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KEITH BROOKE SAYS...

Welcome back to FOCUS. In this issue
we've tried to provide a snapshot of the
genre publishing industry and where a
writer’s career fits into that. Or rather,
several snapshots... fragments... a com-
posite, if you like, intended to reflect
how publishing is changing and re-
forming itself and what it is to be a writ-
er in the early part of the 21st century.

In a very short space of time the
whole landscape has shifted. Not long
ago I would have advised my writing
students to stick to the conventional
route: short stories, a bit of non-fiction
to get your name out there, and then a
novel with one of the larger publishers,
with an agent to offer a comforting arm
and steer you through contracts and all
that other messy stuff.

But now?

Now I'm not sure what I'd advise.
There are so many options and we're
seeing writers making their mark
through all kinds of routes. The best
advice I can offer is to stay on your
toes, be prepared to adapt and, more
than anything, get your head down and
write.

In the multiple-author discussion that
forms the centrepiece of this issue, Lisa
Tuttle voices concerns about writers,
and writing, being devalued, and that's
a genuine fear for many. It was already
hard enough for writers to make a liv-
ing, but with the plethora of free and 99
cent novels on Amazon, how are we
supposed to make ends meet now? Are
we really living in a world where readers
effectively buy books by the pound?
Where they'd rather buy a poorly-
written, badly-produced novel for under

a dollar than spend the price of a couple
of coffees and a cake in Starbucks for
something potentially life-changing?
(And T know, that in itself is a sweeping
generalisation: there are lots of fine
books that are on offer at a cut-down
price for all kinds of good reasons, but
the law of averages does make it likely
that a 99 cent novel is going to be, at
best, a bit rough around the edges. And
while we're on this rather long digres-
sion in what is a rather short editorial,
one of the reasons for the current shake
-up is that indie publishers have shown
that there are far better ways to do a lot
of things, and the big publishers are
now scampering to catch-up and re-
form.)

It's not all doom and gloom, though.
As I hope this issue shows, writers are
adapting, and science-fiction writers are
perhaps better placed than most to em-
brace new approaches and forms. I've
long argued that the 21st century au-
thor needs to take a portfolio approach:
I'm glad that my novels are with com-
merdial publishers, but I'm also delight-
ed to have had books out with some
fine indie presses, and that I'm involved
in both self-publishing and running a
press that publishes other authors. For
each book I can pick the best approach
and that simply wasn't available even
five years ago. I like that.

As Michael Swanwick says, later in this
issue, “Writers are as tough as rats.
We've always found a way to survive
and we always will.”

So here’s to all you rats. I'm proud to
be one of you, myself.

About our Guest Editor

are the novels Genetopia, The Accord, and Harmony (published in 1
Strange Divisions and Alien Territories: the Sub-genres of Science Fiction, an academic explora-
tion of SF from the perspectives of a dozen top authors in the field. Wit



James Patrick Kelly has won
the Hugo, Nebula and Locus
awards; his fiction has been
translated into twenty-two
Janguages. His most recent
book is Digital Rapture: The
Singularity Anthology
edited with John Kessel. He
writes a column on the inter-
net for Asimov's Science
Fiction Magazine and is on
the faculty of the Stonecoast
Creative Writing MFA Pro-
gram at the University of
Southern Maine. His most
recent publishing venture is
the ezine James Patrick
Kelly’s Strangeways. You can
listen to Jim read his stories
on the Free Reads Podcast:
http://

freereads

I am not a fan of Halloween. Oh sure, as a kid I put on the plastic mask and
flammable superhero/pirate/space man costume. But, as an alleged grown-
up, I have dressed for Halloween maybe a handful of times, and certainly not in
the last twenty-some years. Why should this be? Maybe it has something to do
with my aversion to most candy, or perhaps it is that I dress up and put on a
mask pretty much every time I write.

Like many of us, I practice my craft in multiple genres. I write fiction — stories
and novels — and personal essays like this one and even the occasional poem.
But even when I represent myself as the ‘real’ me in an essay or in my column for
Asimov’s Science Fiction Magazine, 1 am striking a rhetorical pose. The Jim
Kelly you might bump into at a convention has some pleasant qualities, I sup-
pose, but he has never been so focused as the implied author of this sentence.
His diction is not as precise and his command of his material is informed by his
sometimes faulty memory instead of hard research. Rather than spur-of-the-
moment opinion, this literary construct offers considered views. In short, you are
gazing upon an authorial mask just now — that of Artificially-Sweetened Jim.

And yet that mask is ineluctably mine.

The tension between self and mask is one of the most attractive parts of being
a writer of fiction, and also one of the most frustrating. It gives us the radical
freedom to be much more brave and sexy and honest and insightful than we are
in real life. It is also a license to interrogate our darkest impulses: we can, with
impunity, kil our fathers and sleep with our mothers, ruin our enemies and cheat
our friends. (Of course, poets can do all of this as well; even those who practice
the art of confession are accomplished mask-makers.) We have the freedom to
pretend outrageously on the page and then duck into the shelter of make-believe.
It's only a story, we say, and he’s just a character. Not me, so not me! And yet,
if you have ever given a public reading of a difficult piece, you can actually feel
the audience mapping your literary extremities onto you. As they lean forward,
attention rapt, you know they are thinking, #ow could he? ... how does he know?

.. but he never ... or did he?

And it is this phenomenon that can sometimes spook the new writer, and even
grizzled... um... seasoned veterans like me. You imagine your readers lifting your
authorial mask to gawk at whomever is beneath. What will my mom think when
she reads this? My kids? What if my boss buys this book? You begin to wonder:
is it really such a good idea to invite the world into your head to commune with
your inner serial killer?

Well?

When I am being the best writer I can be, I always answer yes. Here’s some
advice 1 offered several years ago in an essay about characterization:

You want to be liked and would much prefer to present your best side to
the world. However, fiction is not public relations. We all have dark im-
pulses which we've been taught to hide, perhaps even to deny; to be a
writer you must unlearn some of the lessons of civilization. Nobody takes
seriously a story in which the good guys are all saints and the bad guys
are the spawn of hell. Saints can have their bad days and even monsters
love their moms. Increasing the level of moral ambiguity usually enhances
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a character’s believability. Only psychopaths do wrong for
the fun of it. Most of the evil in the world is perpetrated by
people like you and me — the very people you want to char-
acterize. Sometimes we do it out of malice; sometimes we're
merely selfish or lazy; often as not we think we're doing the
right thing. In any event, you have to be brave enough to
portray your own ugliness in order to create memorable
characters.

(http swa. y d-y )

THINK LIKE A

Dinocsaur
e el

There’s a real difference between
the mask you might be wearing to
that Halloween party and the one
you will put on the next time you
sit down at the keyboard. One of
them you can remove. Go ahead
and wash that garish zombie
makeup off after the party. And
then forget all about it. The other,
though... it’s the glimpse you catch
of yourself in a shattered mirror. It
can cut you if you're not careful.
But you need to handle it if you're
going to be a writer.

That other mask is the scary one.
n/ ithes
GOPSPEED

SEEIGHTT

" SQUARED

FIN.

Eastercon 64 * Bradford * 29th March - 1st April 2013
The Sixty-Fourth British National Science Fiction Convention

Cedar Court Hotel, Bradford
Past Times and Other Worlds eightsquaredcon.org
Alternate Presents and General Enquiries: info@eightsquaredcon.org
) Hotel Enquiries: accommodation@eightsquaredcon.org
Possible Futures, Near and Far Programme Team: prog@eightsquaredcon.org
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101 USES FOR A MASTERS
IN CREATIVE WRITING

Paul Graham Raven grapples with a piece of paper he hasn't received yet...

Paul Graham Raven recently
finished a Master's in Creative
Writing, and is now trying to
work out what the hell to do with
it; in the meantime, he's working
as a researcher in infrastructure
futures at the University of

s Pennine Water

editor in chie
futurist webzine Futurismic, a
reviewer of books and music, a
cack-handed post-
and in need of a proper haircut

I have in my hand a piece of paper.

That's not strictly true. I'm still waiting on the results of my Masters degree,
and I believe the traditional material is vellum (the notorious cheapness of my
alma mater notwithstanding). But for all intents and purposes, I now have a
Masters degree in creative writing, letters after my name, the whole nine yards.

But what the hell am I supposed to do with it? (I've already tried installing
Linux on it, but the drivers are all deprecated.)

If you read my previous pieces in this esteemed organ, you might remember
that I wasn't certain what I wanted the degree for in the first place, beyond it
being a) an opportunity to learn about writing from smart, experienced people,
and b) a year from which the usual excuses for not writing — "but there's all the-
se other things I [should/could] be doing!" — would be banished. Both of those
things I got, along with an unexpected side-serving of competitiveness; turns
out I actually do care about grades once I submit to a system within which grad-
ing takes place. Who knew?

There's no grading in the fiction market trenches, though. Out there, it's still a
matter of prepping your little soldiers as best you can, sending them over the top
and hoping that, if they come back with a bullet in their breast, you might at least
get a clue as to why they didn't survive, the better to prepare their successors.

Qddly, though, I found submitting work for grading far more anxious than sub-
mitting to market.

With the markets, your ignorance of what the editor wants is a mercy, making
it obvious that (beyond the important considerations of good writing and story-
telling, which are themselves highly subjective, and which you presumably trust
in your own ability to deliver) it's a taste-based crap-shoot: blow on the dice,
throw 'em, roll with the punches. The odds go up once people associate your
name with good work in good venues, but those first few big-break publications
are tiny targets aimed for from the far end of a long, dark room. You bullseye,
or you don't. One day, you will. (Or won't.)

In the academy, however, you're writing for a different sort of assessment, a
floating-point score as opposed to a sale/no-sale binary. And while there's an
objective framework around it, creative writing is a pretty subjective sort of sub-
ject; so while you know that your assessor has some buttons that might be
more successfully pushed than others, you have no way of knowing which ones
might adjust your score upward or downward. Perhaps it's just my nature, but
that sort of uncertainty makes for a flavour of anxiety that the sale/no-sale deci-
sion just doesn't trigger. But hey, my days of worrying about that are over!
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Unless I decide to do a PhD,
of course.

I must acknowledge the privi-
lege of my position, here. Un-
like a lot of new graduates, I'm
not drowning in debt (I paid
for the course from savings),
and 1 already have a non-
menial job I greatly enjoy; 1
have no urgent need to trans-
mute my new qualification into
an income stream, which is a
position of great luxury in the-
se turbulent times. No violin
solo is required or deserved.

So the question answers it-
self, at least in pragmatic
terms: I can do whatever I
want with my degree, up to
and including wiping my bum
with it, because I didn't actual-
ly needit.

But I wanted'the knowledge
it represents, and I like to think
1 got it. So what should I do
with thaf?

This is a very different ques-
tion, because the answers
must come from within.

Luckily, those answers are
clamouring to get out, at least
at the moment. Despite (or
perhaps due to) moving imme-
diately from finishing my dis-
sertation to working full-time
on day-job stuff, I have the
skeletons of two novels rattling
around inside my brain-box,
along with a bunch or ideas for
reviews, essays, papers and
short stories. Some of them
are old ideas that I can now —
finally! — see a way for bringing
into the world; some of them
are new ideas forged in the
heat of a fast year of big ideas
and new ways of looking at
narrative.

So, to reiterate: I have no
money worries, and a swarm
of ideas waiting to be worked
on. An enviable position in al-
most every respect.

The only thing I lack is the
goad, and that's the problem I
need to look to. In a field dom-
inated by Olympic-grade pro-
crastinators, I am an overa-
chiever. My Masters showed
me what I can do when I'm
between the rock of a commit-
ment and the hard place of a
deadline, but I've always found
external motivators to be much
more powerful than my own
atrophied will-to-achieve.

On a panel in Brighton late
this summer, Lauren Beukes
spoke of the power of what
she calls the meaningful dead-
line: the deadline which, when
broken, will cause real conse-
quences — be that the non-
arrival of a cheque, perhaps, or
(less selfishly) the inconven-
iencing of others who're relying
on you to do your bit. (As an-
swers to the perpetual "do we
even need publishers any
more?" lament go, it's one that
means a lot to me.)

The largely-unpublished neo-
phyte writer doesn't feel these
forces, though; like their sense
of direction, their motivation
has to come from within.
Sending your soldiers over the
top to die will destroy you if
you don't believe in the cause.

So for now, I guess that's my
answer: I'm going to use my
Masters as a goad, and as a
Vellum Sheet of Self-
confidence +3. I have proved
to my own satisfaction that I'm
not entirely mad to think I can
write fiction that might move
people the same way my writ-
erly heroes and heroines have
moved me. Now I have to in-
ternalise that belief, and

... just like a writer who's
never set foot in a seminar has
to.

FIN.
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CIENCE FICTION

WITH HONOURS

Is a Creative Writing degree right for you?

While creative writing courses have multiplied at UK universities over the last ten years,
courses that actually teach the writing of science fiction are still very rare in this country.
FOCUS has tracked down four recent graduates and asked them about their experiences.

Nick Woob

What caught my eye in an Interzone ad in 2009 was not just another MA
in Creative Writing ad, but an MA in Creative Writing ad that highlighted
a focus on the genres of Fantasy and Science Fiction. Up until then, as a (South)

African SF/F writer at nights/weekends/stolen fag end moments, I'd had a few piec-

es published here and there. However, each piece I'd managed to get published
seemed to be ashard — if not Aarder— to get published than my first sale.

So I had been on the lookout for some way to try and raise the quality level of my
writing and, I hoped, the subsequent ease of finding publication success. With this
goal in mind, I applied to participate in Middlesex University’s first cohort of SF/F
Masters students, the course expertly headed up by David Rain (Tom Arden in an-
other incarnation) and Farah Mendlesohn (now Professor and Head of English, Com-
munication, Film and Media at Anglia Ruskin University).

1 started the course with some excitement; somewhat irrationally tempered by a
fear that focusing on the mechanics of writing might chase away my (imagined)
literary muse. Some way into the first year of the course (focusing on Voice, Short
and Long Form) I was relieved to find this was definitely not the case. Working a full
day job, I had never been within spitting distance of delivering prolific writing, either
fiction or psychological research, but I was pleased that my writing output at least
kept up with the demands of the course. For me, this converted into a moderately
increased level of production, resulting in several more pieces that I was able to sell
or place within competitions.

Unfortunately, I lost contact with my cohort due to a year off with chronic illness,
but I rejoined the following cohort in 2011-2012. One of the joys of the course has
been the richness and depth of workshopping ideas and writing with talented and
enthusiastic colleagues; ably guided by tutors of excellence who love and know gen-
re writing. Allied to this experience was yet more theory and practice — this time
Place, Character, Narrative and the Long Form Dissertation — all of which further
encouraged a greater understanding of the writing process and the crucial factors in
developing taut and compelling narratives.

