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Introduction There’s Character in Everything



Are you a fantasy cosplayer looking for the perfect way to showcase your character’s powerful ability to communicate with animals? Maybe you’re an author of magical lands looking to breathe fresh life into an elvish clan? Or are you a fantasy content creator who needs a cast of vastly different character types to introduce in your latest video?

Regardless of your background, The Ultimate Fantasy Character Creator will teach you how to enhance the characters that light your narrative on fire. Those are the heroes and villains that any fantasy enthusiast will come back to again and again!

Bringing a character to life requires more than jotting down a thrown-together name and a job on a quick character sheet or notepad. Your favorite characters are defined through their drink of choice, the way they always fix their eyes on their target right before they strike, their signature attack, and that little devil-may-care grin they give when everything seems lost. The Ultimate Fantasy Character Creator helps you go beyond stock characters and archetypes and make the kind of unforgettable figures that occupy your sketchbooks, headcanons, and dreams! This collection of more than eighty creative writing exercises is designed to highlight key aspects of what makes them them. For example, you’ll learn how to:


	Plan out your character’s hometown and culture.

	Latch onto their mannerisms.

	Discover who’s in their corner (friend, protégé, or sidekick).

	And more!



Each activity varies in complexity; those requiring more detail to explain their parameters will take up more space than the (sometimes deceptively) simple ones. You might find as you go that not every exercise fits your character’s theme, aesthetic, or purpose within the narrative. Feel free to skip any exercises you’d like and focus strictly on the ones that will offer the most value to your burgeoning character. Plus, if you’re second-guessing the vision of your character, or need an example to help you feel inspired, you’ll find those tools at the end of the book! With exercises ranging from filling in the blanks, multiple choice questions, or longer open-ended questions, you’ll find everything you need to easily create your character.

Each small thing you do adds up to make you who you are as a unique person. Why shouldn’t that be true of the characters you create? With that in mind, turn the page and get ready to start creating!
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CHAPTER 1 KNOWING YOUR CHARACTER’S BACKSTORY

Sometimes, when you’re unsure of who you want your next character to be, the best place to begin building them is at the beginning. Every story starts somewhere, after all. And while you don’t always need an extensive catalog of childhood memories and formative moments, these can serve as a powerful lens for understanding character motivation in the present.

In this chapter, you’ll take a guided tour through your character’s upbringing, from their family history and earliest friends to the moment their childhood came to a close. The activities contained within will help you understand where your character came from, and how those values inform who they are. You’ll visualize their upbringing, including who raised them, who grew up with them, and how they’ve stuck together or drifted apart. You’ll discover the childish ideas, fears, and dreams that your character clung to, and how those ideas shifted in time to what they believe now.

Then, you’ll learn the major moments of your character’s childhood, including the ones that shaped them, the ones that broke them, and the ones that forced them to grow up, and get unexpected questions to ask about your character’s backstory to bring them to life. You’ll also learn how no one has any idea what they’re doing with names, and why the deciding factor in a truly memorable name is often just vibes.









Getting to Know the Basics The Five Ws of a Well-Rounded Character



Right now, you’re staring at a blank page. Your character is, well, they’re not a character yet. You may have an idea, maybe a one-line pitch or a cocktail napkin sketch. But at most they’re a skeleton. (Maybe literally. This is a fantasy character creator, after all.) To get to the bottom of their personality and history, you need to set a foundation in place. That means noting some very basic details to get started.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE Fundamentally, this exercise is made up of just five questions. Read each one, then answer, along with the supplemental supporting questions. The goal here is not to write a novel on your character, but to get a basic idea of who they are that can be built on in future exercises.




STEP 1 THE BASICS

Every character has to start somewhere. You can’t get to the meat of your character without understanding the essentials. The following questions get at the basics of who your character is, what they want, and why.

QUESTION 1: Who is your character within their narrative?

Do you envision this character as a hero or a villain? Are they comic relief, a trusted friend to the main character, the secret star of the show? Knowing where you want the character to fit in their world and in the story unfolding around them can help you define where your focus should be in fleshing out their backstory, their motivations, their relationships, and their personality.
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QUESTION 2: When and where does your character live?

Someone living in a massive fantasy city during a time of war lives very differently than someone living on a farm in a peaceful, quiet era. You might not know everything about your character’s world but having a few notes on time and place can do a tremendous amount toward understanding daily routines, standard of living, and what they envision as their life path.
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QUESTION 3: What does your character want?

Your character wants something. Every character does; it’s the foundation of great drama. Spend some time really thinking about what it is, both on an explicit and implicit level. Your answer will guide so much of what they do, think, and feel.
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QUESTION 4: Why do they want what they want?

You’ve identified what your character wants, but what does that say about them as a person? Take a step back and see what happens when you abstract that want. Is there a broader emotional need your character is looking for? Does it reflect how your character sees themselves, or the world around them? If they get what they want, will that satisfy them?
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QUESTION 5: How do they pursue what they want?

Is your character subtle or direct? Are they chasing after what they want, taking their sweet time, or not pursuing their goal? Do they make an intricate plan first, or are they impatient? Answering these questions gives your character a sense of forward momentum; now they don’t just want something, they’re taking steps to achieve it. That’s where conflict and story happen.
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STEP 2 TAKING IT FURTHER

Now that you know the basics of your character, it’s time to build on that foundation, starting with five more questions designed to deep dive into their psyche.

QUESTION 1: Who does your character rely on?

No character truly exists in a vacuum. Who they associate with, love, and hate speaks to their politics, pet peeves, passions, and desires. Even if all you’ve got are a few one-word answers, take some time to fill in your character’s relationships. This gives your character a supporting cast and makes their world a little more vibrant.
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QUESTION 2: What does your character want from relationships?

Every relationship in their lives is built on some kind of need, whether it’s a need for comfort, love, physicality, distraction, relaxation, inspiration, or any one of a million other ideas. Those ideas in turn shape the very people they are. Look back on those relationships you sketched out. How does your character seek or give the need at the heart of those relationships, whether implicitly or explicitly? The answer to any one of those questions might radically alter the dynamic between characters.
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QUESTION 3: What is your character afraid of?

Everyone gets scared. Fear is life. Fear, at its core, goes beyond being a universally human trait; every sentient animal demonstrates a capacity for fear. Likewise, your character, no matter how tough, no matter how hardened, no matter how dangerous, has fears. Maybe they’re literal, maybe they’re metaphorical, but what is your character afraid of?
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QUESTION 4: What does your character do when they’re scared?

Just as everyone gets afraid, all people have coping mechanisms. Some retreat to a particular place of comfort. Maybe it’s a violent physical reaction, maybe it’s so subtle you don’t notice it at first glance. But once you spot it, a person’s fear response becomes a huge indicator of how they might react in any number of situations. How does your character process fear?
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QUESTION 5: Is your character happy?

Or more accurately: Is your character actually happy? Most people, if asked, might say they’re generally happy. But is your character truly satisfied in life, in the moment, as a person? Or are there factors that weigh on them? Understanding the nuances of happiness, and how your character fits into that equation, is dynamite for building narrative momentum.
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Finding Your Character’s Name Four Ways to Pick Their Identity



Writers spend a lot of time stressing about names. It’s often pointed to as one of the most difficult parts of creating a character. How do you match the tone of the world? How do you create something simple and memorable but unique and distinct? Should it have subtextual meaning? Does it need to thematically tie back into the larger piece? What gets lost in these conversations is very simple: the fun. Like any kind of writing, naming characters is play. The most memorable names are the ones that are fun.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE The following are four common approaches to naming fictional characters. For each one, try and come up with three to five example names, to see if one given approach feels more right for your character and their world. There’s a space for you to brainstorm after each question.




STEP 1 PUNS (NO WAIT, GIVE IT A CHANCE)

Puns, unfortunately, work. Use them too much and it can become grating, but a character with a funny, on-the-nose name becomes instantly memorable and fun. It infuses a little meaning into their presence, gives the reader something to obsess over and engage with, and can make you (and them) laugh a little. Sometimes, that’s all you need.

Picking a theme and making that theme consistent among related characters provides easy textual connection, a ready source of names on the fly, and a fun game for people following your world and characters to play along with you.


Brainstorm:





STEP 2 PROFESSIONS AS NAMES

Miller. Shepherd. Mason. Smith. Baker. Cook. Many English names come from historical family trades. There is tremendous potential in that practice for you to lean in either literally, metaphorically, or ironically. So, if your character is a proud member of their family business, maybe their name reflects that. Or, perhaps their name reflects a family practice they left behind. Maybe there are in-universe implications if a name is famous, distinct, or memorable enough to leave an impression.


Brainstorm:





STEP 3 NAMES AS ESSENTIAL QUALITIES

Similar to using family history and professions as names, the tradition of naming a child after a quality you hope they might one day have crosses almost every language barrier and generation. People have been naming their kids variations of Charity, Destiny, Hope, or Faith for as long as they have been names. There’s so much ground for play in that practice!


Brainstorm:





STEP 4 NAMES AS…NAMES

Not every name needs a fun gimmick. Just as not every character is going to be the star of the story, sometimes names are filler, or functional, or completely ordinary. That’s part of making worlds that feel real. If you’re in a pinch, throw an ordinary-sounding name at the character and move on. You can always go back and revise later with something cleverer.


Brainstorm:








Taking Inspiration from Your Icons Talent Borrows, Genius Steals



The Undertaker is one of the most iconic professional wrestlers in the history of the art form. One of his most iconic moves is his signature sit-up, where he is laid flat on the mat after a big move, and then, like a man possessed, sits up perfectly straight and seemingly unharmed. Interestingly enough, this move was famously inspired by Michael Myers’s actions in the film Halloween. Mark Calaway, the wrestler behind The Undertaker, integrated it into his move set to reflect that The Undertaker was the same kind of unkillable monster as Myers.

Every writer is also influenced by pop culture. Whether you know you’re doing it or not, as a writer, your inspirations bleed through into your fiction. Finding sources of inspirations from well outside your chosen genre, medium, or art form, and thoughtfully bringing them into your work in a new and different way can elevate your character.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE In this exercise, you’ll find something from pop culture, examine what inspires you about it, and bring a piece of that inspiration into your character. To start, grab a piece of modern-day pop culture that you love. It could be an album, a movie, a book, a TV show, a poster, a comic book, whatever. It could be fantasy, or it could be an entirely different genre; the goal is to make it fantasy. You want something that, even if you can’t put your finger on why, captures a certain energy that you want to bring into your character. Once you’ve identified that piece of pop culture, take some time to answer the questions that follow.




STEP 1 IDENTIFY THE MEDIA

Flip through a comic book, play your favorite video game, or recall the last great book you read—whatever piece of pop culture really captures your imagination. Then, jot down the name of the piece of media you’re using:

 




STEP 2 ANSWER THE QUESTIONS

Begin to think more clearly about why this piece of media stands out. Answer the following questions to help with this process.


	1. What do you like about this?


 



	2. What does it make you think about or feel?


 



	3. What are the details and pieces of this that you connect with?


 


After you’ve spent time considering and dissecting your chosen piece of pop culture, it’s time to begin imagining how to thoughtfully integrate a small piece of this into your character. Answer the following questions.


	4. What pieces of this make you think about your character?


 



	5. What is one small piece of this that you could pay homage to within your character?


 



	6. How can you evoke the same emotions through your character that this work evokes in you?


 







Understanding Ancestry Climbing the Family Tree



Beyond the shadow of a doubt, family is one of the most fruitful sources of conflict, of drama, of character, and of narrative potential in all of existence. Family is a universal constant, one that comes in an unlimited number of different forms, each with their own specific traditions, histories, and troubles. Family is endlessly complicated, meaning a million different things to a million different people. And family is a concept that echoes through time, a near-infinite number of repeating cycles restarting again and again and again. If you want to understand someone on a basic, almost elemental level, one of the first things you can do is look at their family life.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE You’ll begin this exercise by outlining your character’s family history, and then you’ll look at the larger patterns that family history brings with it. Note: Not every character will know, care about, or be able to trace their family line through the generations. This is an ordinary reality of any social environment. But family history, and these sorts of family history questions, still carry a lot of weight. Whether it’s the older members of a supportive community, younger friends, romantic partners and their families, or the deeply intertwined lives of the people who took care of your character, history still has a way of creeping into discussions of any family dynamic.




STEP 1 YOUR CHARACTER’S IMMEDIATE FAMILY

First, answer the following questions about the structure and makeup of your character’s immediate family. Think about how your character would respond to the options. After all, family can be a source of tremendous comfort or intense turmoil, and where your character falls on that spectrum drives a great deal of how they interact in the world.

What is the structure of their family in relation to societal norms?


	Normal

	Unusual

	Stable

	Other: ___________________



Is your character’s family bound by blood, choice, circumstance, or otherwise? Consider how your character feels about their connection.


	Bound by blood

	Bound by choice

	Bound by circumstance

	Other: ___________________



How often does your character write home? Consider whether this is by choice, by circumstance, or somewhere in the middle.


	Close contact

	A letter here and there

	Important updates only

	They mean to, but often forget

	No contact

	Other: ___________________



How does your character feel about seeing or speaking with their family? Consider the factors that go into that feeling.


	Happy

	Indifferent

	Annoyed

	Obligated

	No contact

	Other: ___________________



Who in their family (either chosen or blood) does your character feel closest to? Think about what aspects of their relationship are so important.


	Parent

	Sibling

	Cousin

	Grandparent

	Chosen family member

	Other: ___________________



Conversely, who in their family does your character most frequently butt heads with? Consider what most frequently comes between them.


	Parent

	Sibling

	Cousin

	Grandparent

	Chosen family member

	Other: ___________________





STEP 2 YOUR CHARACTER’S EXTENDED FAMILY

Once you have an idea of their immediate family, it’s time to take a trip back in time and get to know their family history. Your character might not know all these answers themselves, but it’s often helpful and fun to get an idea of where a character’s family came from. Plus, because every generation views the one before it as too conservative and the generation after as too radical, it gives you an opportunity to build the familial conflicts that run under the surface and implicitly shape the character’s perspective.

How far back can your character trace their family history?


	Family stretches back generations

	They don’t know their lineage

	They’re adopted

	They know their parents’ parents

	Two or three generations

	Other: ___________________



How prevalent are these older generations in your character’s life, and is this presence:


	Physical

	Emotional

	Situational

	Nonexistent

	Imaginary

	Other: ___________________



What are some significant moments in your character’s family history that have impacted or repeated throughout the generations?


	Feud with rivals

	Struck it rich

	Lost the family home and need to rebuild

	Immigrated from another kingdom

	Run-in with local witch

	Other: ___________________



How does your character’s family feel about its history?


	They ignore it

	They’re ashamed

	They’re honored

	They celebrate it

	They deserve to be rewarded

	Other: ___________________



What family values or beliefs persist through the generations of your character’s family? Consider whether your character also holds those beliefs.


	Loyalty

	Kindness

	Integrity

	Courage

	Hard work

	Other: ___________________



Think back a generation or two in the character’s family history, and define one family value that subsequent generations would see as outdated and old-fashioned. Think about how this generational conflict culminates in your character’s point of view.


	Loyalty

	Kindness

	Integrity

	Family values

	Spirituality

	Other: ___________________



Conversely, define one newly developed family value that the previous generation or generations might see as shocking and confusing. How does your character inspire or carry on this tradition?


	Fairness

	Flexibility

	Spirituality

	Honesty

	Compassion

	Other: ___________________





STEP 3 FAMILY STORY TIME

By now, you have a clear picture of your character’s immediate family and the way their family history is viewed by different parts of the family. Imagine your character and their family at a large gathering. It’s late in the day; the festivities are winding down. People have settled down and tuckered themselves out after the initial hustle and bustle. Now, it’s time for family stories to come out.

How do the members of your character’s family talk about each other? Which stories do they tell, and which ones do they tell again and again? What do they disagree about? Which details can they not get straight?

 







Training, Teachers, and Mentors School Is In Session



Everyone is, on some level, a hodgepodge of the things they learned from teachers over the years. They parrot their mentors, guides, and inspirations in almost everything they do. Whether it was a literal teacher, an informal trainer, or just someone they looked up to who taught them a trick or two, there is almost assuredly someone in your character’s life that shaped them into who they are. Knowing who that mentor is and what their training process was like can tell you so much about how the character carries themselves in the present.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE Like any great story, there are three fundamental “acts” to a character’s journey with a mentor. First, there’s the story of how your character came to study under them. Then, there’s the specific lessons your character’s mentor imparted (or tried to impart). Finally, there’s the overarching question of how well your character stuck to those lessons after parting ways. This exercise guides you through each of those three moments in time, to give you an idea of not just what skills the character has learned over the years, but also how they approach the act of learning. After all, often when it comes to education, how you take the test is part of the test.




STEP 1 STUDENT MEETS TEACHER

Every great partnership must start somewhere. Here, you’ll imagine who this mentor is, and how they came to train your character, formally or informally.


	1. When and where did your character meet this mentor? Were they actively looking to train with someone? What about the mentor made your character want to study under them?



 



	2. Did this mentor want to train your character, or were they reluctant? Did they initially refuse? Was this a formal arrangement, or something more casual?


 



	3. What did your character have to do to earn their mentor’s trust and respect?


 



	4. Were there others training alongside your character’s mentor, or was it one-on-one? If there were other students, how did they react to your character?



 




STEP 2 THE TRAINING MONTAGE

With the partnership underway, it’s time to get to work. Now, consider the process of formal or informal training, and how the relationship between your character and their mentor changed over time.


	1. How frequently did your character meet with their mentor to train? What was a normal training session between your character and their mentor like? Was the mentor harsh or patient? How did your character react to that treatment?


 



	2. Was training with their mentor a safe or dangerous practice? How did your character react to this fact?


 



	3. Did your character show an immediate aptitude at their skills, or did they struggle? Did they study or practice in their off time? Were they supposed to?


 



	4. Was your character friendly with their mentor in between trainings, or was there a distance there? How did your character’s relationship change with their mentor as they improved over time?


 



	5. What was one particularly important moment that your character remembers about training with their mentor?


 



	6. What is your character’s favorite memory training with their mentor? What is their least favorite memory?


 



	7. Was the mentor effective in training the student? How did that effectiveness (or lack thereof) show through in their lessons?


 



	8. What caused your character and their mentor to butt heads? Did it cause tension? Were they able to resolve their differences?


 




STEP 3 THE STUDENT HAS BECOME THE MASTER

Eventually, every mentorship ends. There’s only so much you can teach someone; eventually they must fly on their own. Here, you’ll imagine how your character parted ways with their mentor, whether they keep in touch, and how your character carries their influence over time.


