorothy’s tornado in L. Frank Baum’s The Wonderful Wizard of Oz and Alice’s rabbit hole. You could also argue that any number of time-travel romances use this idea.

When the author uses this element, a character from our world steps through a gateway or is otherwise transported into another world, and the reader gets to come along. The character spends a certain amount of time figuring out where she is, how this strange new world works, and why she’s there. Usually some sort of goal appears—defeat the villain, rescue someone important, restore order, etc. Toward the end, a major element of suspense arises: How will the character return home? Perhaps the gate only opens at certain times or under certain conditions, or the character needs a certain object to open the gate. Sometimes the suspense arises because the character has found romance or made close friends or otherwise found happiness in the new world, but the gate to the old one will close soon forever. Which world does she truly want?

There are great advantages for the author who writes this type of story. Since the main character is a total newbie to the fantasy world, the author has the perfect excuse to explain anything and everything. Conflict packs the story from the beginning. It lets the author create an entire new world from scratch. What’s not to like?

There are challenges, however. Creating an entire world takes a lot of work, especially since you’ll want to make the place as realistic (within the context) as possible. And you’ll have to figure out exactly how the gate works. Is it a one-time thing or does it repeat? Does the gate stay open? If so, for how long? Can someone control it, or is it a “natural” phenomenon? If it can be reopened, how can this be accomplished? Can a traveler take anything with her through the gate, or does she arrive naked? If someone returns through the gate, does she arrive at the same place as she left ? Has a similar amount of time passed, or has time done something else while the character is gone? Like everything else in your book, the gateway needs to be consistent with itself.

BECOMING AN ARCHITECT

A vampire and a werewolf fight a dragon for a magic ring while a demon tries to steal the fairy treasure and open the mystic gate. Or is that too much? How do you decide how much of the supernatural to include in your book?

It’s really a matter of taste, of course. A single supernatural element can be enough to generate an entire novel. One magic character, a psammead who grants one wish per day, easily drives the plot of E. Nesbit’s classic Five Children and It. At the opposite end of the spectrum are the Harry Potter books, which use every supernatural element imaginable.

There is a rule of thumb: The more realistic you want your book to feel, the fewer supernatural elements you’ll want to include. It may sound counterintuitive to talk about realism and the supernatural in the same breath, but the rule makes a great deal of sense. Nesbit’s five children get a single wish per day at the beginning of each chapter, and then spend the rest of the chapter dealing with the real-world ramifications of the wish. When they ask for gold, they have a hard time spending any of it because no adult believes that children their age would have so much money—a real-world problem. When they wish for wings, they have great fun at first, but then discover that other people are afraid of them. Robert wishes to be bigger than the local bully, but forgets that the adults back home will find him monstrous. The kids are often hot, hungry, or scared soon after each wish, and the novel is surprisingly gritty for an Edwardian-era children’s book. The five kids have access to one supernatural element, but their world is quite realistic. And that’s what Nesbit is writing about—the intersection of the real world with the supernatural one. (A subtler theme in the book is that magic is forbidden and you monkey with it at your peril.)

On the other hand, J.K. Rowling rarely allows Harry to worry about food or clothes or money once he enters the wizarding world. The Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry feeds its students to bursting, Harry is heir to a considerable fortune, and invisible house elves take care of the laundry. Even when Harry and Hermione go on the run in Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows, they live in relative comfort in a magic tent. The few times normal people notice anything supernatural going on, agents from the Ministry of Magic wave their wands to make them forget all about it. Rowling doesn’t even try to be realistic, but she doesn’t need to—she isn’t writing about how the real world intersects with the paranormal. She’s writing about death, conflict with authority, and the search for immortality.

Also, the more elements you include, the less time you’ll have to explore each one. If you want to create and explore an intricate culture of demons and angels, you’d best not include genies, werewolves, and vampires in your world. The more supernatural elements you include, the less you’re actually writing about each one.

But world building is something we’re taking up in the next chapter.

[image: illustration]

  EXERCISE

Read the following mundane plots and add a supernatural element to each. Or, if you like, add more than one.



	
The ink has barely dried on Theresa Garibaldi’s graduate degree when she gets the news—her ailing mother has died. Praying her elderly Toyota would hold it together for the cross-country trip, Theresa drives back to her childhood town for the funeral. Now temporarily ensconced in the tiny, cracker-box house she grew up in, Theresa begins the process of going through her mother’s things. Stashed in a locked steel box in the attic crawl space, she is stunned to find a series of letters that reveal her mother was not her birth mother. She stares at the letter in disbelief as a loud knock pounds at the front door.