1 wasn't certain whether my writing was improving significantly though — which
was the acid test for me, in initially pursuing the course. But then, under duress with
the Dissertation demands, I ended up writing a book more than twice as long as
anything I'd hitherto written — although this was still on the shorter side of tomes
expected by many genre publishers nowadays. Still, it's easy enough (perhaps) to
write a book, I'd heard — but again, is it any good?
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In annual trips to Cape Town to visit
family I'd also met up with Nick Gevers,
the SF editor and aritic, who'd given me
constant and useful advice since we had
first made contact in 2003. He read the
manuscript and commented on a
‘quantum leap’ in quality improvement
from previous material of mine he'd read
(most of which had ended up being pub-
lished somewhere). I'd always known
Nick as an astute critic not averse to
expressing negative opinions, so this
was very heartening to hear.

T have submitted the manuscript
(entitled Azanian Bridges, an alternative
history set in a current South Africa
where apartheid has survived) — to the
Harper Voyager two-week open submis-
sions period in October 2012. As I have
submitted alongside 4562 other hope-
fuls, I am as optimistic about the chanc-
es of being picked out, as succeeding on
my weekly purchased Lotto ticket.

But I'm grateful that another thing the
course has taught me is just to get on
with the next assignment. (This is cur-
rently a linked short story to ‘Of Hearts
and Monkeys’, an African post-
apocalypse story.)

I'm writing with more confidence and
what feels like a sharper editorial eye,
when it comes to ruthless revision of my
own work. But most importantly I am
aware that to keep writing — as some-
one in full time employment and still a
long way from giving up the day job —I
need to maintain contact with fellow
aspiring writers. The MA course provides
this, as we have ongoing supportive
contact above and beyond the frame-
work of the course.

The course itself also had some excellent
guest speakers, including Jo Fletcher,
Simon Kavanagh and David Pringle. I
have further joined a writing group (The

Clockhouse London Writers
Group), under the expert guid-
ance of Allen Ashley, to help
ensure that I keep leaming and
writing. I'm sure you know the
old adage — as a ‘writer’, you
need to write.

1 believe the MA in SF/F at
Middlesex has made me a bet-
ter writer. I'm also very glad I
have a lifetime subscription to
Interzone, as apart from the
great fiction and Nick Lowe, T
may otherwise perhaps have
missed out on this course and
all it has taught me.

In short — and with no mar-
keting cut — I'd recommend
this course or similar to aspir-
ing SF/F writers, although que-
ry first, to ensure it is still run-
ning.

IpA LoKAS

I remember the reaction from my friends when I told them I had signed up to do
a writing course in science fiction. “You don't even like science fiction,” they said.

“That's not true,” I answered, "I just haven't read any sd-fi, so I can't really know if
1 like it or not.” Star Wars, the end of the world, and blade runners had never really
been my first choice of literature.

On that note I must admit I had my doubts when I started the course, but I have
always believed that as a writer you should try to do things that are a bit out of your
comfort zone. And this was far out of my comfort zone, so I was sure I would gain
something interesting from the course. And I was right.

After my first lesson I realized that there was so much more to this unexplored
part of literature than I originally thought. Not all science fiction books were about
space ships and aliens. Prior to my course I believed all characters in science fiction
books were either living on Mars or in a far away galaxy, and had nothing to do with
the sodiety I was living in. But I soon understood that this was not the case. I had
no idea that most works of science fiction include speculation (directly or indirectly)
on modemn society and human behaviour. In the end it’s just a different way of por-
traying the human condition.

1 guess what I leamed from my course is that I used to judge books because they
belonged to a spedific genre, even without knowing anything about it. But this sc-
ence fiction course has really opened my eyes regarding exploring new literature no
matter what genre it is. They say you shouldn't judge a book by its cover, and I do
believe that fits with genres as well.

In my science fiction course I learned that you have to create rules for the world
you are creating. You have to know everything. The same thing goes for your char-
acters. And although I always knew that you needed to know what you were writing
1 had never thought about it in that way before. I don't write science fiction, but I
do apply a lot of the techniques I learned during my course.

I had to establish the life of my characters. My first novel is about a young boy
growing up in a council estate in London. The subject was so foreign to me it
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could as well be science fiction. 1
am neither a boy, British, nor
have grown up in a place like
him. 1 had to do research, and
use my imagination to create this
world based upon facts and fan-
tasy. I have my cultural capital
and it is completely different than
my character, which can also be
said about a lot of science fiction
literature and their writers. But in
the end, he is a person, and 1
had to make him believable. That
would not be possible if I hadn't
done my research and done a
really thorough background
check.

1 also appreciate the brainstorming
process I learned during my course.
When I was thinking about what my
second novel should be about, T was
blank. I had no idea how to get inspired
or find something that interested me.
But then I thought about an exerdise
we did in one of our dlasses. I sat down
and wrote down the sentence what if...
on a piece of paper. And started coming
up with different stories. Sometimes
you just don't know what to write about
and using this technique, all of a sud-
den had the idea for my next book. I
am very grateful for what I learned dur-
ing my course and although I don't
write science fiction, I am not foreign to

the thought that someday I might.

After I finished my bachelor degree in
creative writing, I began my masters
degree at Kingston University where I
started writing my first novel. When I
went back to Norway, I had time to
focus on my writing and in three
months I finished my novel. I decided
that I would try and send it to a publish-
ing house and came across a writing
competition where the prize was 23,000
pounds and a book deal. Over 300 peo-
ple had entered the competition, and a
couple of months later they called me
and told me I had won. In August 2012
my novel The Beauty That Flows Past
came out.

!

Mike Revell studi
fiction at the

MIKE REVELL

Inmylaslyearatuniversity,lhadaduce:lcouldeiﬂ\erdoacourseonmyﬁvs
and fairy tales, or I could do a course on science fiction.

1 thought it was an easy decision. Myths conjured images of Ancient Greece and
monsters and Zeus hurling lightning from the heavens. Science fiction was all ro-
bots and Star Trek and fizzing lasers in space. Even though I knew I was being
ignorant, I chose myths and fairy tales. I've long been fascinated with these oldest
of stories, and I thought I would enjoy learning more about them.

Halfway through the first lesson, I started to regret my choice. We were handed
itineraries and reading lists and schedules, and none of it was what I'd hoped for. It
occurred to me that I didnt want to spend a year throwing quotes on a page and
talking about the same themes that students have dug up and discussed for years.

I wanted to write new stories. I wanted to make stuff up and put it down on the
page. I wanted to create.

The next day I signed up to do the science fiction course. I hadn't read much sci-
ence fiction before, and I wasn't sure that I would enjoy reading any now. But I'd
heard that the course was more geared towards writing. So I jumped.

It was the best decision I made in three years. We looked at the history of the
genre, and at its many facets and sub-genres — and each week we wrote.

The course opened my eyes to the many layers and wonders that we now group
under the term “speculative fiction”. But more than that, it opened my eyes to the
business of writing. We leared about world-building, we leared about craft, and
— most usefully — we learmned about editing. Soon enough we formed aritique
groups. We wrote a short story every week, gave and received feedback, and de-
veloped our work into a more polished product.

Science fiction, of course, has a thriving short fiction market, and towards the end
of the course we learned about this too — how to format your manuscript, where to
submit your work, how to submit it.

The course stuck with me more than any other aspect of my education. It sparked
an interest in reading and understanding and learning about the infinite possibilities
of the genre; it taught me how to look at my own writing with fresh eyes; it made
me realise that the ambition to be an author, with hard work and perseverance,
can be more than just a dream.
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Today, the fingerprints of that science  course I almost didn't do.

fiction course are all over my work and e 5
i g b And the other day, without really think-
my life. I've just signed a literary agent, ing, 1 found myself able to a A

and I don' think I would be at this R &
stage at this point in my life without the University Challenge question that

stumped the participants: what
book is this opening passage
from?

Itwas 7he Day of the Triffids.

SANDRA UNERMAN

A long time ago, I had a young adult fantasy novel published and later some
short stories in Scheherazade magazine. I never stopped writing but I did
not manage to get any novel into print after that first one and I found it increasing-
ly difficult to finish any piece of work. I have attended the Milford Writers’ workshop
several times and found it a very positive experience. Now I have spent two years
studying for an MA in Creative Writing at Middlesex University, hoping it would help
me to produce more satisfying work, which might have a better chance of securing
a publisher again.

The course at Middlesex attracted me because it induded a specialist strand in
science fiction and fantasy. I had also met two of the people involved in running the
course, David Rain and Farah Mendlesohn, and knew they had interesting things to
say. I had some fears that the course might make my writing too self-consdous or
even kill it off altogether. But I decided to take the chance and I am very glad that I
did.

Anyone who writes entirely by instinct and does not want to think about technique
should probably avoid a course like this. But for a writer who enjoys analysing what
they do and trying out different approaches, a course has advantages above any
handbook on creative writing, even where the same ground is covered. For exam-
ple, I had read beforehand about the value of the telling detail in creating character
or setting in fiction. But I still learned by bringing examples from daily life into class
for discussion and from other people’s different contributions. My fellow students
were a mixed bunch, in writing experience and background. But we could engage
with each other’s work, even when it was very different from our own and the mix-
ture provided useful insight into different perspectives.

At the simplest level, I have written much more fiction in these two years than
ever in my life. The toughest challenge was to write a first draft of a novel in three
months (90,000 words), so that we could work on editing in dass. For this, I drew
on images and themes which have been in my head for years. But I had never put
them together into a coherent narrative before. The outcome was a lot better than
1 expected, though it needed plenty of further work. The process taught me a lot
about the benefits of pushing on with a draft, even when I was having my doubts
about what I had done so far. And about sitting down to write every day, even
when I did not know what came next.

I enjoyed the whole course but felt I gained most from the two specialist SF clas-
ses. One was on short stories with Rob Shearman, who encouraged us to try out a
different story every week. I found myself with a much better idea of what makes a
short story work and I enjoyed playing with a range of different ideas. The other
was on SF Long Form (novels) with Farah Mendlesohn. She provided a lot of feed-
back on our drafts and the class discussions helped us to dig deeper into our own
work as well as getting us to analyse a selection of published novels from a writer'’s
perspective.

1 completed the course too recently to say much about long term effects. The
regular interaction in dass with other students produced a support group that
would have been hard to develop otherwise and some of us are trying to keep to-
gether as a writing group. I am now busy revising the drafts I worked on during the
course and I certainly feel more confident about what I am trying to do than if I
had been writing on my own for these two years.

FIN.
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ON My WAY TO SAMARKAND

Two extracts from the recently published autobiography of Garry Kilworth

In December 2012, Garry Kilworth (described by New Scientist as “arguably the finest
writer of short fiction today, in any genre”) published his autobiography, On My Way To
Samarkand. What follows are two extracts from this volume.

O n leaving Cable & Wireless I re-
ceived a good redundancy payment,
with which I cleared my mortgage. On the
first day of my new career as a writer I
dressed in my suit, shirt, tie and city shoes.
1 had breakfast at six o'clock and then drove
down to the station and waited for the sev-
en o'clock train for London. All my usual
travelling companions were on the platform
also waiting for the same train, including my
accountant friend, Stuart Holliday. When it
arrived, they boarded it, I did not. I stood
there and waved it out, then went home,
changed into casuals, made a fresh pot of
coffee and then sat at my desk with a com-
fortable sigh.

I was a full-time author at last.

However, I was not earning a great deal
with my writing at that point, not enough to
contribute to the household expenses, so I
took on a part time job. The music teacher
who taught me to play the trombone,
Sandy, started up a house cleaning business
with her partner which they called ‘The
Country Maids’. These two otherwise able
women required a man to wield the heavy
carpet cleaner while they zoomed through
houses with their dusters and mops. I be-
came that man. For eighteen months I was
a carpet cleaner and supplemented my writ-
ing earnings with my wages. I still have my
“Country Maid" t-shirt.

During the same period I started teaching
creative writing at evening classes. I don't
believe you can actually teach someone how
to write, but you can give them some advice
on what might work in a story. So, my les-
sons tended to be on catchy first lines, on
last lines, on titles, and so on. I have had no
training or experience with teaching so had
actually no idea whether I was doing it cor-
rectly. The really important thing, I felt, was

to get them excited about writing their own stories, and discussing things
like first lines seemed to do that.

1 have my all-time favourite first lines. There is the famous opening to
Dickens’ A Tale of Two Cities: more a paragraph than a sentence, but to me
the most stunning of all first lines was written by an author much less well-
known, Gordon R. Williams, in his novel 7he Siege of Trencher’s Farm:. ‘The
moment that Neil Armstrong stepped onto the moon there were men in Eng-
lish villages who had never been more that fifteen miles from their own front
door’. Sweetly succinct and mind-blowing. The shortest and probably the
greatest first line is 'Call me Ishmael.’ from Melville’s Moby Dick. Those few
words carry so much information. The narrator says, ‘Call me... ' so we know
Ishmael is not his real name. If he does not want to tell us who he really is,
then what he’s about to divulge is contentious. Then there is the biblical
Ishmael, which tempts us to look up the reference to see if we can gather
any clues as to this secrets this young man might have to disclose.

With titles there are apparently key words like ‘Eagle’ and 'Death’ that in-
stantly attract a potential reader. 7he Eagle has Landed, Death in Venice,
etc. There are also some gender peculiarities. Put 'Wife’ or ‘Daughter’ in the
title and you have a femals der magnet. 7he Mapi Wife, The Time
Traveller’s Wife, The Ironmonger’s Daughter. Such novels immediately be-
come talking points for female book clubs. The male equivalent does not
work. 7he Postmistress’s Husband? The Milkmaid's Son? 1 somehow think
titles in this vein would not work in a million years and it’s significant that I
can't think of a novel or short story with the word *Husband’ in the title.
Fine, Dombey and Son, yes, but somehow there is the impression that the
book is more about Dombey and the focus is taken away from junior.

Last lines? Frankly, Scarlett, endings need to leave one satisfied but also
wishing the story did not stop there. One of my favourite endings is the last
line of Christopher Priest's The Affirmation, which leaves the reader in the
middle of a sentence that has no full stop or three periods, simply white
space. It's a stunning end to a stunning novel and this reader was left star-
ing into space, lost in thought, still holding the book in my hands. It's the
kind of novel that when you finish it and put it down, you simply sit there
and reflect for a long while, listening to the silence.

With my own writing, I still remained somewhat under-confident. I was still
rough-edged, with only a few O- and A-Levels from night school and an
HND that had little relevance to a writing career. I wanted to feel I had real-
ly studied the art and craft of the profession I aspired to join. I put in for a
degree course in London University.
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Garry Kilworth was born in York-

lives in
te close
to a beautiful lake and open coun-
tryside. He has been an author
now for nearly 40 years and ha:
novels and collections of storie:
published. Garry's main interests
velling the globe and photo-
graphing wildlife, mostly in the Far
ia. Pre-
ting career he was a
telegraphist with the RAF for 18
years and then 8 years with an
international telecoms company.