	1. Who first realized your character had learned everything they could from their mentor? How did your character react? Do they continue to practice their skills after parting ways with their mentor?


 



	2. What was the moment your character’s partnership with their mentor came to an end? Was the split between them amicable or hostile? Were they able to forgive one another? Do they keep in touch after the mentorship ends? How often do they speak?


 



	3. Does your character follow any specific lessons from their mentor? Do they do it intentionally or unintentionally? What reminds your character of their mentor?


 




STEP 4 CONTINUING EDUCATION

Very rarely do people go through life with just one teacher. Often, individuals go through a countless series of short-term, long-term, frequent, or one-off mentorships over the years. After working through this exercise, write down the skills and lessons your character picked up. Then, feel free to work through the questions again to represent some of the other mentors a character may have had, writing down new lessons and skills each time to flesh out what your character does and knows.
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Old Friends Introducing Your Character’s Pals (If They Have Any)



People are often judged by the company they keep, and even more so the company they keep for years and years on end. Childhood friends provide an instant snapshot of who they were at a particular moment in their lives. Whether they keep those friends around speaks to if they’ve changed in the time that follows.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE This exercise comes in three parts. First, you’ll imagine who your character’s childhood friends were, and how your character related to them. Then, you’ll imagine a typical day your character spent with those friends. Finally, you’ll decide if your character remains close to those friends, and why or why not.




STEP 1 MEET THE GANG

Maybe your character had a lot of friends. Maybe they had a close-knit group. Maybe they had one best friend. Maybe they only had one close, imaginary friend. Here, you’ll introduce your character’s friends one by one, and explore how your character feels about them.

For each friend you’d like to create, fill out the questionnaire on the following page, as though your character were introducing them to you.



STEP 2 A DAY WITH THE GANG

Now that you’ve met your character’s childhood friends, it’s time to imagine how they hung out together. To do this, you’ll walk through each step of a typical day your character and their friends spent together.

Begin by imagining the gang meeting up. Where do they meet? Who arrives first? Who runs late? Do they have a plan or a schedule, or is it a free-form gathering? How easy is it to get there?
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By now, everyone has met up, and the day is underway. Who is calling the shots? What is everyone doing? Is everyone having fun? Are they being safe? Are they getting in trouble? Is anyone feeling left out? How long does the fun last?

 


Eventually, the day comes to an end. Who decides to leave first? Who hangs around? What is your character’s favorite memory from the day? What do they wish would have gone differently?

 



STEP 3 DOES THE GANG GET BACK TOGETHER?

Time comes for us all, and that includes childhood friendships. At the end of this exercise, answer the following questions about how your character’s friendships change as they get older.


	1. Do they stay close with their childhood friends?


 



	2. Would your character recognize their old friends on the street?


 



	3. Do their feelings change to hate, romance, or anything else?


 



	4. How do they grow alongside their friends?


 



	5. What would your character change if they could go back?


 






Exploring Their Hometown Where Everybody Knows Their Name



No matter how distant it may be, no matter how complicated their relationship with it, and regardless of whether they can ever go back, every character has a place they once called home. You can learn a tremendous amount about a character based on their home’s culture, their relationship to it, and the pieces of it they carry with them—even if they’re not aware they’re doing so.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE This exercise is going to help flesh out your character’s hometown to understand the culture they grew up in (or that they walked away from), their memories of it, how they feel about its values. You’ll start by outlining the essential details of where their home was, whether literally in terms of geography or broadly in terms of emotions, and then reflect on how your character might talk about their home in retrospect. Then, you’ll dig into how they feel about their hometown and what parts of it still influence them today.



A note on army brats, amnesiacs, and others who grew up without a “hometown”: There are a lot of circumstances that would lead to a character not having a definitive answer to questions about where they grew up (or even having multiple answers). Perhaps your character doesn’t remember where they got their start, or they moved around a lot.

There’s nothing saying these “hometowns” need to be definitive places; a home can be a vibe, a hazily remembered landscape, or an idea of a place that maybe never existed. Or, alternately, you can define multiple homes for multiple stages in your character’s life. Allow your answers to inform the specific nature of your character’s upbringing, and then imagine how they feel about it.


STEP 1 THE BASIC DETAILS

To really dig into how your character’s home informs who they are today, you need to know a little bit about the place itself and the people who lived there. For each of the following prompts, pick one or more of the choices provided or write your own answer.

The place where your character grew up was:


	In the middle of nowhere

	A bustling cityscape

	In the desolate wilds

	A quaint little town

	The open road

	Other: ___________________



The weather growing up was:


	Frigid and cold

	Muggy and humid all year round

	Hot as all blazes

	Different every damn day

	Warm and welcoming

	Other: ___________________



The landscape of your character’s hometown was:


	Harsh and desolate conditions

	Stark, sleek, and urban

	Crushingly brutalist architecture

	Picturesque hills and forests

	Impossibly thick trees

	Open ocean as far as the eye can see

	Other: ___________________



The people in your character’s hometown were:


	Kind and supportive

	Rude and abrasive

	Private, always keeping to themselves

	Open to a fault, don’t shut up

	People? What people?

	Other: ___________________



Your character’s hometown is locally famous for :


	An unusual signature dish

	Innovations in science and technology

	Faithful religious practice

	Being a business hub

	Lush farmlands and abundant crops

	Animals you wouldn’t find anywhere else

	Other: ___________________





STEP 2 MEMORIES OF HOME

Now that you have an idea of what home was for your character, it’s time to start fleshing out how they feel about it. For each of the questions that follow, imagine what your character might say when asked, and use that to build the relationship they have with their home.

Where in their home did they spend the most time when they were young?


	Never left their room

	Their cozy kitchen

	Secret passages

	Other: ___________________



What were their interactions like with the residents of their home growing up?


	Always friendly

	They kept their distance

	They were an outcast

	Other: ___________________



What is their strongest memory of where they grew up?


	The kitchen fire that almost got out of hand

	That time the cows got loose

	When lightning struck the tall tree out front

	Other: ___________________



What were some of their favorite moments at home?


	Holiday gatherings with extended family

	Playing with siblings in the garden

	Learning to bake with a guardian

	Other: ___________________



Did they feel like they fit in?


	Absolutely!

	Sometimes

	Rarely or never

	Other: ___________________



Did they get everything they needed from their home growing up, or was there something missing?


	They couldn’t have asked for more

	They were poor and struggled

	Physical needs, yes—emotional, no

	Other: ___________________



What do they miss from their home growing up?


	Creature comforts

	Home-cooked meals

	Being around family

	Other: ___________________



What are they happy to never see again?


	All of it

	Their siblings

	Their tiny room

	Other: ___________________



Was life easy or difficult in their home growing up? Consider what made it so.


	Difficult

	Manageable

	Easy as can be

	Other: ___________________



Did they imagine they’d stay close to home their entire life, or did they want to get as far away as possible? Think about why.


	They didn’t plan to leave

	They left as soon as possible

	They still live at home

	Other: ___________________



Do they want to revisit their home, or are they happier staying away?


	Take them back

	They visit from time to time

	They’d rather not return

	Other: ___________________





STEP 3 WHAT THEY CARRY WITH THEM

No matter how far you may travel, you’ll always carry a little piece of home with you. You might not be conscious of it, but it will be there, simmering under the surface. You’ll use a phrase and realize it’s a hometown colloquialism. Maybe you’ll order eggs a certain way that gives away exactly where you grew up. There will always be something.

Now define ways your character is influenced, knowingly or unknowingly, by where they grew up. Answer the following questions, and for each, decide if the character knows they do this or not. Sometimes, the things someone does without realizing tell the most about them as a character.


	1. Does your character still eat foods specific to their hometown? If so, what do they order?


 



	2. What is a turn of phrase that’s specific to your character’s home? When do they slip into it?


 



	3. Does your character have an accent from their hometown? If not, do they find themselves slipping back into that accent during moments of stress or excitement?


 



	4. Does your character prefer the weather they experienced back home, or do they try to avoid it?


 



	5. Does your character act a certain way around people that evokes their hometown? How noticeable is it?


 



	6. What are a few activities people in your character’s home do in a very specific way? Does your character find themselves picking up those old habits?


 



	7. Your character sees someone dressed in clothing that’s specific to where they grew up (a sports jersey, a work uniform, etc.). Do they mention it? How do they react?


 







Memories from Youth Remember That Time…?



Memory is a funny thing, especially when you’re young. The memories you think you have the clearest recollection of might still have gaps in them, missed context and details, or entirely different meanings to those around you. The memories your character chooses to hold on to, and the details they don’t, speak volumes about how they see their childhood, and thus, how they see themselves.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE This exercise is going to ask you to look at several core memories from your character’s childhood and explore how they feel about these memories…and what details they missed. By doing this several times, you’ll get a picture of their childhood—both the version they remember, and the version that really was.




STEP 1 CHILDHOOD MEMORIES

Begin by grabbing three to five index cards. On the front of each index card, you’ll begin by answering some questions about your character’s recollection of their childhood memories. Answer each of the following prompts for every index card:


	What happened?

	What made this event so memorable?

	Why is it so important to your character?

	What sense memory do they associate with the event?



As you answer each prompt, think about how your character feels about their childhood. Would they go back? Do they tell stories about their childhood? How do they feel about who they were as a child?

Once you’ve fully developed every memory, flip the index cards over. Now it’s time to reexplore these memories and see what your character missed (or left out of the story). For each memory, on the opposite side of the index card, answer the following prompts:


	What detail did your character miss at the time?

	What detail of the event is your character misremembering?

	How did people around your character react to the event?



Imagine your character learning these facts about their memories. How do they react to the details they missed? Do they feel the same way about the memory?



STEP 2 WHAT REALLY HAPPENED

You now have two versions of the truth: your character’s perspective, and some of the details they missed. Now it’s time to put them together and get the real story.

Read over what is on both sides of the index cards. Then, step back. Decide which parts (on both sides of the cards) are exaggerations, misremembered details, and straight-up fabrications. Write down the truth of what happened, blending both accounts into one fleshed-out story.

Think about the full context of what happened to your character. What do other people think about this? How does this connect to the character’s story on the whole? Write your reactions and big takeaways in the provided space.
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Regrets and Disappointments We Were Just Kids!



No childhood is perfect. Every person is as defined by their mistakes as their triumphs, and in childhood even more so. Every defeat, failure, and misery is its own chapter in their story, and what they learned (or didn’t learn) from these rough patches speaks to who a person is in the present. Whether trivial or life-altering, it’s essential to understand the moments that went wrong for your character.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE This activity will break down a major regret for your character in three discrete parts: what happened that they regret, why they regret it, and what they learned from it, or how it informs who they are in the present. Feel free to go through this exercise multiple times for multiple moments when your character’s life went astray. And keep in mind, not every regret or disappointment is catastrophic or haunting. Sometimes, the birthday when you didn’t get what you wanted, or an underwhelming family vacation can carry weight as apocalyptic as any other disappointment. It’s all in the eyes of your character.




STEP 1 WHAT DO THEY REGRET?

First, outline precisely what the memory that haunts your character looks like with a few key questions.


	1. When did this happen to your character? How long ago was this event?


 



	2. Where was your character when it happened?


 



	3. Who else was involved in the moment?


 



	4. What was the moment that sparked everything?


 




STEP 2 WHY DO THEY REGRET IT?

Once you understand what happened, it’s time to unpack why it sticks in the mind of your character (whether or not they realize it).


	1. What made this moment so painful for your character?


 



	2. How did your character react in the moment? Did that make it worse or better?


 



	3. How did other people involved react? How did that exacerbate things in the moment?


 



	4. What makes this moment so difficult to forget or let go?


 




STEP 3 HOW DOES THAT REGRET MANIFEST?

Time passes, and life goes on, but this regret shapes your character in ways they may or may not be aware of.


	1. Does your character consciously think about this moment, or is it buried in their mind?


 



	2. What would your character do differently if they could go back?


 



	3. When someone mentions this moment, how does your character react?


 



	4. Has your character tried to move past this moment? How so? Has it worked?


 







Childhood Hopes and Dreams What Do They Want to Be When They Grow Up?



It’s a question every child is asked at least once: If you could be anything in the world when you grow up, what would you be? Every child has a dream job, whether it’s mundane, glamorous, or flat-out impossible. The answer to that question, coupled with the reality of whether it came true, puts so much in perspective for your character.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE It’s easy to sit down and answer this question for your character. What you’re going to do instead is answer this question from the perspective of your character. Then, you’ll skip to the future and look back on how your character feels about their childhood dreams, and whether those dreams came true.




STEP 1 A LETTER FROM THEIR CHILDHOOD SELF

Imagine yourself in the mind of your character. They’ve just been asked the big question “What do you want to be when you grow up?” Imagining how they’d respond, fill out the following prompts.


When I grow up, I want to be (1). I think it would be really fun to (2). I would be great at this job because I am very (3). If this was my job, I would (4). To make this happen, I am going to (5).




	1. Name your character’s dream job: _________________________________



	2. What about that job is so exciting?


 



	3. Why does your character think they’d be good at this job?


 



	4. What outlandish achievement would your character accomplish?


 



	5. What does your character think needs to happen to achieve this job?


 




STEP 2 FOND MEMORIES OF CHILDHOOD

Imagine your character found this childhood note. Time has passed; their dreams may have come true. How do they feel reading this?

Are they proud of achieving their dreams? Are they ashamed that they gave up their hopes? Surprised at how close they got, or wistful over the life that could have been? Do they think their past is ridiculous?

Visualize their response to the letter, whether literal or metaphorical. Maybe draft out the letter they would write to their younger self on another piece of paper. Answer whatever questions their younger self might have. Try and explain who they are now to their former self.
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Fears from the Early Days Monsters in Their Closet



So much of youth is defined by fear. From the lurking terrors and irrational phobias of infancy to the social terrors of adolescence, fear is a massive driving part of growing up. Eventually you leave them behind, of course, but in some ways, fears linger well into adulthood.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE This activity asks you to create a monster of sorts. Specifically, you’re going to imagine the manifestation of your character’s worst fears: the moment it manifests, the reasons it fills your character with dread, and how your character overcomes that fear (if they do at all). Imagine the moment your character experiences real fear for the first time, whenever that might be. Then, answer the following prompts.




STEP 1 IDENTIFYING THE FEAR

Take a moment to quickly identify the fear itself. This can be something extremely literal, or completely within the character’s mind.

 




STEP 2 FURTHER UNDERSTANDING THE FEAR


	1. What does the fear represent?


 



	2. What form did it take? Was the fear a literal monster, a social anxiety, an unknowable dread, or something else entirely?


 



	3. In the mind of your character, what could the fear do to them? Did it have powers or a way of tormenting your character?


 



	4. When did the fear first manifest itself for your character?


 



	5. When did it appear after that first time? How often?


 



	6. How did your character react to that fear?


 



	7. Did they tell anyone about the fear? Did they hide it from the people around them? Did they do so successfully?


 



	8. How did your character overcome that fear? Were they able to, or does it still linger for them?


 



	9. What does your character do when they think about that fear now? Laugh? Recoil in fear? Do they even stop and consider it?


 







Formative Moments in Backstory The Moment “You” Became “You”



Every character has certain beliefs that define them. That moment, when a character’s belief comes into sharp focus, is a vital tool for understanding who that character is. It transforms basic instincts and narrative guidelines into foundational bedrock on which a character’s entire soul is built.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE The goal of this exercise is to identify those crucial character-building moments and tie them to your character’s most essential defining details. Once you’re done, you’ll have a fleshed-out moral compass for your character—a set of guiding principles that will inform how they react in any number of situations.

You’ll begin by homing in on a specific detail that you want to expand on further, and then you’ll answer questions to flesh out that detail.




STEP 1 ESTABLISHING THE DETAIL

To begin, write down an important detail about your character. This can be a belief, a trademark wardrobe detail, a fighting style, or anything else you think is immutable about this character.

 




STEP 2 EXPANDING ON THE PARTICULARS

Once you’ve identified the detail you want to expand on, answer the following questions to visualize the moment where that detail became so important to your character.


	1. When did this detail become so essential to the character?


 



	2. What happened that solidified the importance of this detail to the character?


 



	3. Who else was present for this moment? How did they factor into the moment’s importance?


 



	4. Where did this moment occur, and what reminds the character of that place and time?


 



	5. How did the character react to this moment, and how do they feel about their reaction in retrospect?


 



	6. Do they remember this moment still, or is it buried in the back of their mind? Why or why not?


 


After you’ve answered the questions and imagined that moment, repeat the process with any number of other essential details you’d like to understand. As you do, you’ll build out the backstory of your character and develop a greater understanding of who they are now, and why they do what they do.






Loss of Innocence Childhood’s End



Nothing good can last forever. Any adult character had to lose their childhood at one moment or another. It can be a large, earth-shattering moment, or just something that comes with the changing of the color of the sky. Eventually, though, that moment comes, whether they spot it at the time or don’t realize it until decades later.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE How that moment looks, the exact details of the turning point of someone’s adolescence, can look a thousand different ways from a thousand different moments in their life. To truly understand the fullness of that moment, you’re going to look at it from six different points in your character’s story.

Imagine your character is having a deep conversation at each of the moments in life listed in the following steps. Think about how they would respond, the specific moments they might consider the end of their childhood, and how those moments play out in their mind. Then, answer the question associated with each prompt.




STEP 1 ADOLESCENCE AND YOUNG ADULTHOOD

Think about the youngest groupings of adulthood: adolescence and young adulthood. Answer the question relating to both steps.

Your character is barely out of adolescence. Their childhood isn’t just close behind them; it’s the entirety of their life experience. Every meteoric high and catastrophic low is as fresh now as when it happened, in part because these memories, in some cases, happened weeks ago.


	1. What does your character focus on as they recount the memory?
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Your character is a young adult now. The future may still be out of grasp, but they’re squarely on the road to their destiny, and if they look back, their memories are clouded by the roads that have put them where they are today, and where they might be years from now.


	2. What details of the story have changed? Does your character still relate to the story in the same way?
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STEP 2 ADULTHOOD

Gone are the trappings of youth, and your character is settled firmly in adulthood. Answer the questions relating to each span in this chunk of time.

Young adulthood has given way to adulthood. Your character now has enough distance from their childhood that they can see some moments for what they are. But conversely, the wisdom of age might still be a ways off.


	1. Does your character still tell the story the same way? What details have changed?
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Time has passed. Your character has life experience. Maybe they think often about childhood, maybe they don’t. Memories have become fuzzier, more exaggerated. The smaller moments have faded, and the larger moments have become like legends.