	
Robbie Graves, age thirteen, is a popular kid with a lot of friends. Well, actually they’re acquaintances. Robbie feels he’s never had a true friend. He’s learned that a lot of kids think he’s cool mostly because his dad is on that TV show. Last week, a family moved into that house on the edge of town. They’re weird. They dress weird, they have weird haircuts, and they drive a car with weird stickers on it. And their daughter Thelmoline is weird, too. The kids in school pick on her, but Robbie likes her, and they become friends. But being friends with Thelmoline isn’t easy. She says strange things. She disappears for days at a time, and then shows up at school with no explanation of where she was. And she spends most of her time in a tree house she built herself in her backyard. Robbie sets out to find what’s wrong.

	
Ingrid Fell swears a pact with her best friend Helen—they won’t date for thirteen months because men suck. They even sign a contract. Not even an hour later, Ingrid slams straight into the most breathtaking guy she’s ever seen. He helps her up with profuse apologies and introduces himself as Lucas, but everyone calls him Lucky. It turns out Lucky is moving into the apartment just up the hall from Ingrid, so she runs into him often. And every time she does, something good happens. She chats with him while picking up her mail and finds her tax refund. She runs into him at the store and wins fifty dollars in groceries. She pauses to talk to him at the coffee shop and hears the DJ announce the thirteenth caller will win free concert tickets, so she dials—and wins. Lucky is handsome, nice, and a great guy. Even worse, every time Ingrid sees Lucky, he asks her out, but the contract hovers over Ingrid’s head. How long can she refuse?

	
Greg Travers isn’t a private investigator. Not really. But he does have a knack for helping people solve their problems. He can’t seem to turn anyone down, either—if someone asks for help, he has to ride to the rescue. One Saturday morning, Greg is looking forward to a day of sweats, pizza, and video games when Pete, an old college buddy, shows up, unshaven and smelling like a sewer. He needs a place to stay for a few days. Greg can’t bring himself to refuse. That night, a terrible commotion wakes up Greg. He rushes into the living room where Pete was sleeping on the couch. He’s just in time to see Pete being dragged away by two strange men. One draws a gun and fires at Greg, who dives for cover.












End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/tree2.jpg





OEBPS/images/piii-001.jpg





OEBPS/images/p2-001.jpg





OEBPS/images/tree.jpg





OEBPS/images/piv-001.jpg





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
                           



OEBPS/images/pii-001.jpg





OEBPS/images/about.jpg





OEBPS/images/pi-001.jpg





OEBPS/images/fw.jpg
media





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
WRITER'S DIGEST

BOOKS

WeritersDigest.com
Cincinnati, Ohio





OEBPS/images/last.jpg
‘ WRITER’S DIGEST

whrteRspiGesT

ONLINEworkshops

WritersOnlineWorkshops.com
J— i

the convenience and immediacy of the web to create a state-of-the-art
You getallof
setting—peer review, nstructorfeedback, a communiy of wrters, and

P

Save with Writer’s Digest Shop!
WritersDigestShop.com

‘Your one-stop shop for great writing instruction
atincredible discounts! You'll find books,
‘magazines, downloads, and much more!

Subscribe to our
free online newsletter
for a daily dose of writing advice and special deals and
‘you'll receive a free digital download of “The 101 Best
Websites for Writers.”

WritersDi Ge






OEBPS/images/Cover.jpg
WRITING THE
PARANORMAL

NOVEL

“TECHNIQUES AND EXERCISES
FOR WEAVING SUPERNATURAL ELEMENTS
INTO YOUR STORY

STEVEN HARPER





OEBPS/images/Back.jpg
VAMPIRES, WEREWOLVES, AND ZOMBIES, OH MY!

Writing &’ paranormal novel takes more than Casting’an alluring vampire or
g your

This hepful guide gives you everything you heed to successfuly intro

‘You'll learn how tor

‘will have on your fictional world

- develop strong plots and complementary subplots
- wite believable fight scenes and flashbacks
- create realistc dialogue

ips:

lished,

ABOUT THEAUTHOR

Steven Harper s the author of In the Company of Mind, Corporate Men!

‘and books based on Star Trek, Battlestar mmmemuﬁm
‘among others.

FEATURES DOWNLOADABLE
ORKSHEETS!

T ————

paranormal-novel-downloads