Writing shorts is a com-
pletely different exercise

from writing novels. A novel is a
slow-drip occupation. Each day you
sit down and do a thousand, two-
thousand, or whatever number of
words, and the finished article
seems an infinitely improbable tar-
get somewhere in the future. The
whole novel must be structured and
crafted, it continually changes shape
and form as it grows, and revisions
need to be applied even as the pag-
es gradually multiply. You cannot
surge ahead with fire and sword, as
you do with a short story. You must
gradually work a novel into shape.

A short story can be held in the
head, whole and ready for the pag-
es. One can sit down and burn
through a short story in one sitting if
one has the stamina. I do. I love
that fiery furious writing pitch that I
can reach while getting a short story
down on paper. I stop for nothing
except coffee: not for revisions, not

for spelling, not for checking facts.
All that can be done later, once the
brain has unloaded its fabulous car-
go. Only then do I go through it,
and through it, and through it, until
1 feel I have either a gem, or — yes
— sometimes a dud. I revise a short
story many many times, sometimes
doing ten drafts, until I feel I have
exhausted all that I have to offer it.
Often I start with (what I think of
as) a stunning last line in my head
and have to get from the first sen-
tence to that final impact.

My favourite short story writer of
all time is an Argentinian who lived
most of his writing life in Paris. I
discovered Julio Cortazar in a copy
of an American magazine I used to
write for, Omni. Ellen Datlow was
the fiction editor of Omniand she
took many of my short stories for its
pages, paying what was at the time
(and probably still is) a sultan’s fee
of $2,000. I didn't get that much in
the '90s for some of my novels. Any-
way, in one of the issues with a
short story of mine I found this tale
by Julio Cortazar entitled *The Final
Caress'. It was a stunning piece of
work that filled me with envy.

I subsequently discovered that
Cortazar wrote the short story that
inspired the '60s film Blow Up star-
ring David Hemmings: a brilliant
movie. There followed readings of
‘We Love Glenda So Much’, ‘The End
of the Game’, *House Taken Over’
and many many others. I think I've
found every tale he has written and
there are very very few I don't like.
Even just a single line can be im-
pressive. In a story about two box-
ers in the ring, one of whom is good
at ducking and diving his opponent’s
blows, Cortazar writes, ‘He was an
encyclopaedia of holes.” Any man
who can write a line like that has my
undying admiration.

In one of his patchwork-quilt
books, just notes and incidents,
Cortazar explained, 'Short stories
are word tornadoes and one needs
to start in the eye of the wind and
write the tale spirally outwards from
the centre.’

1 think1 know how the technique
should work and I try to apply it
when I feel able. I flatter myself
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that Julio might have liked some of the sto-
ries I have written too, such as ‘Hogfoot
Right and Bird-hands', a futuristic tale. Hog-
foot was probably one of the weirdest sto-
ries I've written, and was very difficult to
sell. It was eventually taken up by friends.
Rob Holdstock and Chris Evans were editing
a series of anthologies at the time called
Other Edens and it was Chris’s idea to pub-
lish Hogfoot along with two other very short
stories of mine, ‘The Black Wedding’ and
*‘Murderer’s Walk’ under the generic title,
"Tryptich’. Once published this hard-to-sell
story was shortlisted for an award and the
connoisseur John Clute described it in a re-
view as ‘stunning’. At a convention later I
happened to get into a lift with Stephen
Donaldson, famous best-selling author of
The Chronicles of Thomas Covenant, who
looked at my name tag and said, ‘Garry Kil-
worth? I Joved your story “Hogfoot Right
and Bird-hands” — could I republish in it an
anthology I'm putting together?’

Could he? Did he even need to ask.
So thank you, Julio, for your inspiration.
Julio Cortazar died in Paris in 1984.

FIN.

on my way to

Samarkand

s 1emoirs .of a travelling writer

e

Garry Kilworth’s On My Way To
Samarkand (December 2012) is
published by infinity Plus books
in ebook and trade paperback
formats.
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TERRY JACKMAN, CO-ORDINATOR OF THE BSFA’S ONLINE WRITERS' WORKSHOPS, REPORTS

RECOMMENDED READING?

Where did you hear about the book you're current-
ly reading? Do you stick to authors you know be-
cause trying to find a hot new writer in the
bookstores, online and physical, is too bewildering?
Do you rely on particular reviews, blogs, tweets?
How about emailing us

your favourite sources?

SALES AND SUCCESSE

Either it's gone very quiet out there, which I have trouble
believing, or I've lost the file when switching to a new
computer — much more credible, believe me. Or you
haven't told me what you've sold recently.

So apologies for the blank space here, and if you've had a
sale that didn't list in the last edition please tell me again?

Plus of course, any successes since then?

LOOKING FOR A WEBSITE ENGINEER? A
Orbiter Mark Tles, who knows about these things,

NEWSFLASH

few competition
deadlines for you...

tells me he’s found a good one, who can build a
site for you and ‘Engine Optimise’ the site too (I'm
sure you all know what that is, even if I don't).

If you are interested, you should be looking to con-
tact: mike@rachael-russel.com

l‘vn been heard to say that I used to tak: awaau
to get around to accepting an adverse
but eventually I got better. Recml‘fy 1 passed

worth a reassessment.
Of course what I forgot was how much

Ian and Jacey, if you're nzadinq this, I'
grateful, honest, because they do imamue the
story. I can take it, and thanks!

Jan 31% is the last
date for the James
White  Award, for
short stories up to
6000 words.

And the James Patrick
Baen Memorial Contest
deadline is Feb 1% for sto-
ries up to 8000 words on
near-future space SF.

You can Google all of
them for details, and good
luck to any of you who do
enter these, or any others
this bright new year.

By the time you read this
you'll be past your Christ-
mas wishes, and probably
your New Year resolu-
tions, but from me to you
— all the best for the
coming year, in writing
and in your other lives.
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THE BSFA'S TWEETFICTION COMPETITION — EASTERCON 2012

Reflections upon the genesis and outcome by Martin Potts

H aving always loved the
short story medium, one of
my all time favourite collections is
1978's " 100 Great SF Short Short
Stories "Edited by Asimov, Green-
berg & Olander. The ingenuity and
skill involved in constructing any
story deserves admiration of course
but with the additional constraint of
delivering in only two or three pag-
es requires a skill set all of its own.
The stories that particularly stayed
with me since purchasing the vol-
ume back in 1980 were the ones
that delivered the story in less than
a page and one particular story,
“Sdience Fiction for Telepaths” by E
Michael Blake, required only one
line. With the development of social
media and twitter in particular a
question had long intrigued me —
could good SF be written within the
constraints of twitter's 140 charac-
ters? I was convinced that it could.
Couple this with the BSFA's ongo-
ing mission to encourage wider in-
volvement in SF, the idea was float-
ed at a committee meeting and a
cunning plan emerged. It was
agreed to coincide a twitter fiction
competition with Eastercon 2012,
with the potential of either, at
worst, passing unnoticed or, at
best, unlocking a hidden wealth of
creativity, I am thrilled to say that
the latter proved to be the case as

DON T FORGET

!
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pretty soon after the announce-
ment, entries started being received
via email, as well as twitter. Once
the con itself started, the pace in-
creased. We were already into the
hundreds of tweets when Stephen
Moffat contributed — and then the
floodgates really opened. I would
like to say a very public thank you
to him for taking part as subse-
quent to his entry the tweets
surged. Eventually, in excess of
1200 submissions were received
over that weekend.

1 lost count of the “what is this
#tbsfa all about?"” tweets and tried
to redirect as many as I could to
the BSFA website. I also received
numerous complaining tweets
about the addictive nature of the
exercise! Participants seemed to
relish the inclusiveness of #tbsfa
and the challenge of the constraint.

I now realise of course that this is
certainly not a new idea (although
in my naivety it was new to me at
the time) and many fiction twitter
threads already exist, however with
the focus around a social event
such as Eastercon and the narrow-
ness of the window for entry, it felt
like an explosion, a ‘frenzy’ if you
will, of ideas was occurring that
made this twitterthon incredible fun
to be a part of. The stories (for I
will call them that), utilised drama
and suspense, originality and cliché,

=Clall
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humour and horror, romance and
action. Even the BSFA itself became
a character in many.

On reflection then, the exercise
achieved its objectives. It demon-
strated that people do grasp the
opportunity to be creative, that
there is a diverse cross section of
people interested in fantastic genre,
that huge concepts can be commu-
nicated within the confines of mini-
mum space, that we can all have
lots of fun playing with these ideas
and that good SF can be written in
140 characters or less. A Spedial
Edition booklet is planned contain-
ing many more of the tweets we
were unable to include on the win-
ners’ announcement page on the
website — look out for that in a
mailing in 2013.

As a catalyst for creativity and a
medium in which all could share
and enjoy each other’s creativity, to
my mind, this is social media at its
best. A huge thank you to all who
contributed and whether you did or
did not, the committee has agreed
to repeat the challenge at Easter-
con 2013 — start thinking now...

Martin Potts, BSFA Treasurer &
Committee Member

website: www.bsfa.co.uk
twitter: @BSFA
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THIS WRITING BUSINESS

Keith Brooke and a bevy of writers talk Business

Keith Brooke, in conversation with Kim Lakin-Smith, Linda Nagata, Jeff Noon,
Steven Savile, Michael Swanwick and Lisa Tuttle...

E Isewhere in this issue of FOCUS,
Kristine Kathryn Rusch writes
about how publishing has changed radi-
cally in the last ten years, and how it
continues to change at a rapid rate.
Here, 1 talk to half a dozen authors
about the state of the business, and
how it has changed over the years. Is it
any easier, or harder, for writers to
make a living from their work these
days?

Jeff Noon
points out that
it's always been
difficult to make
a living from
writing, unless
you get lucky.
"I don't think
that fact has
changed much ",
over the years. |
But there are
certainly more
opportunities to
get your work
out there now,
and it only
takes one book
to make a
breakthrough.”
Lisa Tuttle
agrees: “It has never been ‘easy’, but
while there have been many ups and
downs and changes throughout the
years since then, we never saw the
terrain change quite as dramatically
as it has over the past decade.”

While it’s never been easy, Michael
Swanwick argues that making a living
from writing is now even harder. "When
1 made my first sale, a third of a centu-
ry ago, everybody knew the rules. You
made a name for yourself writing short

fiction for the magazines, learned how to write novels at a regular
rate, built up a backlist which would bring in enough money to sup-
port you between sales, and so on. Today the backlist is gone, pub-
lishers’ advances for successful writers are much smaller than a few
years ago, and the amount of promotion they’re willing to do is
down radically. The rules have changed and it's not clear if anybody
knows what the new ones are.”

“The difference these days is that any writer with an entrepreneuri-
al streak can look to expand their careers digitally via blogs, e-zines,
self-publishing and all manner of electronic avenues,” says Kim Lakin
-Smith. “But, as with all such rags to riches stories, the theory is eas-
ier than the execution. In the main, the most likely way for an au-
thor to earn a living is via the traditional publishing deal. Any-
thing else is the exception rather than the rule.”

Michael Swanwick agrees: “Many new writers think that self-
publishing ebooks is the road to wealth and fame — or at least to
being self-supporting. But in most cases, that’s wishful thinking.
T've talked with people who Aave self-published themselves into a
comfortable income so, yes, it can be
done. But they all emphasised that they
went into self-publishing with a detailed
business plan and spent just as much
time cannily and knowledgeably promot-
ing their work as they did writing. No-
body should go that route without a lot
of prior research and planning. Every
now and then, I meet a writer who's just
published a first novel as an ebook and
wants me to tell them how they can get
readers to find it. That's just heartbreak-
ing.”

For those who can get to grips with this
new publishing landscape, however, the
shift has been liberating. “In some re-
gards, it's easier,” says Steven Savile.
“The element of write, submit, wait, wait
some more, and be paid on publication
can be circumvented. The opportunity is
there to take a risk, write something you don't know has a valid mar-
ket waiting for it and just put it out there direct to your readers
where it can sink or swim.” Like the other authors we talked to,
though, there’s a note of caution: “But that's only part of the picture
— the part a lot of indie writers would like you to focus on. The fact is
there is a lot of white noise out there and it's still incredibly difficult to
get noticed. And, from what I can see, readerships are different. I
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can have a 'Kindle audience' that
doesn't cross over to my print
stuff and vice versa. I was lucky,
in 2011, Silver hit something
close to 50,000 sales on Amazon
UK, and 7he Bookseller listed it
as the #26 Bestselling Digital
Book of the Year up with the
likes of Stieg Larsson. The book
failed flatout in the US. I quite
literally just cobbled together an
ebook thinking, hmm, I have the
rights to the UK and Tesco are
about to sell the Kindle... good
timing. I don't know what I did,
how it became visible, and I
haven't been able to replicate it,
but my back list, 18 months on
from that debut release, is still
selling circa 1-1,500 copies a
month, money coming direct to
me. That means old material has
been paying the mortgage for
almost 2 years. That's a revela-
tion, and allowed me some luxu-
ry in writing a couple of novels
for love instead of chasing media
work. I think right now the
smart money is to think about all
forms of written word as exploit-
able, not just traditional mar-
kets.”

More than anything, this new
publishing environment gives
authors opportunities they might
not have had before. “The suc-
cess of a writer has always been
down to three factors — connec-
tions, personality and talent,
with a preponderance of any one
of the three outweighing a lack
of the others,” says Kim Lakin-
Smith. “Alongside this, there has
arguably been a choice to be
made between commercialism
and art, i.e. stray outside of the
formula and publishers get
twitchy. Often it is this choice
which has marked the difference
between a writer making a living
or quite literally suffering for
their art while holed up at mum
and dad’s living off fresh air and
Pot Noodles."Now, authors are
more free to make that choice,
commercialism or art, because
the internet’s long tail market
can make even niche interests
viable. Or, perhaps, that distinc-
tion is becoming increasingly

Black Static, Interzone, Celebra-
tion, Myth-Understandings, Fur-
ther Conflicts, Pandemonium:
Stories of the Apocalypse, The
Mammoth Book of Ghost Stories
By Women, and others

“Johnny and Emn

c fantasy Tourni-
m the Renegade
Queen Rat,

irrelevant, as writers can more
easily do both.

Whereto publish?

N ot so long ago, SF au-
thors had their work

published in magazines, books
from trade publishers, or books
from smaller presses. Now we
have all those, plus all kinds of
self-publishing options, we have
print on demand, web publish-
ing, ebooks, audio books, and a
far greater diversity of smaller
independent presses (and larger
ones!). Our featured authors are
active in all these areas, to vari-
ous degrees.

Lisa Tuttle is with a traditional
publisher: “Jo Fletcher Books did
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my most recent novel 7he Silver Bough
this year and they are bringing out al-
most all my back-list titles as ebooks
over the next year or so. My first novel
(originally published in 1981) will soon
be available as an audio book. I've had
books published by small presses in
limited editions. My short stories appear
in traditionally-published books — even
hardback anthologies! — in Britain and
America (A Book of Horrors edited by
Stephen Jones; The Mammoth Book of
Ghost Stories by Women edited by Ma-
rie O'Reagan; Blood and Other Cravings
edited by Ellen Datlow, to name three
of the most recent) and in the past few
weeks I've sold a brand new story and
a reprint to online magazines Light-
speed Magazine and Nightmare Maga-
zine. You yourself have brought out
several of my older short stories in digi-
tal form, making them available to a
new audience — or so I fondly hope.”