	2. How does your character relate to the story now? Do they still think about it?
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STEP 3 OLD AGE

Your character is now firmly in their latest years. Answer the questions relating to each of these final prompts.

Youth is squarely in the rearview now; your character is an elder. They have wisdom, sure, but that wisdom is colored by nostalgia and regret.


	1. When they look back, faces blur, locations shift, and moments blend into narrative and metaphor. What changes to the story have come with the wisdom of age?
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The end of the story. Your character looks back on a life well-lived.


	2. Where do they pinpoint the moment they became an adult? How do they see that moment in the context of what came after? What does your character feel when looking back on this story?
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CHAPTER 2 HOW YOUR CHARACTER ACTS IN THE PRESENT

Every great story begins exactly when everything changes for the protagonist. What’s past is prologue. All that matters is who they are in the moment: what they believe, what they want, and what they’re willing to do to get it.

This chapter is designed to introduce you to your character as they are right as the action kicks off for them. You’ll learn how they react under pressure, but also how they act when everything is fine, and how even the smallest details about them speak volumes as to who they are. The activities contained within will help you realize your character’s daily routine and 9-to-5 job (if they have one) and what each says about them, and imagine how they’ll react when pressure mounts and you-know-what hits the fan.

By the end of this chapter, you’ll be able to effortlessly describe how they move in action scenes and combat and every detail of their signature fighting style. Plus, you’ll envision the subtle details of how your character stands, the makeup on their face, and where they cast their eyes. Finally, you’ll understand your character’s place in their narrative, including what they’re willing to do to achieve their goals, and how to make them best fit their role.









Understanding Your Character’s Role Building to a Purpose



There is something extremely important to keep in mind as you unpack all the little intricacies and eccentricities that make up your character : They’re not real.

No matter how much humanity you inject into your character, they are, at the end of the day, a fictional construct. You can understand how they would react, imagine the decisions they could never make, and posit every hypothetical under the sun. However, any decision they make is a decision you make for them.

There’s a real power that comes in that understanding. Because if you are building this character, you can build this character to best embody the narrative choices you want to see. After all, what’s the point of a well-developed character if you aren’t going to use them in your stories?


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE It’s time for a change of pace. You’re going to step back from developing your character’s inner life and look at them as a fictional character. Your goal is to make them not just exciting, but tailor-made for the kind of story and the fictional world they inhabit.

Go through each of the following steps, consider where your character fits into the broader context described, and then answer the prompts provided.




STEP 1 GENRE

“Fantasy” is a broad term. It is as much an aesthetic as a genre, and nearly every type of story under the sun can be included within. When you’re thinking about who your character is, it’s useful to think about the genre of the story they inhabit. A character in a horror story is going to act differently, with different impulses, wants, and needs, than a character in a lighthearted romance. The nature of the narrative shapes the perspective of the character in ways they’ll never be aware of.

The added plus of this consideration is, when you decide on the genre of story a character inhabits, you can create truly unbelievable tension by dropping them into a different genre of story.


	1. What would you describe as the genre of the story your character inhabits? Does your character’s personality or perspective match or clash with that genre?


 



	2. How do characters in this genre traditionally approach problems? Does your character fall in line or push against it?


 



	3. What’s your favorite trope from this genre? Does your character embody that trope or undermine it?


 



	4. What’s your least favorite trope from this genre? Does your character embody that trope or undermine it?


 




STEP 2 TONE

Just as genre is an endlessly large bucket, so too is the tone of a fantasy story. Nobody likes a buzzkill—except, occasionally, authors and world-builders. Knowing the tone of the story or world your character inhabits can inform their personality, either by directing their perspective or by giving them something to push back against.


	1. What is the overall tone of the world your character inhabits? How is that tone exemplified by people? How is it exemplified by the outside world?


 



	2. Does your character’s perspective fall in line with the tone of their world?


 



	3. Does your character feel like they “fit in” with the world at large?


 




STEP 3 NARRATIVE FUNCTION

You may have different expectations from the protagonist of a story than you do the antagonist. This also extends to the comic relief, the romantic interest, the secondary villain, or the doomed mentor. Ideally, these are all fleshed-out characters with their own wants, needs, and quirks. But they also all serve a specific role in the story and leaning into that (or running away from it) can be a useful tool in the toolbox.


	1. What is this character’s role in the story? What does this character need to do to achieve their role in the story?


 



	2. What do you expect from a character in this role in a story? Does this character embody those characteristics?


 



	3. What is the most important quality a character in this role can have? Does this character have that quality?


 



	4. How does this character go against the traditional image of a character in this role?


 




STEP 4 AUDIENCE RESPONSE

If professional wrestling has taught viewers anything, it’s how to carry a character to legendary status entirely by managing how the audience responds. A good heel, who truly pushes the audience to the edge, can live rent-free in their heads for years. Conversely, the right baby face can inspire, entertain, and embody the audience’s deepest fears and brightest hopes. That’s the heart of great drama. That’s where the raw power of the story thrives. And you can leverage that for your characters.


	1. How do you want the audience to react when they think of your character? How does your character drive that reaction?


 



	2. What is the first impression you want your character to leave? What about your character is going to drive that reaction?


 







Building Their Soundtrack 3, 2, 1, Let’s Jam



Few things bring a character to life quite like the perfect soundtrack. Finding the right musical vibe deepens the understanding of your own characters. Not just the music they listen to, but the music that embodies them on a fundamental level. Once you have that soundtrack in mind, you can use it to visualize how they speak, how they walk, and how the room changes when they arrive.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE The goal of this exercise is simple: You’re going to build an eighteen-song playlist that represents your character inside and out. You’ll identify their musical genre and build out your playlist one track at a time, creating a musical record of how this character sees the world.




STEP 1 FIND YOUR CHARACTER’S GENRE

When you imagine your character, what’s the sound that comes to mind? What emotions come to mind? What mood do you feel when you imagine the character? As you start to imagine, think about the styles of music that conjure those same feelings. Get specific with it; jazz is a good start, but Philadelphia soul music of the 1970s is even better.

Your Character’s Musical Genre Is:

 


Don’t be afraid to go outside of setting: There is an understandable impulse to stick within your character’s given genre/universe/setting when building playlists. Fantasy characters get sweeping orchestral soundtracks; western characters get country and western music; sci-fi characters get synths and techno. Explore what happens when you step outside of those genre lines.



STEP 2 BUILD THEIR PLAYLIST

For each of the following prompts, pick a song within the genre that you feel fits the prompt as it relates to your character. When you’re finished, give the playlist an evocative title, and you’ve got a musical snapshot of your character in a nutshell.


	1. Your Character’s Theme Song:


 



	2. Your Character’s Backstory Anthem:


 



	3. Your Character’s Want Song:


 



	4. What’s Standing in Your Character’s Way:


 



	5. Your Character’s “Hanging Out” Music:


 



	6. Music for When Your Character Is in Their Element:


 



	7. Music for Your Character’s Emotional Low Point:


 



	8. Your Character’s Training Montage Music:


 



	9. Music to Score Your Character’s Travels:


 



	10. Music That Embodies Your Character’s Closest Relationship:


 



	11. Music That Embodies Your Character’s Fears:


 



	12. Music for Your Character’s Epic Comeback:


 



	13. The Theme Song of Your Character’s Secret Weapon:


 



	14. Music for When Your Character Attempts the Impossible…:


 



	15. …And Music for When They Fail:


 



	16. …And Music for When They Succeed:


 



	17. Your Character’s Grand Celebration Music:


 



	18. Your Character’s Happy Ending Theme:


 







Defining Daily Routines Wake Up, Put On Your Makeup



Not every day in your character’s life is some important, plot-critical climax. Even on the days that are, not every minute is dedicated to the cause. Some days, some hours, some moments are just…ordinary. And most people, your character probably included, are creatures of habit. Craving the familiar. Seeking out stability. That means your character likely has some kind of ordinary daily routine. Understanding that routine, in whatever form that takes, gives you a baseline to build from when things get extraordinary.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE Visualize a day in the life of your character. Nothing unusual happens. No major plot threads reveal themselves. No betrayals, no shocking twists, no climactic battles, no massive third-act resolutions. This is a random, boring day.

Follow the steps to go through each part of their daily schedule and answer the associated questions.




STEP 1 GO THROUGH THEIR SCHEDULE

Begin by visualizing what your character might be up to at any given moment of the day. If you’re stuck, brainstorm some aspects of your own routine that might apply to your character. Then, answer the following questions.

Wake up: Is your character an early bird or late riser? Do they have a dedicated ritual when they get up, or do they fall out of bed and take it from there? Do they hit the ground running, or take their dear sweet time getting up to speed? How precise is their morning cleaning regimen? Do they have any daily practices such as prayer or reflection?

 


Morning: Does your character eat breakfast? Is it an elaborate affair or something quick and functional? Do they need a pick-me-up such as coffee or an energy drink in the morning? Do they work better in the morning or later in the day? What do they do to help themselves get started? Are they grumpy or chipper first thing in the morning?

 


Afternoon: What does lunch look like for your character? Do they have a go-to dish, restaurant, or ritual? Does your character get a burst of energy during the midday, or do they fall into the doldrums? When does your character focus on getting done what they need to during the day?

 


Happy hour: The workday is done. Does your character celebrate, mourn the day, or push through? Is your character able to leave behind work at the end of the day? Do they have any hobbies or ways to de-stress at the end of their day?

 


Evening: How does your character wind down at night? What does dinner look like to your character? Do they indulge with a dessert, a drink, or something similar? Is your character a night owl, or do they crash early in the evening?

 


Nighttime: When does your character go to bed? Should they plan to go to bed earlier? Do they have pre-bed rituals, or do they collapse in a heap?

 




STEP 2 A DAY IN REVIEW

Now that you’ve envisioned your character’s schedule, imagine they are looking back at their day before settling into bed. Then, answer the following questions.


	1. Did your character get everything done that they needed to today?


 



	2. Was this a busy day for your character, a particularly slow day, or somewhere in the middle?


 



	3. What items on their to-do list proved to be more difficult than anticipated? Which ones turned out to be easier?


 







Jobs, Callings, and a 9-to-5 It’s a Living…



Everyone has a purpose in this world. Or at the very least, they have a job. It could be essential. It could be trivial. It could be their life’s mission, or simply the calling of the week. Regardless, there is likely something your character does for a living, and what it is (and how they feel about it) speaks volumes.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE What better way to get to know your character’s history at work than with a good old-fashioned job interview? Take a moment to think about the kind of job your character would apply for, writing down a few options.

Imagine your character working their way through the following questions about their work. As you do, imagine how they feel being asked; are they annoyed or delighted? Do they have easy answers at the ready, or have they never considered the questions before? This will help you understand not just what your character does but how they feel about it.




STEP 1 PICKING THE JOB

In a fantasy realm, the job market may look a little different than the standard Earth version. (Or maybe it doesn’t!) In either case, think of some jobs your character would apply for, then rank them in numerical order.
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STEP 2 THE INTERVIEW QUESTIONS


	1. How long ago did you start your job? What drove you toward it?


 



	2. Did you have any jobs before this? Did they prepare you for your current job?


 



	3. What does an average day at your job look like?


 



	4. Does your job help people? How or how not?


 



	5. Who do you work with? Do you like them? Why or why not?


 



	6. Do you have bosses, superiors, or mentors? What are they like?


 



	7. What is your favorite part of work? What is the most annoying or frustrating part of work?


 



	8. Would you consider the work essential? Would other people consider the work essential?


 



	9. Is there a job you’d rather be doing, in a perfect world?


 



	10. If you could leave your job tomorrow, would you? Why or why not?


 







How Your Character Acts in a Crisis Time Slows Down



If you want to test the true mettle of someone’s character, put them under pressure. They’ll either crystallize like a diamond or explode like a mass of candy placed under a hydraulic press. Stressful situations are undeniably going to happen to your character, and you can learn a lot about them by how they react in that moment.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE There are three basic ways someone reacts in a desperate situation: fight (the physical need for immediate action), flight (the overwhelming need to escape, and escape now), or freeze (locking up and failing to do anything). The following questions are designed to explore when your character experiences each of these reactions, and how these responses manifest for your character.




STEP 1 FIGHT

Sometimes, violence might not be the answer, but it might be the answer their body makes for them. Answer the following questions for when your character takes offensive action in a crisis.

What, if anything, makes your character feel like they need to aggressively solve a problem?


	Defending innocent civilians

	Divine calling

	Everything

	Other: ___________________



Is your character aware of these impulses, or is it a subconscious feeling?


	Completely oblivious

	They know they have these impulses

	Sometimes they just black out

	Other: ___________________



How does this aggression manifest physically for your character?


	Clenched fists, clenched jaw

	Throbbing vein in forehead

	No physical tells

	Other: ___________________



How do they react to violent, aggressive instincts?


	Resist

	Give in easily

	Fight it but give in anyway

	Other: ___________________



How do they feel after experiencing this moment? Consider if/how their body language changes.


	Disappointed by their decision

	Thrilled to save the day

	Conflicted over using violence

	Other: ___________________



Do they prefer to have this kind of reaction, or does it feel wrong to them? Think about why or why not.


	Violence is always the answer

	This all feels wrong

	They don’t like that it felt good

	Other: ___________________





STEP 2 FLIGHT

You know what they say about “living to fight another day.” Answer the following questions for when your character turns tail and flees.

What situations or triggers make your character want to flee the scene immediately?


	Unfair fight/at a disadvantage

	The other guy has the high ground

	Any hint or threat of violence

	Other: ___________________



How frequently does your character experience this feeling?


	Often

	Rarely

	Never

	Other: ___________________



Is this something your character indulges (identifying exits, removing themselves from situations), or tries to ignore? If ignoring, consider whether this helps or makes it worse.


	Always ready to flee

	Tries and fails to push through flight instinct

	Conquers the fear

	Other: ___________________



Can people tell when your character is having this response? If not, do they mask it, or does it happen beneath the surface?


	Their expression/body language is a dead giveaway

	No one has any clue

	They have some subtle tells

	Other: ___________________



Have they ever felt real overwhelming terror, the kind you can’t help but flee from?


	That’s what started this behavior

	They’re getting used to these situations

	They’ve never felt real fear

	Other: ___________________



What does it look like when they flee a situation? Are they graceful or chaotic?


	You’d never know they’d fled

	Clumsy and loud exit

	Graceful about it

	Other: ___________________



Do they prefer to have this kind of reaction, or does it feel wrong to them? Consider why or why not.


	It’s normal to flee

	It feels wrong to flee

	It’s okay to run sometimes

	Other: ___________________





STEP 3 FREEZE

Sometimes, in moments of great stress, the action you take is…no action. Answer the following questions to discover what makes your character freeze.

Has your character ever felt so much fear that they became frozen in place? If so, think about when it was and what happened.


	More than once

	Only once

	Never

	Other: ___________________



What causes this kind of reaction for your character?


	Extreme panic

	Moderate anxiety

	There was a bee!

	Other: ___________________



Can your character speak while having this kind of reaction? Can they think? Can they act?


	Speak and/or think but not act

	Act only

	None of them

	Other: ___________________



Is it easy to shake them out of this kind of reaction?


	They snap out of it with ease

	You may need to splash water in their face

	They’ll move when they’re ready

	Other: ___________________



What do they do to get out of this kind of physical reaction? Does it work?


	Breathing exercises

	Close their eyes/count to ten

	Black out in fear

	Other: ___________________



How noticeable is it when they find themselves having this kind of a reaction?


	Blink and you’ll miss it

	Noticeable but not embarrassing

	Everyone is watching

	Other: ___________________








Defining Their Fighting Style Step Into the Ring



Ask any fan of MMA, professional wrestling, sumo, or any other combat sport, and they’ll tell you the same thing. The way someone fights tells you so much about who they are as a person. It’s inevitable: Fighting is one of the most intense emotional experiences out there, flooding your brain with chemicals and activating your most basic instincts. Studying how someone fights shows you the deepest undercurrents of how they approach the world.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE You’re going to envision your character in a fight. Not an argument, not a scuffle, a full-fledged brawl. They’re going to need to use every trick in their book to get through this. Brainstorm how they get ready for a planned fight (or battle) and what they bring with them.

Then, read through each of the following prompts, and imagine how they would react. Think about how they move, when they run or fall back versus when they rush in and charge forward. Imagine how they use their body, their speed, their muscle, or the environment around them. How do they win, versus how do they lose? There is a world of stories that unfold throughout a fight; your goal is to figure out where your character fits in the narrative.




STEP 1 THE TRAINING MONTAGE

There’s a fight on the horizon and your character is coming. Imagine your character getting ready for action. List some weapons, exercises they need to do, or anything else they would need before battle.


	1. Their chosen weapon:


 



	2. How they get hyped for battle:


 



	3. Their training regimen:


 



	4. Other:


 




STEP 2 ROUND 1, FIGHT!

No more words, it’s time for action! The following prompts tell of various situations your character may find themselves in. Explain how they fight their way out.


	1. A fair fight. Your character stands face-to-face with their opponent. Their opponent offers a handshake; does your character accept? Who moves first? How does your character try and take control?


 



	2. Your character’s opponent has drawn a weapon. Does your character match? Do they fight armed or unarmed? Is this normal or unusual?


 



	3. The odds are against your character. They’re outnumbered. There’s a lot more of them than there are of your character. Do they valiantly try to fight, play defensive, or fall back? When the enemy is distracted, does your character take advantage? Do they take a cheap shot?


 



	4. This fight is serious, but it’s also for play. The opponent is a friend, someone your character trusts. How seriously are they taking the fight? Are they showing off or staying focused?


 



	5. The opponent has your character on their back. Can they get back on their feet? Can they take advantage of this position? How do they regain control?


 



	6. This fight is going on for the long haul. How does your character’s fighting style shift as exhaustion sets in? How long can they go without getting tired?


 



	7. The fight has gotten up close and personal. The opponent is relying on submission holds and chokes, attempting to knock your character out. How do they react? Are they skilled enough, relentless enough, or slippery enough to escape?


 



	8. This opponent isn’t just tough; they’re an exact equal to your opponent. This will be an extremely challenging fight. Do they show respect? Do they fight harder or ease up? How does that change their demeanor during the fight?


 



	9. The enemy has a definite strength/size advantage. Can your character overcome that? Do they fight dirty? Do they have training to try and compensate? Do they stay in the fight?


 



	10. There’s fast, and then there’s the opponent. How does your character act when they’re completely outmaneuvered? Can they recover?


 



	11. Cheap shot! The opponent used a weapon, a low blow, or some devious trickery to gain an upper hand. How does your character react? Do they stoop to their opponent’s level?