Kim Lakin-Smith has stuck to the
traditional approach, too: “All of my
stories have been published via the tra-
ditional print route, as physical novels,
or in magazines and anthologies. My
novels are also available as ebooks, as
are a number of the anthologies my
stories have appeared in.” She does,
however, use online media for some of
her work. “My blog is where I self-
publish opinion pieces; articles which I
might have once submitted to hard
copy markets now add to my ‘brand’ as
a writer. This free content helps estab-
lish my personality online and, by ex-
tension, what kind of writer I am.”

Linda Nagata is taking a more diverse
approach. “My short fiction is still being
published in traditional print and online
magazines. These are good markets
with writer-friendly contracts, and
they're also a fine means of getting
work in front of new readers. For novels
though, I've gone rogue. I skipped the
months-long (years-long?) process of
attempting to sell a manuscript to a
traditional publisher and instead self-
published my last two original novels in
both print-on-demand and ebook ver-
sions. I will almost certainly do the
same with my next — a near-future
thriller. It’s true that a traditional deal
would result in better print distribution,
and possibly more reviews and more
exposure, but it would require me to
give up control of how and when the



book is published, and to yield
all immediate knowledge of
sales trends as well as most of
the per-book profit. Given my
past experience in the industry,
and looking at typical advances,
1 can't see that it's worth it.”

Steven Savile takes a
mix'n'match approach for each
of his books. "My most recent
novel was with Penguin Sunbird
— an adaptation of the comput-
er game Risen2: Dark Waters.
My next novel, 7he Sign of
Glaaki, a horror novel, is being
published in the US by Fanta-
syFlight Games, as it links in to
their Arkham Horror franchise.
But, in the meantime I'm re-
leasing three linked short nov-
els/long novelettes direct to
Kindle and on demand print,
linked to Silver. Those I'm do-
ing independently.”

Michael Swanwick takes the
bottom line, but for sound rea-
sons: “The easiest and most
sensible approach is to go with
whoever offers the most mon-
ey. This sounds crass, but in
my experience the more money
you're paid, the better you're
treated. Omni and Penthouse
always treated me swell. It was

Steven Savile has written for War-
hammer, Primeval, Dr Who,
Torchwood, Stargate, done adap-
tions of computer games including
Risen 2, and graphic novels like
Slaine, as well as writing the story-
line for the multimillion bestselling
computer game Battlefield 3. His
novel Silver was #26 on The
Bookseller's Top 100 digital novels
of 2011.

the small, virtuous, shoestring oper-
ations I had to keep an eye on.

For short fiction, I like the big
three magazines — Asimov’s,
F&SF, and Analog — because
they're still at the heart of the field

and they get noticed, and if I lived {8

in Britain, Interzone would proba-
bly go at the top of that list. But
more and more of late I've been
sending work to 7or.com. They
pay well and their website is both
consistently entertaining and con- |
vincingly professional. Plus they
commission terrific artwork. When
your story is illustrated by the likes
of John Jude Palencar or Gregory
Manchess, you're happy for the rest
of the week.” Being satisfied with
the finished product is key: “My last
two novels were published by Night
Shade Books (Dancing With Bears)
and Tor ( 7he Dragons of Babel).
They both created lovely books.”

One way to be sure you're satisfied
with the end-product, of course, is
to retain full control, which is what
Jeff Noon has been doing with his
new work and much of his back list.
“I'm more or less doing it all myself
these days. Pan Macmillan are pub-
lishing Vurt and Pollen, because they
still have the rights to those, but I'm
publishing the rest of my backlist as
well as my new novel, Channe/
SK1N, as independently released
ebooks. I will also be putting out
any future books myself.”

CURSE OF THE
NECRARCH

Steven Savile
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So... better or worse?

With this diversity of pub-
lishing approaches, is the

business a better place for SF au-
thors nowadays, or a worse one?

“I think it’s much better,” says Jeff
Noon. “Science fiction authors can
really take advantage of the new
platforms, and the new subgenres
that will be created or unearthed by
the technology. SF both uses the
technology and comments on it; this
gives it a unique position. The gen-
eral audience will look to us for in-
spiration. The genre has always cel-
ebrated the imagination, so let's ap-
ply that quality not only to the books
we write, but also to how we pro-
duce and market them.”

“From my perspective, it's vastly
better,” agrees Linda Nagata. "I
never made anything close to a liv-
ing from my traditional novels, and
in the usual process they appeared
for a short time on the market and
then they were gone. These days —
assuming a writer is careful with the
rights — there are options, and op-
tions are good. I've got ten major
titles published under my imprint,
with two more available only at Book
View Café. None are at the top of
any bestseller list, but they exist.
They offer potential and the hope of
making a living as a writer. Having
quit this business once when hope
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ran out, I can say from personal
experience that hope is a very
important element in the writing
game.”

Michael Swanwick is cautiously
optimistic: “It’s easier to get
published, and that’s always
good for a new writer. When
your work first appears in a gen-
uine magazine or book or a
webzine you respect, you see it
in a way you didn't before. Its
virtues are more obvious than
they were in typescript, and this
gives you confidence, which a
writer can always use. Being in
proximity with writers you ad-
mire promotes ambition, which
is also essential. Your story’s
weaknesses are, alas, more ob-
vious — to you, though not nec-
essarily to the reader — but this
only encourages you to become
better.

"On the negative side, there
are many more intangibles that

an unpublished writer can be
convinced to spend a fortune on
— editing, copy-editing, promo-
tion, all of which are properly
the job of a publisher. I sat in on
a discussion of book trailers re-
cently. All the writers who had
made them agreed that they
didn't appreciably increase sales
—and then swapped tips on how
to get them made. It was just
something one does nowadays,
apparently. If you're a profes-
sional writer, money flows to
you. If money flows from you,
you're just another market.”

For authors able to take con-
trol, and prepared to spend time
on the business side of writing,
the news is good. “You ask this
pretty much on the day Asimov’s
and Analog announce pay scale
rises, when the UK chart on Am-
azon has 20% of the top 100
paid sales being independently
released,” says Steven Savile.
“What you need to think about is
the business aspect. With Lon-
don Macabre, which I truly be-
lieve is the best novel I've writ-
ten, we just couldn't sell it —
several publishers took it to ac-
quisitions only for it to be shot
down as too esoteric, too cult-
book and not enough bestseller
book to take a risk on... so I had
choices: partner with an indie,
self-pub, sell a limited edition, try
and gain footing that way. I actu-
ally wound up selling it to my
Polish Warhammer publisher, and
then to the Turkish publisher who
did Silverthis year, and as a lim-
ited edition hardcover in the US
via one of these collectable press-
es... and then with no normal
edition, went to Barnes and Noble
and negotiated my behind off —
basically saying look, Silver did
nutso for Amazon... but T don't
like their Select Program... I don't
like the grab they're doing... what
can you do? And B&N selected it
for their First Look program — it
sold several thousand copies in
ebook and charted in the top 10
SF, and eared me more than a
modest advance from somewhere
like Tor would have, but 1 still
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own all the rights to it... So I think if
you're savvy, it's a better place to do
business — but that business takes away
vital time from the writing. And you wind
up doing a lot more of the business stuff
you might prefer to hand off to your
agent.”

Focusing on the business side of writ-
ing, Lisa Tuttle is less positive: “There
may be more ways of being published,
and easier to make your work available
to a potential readership — and with
self-publishing the bar is much lower so
it is an affordable option — but as far as
the business of writing is concerned 1
do not think it is an improvement. Far
from it. While I have hope that things
will shape up or shake down over the
next few years, and some sort of work-
able system will emerge, I still don't
understand how the business model is
really going to work. There will always
be some whom it suits, and for whom it
pays, others for whom it is a disaster.
Personally, I would rather not have to
take on a lot of the marketing, publicity,
design, editing and sales aspects of
publishing myself; I would rather spend
my time writing and thinking about
that, not trying to suss out the market,
learn what sort of covers work best,
find and develop new markets, etc etc.




— specialist tasks
that I think publish-
ers evolved to deal
with better than indi-
vidual writers can,
for the most part. Of
course, there have
always been plenty
of publishers who
were crap at the job
of selling books. As it
has become easier to
publish, we have
seen more cow-
boy operations,
too. With individ-
uals setting up
imprints for all
sorts of reasons,
how can the au-
thor tell whether
or not to accept a
deal from a new
publisher? One
thing that has
changed for the
worse is that a lot
of authors are
offered publica-
tion ‘deals” which pay
nothing. The old-
fashioned publishing
model, at least since I
began to be published,
was that the author
would be paid up front
— or on publication —
and in the case of
books, either the
‘advance’ would never
earn out (according to
the accounting depart-
ment, anyway) so, whether it was £900
or $30,000, that would be that; orroy-
alties would be paid six months, a year,
or even many years on. I've had both
types of experience. What I never previ-
ously encountered was something that
seems to be much more common now
— at least with smaller publishers and
electronic editions — of being offered
no money up front with an agreement
of a much higher royalty rate on every
sale. Usually the contract stipulates that
the money will be paid every six
months, so long as it reaches an agreed
small sum (at least $10 or $25) other-
wise it will be held over to the next pay-
ment period. Sometimes this works.
Sometimes you chase the publisher for

what was contractually prom-
ised, and never see a bean:
again, I've had both these
experiences. That means I
have agreed to hand over my
work for no advance, some-
thing I'm sure I would not
have agreed to twenty years
ago! And as more and more
we hear about ‘best-sellers’
on Amazon — thousands of
copies that turn out to have
been sold for 20 pence each,
or even downloaded for free
— I'm afraid that the idea of
an author being paid for writ-
ing a book that lots of people
have read is becoming very
old-fashioned. Newspapers
and magazines used to pay
people for content, to fill the
pages and attract more read-
ers — now, many websites
expect to get their content
for free... and it seems there
are many people willing to
provide their work unpaid,
either in the hope that this
will lead to paid work down
the line, or simply so they
can claim to be published
writers. I find this probably
the most worrying trend of
all: the devaluation of the
writer's work. People still
want good stories, however
they consume them (on a
screen — PC, tablet, phone
— or on printed paper pag-
es) yet more and more peo-
ple seem to object to paying
for the experience.”

E-publishing

Ieff Noon is particularly ac-
tive in e-publishing, with his
new novel just out and his en-
tire back-list in the process of
being released. “I write, edit
and market my books myself,”
he says. "I get help with editing
from friends and colleagues. My
new covers were designed by a
long-term fan of my work. I use
Twitter to find people who can
help with the marketing. My
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agent looks after the more tech-
nological or administrative side
of things, especially regarding
getting the books onto the dif-
ferent platforms: Amazon Kin-
dle, iTunes, Kobo, etc. They also
help with the marketing side,
arranging interviews and has-
sling for reviews, and so on. But
Twitter is the main route for all
that, these days.”

Steven Savile echoes the view
that successful self-publishing
works best as a team effort:
“T've got a layout guy, a cover
designer, three proof readers,
and a woman who runs my
website. I trust them all implicit-
ly. It's a team effort.”

"I publish my own books —
both backlist and original titles
— under my own imprint, Mythic
Island Press LLC,” says Linda
Nagata. “I've done every aspect
of the publishing process, and
not just for ebooks, but for print
-on-demand versions as well. In
the early days I did my own
cover art, but those first covers
have all been replaced, thank
goodness. For four of my back-
list titles, the original cover art-
ist, Bruce Jensen, created new
covers for me using his original
art. Other books use commis-
sioned art. One of these will
soon likely have an entirely new
cover — which is another won-
derful thing about doing it indie:
if it's not quite right the first
time around, it's possible to fix
things, which is a huge change
in the way publishing works.

"The other part of the process
that I've gotten outside help on
is editing. I hired a professional
editor for my last novel, Hepen
the Watcher. The current novel-
in-progress is with beta readers
and will have, minimally, a copy
editor before publication.

“Marketing! That's the hard
part, isn't it? I've never hired a
publicist, and the marketing I've
done so far has been minimal. I
think it's the next book that will
show if I'm capable of getting
the word out or not. My consola-
tion is that traditional publishers
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don’t do much marketing either, at
least not for their midlist authors.”

“All of that is done by my publish-
ers,” says Michael Swanwick, alt-
hough he does keep other options
open for particular projects. "I do
have plans to create an ebook of
Hope-in-the-Mist, my critical biog-
raphy of Hope Mirrlees, when I can
find the time, just so it will be easily
available to scholars. Because
there’s no serious money in the pro-
ject, I'll have to do all the production
work myself to keep costs down. But
my critical writing is a labour of love,
almost but not quite a hobby, so my
fiction writing takes precedence.”

For many, the prospect of all the
additional work involved in self-
publishing is a deterrent, particularly
those specialist tasks requiring a
particular expertise. “I would rather
leave those jobs that I'm not good
at or know little about to someone
else,” says Lisa Tuttle, “preferably
someone who is really good at a
task I would struggle with, like de-
sign and marketing. I have opinions
on covers, but that's all they are. It
is nice to be consulted —
veto power is especially
good! — but any random
person is as likely as I am
to have a really good idea
for the artist or approach
taken to a cover
for one of my
books. As for edit-
ing, of course I
self-edit (known as
‘revision’) and I
can proof-read,
but the point of
having an editor is
that they see
things the author
doesn't — some-
times I know
something is
wrong with the
structure of a nov-
el but don't know how to fix it;
sometimes I have no idea that I've
spelt a name wrong (‘You mean it is
“Rod Serling”, not “Rod Sterling”?),
and I may have written four or five
versions of a single scene without
noticing that I've repeated the same
word four times on one page, or
changed one character's age — and

[Cobratingus

it would be nice to have this pointed
out before it goes into print! Editors
do a lot of different tasks, some of
which are more obvious than others,
but they can make a big difference
in the finished product — and this is
something that self-published au-
thors may never realise, alas. I have
not self-published anything, yet —
unless you count fanzines, long
ago.”

Shifting opportunities
and approaches

H ave changing approaches to
reading altered authors’ ap-
proaches to their work? Should we
write differently for the new media?

"I have a suspicion that people do
read ebooks slightly differently, but
no, I have not changed my style and
probably won't,” says Lisa Tuttle.
“Not for my fiction. The only thing
my awareness that reading on-
screen is different
from reading on a
page has affected is
that I try to eschew
subtlety in emails and
be very clear and
straightforward —
ditto, Facebook.”

Michael Swanwick is
gl adamant: “Writing is
writing is writing. I
write as well as I pos-
sibly can and then I
sell the results to the
best available market.
That's it.” Read al-
most any writing forum — or,
for that matter, any publish-
ing/marketing forum — and
you'll get that advice repeat-
edly: write, and write as well
as you possibly can. Michael
goes on to add, “The only real
change I've made in recent years is
consciously dividing my writing into
serious work and what Graham
Greene called ‘entertainments’. The
Mongolian Wizard stories appearing
on Tor.com are a good example of
the latter. They're very much in the
tradition of Poul Anderson’s Opera-
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Jeff Noon was born in Manchester
in 1957. He trained in the visual
arts and was active on the post-
punk music scene before becoming
a playwright. His novels include
Vurt (Arthur C. Clarke Award win-
ner), Pollen, Automated Alice and
Falling Out Of Cars. Pixel Juice was
a collection of fifty avant-pulp sto-
ries. He also writes microfictional
'spores' via @jeffnoon on Twitter.
His latest novel Channel SK1IN is an
experiment in independent digital
publishing. He lives in Brighton, on
the south coast of England. More
information can be found at
www.metamorphiction.com.

tion Chaos and Randall Garrett's
Lord Darcy tales. There’s an
underlying seriousness, but
their purpose is primarily to
entertain."

"I haven't made any conscious
changes to adapt my writing
style to the medium,” says Lin-
da Nagata, “but then again, the
original work that I'm publish-
ing is intended to come out in
both ebook and print-on-
demand. I do think there's a
place for shorter books these
days, especially given the time
crunch so many readers are
facing. One of my original titles
is only 65,000 words, which is a
great length to work with both
as a writer and a publisher.”

Jumping between media and
varying approaches has become
second nature to Steven Savile.
“T wrote the storyline for Batt/e-
field 3 last year, the massive
computer game, which leant
heavily on the style of Silver,
for instance, but I just did a



kids set of Top Trumps
books for Penguin
about dinosaurs and
creatures of the deep,
and have done fantasy,
SF, and everything in
between thanks to the
media stuff, which can
be mimicking other
people's voices (in the
case of TV shows) ra-
ther than writing in my
own... but I did do an
audiobook for Torch-
wood which was never
in print, and that took a
very different kind of writing — the poor
narrator would have died over some of
my character names and tongue-twister
sentences — we read differently with
our eyes. Words read to us need a dif-
ferent rhythm...

“But ebooks have allowed me to do a
series of collaborative novellas that are
all linked — the Sally Reardon Supernat-
ural Mysteries — that wouldn't exist
otherwise. And technology allows me to
collaborate with Americans, Brits, Aus-
tralians and Canadians (so far this year)
... which is mad in and of itself.”

Michaft SWANWICK

Others, like Jeff Noon,
are drawn to the possi-
bilities offered by the
way people read, and
interact with, the newer
ways we have of pre-
senting stories. “This is
very interesting, I think,”
he says. “We know by

smaller Kindles. As soon
as the screen gets too
big however, iPad size,
then people find it more
difficult to stick with long
narratives, So that may well af-
fect the length of stories. Chan-
nel SK1Nis a short novel any-
way, more like a novella, so I
think it's the perfect size for the
new media. But if readers really
want to read, they will read, no
matter the platform. So for nov-
els, I'm not changing my style
consciously to work with the
new media. But I think there will
be new kinds of storytelling that
will rise from the technology
itself, in regard to both opportu-
nities and limitations. I have a

. e b,
: // now that people can
" % read novels easily on the
3

number of experiments on the
go at the moment that will ex-
plore these new possibilities.”

Interactions

I n today’s interconnected,
social media-rich world, con-
tact with readers is easier and
more prevalent than in the past.
Is this a good thing? And does it
— or should it — influence our
work?

“Oh, it is much easier and
more prevalent,” says Lisa Tut-
tle. “Almost unavoidable! I do
like hearing from people who
have read and liked my work
and obviously they find it much
easier to just drop me a line on
Facebook or via my website than
they ever would have when you
had to write a whole letter and
then find an address to send it
to, and then worry that the pub-
lisher probably wouldn't forward
it... so, I do hear from more of

Writing is like any skil, practice may not make perfect but it can certainly help make us better. These short exercises are designed to help
you think critically about what you do when you write. You should be able to complete each exercise in about fifteen minutes. Use them to
spark new ideas, to break a logjam in your writing or just to practice your craft.

1.

glance your way?

In a public place, pick someone out of the crowd. Write about the scene from their point of view. What do they see when they

Take a passage from a book you have recently read and write it from different points of view. If it's written in the first person ("I

2.

did this") or third person ("He went there”) try rewriting it in the second person (*You were here”) or from the point of view of an

omniscient narrator. Don't just change the pronouns, try to figure out how the different point of view changes the imagined world.

Write a short scene in the first person. Write it about someone who is sitting in a coffee shop. They have just learned that they

3.

their attention?

have an incurable disease: but do not tell the reader. What would the world look, sound, feel, smell, and taste like? What will catch
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my readers, and that is lovely.
But, I know that this contact can
be a double-edged sword... it is
not so nice to hear not-nice
things, of course! Or to read
‘reviews’ from people who con-
sider it a personal affront if they
don't like your book — they can
respond as if they've been mis-
sold inappropriate insurance by
a pushy salesperson, when in
fact they've chosen to buy a
book on the basis of another
reader's opinion — or, worse,
they can sound as if the writer
must have set out to offend or
trick them. I don't know if it in-
fluences my writing. I kind of
hope it doesn't — that I'm not
swayed by either the praise or
the grumbles.”

Kim Lakin-Smith points out a
difference between how we in-
teract online and off.
“Increasingly, I think there can
be a division between the per-
sonality of the writer online and
in real life,” she says. “Social
networking is a breeding ground

Michael Swanwick has received
the Nebula, Theodore Sturgeon,
World Fantasy and Hugo Awards,
and has the odd distinction of
having been nominated for and
lost more of these same awards
than any other human being. He
lives in Philadelphia with his wife,
Marianne Porter. Swanwick’s most
recent novel is Dancing wit

Bears, a post-Utopian adventure
featuring confidence artists
Darger and Surplus. He is currently
at work on two new novels
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alytical, antagonistic and political
opinion, often offered by individ-
uals who wouldn't say boo to a
goose in person. Of course this
is wonderful bait for attracting
attention, and by proxy, new
readers. That said, it is still the
storytelling which should speak
loudest in terms of attracting a
readership , and the hope is that
no amount of PR will disguise
bad writing.

“In terms of readers having
greater contact with the author,
I thrive off reader/writer interac-
tion and am eternally grateful
for people taking the time out to
talk to me about my work. I al-
ways try my best to put myself
across in a truthful light, in other
words friendly, outgoing and
reserved by equal measure, and
a little odd at times — not unlike
my stories.”

For most, contact with readers
has been a positive thing. “I'll
admit to being surprised that my
readers are pretty much the way
1 imagined them,” says Michael
Swanwick, “smart, open-
minded, willing to be challenged,
happy to be entertained. What
were the odds?”

Contact with readers can
sometimes offer a welcome
spark, too. "My contact with
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readers has almost always been posi-
tive,” says Linda Nagata, “so I enjoy
being able to interact with them, and
that interaction can be helpful in sur-
prising ways. Last year, a long-time
reader wrote a bit of a diatribe in a
comment on my blog, insisting that I
should write more short stories because
it would be good for my career. I hadn't
written any short work in over a dec-
ade, but this reader provided the nudge
I needed to get going again — and I
sold five stories in the ensuing year.” It
can be a double-edged sword, though.
“The hard part of interacting with read-
ers is when I can't give them what they
want. I've been encouraged to write a
fifth Nanotech Succession novel, as well
as a third Puzzle Lands novel. I'm seri-
ously considering both, but I have to
weigh the odds. Will there be enough of
an audience to make the effort worth-
while? Or is it better to roll the dice on
something new? Still, simply knowing
that there are people eager for the next
book, whatever it might be, helps im-
mensely.”

Writers are not necessarily the most
gregarious of people — after all, they
choose to shut themselves away from
the world and make stuff up for most of
their working life. For some, the inter-
net can dissolve some of the barriers.
“I'm not a great internet ‘chatter’,” says
Jeff Noon, “never have been, so I tend
to keep that side of things to a mini-
mum. But T use Twitter to give out
news and views, and to connect to fans,
and most of all to write fiction. I started
to create ‘spores’ earlier this year, 140
character stories. I've done a lot of
them by now, well over a thousand, and

MICHAEL SWANWICK
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I write them more or less every day. I
enjoy that side of it tremendously.” For

others, it just ain't gonna happen: "I
hate it and can't do it..." says Steven
Savile. "I'm useless at it. I envy guys

talk to a group — those are spe-
cial events, it's great to be able
to go out and meet people,
whereas blogging, giving inter-
views, trying to think of some-

thing intriguing to say about my
books, all that is just more time
spent at the computer but not
doing my real work!’ [Oops —

who do it well.”

The hard sell

As our featured authors have al-
ready commented, the business
— and marketing — side of writing has
become an increasingly important part
of an author’s working life. Do they ac-
tively promote their work, and, if so,
how much time does it take up. Do they
enjoy it, or is it a necessary evil?

As Steven Savile has already said, that
side of the writing business doesn't
come naturally. "I try to do some... but
I'm a useless blogger, for instance. My
best promotion is my next book. But I
am more consciously aware that I need
more reviews, links with bloggers etc...
but god it's hard. It just goes against
my personality.”

“Well, I've finally got a website, —
as well as Facebook pages,” says :l_”gﬂ Nagata
Lisa Tuttle. “I am aware of having T
the obligation to promote my Decepvt}gﬂ
work! But T am not very interested f

in doing so, and afraid I )
Linda Nagata
...,.-.M“_.’

probably don't do it very
Vast

For others, social media and
promotion have become a natu-
ral part of the landscape, to var-
ying degrees. "1 do little bits of
promotion here and there, now
and again,” says Jeff Noon. "I
don’t want that side of things to
take over my life and my writing
time in any significant way. I'm
on the long tail, which means 1
can do a kind of low-level, more
or less constant promotion.
Slowly I am making contact with
people, mainly through Twitter,
who are working in digital cul-
ture in various ways. Hopefully,
some mutually beneficial pro-
jects will come out of these con-
tacts. I'm interested in creative
marketing, using
ideas and methods
that rise naturally
from the books,
both in style and
subject matter.”

"I do actively pro-
mote my work
online, via my web-
site, guest blogs,
Facebook, and
Twitter,” says Kim
Lakin-Smith. "I
can't say this is
something that comes
entirely naturally to me.
Whether this is due to
quintessential British
queasiness when it
comes to ‘bigging
myself up” or just
shyness, I am not
sure. I have had to
train myself to see
self-pi ion as

well. I don't spend much
time on it, and sometimes
worry that I should be try-
ing to think up some more
subtle and clever
way of selling my
work beyond just
putting the infor-
mation ‘out there'.
Generally I consid-
er it a ‘necessary
evil'—1Idon't en-
joy having to try
to ‘sell myself’ or
my books (much
as I want people
to buy and read

social networking has become
the norm. I still need the prover-
bial kick up the backside by my
husband in order to keep my
blog up to date. But I do under-
stand that the visitor stats spike
whenever I publish new content.
Quite how that translates into
physical sales of my books, I
don’t know. The whole process
is very much a part of modern
publishing. In fact, I know of
one publisher who claims they
won't touch an author without a
strong online presence. For me,
the way a writer presents her or
himself online has become an art
form in itself.”

“The consensus of my editors
is that I should promote myself,
and so I do,” says Michael
Swanwick. "I have no idea
whether it actually does any
good, so I try to make the pro-
motions worth doing for their
own sakes. To promote Dancing
With Bears, for example, 1 wrote
a series of podcasts for Starship
Sofa, in which the protagonists
explain the ins and outs of run-
ning a confidence game. Grego-
ry Frost was magnificent as the
British master con artist Darger
and I got to play the bluff Ameri-
can dog-man Surplus. That was
enormous fun.

I put in about twenty minutes
a weekday on my blog, which
has turned out to serve well as
the diary I never had the disci-
pline to maintain. Facebook is
more of an indulgence than a
promotional device; its chief re-
sult has been to build a rabid
following for my wife’s break-
fasts.”

Is social media more about
preaching to the converted,
though? "I do the minimum pro-
motion of announcing new publi-
cations across the usual social
media as well as my blog,” says
Linda Nagata. "] also have a

them!) — although
1 Jove going to book festivals,
conventions, any sort of event
like that; I enjoy meeting read-
ers, love giving readings, am
happy to do signings or give a

part of the job de-
scription. My conso-
lation is that self-
promotion via per-
sonal websites and
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which I encourage
anyone with an interest in my
work to sign up for — it comes
out rarely, but it's the best way
to know when something new is
available. But these means are
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only useful in communicating
with people already familiar with
my work. In my experience, so-
cial media is not very helpful at
all in expanding readership, un-
less someone else, someone
influential, is pushing your work.

“I've never tried ads. I've never
done a blog tour. I am happy to
participate in articles like this
one, because it’s another means
of connecting with potential new
readers. But promotion is hard, I
don't enjoy it, and I don't spend
a lot of time at it. For the next
novel though, I've got some pro-
motional ideas simmering. We
shall see.”

The state of play

N 0 one would argue that
the publishing landscape
isn't going through a process of
dramatic change, but perhaps
one thing this discussion shows
is that it's hard to generalise
about the impact of this on au-
thors. Some are losing out, some
just keep on doing what they do
best, while others are excited by
the new possibilities. It's tough
to rise to the top of the heap,
whatever the environment is like,
but writers are still finding audi-
ences, for now, at least.

“We used to complain in the
1970s, the 1980s, the 1990s,”
says Lisa Tuttle, “about the un-
fairness of the fact that the going
rate for short fiction was still
roughly what it had been in the
1950s, despite the fact that the
price of books, magazines, and
indeed everything had increased.
But I don't think anyone (except
perhaps an opportunist fanzine
editor, offering to print anything)
ever asked me for free stories.
And I do get asked that now, and
realise, when I see the anthology
appear, a handsome volume from
a small press, that quite a few
‘professional’ writers must be giv-
ing away their stories. Why? Be-
cause there aren't enough paying

Linda Nagata is the author of multi-
ple novels and short stories including
The Bohr Maker, winner of the Locus
Award for best first novel, and the
novella “Godde: — the first
online publication to receive a Nebu-
la award. Though best known for
ience fiction, she writes fan

too, exemplified by her “scoundrel
lit” es Stories of the Puzzle Lands.
Her newest science fiction novel, The
Red: First Light, will be published this
spring under her own imprint, Myth-
icIsland Press LLC. She lives with her
husband in their long-time home on
the island of Maui

Find her online at

Mythicisland.com
twitter.com/LindaNagata
facebook.com/Linda.Nagata.author

markets for short stories? And
once it's out there, maybe anoth-
er anthologist or TV producer will
make an offer... Of course —
Howard Waldrop aside — no one
imagined making a living as a
short story writer; that was like
expecting to make your living
writing poetry. Making a living
from writing novels was rarely
possible — unless you were turn-
ing out several a year (under dif-
ferent names), you'd usually also
have to do journalism, or write
advertising, or teach, or be sup-
ported by a partner for years.
Nevertheless, quite a few of us
managed to scrape by, because
we did get paid for our work —
even if it wasn't what even an
optimist might consider a living
wage. But for the near future? I
don't know what that holds.”
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Steven Savile echoes this: “Big mer-
gers, shifting sands underfoot. It's
frightening. I don't know what the land-
scape will look like in two years' time.
My last novel didn't make it into Water-
stone’s, and it was published by Pen-
guin... Once upon a time that would
have been a given. In a numbers game,
things like Bookscan become a massive
sword of Damocles over our heads. The
risk is to try and think what will sell, not
what do I want to write? That's the les-
son I'm trying really hard to learn.”