 



	12. The fight is unfolding in a crowded area, with lots of people and even more makeshift weapons. Does your character take advantage? Do they care about putting bystanders in danger?


 



	13. It’s over, and it’s bad. Your character is not going to win this. Do they give up or keep fighting? Do they show respect, disrespect, or an utter refusal to go down?


 







What Gets Them Motivated to Win? Finding Their Fighting Spirit



Anyone who has ever fought for something, or against something, or for or against someone, has faced this moment at least once. You’ve given everything you have, including that which you didn’t realize was in there. You’re tired. You’re beaten down. And you have to make the conscious decision to stand up and keep swinging or lie down and accept defeat.

This exercise is all about what goes through your character’s head when they choose to keep fighting.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE You’re going to enter your character’s head and imagine three specific make-or-break moments they might go through. Begin by imagining something they might fight for, a desperate situation they might resist or chase after, or a person or force they might desperately oppose or valiantly fight with. Then, respond to the following prompts as they would.




STEP 1 DEFINE WHAT’S WORTH FIGHTING FOR

Put yourself in your character’s shoes. What’s their motivating force? Come up with a list of potential driving forces and rank them here.
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STEP 2 QUESTIONS THAT BRING THEM INTO THE TRENCHES

With the list of potential motivators from Step 1, narrow in on what pushes them with the following prompts.

The struggle has just begun. The odds feel against you and you are stuck in the middle of a mass of misery. You tell yourself you could quit and walk away. But you know you’re lying. You have to face this.


	1. Why? What is the piece, deep in your soul, that pushes you forward? What cause, what people, what person, what fight are you willing to lay it on the line for? How do you make that intent known, in an unmistakable and unforgettable way?
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You’re in the thick of it now. You’ve been fighting this with everything you have, and it feels like the finish line is a little further away than when you started. Physically and mentally, you’re exhausted. You’re not sure you can keep on like this but know you must.


	2. What gives you your second wind? What makes you keep pushing forward? How do you pick yourself up, literally and metaphorically? What does your comeback look like?
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It’s the moment of truth. You’re running on empty. It’s now or it’s never, and now isn’t looking so good. You’re tempted to just lie back and let it end. But you don’t do that. From seemingly nowhere, you grab hold of a burst of energy for one last desperate attempt.


	3. What inspires this final burst of adrenaline? What is the thing that motivates you when all hope seems lost? How much further can you go than you realized?
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Defining Character Through Eye Contact It’s All in the Eyes



Where do you look when you are having a conversation with someone? Your answer speaks to how you feel about the person you’re speaking with, how you feel about yourself, and the culture you live in. There is a world of difference between someone who keeps consistent eye contact throughout a conversation, someone who keeps their eyes squarely on the floor, and someone whose eyes dart around to everyone and everything nearby when they’re speaking.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE You’re going to zero in on where your character keeps their eyes, and in doing so, explore what their culture thinks about eye contact, how they feel about themselves, and what they signal to others. First, think about eye contact and how they might avoid it (or not) as a response to general emotions.

Then, think about each of the following situations. Imagine your character in those moments, and pay close attention to where they keep their eyes. Answer the accompanying questions for each prompt.




STEP 1 EYE CONTACT WHEN EXPERIENCING EMOTION

Emotion has a big impact on how people engage eye contact with others. Think about how your character’s eye contact would change as they experience the following emotions.


	1. Sad:
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	2. Distracted:
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	3. Angry:
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	4. Content:
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STEP 2 EYE CONTACT IN SPECIFIC SITUATIONS

Now, think about how your character might react with their eyes in the face of the following situations.

Your character is enjoying an intimate meal with a loved one. Their partner is telling a long, personal story. Behind them, two people are having a quiet but firm argument. Does your character :


	Keep their eyes on their partner

	Keep focused on their food

	Allow their attention to wander

	Other: ___________________



Your character has made a mistake, and a mentor is furious with them. There’s no getting around it; they’re being chewed out. Consider whether your character stays focused on their mentor or looks away. Does looking away convey:


	Deference

	Shame

	Both

	Other: ___________________



Your character is traveling with a large group of people. A handful of the travelers are conversing, but mostly, everyone is keeping to themselves. Think about what everyone else is doing and what everyone is expected to do in this moment. Does your character :


	Look toward anyone specific

	Watch or listen to the conversing travelers

	Keep their eyes and ears to themselves

	Other: ___________________



Your character is receiving a very important quest. It’s detailed, scary, and time-sensitive. The conversation happens at a crowded bar where privacy isn’t guaranteed. Your character can’t be certain that no one is listening. Is your character :


	Focused on the mission

	Averting their eyes in fear

	Scanning the faces of people around them

	Other: ___________________



Your character is relaxing with friends. Everyone is laughing, making jokes, and having fun. Is your character :


	Looking around at their friends

	Still on alert and watching their surroundings

	Avoiding eye contact with everyone

	Other: ___________________








How They Act When They Succeed You Win Some…



What if you got everything you ever wanted? Do you think that would change you, as a person? Winning has a way of worming into the mind. It’s inevitable, really: It combines a person’s natural impulse to narrativize their life with a literal rush of chemicals to the brain. That’s a powerful cocktail, and its ability to change how your character acts cannot be understated.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE You’re going to look at several different situations, all specific times in which your character might win. Some are small; some are life-changing. First, consider a list of priming questions related to winning. Then, as you read through the prompts, imagine how your character acts in response, both in the moment, and in the days, weeks, or months after.




STEP 1 QUICK QUESTIONS RELATED TO WINNING

Take a moment to write down a quick response to a few prime questions.


	Do they win often, or is this an unexpected turn of events?

	Does their body language change? Does their personality change?

	Are they a sore winner, or do they stay humble?

	What do they say to anyone around them (especially their competitors)?

	Do they let the victory linger, or quickly move on to the next moment?





STEP 2 SITUATIONS TO CONSIDER

Think about the following situations. How does your character react?


	1. Your character just finished an important task at their job.


 



	2. Someone told your character their outfit looks fantastic today.


 



	3. Someone gave a toast to your character, and everyone in the room cheered.


 



	4. In the middle of a heated game, your character has won a round and taken the lead.


 



	5. Your character just caught a large fish.


 



	6. Your character made a bet with a friend, and shocking everyone, they came out the winner.


 



	7. Your character gave an impassioned speech and successfully advocated for a group of people.


 



	8. That sandwich your character made might be the best sandwich they’ve ever had.


 







How They Act When They Fail And You Lose Some…



You can’t win ’em all. It’s inevitable. Sooner or later, you’re going to fall flat on your face. Everyone does it, and they learn to live with it to varying degrees. For some, it’s a blessing and a learning opportunity. For others, it’s ruination and blight as far as the eye can see. Which leads to a central question: What does failure represent for your character?


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE Similar to the previous exercise, you’re going to look at several different situations, all various losses, failures, and defeats your character might suffer. These range from trivial embarrassments to the derailing of your character’s entire life and purpose. First, consider a list of priming questions related to losing. As you read through the prompts, imagine how your character acts in response, both in the moment, and in the days, weeks, or months after.




STEP 1 QUICK QUESTIONS RELATED TO LOSING

Take a moment to write down a quick response to a few prime questions.


	How does your character perceive failure?


 



	Does your character look for opportunities to grow, or focus on the loss itself?


 



	Is your character an optimist or a pessimist?


 



	Are they a sore loser, or do they keep their chin up?


 



	Are they gracious, or do they lash out?


 



	How long do they linger on the loss?


 




STEP 2 SITUATIONS TO CONSIDER

Think about the following situations. How does your character react?


	1. Your character just tripped and face-planted, and so many people saw it.


 



	2. Your character got absolutely trounced in a sporting game.


 



	3. Your character thoroughly missed a deadline, and even if they turned in work, they wouldn’t feel good about it.


 



	4. Someone just deeply insulted your character in front of a large group of people.


 



	5. Nobody laughed at your character’s joke.


 



	6. Your character got conned out of some money.


 



	7. Your character thought they caught a fish, but it was a boot.


 



	8. Your character lost a not inconsiderable amount of money gambling.


 



	9. Your character’s quest is at a loss; everything they’ve worked for is down the drain.


 



	10. Your character got a terrible grade on a test.


 







Discovering Tics and Tells Reading Their Poker Face



Most people, if you pay enough attention, are less an open book and more a billboard. It might take some studying, but once you know someone’s tell (especially the ones they don’t know about), you can guess their response even before they can. As you can imagine, this is an especially helpful tool when getting to know a character you’re creating.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE Nowhere are tells more prominent than in poker. So, for this exercise, you’ll imagine you’re in a game of poker with your character. (You only need to know the game’s basic rules.)

Imagine you’re sitting across from your character. Picture them, and focus on what you know about their personality. Try to visualize and describe the ways those emotions might surface, even when they’re trying their absolute best to hide them. Then, once you’ve got an eye for your character’s tells in a variety of scenarios in Step 1, you’ll go on to imagine other moments in life where they might pop up.




STEP 1 HOW THEY PORTRAY THEMSELVES

Take your visualization of your character’s tells at the poker table and apply it to the following situations.


	1. You’re playing five-card stud. They pick up their cards and see four aces, one of the absolute best hands in poker. They need to keep it cool, but they can absolutely run this hand if they play it right.
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	2. Their hand is absolute garbage. In fact, it’s an insult to garbage. But they’re sure they can bluff so you don’t notice.
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	3. Their hand isn’t great here; it’s a low-ranking pair. They’re not sure exactly what you have, but they’re going to try and figure it out. They’re reading you closely.
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	4. They’re pretty sure they’ve figured out your tell and are going to try and string you along to make you pay for it.
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	5. You are both betting competitively. It’s late in the game. They’re unsure if you’ve got something amazing. They’ve got something squarely okay. You make a big bid. How do they react?
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	6. It’s the last hand of the night. It’s all in. They’ve got a killer hand and are trying everything they can not to show it.
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STEP 2 THE GAME OF LIFE

Now that you’ve seen your character at the poker table, it’s time to imagine how those same tells might pop up in their day-to-day life. For each of the reactions you envisioned in the previous step, envision one moment where they might show the same tell. Is it as noticeable to people as it is at the poker table? Do people know to look for it? Use the following space to jot down your thoughts.

[image: Line]

[image: Line]

[image: Line]







[image: ]

CHAPTER 3 FATE, DESTINY, AND THE FUTURE

What’s a fantasy story without a little bit of cryptic prophecy? The future is coming for everyone, your character included. How they react to that fact—whether they push against their destiny or embrace it, whether they rise to the occasion or embrace their darkest self, or how they react when they finally reach the end of their narrative—tells you everything you need to know about them.

This chapter is all about looking forward. Whether in speculation, prophecy, or from outside the narrative altogether, these activities are entirely focused on leaving the present and outlining (or imagining) what’s coming for your character down the road. You’ll brainstorm your character’s ultimate destiny, and how they’ll react when that moment finally comes. You’ll also discover the future your character sees for themselves, whether or not that’s what the narrative has in store, the future others see for your character, and how your character feels about those expectations.

By the end of this chapter, you’ll know what your character would be like in an ideal world, the worst possible timeline, and the messy space in between (aka the world they live in right now), and how to lean into your character’s destiny and purpose in the narrative, even as they attempt to push against it.









Finding Their True Purpose Destiny (and the Defiance Thereof)



What is your character’s destiny? There are a lot of ways to take that question, and each one offers a world of insight into how your character functions. If you consider it from a meta-textual lens, knowing your character’s destiny means you know how to push them toward that role in the narrative. If you take it as an in-universe fact, a character’s destiny is something they can embrace, push against, or reject entirely. And looking at it from a broader metaphorical sense can help you define their passions, interests, and the causes they’ll fight for in life.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE Begin by deciding how literal or metaphorical your character’s destiny is, and what that means about the world they inhabit. Is it a prophecy in the stars? Is it a passion that drives them? Is it strictly a narrative term? Then, answer the following questions.




STEP 1 DESTINY

Answer the following questions relating to your character’s fated outcome.


	1. Does your character have a purpose or destiny? If so, what is your character’s ultimate purpose?


 



	2. Does your character know their purpose or destiny? If so, how did they discover their destiny? Was it all at once or a gradual discovery?


 



	3. How equipped is your character to fulfill their purpose or destiny?


 



	4. What must happen for your character to fulfill their destiny? What would happen if your character didn’t fulfill their destiny?


 



	5. What impact will your character achieving their destiny have on the world?


 



	6. Is there a way for your character to change their destiny?


 



	7. If your character rejects their destiny, would someone else be able to fulfill it?


 



	8. Does your character want to achieve their destiny? Why or why not?


 



	9. Do other people know your character’s purpose? If so, how do they feel about your character’s destiny? Do people help or hinder your character as they advance toward their destiny?


 




STEP 2 THE MOMENT OF TRUTH

Whether your character’s destiny is foretold in the stars or a function of the narrative, there will eventually come a point where they confront it. Imagine that moment: Your character has their true purpose within their grasp. How does it feel? How do they react? Do they want it? Do they know it’s about to happen?

Think about where that moment may occur. Decide how your character might push against it, or lean into it. Take all the answers you’ve written in the previous exercise and turn them into one epic moment. Now you know the climax of your character’s story.
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Thinking about the (Possible) Future “Where Do You See Yourself in Five Years?”



At this exact moment, you’re older than you’ve ever been, and now you’re older than you were when you started reading this sentence. Time marches onward, dragging everyone along with it. You can’t stop time or slow it down; you can only plan for the future as best you can. But what is your character doing to prepare for the future? How are they working toward their goals? Knowing that can help give them a sense of forward momentum, so you can guess what they’re about to do next.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE To understand your character’s possible future and how (and if) they’re working toward it, you’re going to answer everyone’s favorite job interview question: Where do you see yourself in five years?

Begin by imagining your character as they are, right now. Then, you’ll be skipping ahead five years and working backward.




STEP 1 WHO ARE THEY NOW?

Take a few minutes to define what makes your character themselves. Quickly write down their main characteristics.

 




STEP 2 IN FIVE YEARS

Now, imagine your character five years in the future. How have they changed? Stayed the same? Reflect on these things with the following prompts.

Imagine everything has gone your character’s way. They’ve achieved their goals, made their dreams come true, and are living the high life. Where are they? What are they doing? Who are they with? Do they look different? Do they look happier? What are the major differences between where they are now and this utopian future in their mind?

 




STEP 3 IN THREE YEARS

Now, think of your character’s life three years from present day. In what ways is your character on their way toward their dream life? What major changes have occurred? How is that progress visible? Where are they working toward their goals? Where are they falling behind?

 




STEP 4 A YEAR FROM NOW

Now, imagine their life one year from present day. Have they started to work toward that ideal future? Is that work bearing fruit, or is it a slow, arduous process? Are they committed or struggling? How happy are they at this moment?

 




STEP 5 THE START OF THEIR JOURNEY

Finally, imagine your present-day character seeing this path to happiness before them. How do they feel about it? Are they happy, sad, conflicted? Do they want to do the work, or is it a self-defeating feeling? How likely is it that they will make this future they’ve imagined a reality?

 







“What-Ifs” In Another Life, in Another Time…



Multiverse stories persevere for a reason. They allow you to indulge in the possibilities of what might have happened had things gone differently. You see your characters in a different light, often in a world that’s virtually unrecognizable. Also, sometimes they give the characters you love a cool glowing eye or a mysterious scar.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE You’re going to imagine a few alternate lives for your character, beginning at the smallest point (single decisions your character made that could have gone differently), and building them into entirely different lives. Then you’re going to imagine the impossible: What would your character say if presented with this world of possibility?




STEP 1 THE BUTTERFLY EFFECT

Begin by naming a single decision your character made. It can be life-defining, or it can be trivial. Then, imagine the world wherein they made the opposite choice. Begin by thinking about the immediate consequences. What’s one thing that would be immediately different had they made the other choice?

 


Take a step further forward now. With this new choice and its immediate consequence, what are two changes in the world that might happen as a result, for better or worse? These can be seismic, cataclysmic changes, or things that only one person in the world might ever notice. Name two of these consequences.

 


The world is starting to look very different now. For each of the two consequences you just named, imagine two possible results of the ripple effect that might be caused. Allow the world to snowball. Don’t be afraid to radically alter the fabric of the world the character lives in, or to dramatically raise or lower the stakes.

 


Finally, it’s time to fully render the world unrecognizable. Repeat the process one last time; make up two more ripples caused by each of the changes you just introduced, for a total of eight. Use this to explore how vastly that one decision your character made impacted the entire world around them.

 




STEP 2 A MEETING BETWEEN WORLDS

Now, imagine your character has a chance to see this alternate world, for better or worse, and chat with the version of themselves on the other side.

Respond to the following questions: Would they even recognize this alternate version of themselves? Would they be jealous? Would they be ashamed? What would the two discuss? What questions might your character ask this alternate version about their life, about the possibility of “what if,” about the world around them?

 


Now, respond to these questions: How would your character’s alternate self react? Does your character’s life look better or worse in this possible world? Would they be able to relate to one another? Could they find common ground? How does the existence of this alternate world impact your character’s view on their own life?

 







What Would Make Them Happy? One Perfect Day



What would it look like if, for one day, you got everything you could possibly want? What would a perfect day look like for you? Imagining your character’s ideal day gives you incredible insights into what they really want, what they love, and what they’re chasing to get in life. Your character’s picture of a perfect day is really their picture of a perfect life, and that says so much about their view of the world at large.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE This activity will define what perfect looks like to your character. Then, you’ll walk through the day of your character’s dreams, from the moment they wake up until they go to bed. For each of the following prompts, choose the option or options that feel the most appropriate.




STEP 1 WHAT IS PERFECT TO YOUR CHARACTER?

Take a few moments to imagine what your character’s definition of perfection is. Write a few sentences or ideas that define this idea for them.
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STEP 2 PROMPTING THE PERFECT DAY

The day presented here is obviously a fantasy, but it allows you to stop and consider all the little highlights in your character’s day. They might never get all these opportunities at once, but a day with one or two of them might go down as a day to remember.

Your character’s perfect day begins when they wake up, exactly when they want to, feeling rested and refreshed. What time is it?


	Bright and early, with the rising sun

	Late morning, with a healthy dose of sleeping in

	The crack of noon

	The late afternoon, the sun high in the sky

	Late in the evening, under a blood red sunset

	Twilight, the start of the night

	The middle of the night

	Other: ___________________



The day begins with breakfast, served exactly how they like it. What’s on the menu today?