“The history of publishing has been
one continual series of disasters spelling
doom for writers: Samuel Johnson de-
stroyed the patronage system, and writ-
ers couldnt make a living anymore,”
says Michael Swanwick. “Newspapers
stopped serialising novels, and writers
couldnt make a living anymore. Rental
libraries went under, and writers could-
n't... The pulp magazines folded and
writers... Ebooks and internet piracy
came along and...

“And yet here we are. Writers are as
tough as rats. We've always found a
way to survive and we always will.”

And maybe not just survive: “We are
creating a new literary landscape,” says
Jeff Noon. “The major newspapers and
the big publishers are still clinging onto
the old ways, but that will change. We
will see more and more smaller inde-
pendent presses, and more and more
writers going it alone, as I have. This is
going to produce a whole range of new
books and new themes and new styles.
The gatekeepers are losing their place;
the doors stand unguarded. I really do
believe that SF writers are uniquely
placed to write the true novels and short
stories of this new borderless zone, and
to explore the possibilities of the future.”




BSFA Poetry Submissions edited by Charles Christian

Time for our second selection of sci-fi and
fantasy poetry for FOCUS and this time I
have to take a leaf out of Bil and Teds
Excellent Adventure and suggest that all
would-be contributors need to lighten up
dudes! We had a record number of sub-
missions but way too many that lacked
the spark of life (which might seem oxy-
moronic when writing poetry about vam-
pires and zombies) and deftness of touch.
Or, to put it another way: don't take your-
selves and your writing so seriously. Have
fun, enjoy yourselves with your craft —
and you'll also find your readers will enjoy
your work more.

What else? Moving on from oxymorons
to irony, it is ironic that earlier this winter
the Sdience Fiction Poetry Association in
the US agreed on a new tee-shirt design
featuring a slogan by the American horror
writer and poet Michael Arnzen. (You can
find him at @MikeArnzen on Twitter.) The
SFPA slogan is “in space no one can hear
you rhyme” which is a great pun on the
old Alien movies tag-line. That’s the good
news. The bad news is we also had a glut
of submissions that were, to paraphrase
the words of that arch-diva Grace Jones
“slaves to the rhyme”. End rhymes have
their place in poetry but not clunking,
forced end rhymes at the expense of eve-
rything else. Once again, have fun with
your work and so will your readers.

Topics-wise, the most popular subject
matters for poems were Doctor Who,
vampires and zombies. Very little
‘traditional’ science fiction and no High
Fantasy, which is perhaps surprising con-
sidering the new Hobbit movie is in the
news. I know I shouldn't express prefer-
ences but my favourite in this selection is
California Vamp by James S Dorr. It has
that deft touch I mentioned, capturing the
poignancy of the protagonist’s plight but
without hammering the message home
with all the subtlety of a stake being driv-
en home into a vampire’s coffin.

California Vamp

She missed the sun.

While vampirism was a ball,

she missed the sun,

the days of partying and fun,

the beach, the bars, her friends, the mall,
non blood-based drinks, but most of all
she missed the sun.

— James S. Dorr

‘Tooth’ by Detroit writer and artist Acquanetta M. Sproule
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Having It All

"Asexual clones were developed in the 23rd
century but these were found to be unsuic-
cessful in work environments. "

— Clone Technician’s Handbook Chapter 7

1 sit down beside him, her, it.
We talk about the shift, the food,
the way a work station is sticky
after 17 has eaten donuts.

I cannot take my eyes from its mouth
the way its face at rest can return

to a state of everything and not quite.
1 have thoughts of reaching out, touch.

How will its skin warm to my finger tips?
Smooth is a language that has no word
for this desire. Eye contact holds no I.
In its voice I hear every note, one song.

It smiles and each breath is a rolling dice
and nothing is all and more and more
and all I want is it, a moment of reply
other than its fleeting glance of pity.

— Andrea Porter

With apologies
to HG Wells
The machine it rattled and shook
The dials whirred and spun

We disappeared from sight
Into the future of our world

— Eileen Ward Birch

Haiku

after you won —
riding the lift
with your clones

— Julie Bloss Kelsey

Dalek Poetry

The Dalek is not well known
for its mellifluous voice,

nor is it known for its poetic imagination.

The Dalek is not known for stairs,

or for speeches at weddings.

Daleks are not well known for their appreciation of the arts,
unless it is watching repeats on Dave,

which they’ll watch for hours,

drinking lager and eating Vindaloo,

for exterminating is what they like to do.

— Ben Macnair
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Charles Christian is currently
putting the finishing touches to
a trilogy of horror/fantasy novel-
las that will be published in
2013. In the meantime you can
find him lurking on the interweb
at www.UrbanFantasist.com
where he blogs about his adven-
tures in the worlds of creative
writing, sci-fi and fantasy fiction,
ebooks and epublishing, digital
and social media, futurology,
trend spotting and conference
presentations. In fact everything
and anything o his day-job
of running a legal technology
newsletter.




The fur moves:

The New Blue Kiosk tensing, bulging —syafting the packe:
Not a butterfly but an enormous elbow,
bicep, pecs and paw
— no! Hand: fur-backed, leather palmed —

The kiosk door is closing. a huge face: two eyes, deep-set yet gleaming;
"I need some freesias, please,” beneath a brow, frowning

I plead, wedging the crack over a yawn of yellowed canine teeth than would
with my foot. cow a lion.

As would his breath.
He shoves a plastic bag into my arms:

“Last of the day: free to a good home.” An entire gorilla — silverback,

The door slams. not a comparatively petite female —

Mental health issues, obviously; ecloses.

young men don't wear bow ties. My Ikea table cracks, collapses;

And he's given me celery, he fills the kitchen;

beyond its date. the grill vibrates with his resonant
greeting grunts.

At home, I snip the packet’s end

wallowing in disappointment: "Did you eat my celery?” I wonder.

the contents are furry He looks sheepish, stifiing a burp.

and smell like Grandad's wind. Then, with a theatrical sleight of paw,

Tleave it on the table he sweeps a bunch of freesias

while I make a cuppa. from an alternative universe.

— Myfanwy Fox

BSFA workshops for writers
\

The BSFA’s Orbit writing groups allow writers of all levels
of experience to share stories and learn from each other.
Whether you're just starting out as a writer or you have a
string of publications to your credit, you can learn from

studying the work of your fellow authors and receiving their
critiques of your stories. If you're working on a novel or
producing short stories there’s an orbit group for you.

For more information about the BSFA writing groups
contact the Orbit co-ordinator, Terry Jackman:

terryjackman@mypostoffice.co.uk

TAKE YOUR WRITING
TO THE NEXT LEVEL
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TYPING IN THE MARGINS

Una McCormack writes tie-in novels, and loves it

I o date, I've published six TV tie-in novels based on Star Trek
and Doctor Who (with another Star Trek novel in progress).
T've also recently been writing for Big Finish, producers of audio dra-

mas based on Doctor Who and various spin-series.

I'm aware that writing tie-in novels falls very low down the geek
hierarchy and I make no pretence to be a great literary innovator.
These novels are meant to be (and I write them to be) good stories,
solidly told. Nonetheless, tie-in writing has been good to me, allow-
ing me to get published, as well as giving me considerable creative
freedom to write about subjects that are dear to my heart. I am, I
believe, a rare example of a British woman writer publishing science
fiction novels with big publishing houses in both the US (Pocket
Books/Simon and Schuster) and the UK (BBC Books/Random House).
1 bear in mind what Joanna Russ has to say about the confused
standards often applied to women’s writing: “She wrote it, but it isn't
really art: it's a romance, a thriller, a children’s book — it’s SF!” To
which I would add: “She wrote it: but it's got a TARDIS on the cov-
erlf”

My ‘background’ was in media fandom and fan fiction writing. While
other members of the BSFA were perhaps losing themselves in the
short story collections and novels from the Golden Age, I was watch-

ing and re-watching my few off STAR TREK

-air and increasingly jaded cop- =

ies of Blake’s 7. Linherited nu- [kt L
merous fan-fiction zines from
an older sibling, and, as a THE

child, raided the library for 1 SNEVER-ENDING
Doctor Who and Blake’s 7 nov- SACRIFICE
els. Later, as a teenager, I
consumed Star Trek: The Next
Generation novels. Around this
time, I progressed to writing
fiction of my own. These earli-
est stories, written in my late
teens and early twenties, ap-
peared in old-fashioned zines.
With the internet (and a new
interest in Star Trek: Deep
Space Nine) came online fan S
fiction. And, via email, came a
note from an editor at Pocket
Books, saying that my DS9 fan
fiction had been praised to him, and
asking whether 1'd be interested in
pitching to the range.

T'll leave you to imagine my re-
sponse.

DIE WELTEN VON

+LDEEP SPACE
A

DIiE_LofUSBLUME
TnA MOBBRAL
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THE PRACTICAL
BUSINESS OF
WRITING TV TIE-INS

F or both the ‘universes’ in which
I've written, the writing process
begins with an outline. TV tie-in writing
involves an extra round of vetting, in
which outlines are passed from the pub-
lisher to the licence holder (in the case
of Star Trek, to CBS; in the case of Doc-
tor Who to the BBC, or ‘Cardiff’ as the
shorthand has it). The Doctor Who book
outlines are checked by the production
crew to make sure that there isn't over-
lap with ideas currently in production.
With the Star Trek books, the shows I
have written for have been off-air, the
vetting process is chiefly to make sure
that nothing too outré will occur to the
characters: there is a sense of custodi-
anship towards these popular and well-
loved figures. Requests for small
amendments generally follow, the aim
being to find a story which everyone
is happy to tell. Sometimes the re-
quests for changes are more sub-
stantial: I went back to the drawing
board on one occasion when I
pushed Ben Sisko slightly too far in
the direction of realpolitik! My out-
lines have varied in length from 2
pages/1200 words to much lengthier
treatments of 7-10k (for a much
more ambitious book).

The novels too have varied in
length, from about 50-60k for the
Doctor Who books (which are cur-
rently conceived with their younger
readership in mind), to 70-100k for
the Star Trek books. The outline,
while crucial to the commissioning



Una McCormack

is), and Doctor
e is lecturer in

writing at Anglia R
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process, provides more a framework for invention than a straitjacket to
which I'm subsequently rigidly committed. The stories unfold as you tell
them, in the way all storytelling happens, and I find plenty of surprises
along the way to keep the writing process fresh and interesting for me.
Particularly when a show is in production, and the production team have
other immediate and pressing concerns, the turnaround between outline
approval and manuscript due date can be very tight: being able to cope
with this is, of course, why you're being hired!

TV tie-in novels are licensed work, written with the permission and super-
vision of the creators, studios, or other copyright holders of the original
characters. This means that you are, on occasion, simply doing a job for
hire: I do not hold copyright on my Star 7rek books. (I do hold copyright
for the Doctor Who books, although obviously not for those elements that
are trademarked to the BBC.) It's true therefore that,
in theory, CBS could therefore make themselves very
rich from something that I've written. I'll believe it
when I see it.

I don't underestimate my huge luck in getting invited
to write for the Star Trek books (which in turn led to
writing the Doctor Who books). 1 know that writing a
Star Trek or a Doctor Who book is a fondly-held ambi-
tion of many of my writing colleagues, who often ask
how I broke into writing them. 1'd advise anyone hop-
ing to write for a particular series to get publishing
their own work first. The publishers want to know that
their authors can reliably fill particular publication
slots. You need to be able to demonstrate that you're
able to deliver a manuscript of the required length in
the required time.

CREATIVE CHALLENGES
AND LIMITATIONS

G enerally, when I'm asked about writing TV tie-ins, the question is
framed in terms of constraints: there seems to be a sense that
working in a pre-existing universe necessarily implies some limit upon my
creativity. The most obvious constraints are related to the characters and,
to some extent, the settings that are available to you. The Doctor, Amy,
and Rory were always going to be necessary components of an Eleventh
Doctor novel, and some mention of the TARDIS was likely. Recently, the
Doctor Who books have been published twice-yearly in batches of three:
the creative director, in pursuit of variety, might therefore ask you for
something “contemporary and spooky” or “with aliens, please”, to make
sure that the books being published aren't the same. Beyond that, I've
been able to interpret any brief freely, and I've been fortunate that my
own taste for Doctor Who to be fantasy adventure has been in keeping
with the show’s current tone. In general, I think it helps to see these re-
quests as inspirations rather than limitations.

An editor with responsibility for a long-running series in mind might ask
you to focus on a particular character who has not been foregrounded in
recent books, or perhaps you might suggest it: for example, in my most
recent 7rek novel, Brinkmanship, 1 made Beverly Crusher a major protago-
nist, not only because the character has largely been a spear-carrier and
deserved a little time in the sun, but because the book was a (successful)
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Have youvisited the ™
new-look BSFA
website, yet? ;

experiment in ensuring gender
parity across the characters. (I
had also had some fun playing
with the genre of feminist utopi-
as.) In my DS9 novel Hollow Men,
I brought together the characters
of Doctor Bashir and the station
constable Odo, a combination not
seen much on screen, but which
seemed to offer potential for hu-
mour. One “constraint’ that I feel
keenly is to make the characters
sound right: this is often how a
book will be judged by aficiona-
dos, and you do feel a certain
amount of responsibility to make
Picard ‘sound like’ or ‘act like" Pi-
card, knowing that a reader will
be disappointed by a wrong note.

Perhaps the main constraint is to
remain consistent with what's

STAR TREK:

'Y PH O NEPA

been established on-air, or in oth-
er books. With Doctor Who, 1 take
the path of least resistance, and
don't go near complex backstories
about, for example, Gallifreyan
politics. The Star Trek book series
is now a very well-evolved and
complex shared universe. I've spe-
cialised in writing stories about

.

WORLDS Of i@
STAR TREK!