	Black coffee and a doughnut

	Something homemade with love

	A big, hearty stew

	Raw meat, and lots of it

	A sumptuous breakfast feast

	Something healthy and refreshing

	Exotic and expensive cuisine

	Other: ___________________



The day is wide open ahead. Lots of time for work or play, all of it exactly according to plan. What is your character getting up to?


	Hijinks with friends

	Solitary time with their thoughts

	An early morning workout

	A destination vacation

	Important work getting done

	Eating, drinking, and being merry

	Not a damn thing

	Other: ___________________



Hell is other people, but heaven can be too. Who is around your character on their perfect day?


	Their best friend and/or partner

	Friends, and plenty of them

	Their enemies, begging forgiveness and mercy

	Their furriest animal companions

	Leaders of politics and global affairs, the movers and shakers

	Renowned artists, musicians, and cultural leaders

	People? No thank you

	Other: ___________________



The sun is high in the sky, and it’s time for lunch. What’s on the menu?


	Something simple to keep the stomach from rumbling

	A sweet treat to celebrate the midday

	A feast that takes most of the rest of the day

	Something exotic that they’ve never had before

	A midday stew that’s been simmering all morning

	Just throw some meat on some bread, who cares?

	Who wants to waste their time on lunch?

	Other: ___________________



There’s still some time left in the day. How does your character spend the end of their day?


	Work, more work, always more work

	Curling up with a good book

	Household chores, can’t fall too behind

	An impromptu getaway to somewhere far off and exciting

	Day drinking with friends, enjoying the good times

	A daytime date with someone really special

	Bettering their art or craft

	Other: ___________________



The end of the day is for slowing down…or speeding up. What’s on the evening agenda on your character’s perfect day?


	Fine art, such as the opera or a gallery

	A lavish party, pulling out all the stops

	A quiet meal with a few beloved friends

	More time to work in quiet solitude

	Time to reflect, write, and wrap up the day

	A little late-night romance

	Lights, music, and magic

	Other: ___________________



At long last, at the end of the day, dinner is served. What is your character feasting on?


	Intricately prepared delicacies, made by an elaborate team of chefs

	Something humble and homemade by a loved one

	Something they cooked with their own hands

	Meat and potatoes, nothing better

	The food is less important than the people

	Something easy and portable; there’s too much to do!

	Other: ___________________



Every day must end eventually. When does your character call it a day?


	Nice and early; early to bed, early to rise…

	Exactly on schedule!

	Later than they should, but there’s too much going on!

	When the last of their friends have gone home

	After one last kiss and a snuggle

	Sleep? Who needs sleep? Cowards, that’s who

	Other: ___________________








Making a To-Do List The Best-Laid Plans



The future isn’t just some far-off time when you face your destinies and confront your greatest enemies. It’s also what you’re getting for lunch tomorrow, or your plans for next week, or where you want to be a year from now. It’s easy to envision the long-term goals your character wants to achieve. Where unexpected character insight occurs is when you envision those smaller, almost microscopic plans.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE You’re going to envision your character’s hypothetical to-do list: all the little chores, goals, and responsibilities that might make up their near future. For each of the following prompts, envision what it is your character wants to achieve and why. Then, build the to-do list in its entirety.




STEP 1 GENERATING TASKS

Answer the following prompts about various chores and tasks your character has.


	1. What is the household chore your character has been putting off?


 



	2. Who does your character need to speak to? What do they need to talk about?


 



	3. What work task has your character been wrapped up with?


 



	4. What is your character’s favorite job around their home?


 



	5. How does your character want to work on their hobby in the near future?


 



	6. Your character needs to go shopping for something; what is it?


 



	7. Does your character work out? What is their workout routine like?


 



	8. There is cooking that needs to be done; does your character cook? What do they cook? What do they need to prepare in the next few days?


 



	9. How has your character’s daily routine been disrupted in the past few days?


 



	10. Where does your character need to travel in the near future? Is this a common trip?


 



	11. What has your character been dreading finally having to do?


 



	12. What task on your character’s list is almost done, which makes it even more miserable to work on?


 



	13. What does your character need to study or research in the near future?


 




STEP 2 FILLING IN THE TO-DO LIST

Now that you have an idea of the kinds of tasks on your character’s list, it’s time to build the list itself. In what order does your character place the things they need to work on? Do they prioritize housework, job responsibilities, family, friends? Do they complain as they write down tasks? Do they fill out a schedule? How much detail do they put on paper?

Understanding how they approach the items on their list gives incredible insight into the kind of person they are when attempting to get work done.
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What Others Want from Them Whether They Want It or Not



What your character wants for themselves is only half of the story. After all, no one is truly an island, no matter how much some people may try to be. Your life is full of people, some you know and some you don’t, and often those people want or need something specific from you. Even for the most dramatic lone wolf character—the most brooding, solitary, haunted loner—it’s helpful to know what others expect from them, so you can consider the question of whether they try and fulfill those wants.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE For any of the following categories, consider the people in question and how they might relate to your character. You don’t need to know their full story—just a cocktail napkin sketch of an idea should suffice. Then, consider the big question: What might this person want from your character?

Think about all the small questions that follow that one. Is what they need microscopic or earth-shattering? Is it physical, emotional, or some combination of the two? What would happen if they got it? What would happen if they didn’t? What would they do to get it?




STEP 1 WHO WANTS SOMETHING

Go through this list and define what each person (or people) wants from your character.


	1. Your character’s best friend:


 



	2. Your character’s childhood friends:


 



	3. Your character’s casual friends:


 



	4. Your character’s worst enemy:


 



	5. Your character’s soulmate:


 



	6. Your character’s ex:


 



	7. Your character’s pet:


 



	8. Your character’s boss:


 



	9. Your character’s coworkers/allies:


 



	10. Your character’s neighbors:


 



	11. The shopkeepers and artisans your character sees regularly:


 



	12. A stranger :


 



	13. Political leaders of the homeland:


 



	14. Your character’s parents:


 



	15. Your character’s grandparents:


 



	16. Your character’s children:


 



	17. Your character’s grandchildren:


 



	18. Your character’s protégé:


 



	19. The generations who came before your character :


 



	20. Future generations who will come after your character :


 




STEP 2 FAVORS ASKED, AND FAVORS ANSWERED

You now know what these people want from your character. Now, it’s time to decide if your character would, or even could, deliver.

Imagine the moment each person on the list you filled in asks your character for what they want. Visualize the conversation in your mind. How does your character react? Is there hesitation? Frustration? Do they refuse? If they accept, are they able to deliver? How would this impact the relationship between your character and the people listed? Jot down any quick notes about particularly memorable interactions.
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Ending the Story (Hopefully) Happily Ever After



Nothing lasts forever. Even the best stories end eventually. A story might last millennia or seconds, but they both arrive at the same destination in time. So too will your character’s story come to an end. Knowing that ending, or even a possible ending for your character, can be a valuable tool in your arsenal when predicting what they might do in each moment.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE You’re going to memorialize your character’s story with a proper obituary. Their story may not end in literal death, they may go on to a long, happy life after the end of this story, but every ending is its own death, and deserves its own memorial.

After completing the obituary, you’ll imagine the funeral of your character.




STEP 1 CONSTRUCT THE OBITUARY

Fill out the obituary for your character’s adventure by answering each of the following prompts.


Today, we honor (1), and the events of (2). On that fateful day, when faced with/against (3), they made the fateful decision to (4). This course of action led to (5), which brought to a close this chapter in their story. The closing of this chapter came at great cost, because (6), but in the end, (7). The memory of that moment will live on in (8), who will honor that memory by (9).




	1. Your character :


 



	2. When your character’s story ended:


 



	3. The central antagonist of or opposition to your character’s story:


 



	4. The key decision your character made to bring their story to a conclusion:


 



	5. The results of that key decision, whether they worked out for your character or not:


 



	6. The painful scars left behind by your character’s story:


 



	7. The positive resolution that came about because of your character’s story:


 



	8. Who will remember the events of this chapter in your character’s story:


 



	9. How those who remember have been changed by the events of your character’s story:


 




STEP 2 THE FUNERAL

Now that you have an idea of how the passing of the character came to happen, you can get an even better sense of finality by picturing the funeral. Who attends? Is it a small, closed event or a larger celebration of life? Who pays for the event? Who speaks at the event? What kind of music is playing? Is it a religious event? Is there food? Jot down any details you choose.
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CHAPTER 4 CLOTHING, GEAR, AND WHAT THEY SAY ABOUT YOUR CHARACTER

As the saying goes, “The clothes make the person.” But that’s only the start of the story. What you wear, what you ride, what you spend money on—every one of these reveals so much about you. What you own signals who you want to project into the world. Whether that version of yourself is real or fabricated…either way, that’s incredibly telling.

This chapter is all about outfitting your character. You’ll pick their clothes, weapons, vehicle, right down to their home decor and what they keep in their pockets. Just as every character has a story, so too does every item in your character’s possession.

By following these activities, you’ll learn how their weapon of choice informs their fighting style, and in turn their approach to the world, and why their choice of vehicle is an extension of their personality. You’ll see how the addition of a keepsake in their pocket can add new depth and specificity to your character. And by the end of the chapter, you’ll discover the inner workings of your character’s personality, as reflected in how they decorate their home.









Character Creation Through Clothes Fit Check



Ask any cosplayer, character artist, or anyone who has spent a little too long in a video game’s character creator, and they’ll say the same thing: A character’s clothing choices tell you everything about them. Their fashion choices speak to their background, job, financial status, right down to their favorite color. If you want to get a clear picture of who your character is…just look at their wardrobe.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE You’re going to walk through a few key components of your character’s wardrobe and look at how each piece factors into their overall personality. For each of the categories, choose one or more options or write your own. As you do, keep your selections in mind so you can begin to develop a clear visual for your character’s wardrobe and fashion choices.




STEP 1 PURPOSE

The first major consideration when putting your character’s outfit together is understanding the purpose of that outfit. A wardrobe made for the purposes of style and pomp is much different than an outfit made for battle, or work, or daily comfort. It defines the kind of pieces you might see, the character’s silhouette, and even the relative expense of the outfit.

The purpose of your character’s outfit is for :


	Fashion

	Comfort

	Protection

	Function and durability

	Religious worship

	Other: ___________________





STEP 2 ASSEMBLY

Now that you know what the outfit was made for, it’s time to understand how the outfit was put together. A piecemeal outfit made of à la carte parts has an immediately different impact than a bespoke, singularly designed outfit. Being able to describe how your character puts together their wardrobe gives you immediate insight into their design sensibilities, available resources and connections, and their status in society.

Your character’s outfit was assembled as:


	A group of individual pieces matched together for style

	A complete, unified look, all revolving around a single piece

	A mishmash of random and highly functional pieces

	A tactical matter, purpose-built for a specific military strategy

	A religious garment, designed for worship

	Other: ___________________





STEP 3 CONSTRUCTION

There are a tremendous number of economic implications for the relative quality of construction that goes into a given outfit. More money, skill, or time means more durable clothes. Cheap and hastily made clothes fall apart in less time. Being able to identify the quality of your character’s clothing is a key part of seeing the place they occupy in society.

Your character’s outfit is made of:


	Well-made, expensive materials built to last

	Worn-down, aged materials, fraying at the edges

	The cheapest available materials

	Durable, heavy-duty materials

	Other: ___________________





STEP 4 FABRIC

Fabric plays a function. Denim serves a fundamentally different role than silk, which in turn is fundamentally different from spandex. They look different, they convey a different feel to the viewer, and they can imply subtle differences in class, upbringing, and personality. Knowing the fabric of your character’s clothing captures an immediate vibe and speaks to your character’s role in the world and the narrative.

The fabric of your character’s clothing is:


	Delicate and ornamental

	Thick and warming

	Threadbare and patchwork

	Other: ___________________





STEP 5 COLOR

Color conveys an immediate message. Your character’s color palette signals their disposition, hints at their social role, and evokes themes and subtext to the viewer. A dark, muted, muddy palette is very different than neon colors and vibrant hues. Color choices relate to personality, but there’s also an economic factor : Color means dyes, and that means money.

Your character’s color palette is:


	Vibrant and colorful

	Muted and dark

	Dirty and dusty

	Varied by mood and setting

	Strictly monochromatic

	Other: ___________________





STEP 6 ACCESSORIES

Finally, an outfit is only as good as its accessories. The right weapon, purse, staff, or crown can vastly transform the theming of an outfit. It adds specificity to an outfit, it adds function, and sometimes a sword just looks extraordinarily cool.

Your character’s accessories are:


	Elaborate, ceremonial weapons

	Blunt, functional weapons

	A stylish purse or bag

	A ritual staff or scepter

	A spell book, grimoire, or encyclopedia

	Rings, gems, and jewelry

	Other: ___________________








Defining Their Weapon’s History Every Sword Has a Story



There is a moment in every gladiator story where they bring out the big wheel of weapons, and dramatically say to the gladiators, “Choose your weapon.” There’s a reason that moment works so well. Every weapon on that rack tells a story. In that moment, fighters navigate the specific kinds of offense and defense offered by each weapon, and how they might counter one another. What they’re ultimately doing, and what you can take away from that moment, is signaling their character intent through a choice of weapons. You can, and should, absolutely do this when developing a fantasy character of your own.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE Like the blacksmiths of old, you’re going to forge your character’s weapon, tell its story (because every great weapon has its own story), and come to understand how your character uses it and why they need it.




STEP 1 FORM AND FUNCTION

You’ll begin by outlining exactly what the weapon is, what it looks like at a first glance, and how it’s used on the battlefield.


	1. What kind of weapon is it?


 



	2. How large is it? How noticeable is it when one wields it?


 



	3. How easy is it to use this weapon? How cumbersome is it? How intricate and complicated?


 



	4. How dangerous is it? Is it something that could hurt? Is it something that could kill?


 



	5. How common is it? Is it something the average person would have seen before?


 



	6. Is it finely crafted or simply constructed? How much decoration does it contain?


 



	7. How worn down is it? Does it appear well used or untouched?


 



	8. What would someone think when they see it?


 



	9. Is it more of a functional or ceremonial weapon? Does your character expect to use it?


 



	10. How does one fight with this kind of weapon?


 



	11. What kind of fighters, or what kinds of people, traditionally use this weapon?


 




STEP 2 HISTORY AND LEGACY

The history of your character’s weapon is as important as its physical presence. Consider more about that history in detail.


	1. Does the weapon have a name? Does it have its own legends?


 



	2. Who made this weapon? Why?


 



	3. What kind of work went into creating this weapon? Was it a quick and simple process or an elaborate, ritualistic ordeal?


 



	4. How old is this weapon? Is it brand new? Was it passed down from generation to generation? Is it older than history itself?


 



	5. Is this weapon held in high regard or shame? Is this unusual for this kind of weapon?


 



	6. Who, if anyone, wielded it in the past? What did they accomplish with this weapon? Why aren’t they still wielding it?


 



	7. Does someone else want the weapon? Why so? What are they willing to do to get it?


 




STEP 3 YOUR CHARACTER’S CONNECTION

This weapon is, narratively, an extension of your character. How they feel about it is as essential as what the weapon does or who made it. Consider how your character relates to their weapon of choice.


	1. Does your character want to carry a weapon? Do they want to carry this weapon? Will they use it?


 



	2. Do they carry this weapon with them all the time? Do they only bring it out on certain occasions? Do they keep it hidden?


 



	3. How does your character fight with this weapon? How is it different from the way others would use similar weapons?


 



	4. How does your character carry this weapon on their person? Is it noticeable or hidden?


 



	5. Does your character clean, maintain, or decorate the weapon themselves?


 



	6. Does your character tell people about the weapon and its history? Does your character know about the weapon and its history?


 




STEP 4 THE WEAPON IN ACTION

Now that you know the weapon and its wielder, think about a fight unfolding. Visualize how your character uses the weapon. How are they holding it? Are they using it with hesitation or glee? Imagine how their opponents react to the weapon. How they might counter it, try and avoid it, or succumb to it. Think about how your character moves when they wield the weapon. Think about how they treat the weapon when the fight is over.

Finally, walk through every step of this battle in your mind, and think about what you would ask your character about their intentions. What does this battle say about your character as a person?
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What Their Vehicle Says about Them This Is My Ride



You can learn almost everything about Don Quixote and Sancho Panza by looking at their steeds. Rocinante, as a horse, is a mirror image of Don Quixote as a knight: old, broken down, with no business adventuring, but pushing on regardless. And Sancho Panza’s donkey is just that, a donkey, the furthest thing from a noble knight’s steed, but rather, a common farm animal shoved into the adventuring life. That same logic extends to your character and their chosen transportation; what they ride is an extension of who they are as a person.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE You’re going to go shopping for your character’s ideal vehicle, by looking at a few key considerations, and how they might relate to what your character rides and why. You’re going to look at what makes up a vehicle and what your character wants out of each category.

For each of the following prompts, choose one or more of the options to envision the specific vehicle your character rides. As you do, allow it to take shape in your mind; visualize what it looks like riding by, what people might think when they see it, and what it says about your character.




STEP 1 BODY

Think about the body of your character’s vehicle/mount.

What form does your character’s vehicle take? What is the overall shape, style, or type of object?


	A trusty animal mount

	A magical flying vehicle

	A functional ground vehicle

	A ship on the ocean waves

	A force of raw magical power

	Other: ___________________





STEP 2 SHAPE

Now, think about the condition the vehicle/mount is in.

Does your character care about the appearance of their ride? Is it a fashion statement or strictly functional? What does your character want people to think as they ride by?


	Sleek, sporty, and sexy

	Boxy, functional, and plain

	Stark and intimidating

	Flowing and natural

	An oversized hunk of junk

	Other: ___________________





STEP 3 SIZE

Think about how many people can fit on/in the ride and the amount of storage space.

How big is your character’s ride? Is its size a matter of necessity or is it a fashion statement in its own way? How complex is its operation? Does it have a lot of room to store things in?


	Just large enough for a single rider

	Like a city unto itself

	Spacious enough for a family to live in

	Small enough no one will notice it

	Large enough no one would ever miss it

	Other: ___________________





STEP 4 SPEED

Ponder about how quickly this vehicle/mount can get from here to there.

How fast does your character want to go? How fast does your character need to go? Is this a tactical decision, or an impulsive one?


	Lightning-fast and reckless

	Slow, plodding, and relentless

	Quick and nimble

	Just quick enough to get from Point A to Point B

	Slow and safe

	Other: ___________________





STEP 5 DURABILITY

Think about how much of a punch this vehicle can stand.

Is durability a concern for your character? Do they need a vehicle that can take a hit? What modifications are they making to their vehicle to provide added protection?


	It’s barely holding together as is

	One good hit and it’s a goner

	Just enough armor to get by

	It can take a licking and keep on ticking

	Utterly impenetrable

	Other: ___________________





STEP 6 CREW

Consider how many people this ride needs to pilot it.

How many people does it take to operate this vehicle? Does your character have people they can count on to operate it? Do they trust their crew? Does their crew trust them?


	One lone rider is all it needs

	It works with one, but a few is better

	A small crew at the helm

	The effort of a small battalion

	Requires a veritable army to operate

	Other: ___________________





STEP 7 WEAPONS

What about weaponry? Think about if this ride comes equipped with any tools of mass destruction—or a mouth that can spew flames.

This is obviously not something you would consider on a ride (hopefully), but that’s what makes this fantasy. Does your character’s vehicle have weapons? Do they need weapons? How much damage can your character’s vehicle dish out?


	Weapons? Who needs weapons?

	A handful of tricks, but nothing dangerous

	One or two weapons, just for security

	Enough weapons to fight its way out of a jam

	Armed to the teeth

	Other: ___________________





STEP 8 COMFORT

Consider what level of comfort your character has when riding this vehicle.

Does your character need to be comfortable in this vehicle? Do they want to be? What are the features that make this a comfortable ride?


	None; cramped, uncomfortable, and miserable

	Almost enough space to walk around

	Fun and games to keep riders calm

	Dedicated luxuries; food, drink, and song

	A luxury five-star experience

	Other: ___________________





STEP 9 PRICE

Think about the monetary price of this ride.

How expensive is this ride? Is your character comfortable paying that?


	Free, the best price of all

	A cheap day’s wages, easily replaceable

	A decent investment, something to be respected

	A massive purchase, something to be treasured

	They will never be able to afford such a purchase again

	Other: ___________________








What Your Character Keeps in Their Wallet Cash, Trash, and Gold Pieces



The contents of a character’s wallet (or purse, or coin pouch, or billfold, or big burlap sack with a dollar sign on it, or just what they’ve got jammed into their pockets) tells you so much more about them than you might expect.

It tells you how much money they keep on hand, sure, but that also speaks to their economic standing, national allegiance, comfort among strangers, and even their purchasing plans or daily schedule. Photos and keepsakes speak to their anxieties, their fears, their great loves, and their most cherished memories. You can learn someone’s political affiliations, trade memberships, worst enemies, and their grocery list, all by going through their wallet.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE Imagine going item by item through your character’s wallet, and answer the following questions. Then, imagine them having to describe their wallet/purse/carrying device to someone else.




STEP 1 HOW THEY CARRY THEIR STUFF

Answer the following questions, thinking carefully about how your character keeps any personal items on them. If there is more than one question per prompt, or if there are questions that further ask about their belongings, keep any details in mind, or jot them down in the margins.

Where do they keep their things, and why? Is it decorated or plain? Do they keep this hidden or easily accessible? What do these choices say about them?


	Wallet

	Coin purse

	Magical bottomless bag

	Wallet? They have pockets!

	Money clip

	Other: ___________________



Think about the money that they keep on their person. Is there money on their person? Why or why not? Is it all in the same denomination? Is it all in the same currency? Is it coin, scrip, or paper? How much money is there?


	A couple of coins

	Foreign currency only

	A crisp bill from Grandma

	Enough to get them through the day

	A week’s worth of pay

	Other: ___________________



Are there photos, or the fantasy equivalent thereof? What do they depict, and why? Are there letters or keepsakes? Why does your character keep them so close at hand? How often do they look at them?


	Portrait of a loved one

	Old ticket stub

	Letter from home

	Random business cards

	Lock of hair from a former lover

	Other: ___________________



Are there membership cards, sigils, badges, or crests? What do they signify? What memberships does your character hold? Are they in good standing? When was the last time they thought about them?


	Gym membership

	Café punch card

	Library card

	Guild membership

	Personal identification

	Other: ___________________



Do they have lists, notes, or important documents on hand? What are they? What do they need to remember? Do they successfully remember it or constantly forget? Do the lists help?


	Grocery list

	Travel documents

	A letter from a king

	Special orders from a secret club

	A list of nemeses

	Other: ___________________



What religious, spiritual, or ceremonial artifacts do they carry? What do they signify? Does your character turn to them, or think about them? What prompts them to do so?


	Prayer beads

	Book of meditations

	Tarot cards

	Their religion’s holy text

	They do not carry any of these things

	Other: ___________________



What else is in their wallet? Why do they hold on to that stuff? When do they collect it? When do they clean out their wallet?


	Trash or paper scraps

	A wanted poster (theirs or someone else’s)

	A party flyer

	Expired coupons

	Gift card with unknown balance

	Other: ___________________





STEP 2 DESCRIBE TO LOST AND FOUND

Imagine that your character left their wallet/bag/precious items, and they ended up in the lost and found. How would they react to losing the items? How would they describe their precious items to get them back? How much detail would they give? Would they bother to go in the first place?
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Tattoos and Piercings Stories in Ink on Skin



There is a radical power in body modification. Whether it’s religious, cultural, celebratory, rebellious, commemorative, mournful, criminal, shameful, sexual, or it just looks sick as hell, to permanently mark yourself is an immense act. There are few if any more outwardly visual signifiers of a person’s life, their beliefs, and their stories than the marks they carry on their bodies. If you often say your character is an open book, nowhere is that more apparent than the stories they choose to illustrate onto themselves.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE Begin by considering what role tattoos and piercings play in the culture of your character. Then, take a few minutes to ponder body modifications, and then go into the specific piercings and tattoos adorning your character.




STEP 1 BODY MODIFICATION IN THEIR WORLD

Body modifications usually come with a great deal of thought attached…even if that thought is occasionally “This is going to look so cool.” For your character, think on these questions and write your answers in the provided space.

Are body modifications taboo or celebrated where they’re from? Commonplace or rare? Legal or illegal? Why would someone in your character’s world traditionally get a tattoo or piercing? What does it signal to people around them? What kinds of imagery, themes, or styling are traditional to your character?
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With all of that in mind, imagine the process of seeking out and getting a tattoo or piercing. Who traditionally does this kind of work? Where did your character find them? Is it an elaborate ritual, or something you can knock out in an afternoon? Is it expensive, difficult, or burdensome? How seriously did your character take the process of getting their tattoo or piercing? Is it a painful process?
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STEP 2 FURTHER QUESTIONS

Now, picture the tattoos and piercings on your character’s body and answer the following questions. You may repeat these questions for each modification they have.


	1. What kind of body modification is it? Is it a tattoo, a piercing, an implant, or something else entirely?


 



	2. What does your character’s body art look like? How large is it? What is the design? What are the colors? What level of detail is there? Is it noticeable to others?


 



	3. What is the meaning behind the body modification? What made your character seek it out? Is this exactly what your character wanted? Have they had it altered since getting it?


 



	4. How often does your character think about their body modification? How often does your character look at it? Do they ever forget it’s there?


 



	5. How do other people in their world feel about body modification? What kind of response does it get when people see it?


 



	6. How has time altered the body modification? How carefully does your character care for it (if at all)?


 







Packing for Travel Load Up the Suitcase



How do you pack your life into a suitcase? It’s an interesting challenge. How tightly can you compress your day-to-day routines? What are the pieces of your daily life that are absolutely essential? How do you balance a change of scenery with your usual comforts? This is part of what makes packing so stressful. And this is why the way your character packs a suitcase speaks volumes about their internal life.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE Imagine your character is about to embark on a trip. They have enough bags and storage to pack whatever they feel is appropriate, and almost enough time to make it all fit. That said, they’ll need to make some tough decisions about what to bring along, just for logistics’ sake.

For each of the following prompts, consider what they pack and what they leave behind. What kind of clothes do they bring? Do they have medicines, toiletries, or comforts they bring along? Do they need weapons or protection? What kinds do they pack? How much do they pack? How many bags do they end up bringing? What do they leave at home? Do they have enough for the trip when the time comes? After you’ve answered these questions for each scenario, you’ll be asked to describe their go-to luggage and what makes it special or useful.




STEP 1 PACKING QUESTIONS

Your character may face many different types of packing conundrums. How do they pack for the following situations?


	1. Your character is embarking on a quest of the utmost importance; time is of the essence and people are in danger.


 



	2. Your character is spending a romantic weekend in the country with someone they care about.


 



	3. Your character is visiting family for a weeklong reunion. There will be fun, games, and perhaps some drama.


 



	4. Your character is in danger, and they need to get the hell out of the house now.


 



	5. Your character is attending a formal ball, with two days of stuffy black-tie affairs.


 



	6. A friend your character hasn’t spoken to in years is hosting a party. Your character will be sleeping at their house.


 



	7. Your character has an audience with a king. They’ll need to spend a few days around the castle prior, so they can develop their statement and the case they plan to plead.


 



	8. Your character is attending a weeklong, citywide celebration. There’s dancing, food, parades, everything you can imagine.


 




STEP 2 DESCRIBING THEIR LUGGAGE

Just like what they choose to pack is important, so too is the container (or containers) they pack their valuables in. Describe any suitcases, backpacks, travel chests, or containment spells they utilize to contain their items. How do they transport them? How do they store them in their home? How convenient or inconvenient are they?
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What Their Home Reveals The Art of Home Decor



Your home is so much more than a place where you rest your head. It’s an extension of your personality, in ways both conscious and subconscious. It is a statement you send out to visitors, neighbors, and passersby. If you want to get to know your character, just look around their home, and how it’s decorated.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE You’re going to go room by room through your character’s home, examine its decor, and consider what it says about them as a person.

Some of these spaces might be condensed in your character’s home. Others might not exist at all. Feel free to jump around, condense questions, and use the prompts to visualize your character’s living arrangements.




STEP 1 THINGS TO CONSIDER

For each of the following prompts, consider the questions and answer the associated prompts.

Kitchen: Where does your character prepare meals? How much cookware do they own? Is it well organized or scattered about? How clean is their kitchen? Does it see a lot of use?

 


Pantry: How much food do they keep in the house? How much of the food is prepackaged, salted, or shelf-stable, and how much is fresh? Is any of the food going bad? Is it all organized?

 


Dining Room: Where does your character eat? Do they have a dedicated tablespace or another option? Is there space for guests? How open or cramped is the space? How well decorated is the space?

 


Bedroom: How spacious is their bedroom? Is it strictly a space for sleeping, or is it a space for entertaining and relaxing as well? How are shelves and clothes organized? How is closet space utilized? Are there mirrors in the room?

 


Guest Rooms: Does your character’s home have space for guests? How many extra bedrooms does it offer? How large are they? Does your character have visitors often, and do they enjoy their stay?

 


Bathroom: Does your character’s house have a bathroom? Does it have plumbing, whether mechanical, natural, or magical? How luxurious is the bathroom? How spacious is the room? Is it more functional or luxurious? What message does it send to guests?

 


Library: Does your character keep books? Are they kept in one place or scattered throughout the house? How organized are your character’s books? How much time do they spend reading?

 


Living Room: What kinds of decorations mark your character’s living room? How welcoming a space is it for guests? How many people can it hold? How many seats are there? How much time does your character spend in it? How clean is it? How organized?

 


Workshop: Is there a dedicated workspace in your character’s home? What kinds of crafts do they engage in? Is it well used or often ignored? How cluttered is it? How dirty is it? Is it well organized or chaotic?

 


Basement: How many floors is your character’s house? Is there a basement? What is the basement used for? What condition is the basement kept in? Do people enter the basement often?

 




STEP 2 IF YOU BUILD IT…

Now that you know the logistics of your character’s house, take some time to try and visualize it. Sketch it in a notebook or build it in a video game. Try to imagine the landscape around your character’s home, and how their home blends in with its surroundings. Visualize how the rooms fit together, and how they travel from room to room. Then, determine if the size of their home is really as you’ve described it. Are they happy with it? Do they want more, or wish they had less? What might they change within their home if they could?

Finally, picture an ordinary day in this home. How does it feel? What does it say about the person who lives here?
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CHAPTER 5 YOUR CHARACTER’S LIKES AND DISLIKES

A commonality of the universe that often gets overlooked, particularly in very serious genre fiction, is that no matter how bleak people’s circumstances, they still have ways of finding joy. Games, music, food and drink, inside jokes, little hobbies… These might not seemingly amount to much, but people across history and across worlds have come back to them again and again to brighten their bleakest moments.

This is also true of your character. No matter how serious their quest or relentlessly driven they are in their mission, your character probably has something that amuses them in their off-hours. And being able to confidently point to those activities helps humanize your character, making them a little less stark and a bit more relatable.

Over the course of this chapter, you’ll spend time getting to know the little things your character loves, including their favorite food and drinks, and where they get them; how they treat themselves when they need a pick-me-up; the music, games, and hobbies that they use to pass the time; how they have fun with friends and loved ones; and how they express themselves creatively, even if no one sees it except them.









Favorite Food Dinner Is Served



As they say, you are what you eat. Food is one of a person’s most universal experiences. Everyone eats, and culture defines so much of a person’s life through what, where, with whom, why, and how they eat. Food is culture, food is friendship, food is love, food is lust, food is wisdom, and food is delicious. Know what your character eats, and you know the very core of their being. Or at least, what to serve them at a party.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE First, you’ll brainstorm your character’s overall relationship to the culinary world. Then, this activity is going to build your character’s perfect meal, one step at a time. You shouldn’t be worried about specific ingredients, or how it’s cooked, or anything like that. Instead, focus on the larger qualities of the food—its flavor profile, how they eat it, and its relative rarity. You should care more about what the food says than what it is. For each of the following questions, think about what draws your character to that answer. Is it their upbringing? Their palate? Their social status? Their personality? Your goal is not just to know your character’s favorite dish but to understand what that dish says about them as a person.




STEP 1 WHAT THEY EAT

Think about how food intersects with your character’s culture and belief system. How is what they eat impacted by who they are and where they’re located? Are there any specialty foods they absolutely adore? Any dietary habits? Allergies?
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STEP 2 BUILDING A PERFECT MEAL

Now, think about how your character would go about concocting a total feast. What sorts of things would they like to eat?

What is the predominant flavor of their favorite dish? Bitter, salty, savory, sour, or sweet? Consider whether this is usually the flavor your character seeks out.


	Bitter

	Salty

	Savory

	Sweet

	Bland

	Other: ___________________



This dish is primarily served:


	For special occasions

	As an everyday snack

	For Sunday dinner

	Other: ___________________



Where can they find this food?


	It’s a common dish served everywhere

	Mama makes it best

	It’s unique to their favorite city

	Other: ___________________



Is this made with common ingredients, or does it require something difficult or exotic?


	Common ingredients

	Requires exotic spices

	Needs a dash of magic

	Other: ___________________



Is this a dish they eat at a sit-down meal, or something they munch on the go?


	Sit and enjoy

	Grab and go

	Sit down for but eat quickly

	Other: ___________________



How is the dish served?


	Hot

	Cold

	Room temperature

	Other: ___________________



Does your character add any spices, sauces, or extra ingredients? Consider if they are supposed to.


	Overseasoned

	Drowning in sauce

	Just a pinch of salt

	They like it bland

	They add a secret ingredient

	Other: ___________________



Is this considered healthy?


	Super healthy

	All carbs

	It’s dessert

	Other: ___________________



Is this dish something sized for an individual, or is it made for sharing?


	They don’t share food

	Definitely enough for two

	It’s tiny; they have two at a time

	Other: ___________________



Does it have a particular smell? Consider how your character feels about it.


	Smells good to them but not others

	It’s odorless

	Most amazing thing they’ve ever smelled

	Other: ___________________



Are there different ways this dish can be prepared?


	So many variations, all delicious

	They only like it prepared one way

	This recipe cannot be modified

	Other: ___________________



What is the best version of this dish your character ever had? What was the worst? (Indicate which answer is which.)


	Prepared by their best friend

	That time their ex tried to make it

	Their mother’s secret recipe

	Other: ___________________








Go-To Drink A Toast to Good Character



What your character drinks says a tremendous amount about them. It speaks to their preferences, sure, but also their lifestyle, their upbringing, or how particular they are. It tells you how easygoing they are, the kinds of social settings you might find them in, or how much they’re willing to spend their money (if they have money to spend).


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE By answering the following list of questions, you’ll understand exactly what your character drinks if they could have anything under the sun. As you go through, think about what each answer says about them. Consider if it’s a decision they consciously made, or something they never really thought about. Ask yourself why each answer is the way it is. Your goal is, by the end of the questionnaire, to not just know their signature drink, but to have a greater understanding of the finer aspects of your character’s personality. Then, you’ll think through a few different scenarios and decide their drink preferences for each.




STEP 1 THEIR FAVORITE DRINK

Answer the following questions to pinpoint their go-to drink, selecting the relevant choice or choices for each.

How is the drink prepared?


	They make it themselves

	Ready-made at the store

	Made to order at their favorite place

	Other: ___________________



How is the drink served?


	Hot

	Over ice

	Blended

	Fizzy

	Frothy

	Other: ___________________



What is the flavor profile?


	Sweet

	Savory

	Sour

	Robust

	Other: ___________________



How does the drink smell?


	Pungent and unappealing

	A pleasant aroma

	No odor

	Other: ___________________



What are the other characteristics of the drink?


	Caffeinated

	Alcoholic

	Healthy

	Unhealthy

	Other: ___________________



How do they enjoy the drink?


	Consume it immediately

	Let it sit for a bit

	Drink it slowly throughout the day

	Other: ___________________



How often do they drink it?


	Every day

	Occasionally as a special treat

	This is all they drink

	Other: ___________________



Is there a specific time they want or need to drink it?


	It’s best first thing in the morning

	It’s medicinal; one drink at every meal

	They drink it throughout the day

	Other: ___________________





STEP 2 DRINKING IN VARIOUS SITUATIONS

Food and drink are fundamentally social activities. You can share meals with people, and that is an essential part of the experience of eating. Here’s a list of a couple situations that your character finds themselves in. How would they alter their go-to drink in each of the following scenarios? Why?