DEEP SPACE NINE

HEATHER JARMAN

one particular civilisation (the Car-
dassians); even so, other authors
have built aspects of that world
and that culture. In general, it's
fun to take what someone else
has invented and see how it co-
heres with your own vision. Again,
I think it's important to see
‘constraints’ as opportunities for
invention: a challenge to your own
creativity. If you're someone who
firmly believes in the individual
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nature of talent, and has anxie-
ties about influence, TV tie-in
writing probably isn't for you. For
those of us who like the collabo-
rative nature of storytelling —
who enjoy picking up the ball
and running with it — this kind of
shared-world writing is going to
be a more enjoyable process.
It’s been a delight to get paid
to do something that started out
as a hobby. It's good to know
that the books sell well and have
a wide reach — particularly when
you think of your argument in
favour of socialised healthcare
sitting on a bookshelf in an Okla-
homa Wal-Mart. She wrote it,
and she wrote it as well as she
could - in the time available!

FIN.



How To WRITE A SENTENCE

Hal Duncan on getting the basics right

Hal Duncan's VELLUM was nomi-
nated for the World Fantasy
Award, and won the Spectrum,
Kurd Lasswitz and Tahtivaeltaja.
Along with the sequel, INK, other
publications include the novella
ESCAPE FROM HELL!, the chap-
book AN A-Z OF THE FANTASTIC
CITY, and a poetry collection,
SONGS FOR THE DEVIL AND
DEATH, with a short story collec-
tion forthcoming from Lethe Press.
He wrote the lyrics for Aereo-
gramme's “If You Love Me, You'd
Destroy Me” and the musical, NO-
WHERE TOWN. Homophobic hate-
mail once dubbed him "THE....
Sodomite Hal Duncan!!" (sic.) You
can find him online at
www.halduncan.com, revelling in
that role.

I n the paid critiques I do for the Writers' Workshop, I'm often faced with writers
with a level of narrative prose so rudimentary that I really can't just tell them it
needs polish in this respect or that; I pretty much have to tell them the basics of
how to write a sentence. Of narrative, that is. Even when the prose is perfectly
acceptable as prose in and of itself, there can be so much that's wrong, to be hon-
est, in terms of how it works as narrative, that the easiest thing to do is just pick
one sentence in particular and show them how to rewrite it, take them step-by-step
through the application of some basic principles. Hell, even when their prose isn't
too bad, it's easier to demonstrate than to explain the ‘how’ abstractly.

So I've thought for a while that maybe I should turn all that work into some sort
of Sentence Writing 101 post for the blog, but of course, I can't exactly use a cli-
ent's text even anonymously. What to do, then? What to do? It's actually kind of
hard to deliberately write a sentence that's fucked up in all the ways I need for
such a demo. But fear ye not. A flash of inspiration hit me, I had a quick shufty
online, and came up with this prime example from Jim Theiss's seminal 1970 novel,
The Eye of Argon:

"A sweeping blade of flashing steel riveted from the massive barbar-
ians hide enameled shield as his rippling right arm thrust forth,
sending a steel shod blade to the hilt into the soldiers vital organs.”

1 think we can safely all agree that this is unmitigated shite, yes? OK, then. Let's
take a closer look at it and see if we can't perform a little alchemy, transform it...
well, if not into gold then at least into a serviceable steel. Because really, the princi-
ples involved in writing a decent fucking sentence of narrative... they're not that
fucking complex.

1. Decision

There are many things you want to say in a sentence, but you can't say them all.
Decide between them. There are many ways a thing might be said. Decide between
them. There are many words on the shelf, close enough to hand that you could
grab any one of them and just chuck it in there. Don't. Stop. Look at those words.
Decide between them. And when you do put the words down on the page, there's
still a decision to be made as to whether the sentence says what you want it to.

Good decision is conscious, considered, confident, conclusive*. To be those
things, decision must be informed. Decision resolves. Decision is therefore ultimate-
ly about clarity — clarity of purpose creating clarity of import.

So...

You're aiming to say three things here, that (1) a blade is swung by a barbarian
as (2) his arm thrusts forward, (3) skewering a soldier's belly.

The word "riveted" has been grabbed off the shelf. Is this what you mean? Check
the dictionary. No, it's not. How about "enameled"? No, that's clearly just the first
that came to hand too. You figured, what the fuck, it was close enough — but it's
not. And "shod"? A blade is made of steel, not shod with it. Did you stop and think
what you're trying to say? Did you mean that the sword comes out of the shield
(huh?!) or out from behind it? Did you mean that the blade is sent to the hilt or
that it's sent up to the hilt?

With "rivet," you should be deciding that you mean a sudden action as from a
riveter's gun — a shooting forward. With "enameled," you should be deciding that
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you mean "wrapped in." With "steel shod blade," you should be deciding you
just mean "steel blade." You should be deciding that the sentence needs
"behind" and "up":

A sweeping blade of flashing steel shot forward from behind the mas-
sive barbarian's hide-wrapped shield as his rippling right arm thrust
forth, sending a steel blade up to the hilt into the soldier’s vital organs.

2. Excision

There are many things you
can say in a sentence, but
you don't want to say them
all. We do not give a fuck
about many of the things
you could say. We do not
give a fuck about most of
them. Redundancy is fat,
and fat should be flensed.
Adjectives and adverbs —all modifying terms— are to be met with the ruth-
less scalpel of a surgeon. Do they actually add information that is not carried
in the verb or adjective already? Even if so, is it information we need? Even
whole clauses are to be put to the sword if they repeat what has already
been said. If clarity is a primary aim, so too is economy. Excise all that is
extraneous.

So here, since the motion of the sword is the predicate of a clause, it
doesn't have to be a quality of the subject too. "The moving blade moved" is
redundancy, the verb rendering the adjective extraneous. We can eliminate
"sweeping" then. We don't need to specify that it's his "right” arm either;
the reader's imagination will default to that. And if the blade "shot forward"
then we don't need to know that the arm holding it "thrust forth." This is
one action, not two. The secondary action performed by that arm is to send
the sword into the soldier's guts, so we can cut and stitch. Similarly we al-
ready know that the object in use is "a steel blade."

So this:

A [sweeping] blade of flashing steel shot [forward] from behind the
‘massive barbarian's hide-wrapped shield as his rippling [right] arm
[thrust forth], sending [a steel blade] up to the hilt into the soldier’s
vital organs.

Becomes:

A blade of flashing steel shot from behind the massive barbarian's hide
-wrapped shield as his rippling arm sent it up to the hilt into the sol-
dier’s vital organs.

3. Precision

There are many ways a thing might be said. Vaguely is not good enough.
Where a sentence of basic prose is purposed to communicate, a sentence of
narrative is purposed to conjure. A sentence that only communicates what
happened is not narrative; it is deposition. Your job is not just to convey the
basic gist of a sequence of events to the reader, but to invoke that sequence
of events vividly in their imagination from the cumulative import of every
word and phrase. Vividness is cumulative, but so is vagueness, and vague-
ness is not good enough. Exchange generic terms for precise ones. Look for
stopgap phrasings where there's an exact word for the meaning you're de-
lineating clumsily. Look for stopgap combinations that don't work if you real-
ly consider the precise meaning. After clarity and economy comes accuracy.

So, here, "shot" is a generic term for sudden movement, including all man-
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“I'think we can safely
all agree that this is
unmitigated shite, yes?”

ner of firing and dashing motions. The word
you want is "thrust." Likewise "sent" is a
generic term for getting something from A
to B, where we could be using something
specific to the immersion of a blade in a
soldier's guts, like "buried." The term "hide-
wrapped" is a stopgap phrasing for a mean-
ing nailed by the term "leathered." Knowing
this about the shield, we
know what type of shield
it is, can replace the ge-
neric "shield" with
"targe." And "rippling
arm" is rather inaccurate.
An arm doesn't ripple; it's
the muscles of an arm
that ripple. So we take
the sentence on another
step:

A blade of flashing steel thrust from
behind the massive barbarian's leath-
ered targe as the rippling muscles of
his arm buried it up to the hilt in the
soldier’s vital organs.

4. Concision

There are many words on the shelf that
you could use to say precisely what you
mean. But there are some words you can
use to say even more than precisely what
you mean here. And if the additional import
is one you're trying to convey elsewhere,
you can pot those two balls with one shot.
The word or phrase you use to describe an
action can capture qualities of the object
performing it, and vice versa. If you can say
two things with one word, do so. Even if
there's no rebound import, if you can use
two words in place of three, do so.** "But
isn't this just economy?" I hear you say.
Yes, this is economy returned with a venge-
ance. Where economy is about rigour, this is
about vigour.

So, the word "flashing" is here being used
to conjure the reflection of light off the
blade, but it is also loaded with an import of
motion, sudden and swift. So we can kill two
birds with one stone, let “flash” be the verb.
It lacks the precision of "thrust," but it binds
object and action into object-in-action. The
phrase "blade of steel" can also now be-
come simply "steel blade."

A steel blade flashed from behind the
massive barbarian's leathered targe as
the rippling muscles of his arm buried
it up to the hilt in the soldier’s vital
organs.



5. Incision

When you put the words
down on the page, does
the sentence say what you
want it to? The question
is, what do you want it to
say? The better question
is, what do you want it to
do? Do you want it to, for
example, encapsulate the
import of the action, as it
happens, how it happens? To cut to the very
quick of the event, to conjure it not just as a
superficial description of how this did that
and such-and-such happened, but to slice it
open and drop the reader right in it? Then
you need to carve into the nature of reality
itself.

How does a sudden attack that puts a
sword in your belly play from the inside? If
you'd seen the blade properly would it be in
your belly? Didn't you see it properly a little
too late, when it was up to the hilt? Shift
that "blade" and we shift the awareness of
it.

Steel flashed from behind the massive
barbarian's leathered targe as the rip-
pling muscles of his arm buried his
blade up to the hilt in the soldier’s vital
organs.

Did his arm skewer you with his sword or
did hedo it, him, the fucking cunt? Did your
arm skewer him with your sword or did you
do it, you, because you're a fucking god
among men? Let muscles of his arm do
what they actually did —ripple— and let the
barbarian take the glory/quilt that's his:

Steel flashed from behind the massive
barbarian’s leathered targe, as the
muscles of his arm rippled and he bur-
ied his blade up to the hilt in the sol-
diier’s vital organs.

Is his mass mere flabby corpulence, or is it
the rippling-muscled brawny bulk of a warri-
or? Attach "massive" to the muscle rather
than the barbarian and we lose the direct
specification of his size but gain a more pre-
cise, albeit indirect, specification that con-
jures the larger picture from the telling de-
tail:

Steel flashed from behind the barbar-
lan's leathered targe, the massive mus-
cles of his arm rippling as he buried his
blade up to the hilt in the soldier’s vital
organs.

Apply concision. Apply a// previous princi-
ples. These aren't stages you move on from,

“Did you bury your
blade in his vital
organs, or didyou
sink it in his guts?”

go through one by one. There's no
moving on until the sentence is
good. So, apply concision. What are
"massive muscles" but brawn?

Steel flashed from behind the
barbarian's leathered targe,
the brawn of his arm rippling
as he buried his blade up to
the hilt in the soldier’s vital
organs.

Did you bury your blade in his vital
organs, or did you sink it in his
guts? How do you think of innards
as a barbarian? How do you think of
sticking the fucker? Isn't there just a
little more of your satisfaction re-
flected in a sssssank/

Steel flashed from behind the
barbarian's leathered targe,
the brawn of his arm rippling
as he sank his blade up to the
hilt in the soldier’s guts.

6. Decision

There are many ways to structure
the words in a sentence. There are
all the commas and conjunctions
you could ever want on the shelf,
close enough to hand that you could
just grab them and chuck them onto
the page, as and when it seems you
could maybe do with one. Put them
down and look at the sentence. Just
because it's grammatically correct
doesn't mean it's good. Remember,
where a sentence of basic prose is
purposed to communicate, a sen-
tence of narrative is purposed to
conjure. The logic of structuring a
sentence of narrative goes beyond
grammar. It is a matter of dynam-
ics, of focus turning and twisting
this way and that, slick as a swords-
man's parry, feint and thrust. The
structure of your sentence is its
dynamics. The dynamics of your
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sentence is its drive. The drive of
your sentence is the impetus of nar-
rative, drawing the reader in, whirl-
ing them through your slingshot
syntax, hurtling them onward, sen-
tence to sentence to sentence.
There are many ways to structure
the words in a sentence. Decide
between them.

So, here, the swift flashing of steel
requires a swift phrasing. So we
switch the full descriptor for a
punchier pronoun, let the brute hulk
of the barbarian fall back to his mo-
ment of triumph:

Steel flashed from behind his
leathered targe, the brawn of
his arm rippling as the barbari-
an sank his blade up to the hilt
In the soldier’s guts.

If that steel is being whipped out
from behind the shield, suddenly
being made visible, we can let the
structure of the sentence reflect
that, present the "from" adverbial
first, then spring the flashing steel
upon the reader as suddenly as it's
sprung on the soldier:

From behind his leathered
targe, steel flashed, the brawn
of his arm rippling as the bar-
barian sank his blade in the
soldier’s gut up to the hilt.

When does the brawn of his arm
ripple? Simultaneous with the sink-
ing of the blade, but after the flash
of steel? Or vice versa? Is it all hap-
pening at once — steel flashing as
brawn ripples as the blade sinks into
guts? Or is what we're going for
here the sequence in which they
register, the shift of those mo-
ments... quick, quick, and suddenly
all too final.

From behind his leathered
targe, steel flashed, the brawn
of his arm rippled, and the
barbarian sank his blade in the
soldier's guts up to the hilt.

If we're applying the same logic of
perception to the rippling of brawn
as to the flashing of steel though,
let's apply the same syntax. We're
not losing the precision of an arm, if
you think about what brawn is actu-
ally involved here. We're gaining the
precision of an arm, a shoulder, a
whole body putting its bulk behind
that blow:
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From behind his leathered targe, steel flashed, brawn rippled, and the v~ a

barbarian sank his blade in the soldier's guts up to the hilt. HAL DUNCAN, o ’
But in that final action, is it awkward that the "up to the hilt" is dislocated A58
from "sank his blade"? Would a reversal of phrasing, "sank his blade up to
the hilt in the soldier's guts," be better? Or maybe that dislocation is exactly
what we want — two stages for the blade's motion, "in" and "up to the hilt."
Let's apply incision here, and carve ourselves a new clause entirely, bring
back a verb from the cutting room floor to give the barbarian a syntax that
springs out steel and brawn on the soldier too fast for him to deal with,
skewers the poor fucker in the belly, and then drives his death home to him
with relish:

From behind his leathered targe, steel flashed, brawn rippled, and the

barbarian sank his blade in the soldier’s guts, thrust it up to the hilt.

That's how you write a sentence. It's not a great sentence, just passable,
but then really, if you asked me to get to a good sentence from that line, I'd
suck my teeth, shake my head and say, "You don't want to be starting from
here, mate." But it's a functional sentence of narrative, wrangled out of shite
by the application of basic principles to the words and their structurings —
those principles of decision, excision, precision, concision, incision... which
are all, you'll note, derived from the Latin word for cut. Words are, as I've
said before, the only substance. Style is not a patina, a decorative finish; it
is a process, the process described above, performed with the scalpel of
one's savvy upon that substance.