	1. Their sibling (or close friend’s) kid’s party:


 



	2. A nice dinner party with a new group of friends:


 



	3. Just finishing a long project/quest for their work:


 



	4. A night out with no restraints at a club/tavern:


 



	5. A solitary night of reminiscing:


 







Their Pick-Me-Ups Little Treats



Everyone treats themselves from time to time. They might not think of it as a treat; maybe it’s a night off, or a favorite food, or a walk in the park. But everybody has their own specific ways of picking themselves up and rewarding themselves for all that they do along the way. Your character is likely no different, and it’s well worth understanding what small delights they turn to during the day. That way, you can know what they’ll turn to in moments of stress or have an idea how they might open up to the people around them.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE First, you’ll brainstorm some of the little things you, your friends, or even media characters do as pick-me-ups. You’ll use this as a jumping-off point for Step 2. Then, you’ll look at a day in the life of your character. As they go through the rhythm of a typical day, they’ll stop and indulge in a few of life’s little treats. Imagine what it is they do, and why they do it. Consider their choices, their circumstances, and what they might emotionally need in a given moment. Remember, these might not be physical, literal objects; they could be any activity, celebration, or quiet moment that helps to revitalize your character when they need it.




STEP 1 COMFORTS ARE ALL AROUND

Begin by taking stock of the little treats you give yourself during the day. Take a moment to think about pick-me-ups that you, friends, or a favorite character from TV indulge in. What makes these comforts special? Jot down as many as you can, giving yourself a couple of minutes to do so.

 




STEP 2 COMFORTS BY SCENARIO

Now, using some of the comforts listed from Step 1 if you choose, reflect on the following scenarios. How does your character soothe themselves in each moment?


	1. It’s been a difficult day so far, with loads of challenging work. Your character has given it their best for some time, and exhaustion and frustration are setting in. What does your character rely on to help lift their spirits and recharge themselves?


 



	2. Triumph! A major milestone achieved. It was anything but easy, but your character’s hard work has paid off. How does your character celebrate their victory?


 



	3. Your character has met with friends, and the conversation was difficult but essential. Painful stories were shared, and they fostered a real sense of vulnerability. These moments take a lot out of your character; how do they recover?


 



	4. Nothing good lasts forever, and your character just took a major defeat. They’re feeling very low at this moment. Where do they turn to lift their spirits and get them back on track?


 



	5. Today has had many ups and downs. Your character is restless and exhausted at the same time. How do they unwind and settle their nerves so they can rest and get back to it tomorrow?


 







Pick a Favorite Song Thank You for the Music



You’ve determined your character’s soundtrack: the music that defines your character within the narrative, and to you, the outside observer. Now it’s time to step inside your character’s head and hear the music they love. After all, music is likely just as important to them as it is to you! Music can say a lot about someone’s character. It’s often tied to culture, region, and aesthetic.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE You’re going to write the song your character loves. Sort of. Bear with the process.

You’re going to begin by outlining some basics of what the song sounds like. Don’t worry about specific music terminology for instrumentation; chances are good that in a fantasy world, musical instruments would be entirely different, with constructions and sounds unlike anything heard in our world anyway. You’re looking for a grounding in tone, style, complexity, and emotion. From there, you’ll repeat the process and examine how the song makes your character feel. Then, in the bridge, you’ll examine how other people feel about the song. Finally, in the last verse, you’ll throw it back to when your character first heard the song.




STEP 1 THE SOUND OF MUSIC

Verse one lays the groundwork of the sound the song is going for, or where your character might find it in a theoretical music shop. Answer the questions to determine the basics.


	1. What is the genre of your character’s favorite song?


 



	2. How complex is it? Is it traditionally performed by a lone musician, an entire orchestra, or something in-between?


 



	3. Are there vocals in the song, or is it strictly instrumental?


 



	4. What’s the mood of the song? Is it upbeat, operatic, sad, mournful?


 



	5. Is it the kind of song you listen to and silently appreciate, or does everyone in the room dance and sing along?


 



	6. What is the name of the song?


 




STEP 2 WHAT THE MUSIC MAKES THEM FEEL

Verse two brings you further into the music, defining what your character feels. Answer the questions to get a better sense of the song.


	1. What does this song make your character think of?


 



	2. What emotions does this song conjure for your character?


 



	3. When does your character find themselves thinking of this song?


 



	4. Is this something they share with others or keep to themselves?


 



	5. Is there a particular performance or version of this song they treasure the most?


 




STEP 3 HOW OTHER PEOPLE THINK OF THE MUSIC

Then, the bridge comes. This can hook others or turn them away. Answer the questions to get a sense of how others respond to the song.


	1. Is this a popular song? What do people think of it in general?


 



	2. Is this song’s genre well established or weird and niche?


 



	3. What do fans of this song or music dress like?


 



	4. Does your character fit the mold for a fan of this song?


 




STEP 4 THE FIRST TIME YOU HEARD THAT MUSIC

By the third verse of a song, you may begin to reflect on it as a whole. The following questions determine your character’s relationship with the song.


	1. When was the first time your character heard this song?


 



	2. How did they initially react to it? Was it love at first sound?


 



	3. What part of the song got stuck in your character’s head?


 



	4. What part of the song did your character fall in love with?


 



	5. How has their opinion of the song changed over time?


 







Select Their Favorite Games A Roll of the Dice



People have played games since before there was recorded history. Even animals play games. Of course, your character plays games of some kind. Who doesn’t? The question isn’t whether your character plays some kind of game to pass the time; it’s what kind of game they play.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE You’ll now invent your character’s favorite game and explore what it is they love so much. In the first part of this exercise, you’ll discover a few key details of the game itself. Then, in the second half, you’ll explore some of your character’s most prominent memories with the game to see the place it occupies in their life.




STEP 1 WHAT’S IN A GAME?

To understand what makes this game so special to your character, you need to understand the basics of what it is. It could be a game that exists, or one that’s entirely imaginary. Either way, looking at its component parts will help you see what makes it tick—and what makes your character such a fan. For each prompt, choose one or more options from the list.

Type of Game: Sport | Combat Sport | Board Game | Card Game | Role-Playing Game | Word Game | Brain Teaser | Trivia Game | Idle Game

Number of Players: Solo | One-on-One | Small Group | Team-Based | Massive

Length of Game: Instant | A Few Moments | A Couple of Minutes | An Hour or So | An Afternoon | An Entire Day | Weeks, Months, or Longer

Complexity: Anyone Could Play | Easy to Learn, Hard to Master | Difficult to Explain | Absurdly Complex | Deceptively Simple | Deceptively Difficult

Why Do You Play: To Pass the Time | To Crush Your Enemy | Fabulous Cash Prizes | League Standing | To Show Off | To Make Friends | No Reason, Just Fun


	Name of the Game:


 




STEP 2 GET THEIR HEAD IN THE GAME

Now that you have an image of the game in mind, consider why your character cares so much about it. Answer the following questions, thinking about your character’s relationship to the game.


	1. When was the first time your character played this game?


 



	2. How does playing this game make your character feel?


 



	3. Do they know anyone else who plays? Do they play together?


 



	4. What is your character’s most vivid memory of play?


 



	5. What is the most satisfying part of the game for your character?


 



	6. What is the most frustrating part of the game for your character?


 







Hobbies in Everyday Life Side Hustle



Hobbies fill a lot of roles in people’s lives. For some, they’re a way to pass time. For others, they’re a way to de-stress. Some people make a business out of them; others use them to escape the frustrations of work. They’re a game to some, a lifestyle to others. They are both unbelievably ubiquitous, and also incredibly specific and idiosyncratic. Your character’s hobbies, how and when they indulge, and why they enjoy them, is an incredibly telling look into how they move in the world when there isn’t an apocalyptic plot to deal with.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE First, you’ll spend a little time understanding precisely what your character’s hobby is, to inform your expectations. Then, you’ll take your character through an ordinary day, to see how that hobby intersects with their routine.




STEP 1 ENVISION THE HOBBY

Begin by envisioning the hobby your character loves (it can be anything, weird and small or big and overambitious) and answer the following questions.


	1. What is your character’s hobby?


 



	2. How does one engage with this hobby?


 



	3. How long has your character had this hobby?


 



	4. How seriously do they take their hobby?


 




STEP 2 SEEING THEIR HOBBY IN ACTION

Now that you’ve got an idea of how they pass their time, take a look at a typical day, and see how and when they turn to that hobby.


	1. Rise and shine! Your character’s day is underway. They’ve finished their morning routine and settled into a long, boring day. Are they thinking about their hobby? Do they take a break to indulge? Have they made plans around it later?


 



	2. The day has been…stressful to say the least. Have they taken a hobby break? Does thinking about their hobby brighten their spirits?


 



	3. They’re hanging out with friends. Do they have this hobby in common? If so, are they talking about it? Are they engaging with it in their off-hours? Has your character shared this hobby with anyone else in their life?


 



	4. The day’s work is done! Time to celebrate. Is their hobby something they schedule time around, or does it pop up on a minute-to-minute basis throughout the day? Is it an event, or more of a ritual? How do they focus time into their hobby?


 







What Makes Them Laugh? Jokes, Pranks, and Goofs



People laugh. They might not laugh with everyone, or all the time. Or maybe they do. Either way, who you laugh with, when, and how often says something. It speaks to your culture, and personality, and all the little things in your life that make it worth living. Understanding what makes your character laugh means understanding what brings them joy, and with that, you can get a picture of what makes them tick.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE Like a great routine, you’re going to build the setup and punchline of your character’s favorite jokes. First, you’ll make choices about what might make your character laugh. Then, you’ll put them in various situations to see what jokes (if any) they might make.




STEP 1 DO YOU WANT TO HEAR A JOKE?

For each of the following prompts, choose one or more of the following options to get an understanding of exactly what your character might find funny.

What kind of material makes your character laugh?


	Bawdy

	Corny

	Controversial

	Morbid

	Wholesome

	Physical

	Simple

	Other: ___________________



When your character wants to make someone laugh, what kind of material do they default to?


	Skits

	One-liners

	Anecdotes

	Physical comedy

	Song and dance

	Puns

	Observations

	Other: ___________________





STEP 2 PEOPLE YOUR CHARACTER JOKES (OR DOESN’T JOKE) WITH

A joke requires two people: someone to tell it, and an audience to hear it. To understand what makes your character laugh, you need to imagine who they’re laughing with (or, conversely, not laughing with).

Here is a list of people, each of varying degrees of closeness to your character. For each person, imagine the jokes between these characters. Think about if your character laughs or opens up to this person. Visualize the in-jokes, the little pranks, the ongoing bits, and the routines that last for years on end. You’ll start to understand your character’s sense of humor, and how they relate to people or what they look for in friendship.

Note: You’re likely to read some of these and think, My character would never joke with this person. Maybe you’ll read all of these, and think your character is just someone who never jokes, period. This discovery is a good thing. The absence of laughter, or humor, or levity, is just as informative as the presence.


	1. Your character’s best friend. This friend has known them a long time and been with them through thick and thin. This person has been at your character’s best and worst moments. They’ve spent so long with your character, the two of them practically have their own language.


 



	2. A random bar patron, offering a beer and a smile. It’s a quiet night, not many people around, and nothing much is happening. An easy, relaxing night on the town.


 



	3. A former friend, someone your character hasn’t spoken to in ages. Maybe there was romance. Maybe there is bad blood. But there are years of distance between the two of them.


 



	4. Your character’s romantic partner. The light of their life. They have given your character their heart and opened up the most vulnerable parts of themselves. They’ve built a life with your character. No one has seen as much of your character as them.


 



	5. A local shopkeeper. Someone your character doesn’t know well (they might not know their name, even), but they like and respect and happily chat with. They’re in the middle of a regular day-to-day business transaction with your character.


 



	6. Your character’s coworker. Not their boss but a friendly peer. Someone who goes through the same frustrations and challenges as your character and sees the solidarity in that experience.


 



	7. Some local children. The family of a friend, or your character’s various nieces and nephews. They’re smiling, they’re laughing, and they’re having a wonderful day.


 



	8. No one. Your character is alone. The person they’re spending time with is themselves; their audience is their own voice ringing in their head. How do they make themselves laugh?


 







Creative Expression Making Their Masterpiece



Everyone says they’re not an artist. “Oh, that’s not me, I don’t make art,” they’ll tell you. They’ll dissuade, they’ll discourage, they’ll self-deprecate. But the truth is, everyone is lying. Everyone has an art form. It might not be something you think of as art. It might be something no one else in the world approaches as an art form. And they might not think of it as art. But art is, at its core, an expression of self through the medium of creation. That can be anything under the sun, and everyone does something to gesture toward that idea.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE To understand how your character expresses themselves, you need to know the medium of that expression, how they approach that medium, and what it means to them. You’ll identify that art form and walk through their creative process from first inspiration toward finished masterpiece.




STEP 1 IDENTIFYING THE ART FORM

Begin by stating your character’s art form. This can be anything: painting, sculpting, complaining, cooking, accounting, needlework, song and dance, storytelling, romancing, music, howling at the moon, insults, fishing, murder, or tap. How does your character express themselves out in the world? Then write a sentence or two about the specific way they approach it.

 




STEP 2 THE ARTIST’S INSPIRATION

Once you know how they create, it’s time to answer some questions about why they create.


	1. When is the first time your character discovered this art? What was their first moment of inspiration?


 



	2. How does your character feel when exploring this art? How do they feel when they experience others creating this art?


 



	3. How long have they spent developing their skills in this art form? Have they sought out formal training? Do they have a specific process?


 



	4. What is their favorite part of this art form? What is their least favorite part? Do they see projects through to completion, or leave thoughts half-finished and scattered?


 




STEP 3 THE ARTISTIC PROCESS

It’s time to walk through the artistic process: how your character feels the spark of creation, how that spark grows into a flame, and who (if anyone) they share their creations with.

What types of things inspire your character to create?


	Nature

	Other works of art

	Beautiful people

	Other: ___________________



Is it easy for them to indulge in their art form, or is it an arduous process?


	Creative expression comes naturally.

	It’s tedious, but they love it.

	There are moments of creative genius.

	Other: ___________________



How detailed is the art they create? How refined is that art? How sophisticated?


	Very detailed

	Very rudimentary

	A bit out of focus

	Other: ___________________



What do others think of when they think of your character’s art?


	They keep their art private.

	Others are inspired by it.

	Others don’t understand it.

	Other: ___________________








What Activity Do They Wind Down With? Letting Off Steam



Call them vices. Call them self-care. Call them creature comforts. View them with shame or love or both at the same time. The truth is, everyone has bad days, the kind that rattle you to your core. And on those days, when you need to re-center yourself more than anything, when control feels thoroughly out of your grasp, you may have certain rituals you turn to.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE You’ll examine your character’s relationship to their go-to comforts, as seen through the lens of several of their worst moments. You’re going to examine what gets under your character’s skin, from minor daily annoyances to life-altering traumas, and how comfort activities re-center them in those moments of need.




STEP 1 DEFINING COMFORTS

Begin by answering a few core questions about the shape of your character’s comforts.


	1. What is your character’s most prominent comfort activity? How do they let off steam? How long have they had this comfort activity?
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	2. Is there a physical component to the comfort activity?
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	3. Is this a socially acceptable way to relieve stress?
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	4. Do people know that your character does this?
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	5. How involved is indulging in this comfort activity? Is it something someone can spend a moment with, or is it something that requires an entire day?
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STEP 2 STRESSFUL SCENARIOS

Now that you have an idea of how your character relaxes, read through the following five prompts and imagine your character’s stress level. Do they need something to unwind? Are they unphased? Imagine how and why they turn to their comfort activity. This will give you a clear picture of the role their comforts play in their life.


	1. It’s been one of those mornings. Woke up late. Burnt breakfast. Dirty clothes. Everything that can go wrong, has gone wrong.


[image: Line]

[image: Line]

[image: Line]


	2. Your character is hurt, physically and profoundly. They’ll be out of commission for a while.
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	3. A friend or ally has just finished relentlessly yelling at your character. They fully deserved it too. They messed up, bad, and it’s entirely on their head.
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	4. Your character made a mistake and it led to people getting hurt.
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	5. A night of romance has gone disastrously wrong, ending in a pretty ugly argument.


[image: Line]

[image: Line]

[image: Line]







[image: ]

CHAPTER 6 YOUR CHARACTER’S DOWNTIME ACTIVITIES

People tend to follow their characters when there’s a plot happening. This makes sense: You want to see the moments where something critical is underway and get to the proverbial fireworks factory. But the reality is…not every moment is critical to the plot. There will inevitably be times when your character is waiting for the next big reveal, licking their wounds from their last battle, or just flat-out bored. Often, it’s those moments where “nothing” is happening where you see characters most clearly. There’s a reason why, even if they’re ostensibly filler, the anime “beach episodes” are fan-favorites.

In this chapter, you’re looking at how your character acts in those quiet downtime moments. The goal here is to see how they react when there isn’t a plot-shaped spotlight hovering over them, and they have an opportunity to let it all hang out. By working through this chapter, you’ll find out what sorts of things your character dreams about at night. You’ll see the visions your character sees in the clouds, in their dreams, and on the pages of their journal. By the end of the chapter, you’ll discover your character’s interests, their approach to small talk and casual conversation, and where your character wanders when they take a hike in the woods.









Cloud Watching Making Shapes in the Sky



What does your character see when they look up at the sky?

It’s a simple question at first blush. But dig a little deeper and, like the stars and clouds themselves, the real enormity reveals itself.

When you allow your character to play, you see them at rest, and when you see them at rest, you often see their realest self surface. There are very few scenarios more playful, restful, and illuminating than lying on the ground, looking up at the clouds, and seeing shapes and forms appear.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE Instead of supplying blobs or asking you to look up clouds online, this activity asks you to go outside and look at the sky in real life. Besides, who couldn’t use a few minutes relaxing in the sun? (Hopefully there’s a little sunshine!)

Find some time to go outside and stare at the clouds in the sky. Pick a day where it isn’t too hot or too cold so you can settle in and imagine for a little while. Then, look up in the sky and watch the clouds for a while. Describe what you see, what your character may see, and then answer some specific questions.




STEP 1 FIRST THOUGHTS

Note the shape of the clouds, and how they move across the sky, how the sun dances around them. As you do, think about what your character sees: both how it’s similar to what you’re seeing, and where it’s vastly, irreconcilably different.
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STEP 2 CLOUD COMMENTARY

Answer the following questions about your character’s perspective as you imagine.


	1. How do they feel about doing this exercise, lying on the ground staring at the sky? Is this their first time doing this, or is it a common practice?


 



	2. Did they bring anything with them: a blanket, sunglasses, notepad, music? Why? Why not?


 



	3. What are the first shapes that catch their eye? What do they see? What surprises them? Do they focus on anything specific?