Which is why, of course, the end result is 25 words versus the 34 of the
original.

Because style is not a fucking patina.

* Excellent decision is instinctive, intuitive, instant, a skill learned to automa-

tion, but to master the skill to excellence you need to go through competence.
If you think you have mastery as an innate facility, I'm not innarested in your
condition.

** Unless there's a damn good reason not to, like not demoting an object to
‘mere modifier, or simply because it would foul the rhythm. Note that I haven't
changed "rippling muscles of his arm” to "rippling arm muscles.” The rhythm
of the former is smooth, a slicker combo of syncopated punches finishing on
an uppercut — DUMdum DUHruhruhruh DUM — while that of the latter is awk-
ward — DUDdum DUM DUHruh — not helped by the shared "m" at the end of
"arm" and start of "muscles.”

FIN.

If you've got a comment on anything in FOCUS,
please do get in touch, you can email us at:
focusmag@mangozine.com

rite to: Alex Bardy, 6 The Crescent,
Kexby, York YO41 5LB

We assume all comments are “for publication”
unless otherwise stated.
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Kristine Kathryn Rusch delivers a few home truths, and they hurt

hen change hits in the arts, it hits

hard. Recently, I was reading an
article in the April 2011 Vanity Fair Magazine
about the movie A/ The President’s Men. The last
two paragraphs of the article discuss how, in
1975, Sidney Sheinberg at MCA came up with a
new way to release movies. Once upon a time,
folks, movies released slowly, one or two theaters
at a time, and worked their way across the coun-
try. It meant that the studio had to make fewer
«copies of the film, and that movies could become
"sleepers” — films that actually built word of
mouth over time.
Sheinberg decided to amortize costs by sending
mrnmsofpmofﬂeﬁmmtfmsalwu’
the Y, and to run a nationwi
campaign at the same time. The movie he chose
to do this with? Jans.
That little idea changed the way movies got
marketed — and did so damn

whyamnaldrgammhae?ﬂemuselwnywmsaehmd
change in the film industry. A marketing and bt
ﬁunasmbspomtcfvmmdeduphavmgamajormmmlreldmsdﬂm
that got produced, distributed, and sold to film audiences. Say what you will about
the auteurs in the 1970s, most of them wouldn't have had a chance had they started
in the 1990s. And it had nothing to do with their talent.

1t had to do with the way the business had changed.

The publishing industry is going through the exact same kind of rapid change. It's
extremely fast — so fast that that I now give out different advice to newer writers:
than I would have given them just a year before.

Writers have to leam business and they have to leam the newbusiness, If they
don't, theyll go by the wayside quickly.

T'm worried about this. And I've been worried that my friends and fellow estab-
fished writers arent moving with me. Here's why:

It has become increasingly dear to me that the publishing industry is making
changes that emulate the music industry. Thase of us who exist on the periphery of
the music industry have heard for years that new artists and even established ones
can't make money in the traditional music industry.

1 didn't understand that until I read Jacob Slichter’s So You Weanna Be A Rock N Roll

Starseveral years ago. He wrote about a system in which a musician who

near ovemight. All the Presi-
dent’s Men got released just
after Jaws; while this system
was still in flux.

" Jaws was a good, populist
movie," Robert Redford, star
of All the President’s
Men, said. “But it became the
flagship for a campaign that
overtook American movies. It

it was a very honestand
unpoliuted film. I'm not sure if we could have
‘managed itin its purity a decade or two later.”

Over the years, Redford has fascinated me
because he has always had one foot in the
business world even as he built his artistic
career, He started the Sundance Film Festival
when it became clear that the smaller films —
‘which A/l the President’s Men was— had no
shot i the changing market. The festival |
helped give films like that, films that didn‘t
have the benefit of timing, a shot.

signed a deal with a major record label could end up owingthe label tens
if not hundreds of thousands of dollars. He delineated it all out in a long
book that showed just how the label ended up taking a naive artist and
putting him into debt.

Slichter said this was why so many rock bands disbanded —because the
band itself was a legal entity and as a legal entity it was in hock to the.
studio. The only way the musicians could continue to perform and try to
eam money from their music was to create a new legal entity and aban-
don the old one. Otherwise, they were working in a kind of indentured

Think this is just sour grapes from one musician who
B didn't make &t big? A rock producer named Steve Albi-
ni discussed it back in the 1990s in a magazine, Maxi-
murm Rock 7’ Roll, which T hadn heard of before a
reader sent me to.a link. (For those of you who want
1o read the entire articee, you can find it at negati-
viand.com/albini) In an articie titled, “The Problem
With Music,” Albini lays out the fine-by-fine “costs” that

But by the time the album got released and the tour
was completed, the advance was gone — and the
musicians owed the record label $14,000.

@ You're understanding me right. The “standard” con-
tractuall sts that the i
(anng o d‘ﬂ:' s szwm

OF THE FEY

The only way for the artists to recoup that loss was to

\
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sign a new deal with the label, often at lesser terms. If the label even wanted to sign them.
(That part is courtesy of Slichter.)

How much did the label eam — with the same costs deducted?

$710,000. In 1990s dollars.

Albini also lists how much each “player” made. He includes a producer ($90,000), a manag-
er ($51,000), an agent, ($7500) and a lawyer ($12,000).

He writes, “The band is now ¥4 of the way through its contract, has made the music indus-
try more than 3 million dollars richer, but is in the hole $14,000 in royalties. The band mem-
bers have each eamed about % as much as they would working at a 7-11, but they got to
ride in & tour bus for a month. The next album will be about the same, except that the rec-
ord company will insist they spend more time and money on it. Since the previous one never
*recouped,’ the band will have no leverage and will oblige.”

When I read Slichter’s book, I thought, “Thank God publishing hasn't figured out how to do
this to writers.”

Well, folks, guess what. Publishing has figured it out.

The day I wrote this, as I looked over yet another contract addendum for a friend —this
addendum sent by a big-name agent who diaht even bother to check the addendum
against the original contract terms—1 saw the agency rider added into my friend's contract.
“The agency rider —the thing that says the writer authorizes the publishing house to negoti-
ate with and pay the agent in the writer's name— was awful. My friend had edited it down to
something similar to what was offered ten years ago, but I know dozens of writers who
probably never did.

Writers are signing away their rights, just like the musicians listed above did, because these
writers arent savvy enough to understand industry change and how it impacts art. (Like
Redford mentioned in that above quote.)

Once upon a time, publishing was a monopoly. From about 1920 to about 2006, this is how
publishing worked:

Writers provide content (product) to Publishers.

Publishers distribute that content to Distributors.
i BBt boks

Bookstores distribute that content to Readers.

Now, however, writers can do this:

Writers provide content (product) to Bookstores
Bookstores distribute that content to Readers

The middleman is no longer necessary.

Many writers find this scary. They don't understand that they are —and alays
have been— in business. So they don't act like business owners.

Business owners invest capital up front to start a business. They recoup that
investment over time, and eventually earm money from that investment.

When publishers started paying advances, they —in effect— told writers not to
bother their pretty little heads with business, “Write,” the publishers said. “Well
take care of your bills while you finish that book.”

Writers got used to this. Writers forgot that they had to take risks of theirown
like other small business owners. And right now, that attitude is biting writers in
the ass — and most of them don't even realize it.

T write a blog called 7he Business Ruschon my website, kristinekathryn-
rusch.com. The blog focuses on the changes in the publishing industry from the
writer’s perspective. As I wrote my posts in 2011, I got e-mails and private com-
ments from long-time professional writer friends which, in effect, say things like,
“We need agents. We can't market our books otherwise.”
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Kristine Kathryn Rusch is an inter-
nationally bestselling fiction writer
in several genres. She writes as
Kris Nelscott in mystery and Kris-
tine Grayson and Kris DeLake in

romance. Under her real name,
Rusch, she has published fifty nov-
els of science fiction and fantasy,
and more short fiction than she
can count. She has won the Asi-
mov's Readers choice award six
times, the Ellery Queen Mystery
Magazine award twice, and several
other readers awards. Her editing
has brought her a Hugo and a
World Fantasy Award (She has also
won a Hugo for her fiction.) A for-
mer journalist, she lies to herself
and claims she doesn't write non-
fiction any more, but she blogs
about publishing every Thursday at
www.kristinekathrynrusch.com,
and has turned those blogs into
several non-fiction how-to-books.
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And you know what? Ten years ago, that was
alltrue.

mwmmmmmm the
writer could not get his book into a bookstore.
How do I know this? I owned a publishing com-

It's not that way any more. Now, I can reach
you with a blog. T can take the novel I finished
oon Monday, pay a savvy editor to go over the
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out by designing a small catalos
mymk,lmmmmhﬁxﬂ—
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the biggest publishing house in France,

and have O

what's of the literary scout for

+send them the paper books.

wf And suddenly, T am a publisher — with

as great an ability to reach the consum-
e'asqudmesoda‘lﬁgse(ptb-
In fa an re e

‘such-n-so studio — could be Googled.
What's more, if you had a successful
bot*trhd,manﬂktnima
hot topic (say, vampires), then the for-

eign

and the Hollywood scouts
looking for you.

letters all the time from interested
publishers, and from movie peo-
closed an option deal last
week with an independent producer
who found me through my website.
And that is not unusual.
It's now a myth, an old and tired myth,

wybignueyhrhuxlykl’vel'ﬂd
agents promise that kind of thing all the
time, and it has never panned out.

But since I stopped using agents on
‘my Hollywood nibbles — guess what? I
have Hollywood deals. When I was
agented, I only had one option in twen-
ty years.

Now I have options running allthe

time.

A RETRIEVAL ARTIST SHORT STORY

my book that will be listed in the

catalogues of major distributors, I don't have to
do anything else. I don't have to court those
people for years, like Dean did twenty years
ago.

R KRISTINE KATHRYN I

USA Toour lu SEUNG AUmor

EED

New York, man-

aged to get into the editor’s offices, and

‘got their work looked at.

But those writers were rare.
Then the internet came along. And
web pages. And e-mail.
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B of access,

And because I'm making my own deci-
sion. And because I aoworry my for-
merly pretty lithe head about these
things.

Most of my colleagues do not realize

the people they're working with, would
fit just as easily into the music industry

\;{l%dsunﬁatmhofu, my friends:

If you are a mid-list writer and you sign
a traditional publishing contract with
most modemn terms, and you do so
with an agent —and not an IP attor-
ney— negotiating for you, you will not
make any more than your advance on
that book.
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And the advance is not enough to live
on. You will not be able to reserve e-
book rights t you. Those rights will be a
percentage of net, which in most con-
tracts is undefined. And you will have to
sell world rights so that the publishing
industry can adequately exercise those
-book rights, making any money you
would receive on foreign rights vanish.
1f you have what I'm now beginning to
believe is the standard agency rider in
your contract, you will also lose a per-
centage of any auxiliary rights sale to
that agent even i you fired that agentin
the meantime and someone else negoti-
ated the deal. Plus that agent will be
entitied to a percentage of any work you
write using that series, those characters,
that world, or anything resembling that.

There is a line item in Albini’s article at
the end. Someone else made money on
that album deal. It was the previous
fabel ($50,000).

Change the word “label” to “agent”
and you start to see the scope of the
problem here.

If you are a New York Times bestsel-
ling author, and you sign a traditional
publishing contract with most modemn
terms, and you do$oWith an agent —
and not an IP attomey— negotiating for
you, lucky you. You have the chance
and I mean ahanee of eaming more
than your advance. You better be'a top-
ten New York Times bestseller and you
better stay on the list for longer than
one week. Because all the things I said
above will apply.

The only difference? Youl get a sizea-
ble six-figure advance, and if you're
smart, you'll write at least two books per
and they will.

Do you know how many former Aew:
York Times bestsellers 'm friends with?
Do you know how many of them cant
get a traditional publishing deal for more
than a five-figure advance?

Most of them.

If they're offered a deal at all.

Folks, all of the things you leamed
about agents, editors, and book publish-
ers used to be true.

Ten years ago, you needed an agent
to open the doors for you in traditional
publishing.

Ten years ago, your editor —who
loved books (and still loves books)—

could go to bat for you within the pub-
lishing house and actually win the fight,
protecting you, her author.
Ten years ago, traditional publishing
while not a friendly industry (I dont
think there are any)— did not screw its
artists the way that the music industry
and Hollywood did.

Ten years ago.

Not any more.
Things have changed
so rapidly that the con-
tract I signed last Sep-
tember is not a contract
1 would sign today. Not
because of the advance

1am trying to save
writers whose work 1

own industry, and often can't keep the
verbal promises that they make.
These writers need to learn busi-
ness, and they need to leam it fast.
Because the scammers have moved
in, willing to take advantage of the
writers who are unwilling to invest in themselves,
unwilling to pay flat fees to companies that can
do the work for them if they can't do the work

book to book if I want a
traditional publishing
company to handle everything.
Sometimes I will. Sometimes Il use a
novel as a loss leader. Sometimes I will

want the tradtional publshing house tp | TemSENeS- :

take all of the risk. I'm somry to tell you to stop trusting people. I

s : know some of these people are your friends.
Sadly, someof these pedple are my friends. In

Butnotallthe time. ¢/ Py Al - i

And certainly not for matiple books in And it reaks my heart, i really really does.

e Now;fthat seriesisnt | g esce. 0o look at that music industy fink.

being well handled by my publisher, T w

it the st todo R £ 1f the Then realize that this is what’s happening in pub-

book is being well handled, T want to g nojine

‘ask for agreater advance and better 1f you want to do all the original work, create

contract terms; the that everyone else is making a profit

el on, and getpaid less than you would eam at

st | oy

it But if that idea scares you, if the idea that you
», might never eam more than your advance, and

Mostof my friends and wil dgd

siowly @m&mmm‘fg maybe not even all of that, then invest in your-

self. Leam to say no.
And stop working on a business model that's
ten years out of date.

make a living as a writer. Theyll wonder
what happened. Theyl wake up one
day —after their latest multi-book con-
tract is complete— and wonder what:
the hell happened.

They changed industries. They moved
from a hidebound old-fashioned industry.

FIN.

“Writing Like It's 1999,” copyright ©
2012 by Kristine Kathryn Rusch

to a Hollywood-level shark pit —and
they didnt even realize it happened.
Itis happening as quickly, if not more
Quickly, than Robert Redford described
with All the President’s Men. Redford,
Sawvy business man that he s, saw the
writing on the wall and dedded to help
save the kind of movies that he loved.
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Excerpted from Surviving The Transition
by Kristine Kathryn Rusch, WMG Publish-

ing, 2012.

First published in slightly different form
as part of the April 2011 Business Rusch
blog, on www.kristinekathrynrusch.com



TALES FROM TURKEY CiTY
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Words used to evoke a cheap emotional response without engaging the intellect or the critical faculties.
Commonly found in story titles, they include such bits of bogus lyricism as “star”, “dance”, “dream”,
“song”, “tears” and “poet”, clichés calculated to render the SF audience misty-eyed and tender-hearted.
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