 



	4. What memories come to mind as they watch the clouds roll by?


 



	5. Do they accidentally look at the sun, or do they remember to avert their gaze?


 



	6. Do they stay alert the entire time, or drift in and out? If they drift in and out, what do they daydream about?


 



	7. How do they feel about the weather? Are they comfortable, too warm, too cold? How does their body react?


 



	8. Do they get bored over time, or does the sky keep them occupied?


 



	9. How long do they stay outside? Which shapes linger in their mind after they head inside?


 



	10. Did they enjoy the exercise? Would they do it again?


 







Dreams What They See When They Sleep



Dreams are the subconscious made explicit. No single activity more thoroughly exposes your character’s innermost thoughts, feelings, desires, wants, and fears. Your character’s dreams obviously tell you volumes about them; how could they not?


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE First, jot down a couple dreams you can remember throughout your life. Then, your character is going to log ten days of dreams into a dream journal. In doing so, you’re going to see what is going on beneath the surface of their psyche, the forms their thought patterns take, and a glimpse into the world through their eyes.

Remember, dreams don’t need to be literal or make complete sense. Allow your mind to wander back through the other details you’ve learned about your character. Turn literal concepts into metaphors into indecipherable nonsense. Get weird with it. Use the provided prompts as a jumping-off point, but allow your mind to wander just as much as your character’s.




STEP 1 YOUR DREAMS

As a stepping-off point, take a few minutes to write down any significant, weird, happy, or uncomfortable dreams you’ve experienced throughout your life.

 




STEP 2 10 DAYS OF DREAM JOURNAL PROMPTS

Allow yourself to wander into the subconscious mind of your character. Pick apart any themes or symbols you think of when you think of them, and dive into this challenge.


	1. Nothing of note really happened today. Where did your character’s dreams take them?


 



	2. Tonight your character had an anxiety dream. What about?


 



	3. Tonight your character dreamed of a faraway place they visited once. Where was it?


 



	4. Your character woke up crying. Has that ever happened? What did they dream of to prompt it?


 



	5. Who met your character in their dream tonight? When was the last time they spoke to each other?


 



	6. Tonight they had a capital-N Nightmare. What was it about?


 



	7. They dreamed of romance tonight. With whom? How did it feel?


 



	8. A memory from long, long ago resurfaced in a dream tonight. What was it? From when?


 



	9. Your character could’ve sworn they were awake through that entire dream. What did they do? What tipped them off that it was a dream?


 



	10. They woke in a cold sweat, feeling an absolute jolt of energy. What scared them in their dream?


 







Learning Their Interests Games, Tricks, Scams, and When They’re Bored



Everybody gets bored sometimes. Even if you lead a life full of nothing but excitement, thrills, drama, and danger, eventually that will settle into routine, and that routine will turn to boredom. People are creatures of inertia, and eventually, inertia slows down to a stop. So, what do you do to pass the time? The answer to that question says a great deal about you. It tells whether you enjoy people’s company, how you feel about yourself, what excites you, and where your mind wanders when it idles.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE To begin, you need to imagine exactly when your character gets bored. Not everyone finds the same moments boring; to others, they’re restful, anxious, or maddening. Then, you’ll think more deeply about boredom as a whole.




STEP 1 ARE YOU NOT ENTERTAINED?

Think about the following questions from your character’s perspective.

Choose one or more of the following options for when boredom drives your character up a wall:


	Waiting for things to happen

	Mundane, repetitive tasks

	When nothing is happening

	When there’s no one around

	When there’s nothing to do

	When there’s too much to do

	When someone is talking about something they don’t care about

	Other: ___________________



Now, imagine your character is in the thick of it; they’re bored. What do they find themselves absentmindedly doing in these moments? Choose one or more of the following:


	Making small talk

	Moving around

	Complaining

	Tinkering with hobbies

	Picking fights

	Getting lost in thought

	Completing chores and tasks

	Other: ___________________



Do they invite people to pass the time with them, or waste time by themselves? How many people are involved? Choose one or more of the following options:


	By themselves

	With one or two others

	With a small, dedicated group of friends

	With anyone and everyone around

	With whoever will listen

	Other: ___________________



How do people react when your character is passing time in this way? Is it a fun little quirk or an annoying, hurtful little gesture? Choose one or more of the following options:


	They love it, and want to join in.

	They hate it, and let your character know.

	They’d never notice in a million years.

	They don’t really care; it’s harmless.

	It makes them sad really.

	They’re confused, more than anything.

	They’re deeply, morally offended.

	Other: ___________________





STEP 2 GET IN THE MOMENT

Now that you’ve fleshed out how they act and how it feels to the people around them, imagine yourself in that moment with your character. They’re bored; they’re passing the time however they choose to do it. What does it look like? How would you react? What is it like to share space with them as they pass time like this? Do you find yourself getting bored at the same moments? How do your respective reactions to boredom differ? Imagine the conversation you might have in that moment.
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A Character’s Notes, Memoirs, and Writing Journaling to Remember (or Forget)



Imagine your character has been handed a journal. (Maybe they already have one. Consider these impromptu initial questions: Does your character have a journal? Do they write in it regularly? Do they know how to write?) They’ve been tasked to fill its pages. What would they put in it? What would they write if they had a wide-open notebook? Those notes, those memories, those doodles all carry the full weight of your character in them. You just need to read what’s between the lines.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE The goal of this activity is not to ask you to fill out the journal yourself (well, not yet). Instead, you’ll build this journal for your character one step at a time.




STEP 1 HOW THEY JOURNAL

For each of the following questions, choose one or more of the options provided.

Your character finds a journal that matches their personality and motivates them to write. What does that journal look like?


	A large, ancient tome

	A handspun scrapbook

	A hand-me-down cookbook

	A little black book

	A complicated business ledger

	A series of cocktail napkins

	Countless notes, pinned to a wall, connected with string

	Other: ___________________



When does your character feel the urge to write? When are they most productive? When do they fit writing into their schedule?


	When they wake up, or just before bed

	Moments before the assignment is due

	As a midday break

	When they have nothing else to do

	When they’re frustrated, to let off steam

	Constantly, every waking moment

	Never in a million years

	Other: ___________________



Is there a specific place your character feels inspiration hit? Choose one or more of the options provided.


	Anywhere, everywhere, it doesn’t matter

	Somewhere calm, quiet, and secluded

	Somewhere bustling, busy, and distracting

	Somewhere with plenty of people to chat with

	Somewhere with plenty of animals

	Somewhere surrounded by nature

	Somewhere luxurious and pampering

	Other: ___________________



What does writing feel like to your character? How quickly do they write? Do they enjoy the experience of writing in their journal?


	Like breathing, couldn’t live without it

	Furious bursts of imagination

	Painful, like pulling teeth

	One small note at a time

	Scattershot and intermittent

	Playful, in long periods of idle imagination

	Write? Who has time to write?

	Other: ___________________



What do the contents of your character’s journal look like? Is there one cohesive style of writing within, or does it vary from page to page? What does it look like when your character expresses their mind on the page? Choose one or more of the following options:


	Heartfelt personal entries

	Utterly illegible notes

	Complex diagrams and formulae

	Recipes and shopping lists

	Mindless doodles in the margins

	Scribbled-out passages

	Extensive to-do lists and plans

	Other: ___________________



Finally, consider what the purpose of all this writing is for your character. What drives them to write? What do they get out of the process? Check all that apply, and then consider what all of that says about them.


	To excise demons, literal or figurative

	To understand the universe and their place in it

	Because it’s fun, and fulfilling

	To fill a logistical or professional need

	To impress someone

	Because it makes them feel smart

	Because it makes them look smart

	Other: ___________________





STEP 2 FILLING IN THE JOURNAL

Now that you have a decent understanding of what your character might write down and why, it’s time to try and bring those notes into reality. Try to replicate their process; find some time they might write, in a place that might inspire them. See if you feel a similar sense of inspiration, or if the experience feels entirely foreign to you. Consider what that means about the character, and how you might relate (or not!) to the character’s point of view.

Then, try writing down some of the style of material you envision them writing, with the sort of approach they might take. Feel the mindset that it puts you in. How does this change how you envision the character? What does all of this tell you about their personality, and who they are as a person?
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Making Conversation Small Talk (or the Lack Thereof)



It’s easy to imagine how your character speaks to people in moments of extreme plot urgency, when the stakes are high and emotions flare. It’s harder to envision how they talk to someone when that drama is missing. Everyone will, at some point, need to make small talk with someone. Not every conversation is going to be a contest of wills or a grand showdown of ideologies. It’s valuable to know how those regular, everyday conversations might go.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE In this activity, you’re going to look at all the different ways your character might interact with someone over the course of a given day. First, you’ll imagine some everyday conversations with people around your character’s life. Then, think about the sorts of communication that happen without words involved.




STEP 1 PROMPTING A RESPONSE

Here are several conversational prompts. Each represents a small moment in your character’s life, when they’re chatting with someone about nothing in particular. For each question, imagine how your character might respond. Picture their body language, what they might say (if anything at all), and how they might feel about the conversation afterward. Try working through the prompts a few times over, from different perspectives and with different people asking the questions, to see how your character might respond.


	1. “Pleasure to meet you, what’s your name?”


 



	2. “Hello, my friend! How are you doing today? How is your day going?”


 



	3. “This weather sure is something, huh? Nice to get some rain though, don’t you agree?”


 



	4. “How is your family? Any good news to share? Is everyone doing well?”


 



	5. “Can I ask you for some directions?”


 



	6. “Work lately has been exhausting, but you know how it is. How has it been for you?”


 



	7. “What are you drinking there? Is it good?”


 



	8. “Hoping to get some time away from it all soon enough. Any fun plans coming up?”


 



	9. “Can I borrow a few coins? I can pay you back tomorrow.”


 



	10. “Hey! You just bumped into me. Watch where you’re going! Are you going to apologize?”


 



	11. “I can give you a ten percent discount, but that’s as low as I can go. Do you want it?”


 



	12. “Disappointing… I just can’t seem to get this stew quite right. What about you? What have you got for lunch today?”


 



	13. “Read any good books lately? Anything you’d recommend?”


 



	14. “Taxes, am I right?”


 



	15. “Do you mind if I vent to you about something? I’m just so frustrated.”


 




STEP 2 COMMUNICATING WITHOUT WORDS

Sometimes silence is louder than words. And sometimes characters, for whatever reason, don’t (or can’t) speak. Having laryngitis, being mute, or taking a vow of silence. Regardless of the reason, imagine your character is out and about in the world without a way to speak. How do they communicate without words?

 







Seeing Nature Through Their Eyes Take a Hike



Nature is a lot of things all at once: It is terrifying and dreadfully boring; it is unbelievably intricate while being literally the most mundane thing you’ll ever experience. How a character reacts to the natural world tells you a lot about who they are as a person.

This is why it’s a helpful exercise to imagine your characters in nature. It grounds them, and in doing so, makes them that much more alive. Plus, it gives you building blocks for even more high-stakes decisions. After all, once you know how a character might react to a log in the road, you may understand how they’d react to an avalanche, or other crises.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE First, you’re going to have your character do a thought exercise of what immediately comes to mind when they think of nature, and how they feel about it. Then, you’ll go on an imagined hike with your character through a woodland trail. For each of the provided prompts, representing stops and sights along the way, write a few words about how your character reacts. Consider what they do, what they say, what they think, and how they feel. Please note: The prompts here are written with a mundane Earthly forest in mind. That said, for fantasy characters, feel free to turn up the weird dial as you read the descriptions to match the general tone of the worlds your characters inhabit.




STEP 1 THINK OF NATURE

Begin by imagining your character’s immediate thoughts when they consider nature. How does it make them feel? What’s their favorite part? Their least favorite?
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STEP 2 PROMPTS FOR YOUR WALK

Respond to these prompts as though you were going on a walk with your character.

There are three paths to choose from as you start your hike. You can walk along the edge of the lake, where the water nips at your ankles just slightly. You can head to the steep uphill path to catch the views of the valley below. Or, you can say, “to hell with paths” and go through the thickest parts of the forest and see what you find.


	1. Which route does your character take and why?
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The forest is buzzing today; there are birds chirping, bugs flying around, some deer in the distance, and, if you turn your ears to the wind, the sounds of another group of hikers a bit further down the trail.


	2. What is your character paying the most attention to?
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As you’re walking, you see a snake just up ahead. You can’t tell if it’s poisonous or not, but it’s very relaxed and doesn’t seem to notice you.


	3. How does your character react, and how do they get around the snake?
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A modestly sized tree has fallen in the path in front of you.


	4. Does your character climb over it or walk through the thick bushes on either side of the trail to get around it?
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It’s time to eat. There’s plenty to forage around, and the river offers clean water if your character wants to take that route.


	5. Did your character pack a meal for themselves? Or do they forage? What do they scrounge up, if so? How successful (or unsuccessful) is the meal?
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After a long, mostly silent walk, a bird call startles your character out of nowhere. It then settles on a branch nearby.


	6. How does your character react? Are they excited to see a cool bird, annoyed at the sound, or afraid of a potential attack? Does your character watch it, or keep on walking?
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You find an open clearing, perfect for a quick rest. There are some tall rocks you could sit by (or on top of). The grass is soft and clear, albeit a little damp. Or, you could sit by a babbling brook and dip your toes in the water further down.


	7. Where does your character choose to settle?
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A river cuts through your path. There are rocks you can try to hop along, but they might be slippery. You could probably find a bridge ahead, but it might be a long detour. Or, the water is only about knee deep and the currents are slow.


	8. How does your character get across the river?
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CHAPTER 7 YOUR CHARACTER’S FRIENDS AND LOVED ONES

Human beings are social animals. They crave connection. Humans are so starved for attention they pointed at a wolf and a lion and said, “You are my friends and will live in my house with me forever.” Humans as animals are so hungry for friendship that they invented not just a language to speak to one another, but the written word. The book you’re holding in your hands is the result of not just dozens of conversations between people, but millions of years of refining speech into writing. All because they wanted ways to be friends with more people.

Friendships, relationships, and personal connections are so important to them, and to your characters. They define your character by contrast, giving insight into the things they find most important in the world. They soften the edges of your character, giving a sense of light and brevity to balance the darkness and drama of the narrative. And sometimes it’s just fun to write about characters flirting.

The activities in this chapter will introduce you to your character’s closest friends and relationships, including your character’s best friend, their supporting cast, pets, animal companions, trusted steed, and more. You’ll meet their mentees, inspirations, and sidekicks, the people shaped by the legacy of your character. Then, finally, you’ll explore where your character calls home, and what keeps them coming back, and learn your character’s reputation, and what people think when they see your character coming.









Their Best Friend Two of a Kind



There’s nothing quite like the relationship you have with your best friend. It’s one of the most revealing relationships in your life. It exposes what you look for in a friend, and what it takes to bring out the real you. Being with your best friend brings down your walls, showing a vulnerability that few others might ever see. And most importantly, when you’re with your best friend, you’re happy (hopefully, at least!). That image, who your character is when joy is in their heart, has tremendous value.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE You’re going to hear the story of your character and their best friend, in their own words. Imagine they’re reflecting on that friendship, looking back over all the time they’ve spent and how they’ve grown together. As you work through the story, fill in the corresponding prompts with your imagined answers to flesh out the details of their friendship.




STEP 1 HOW DID THEY BECOME FRIENDS?

This first set of prompts tells the story of how your character became friends with their best friend.


How did I become friends with (1)? That goes all the way back to (2), when we met at (3). That was ages ago; it was like I was a different person then, back when I still (4). I remember first meeting them and thinking (5). Soon enough, we were inseparable.




	1. Your character’s best friend’s name:


 



	2. How long ago your character met that friend:


 



	3. Where your character met their friend:


 



	4. A belief or habit your character used to hold:


 



	5. Your character’s first impression of their friend:


 




STEP 2 WHY ARE THEY STILL FRIENDS?

This prompt has your character reflect on why they’re still friends with this person today.

Honestly, we’re closer now than we’ve ever been. Sure, there have been disagreements, like (6). And our friendship has changed over time. I remember when we used to (7). Nowadays, we’re more likely to (8). But some things never change. We still (9). We’ll always do that.


	6. The worst argument your character and their best friend have ever had:


 



	7. An activity, hobby, belief, or action the characters no longer hold on to:


 



	8. What your character and their best friend do now:


 



	9. Something your characters have shared over their entire friendship:


 




STEP 3 WHAT WAS THEIR FAVORITE MOMENT TOGETHER?

Use these prompts to have your character reminisce on their favorite moment together.


I remember it like it was yesterday. It was (10). The two of us were (11). We thought we were so (12). Of course, we weren’t. Sure enough, before we knew it, (13). We damn near (14). We managed to (15) eventually, but it was a close call. We laughed for hours. I won’t ever forget that moment.




	10. When this memory took place:


 



	11. What your character and their best friend were doing at the time:


 



	12. Choose one: Smart | Cool | In Control | Invincible | Other:


 



	13. What unexpectedly went haywire:


 



	14. What disastrous outcome almost occurred:


 



	15. How your character and their best friend resolved the situation:


 







Supporting Cast Also Starring…



Your character is the star of their story. That’s why you’ve spent an entire book working through their favorite sandwich and whatnot. But (barring some very extreme examples), they’re not the only person in the world. Friends, enemies, loved ones, family members… A good supporting cast makes a character come to life, shows different sides of their personality, and opens a ton of narrative potential.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE Here’s an extensive list of other people in your character’s life. For each one, sketch out a few key details, just enough to get a handle on who they are and how your character feels about them.

As you work through the list, you may find that some of these prompts correspond to the same characters in your mind. You’ll then have time to consider what that means to your character, and how these people occupying multiple roles in your character’s story changes how your character sees them. You may also find that your character doesn’t have someone to fill a prompt. Think about what that means for them, why that spot may be empty, and how they feel about that.




STEP 1 A LONG LIST OF VARIOUS CHARACTERS

For each character in the long list provided, think about the following prompts: their name and pronouns, one or two physical details, one or two personality traits, how your character feels about them, and how they feel about your character.


	1. Your character’s second closest friend:


 



	2. Your character’s other friend:


 



	3. Your character’s other, other friend:


 



	4. Your character’s…friend? Sure, go with that:


 



	5. Your character’s ex:


 



	6. Your character’s crush:


 



	7. Your character’s favorite shopkeeper :


 



	8. Your character’s favorite neighbor :


 



	9. Your character’s least favorite neighbor :


 



	10. The political leader in your character’s community:


 



	11. Someone your character looks forward to seeing every day:


 



	12. Someone your character dreads running into:


 



	13. Someone who makes your character laugh:


 



	14. Someone who terrifies your character :


 



	15. Someone too similar to your character for their own good:


 



	16. The polar opposite of your character :


 



	17. Someone your character envies:


 



	18. Someone who envies your character :


 




STEP 2 REFLECTION ON FRIENDS, ENEMIES, AND IN-BETWEENERS

People rarely occupy just one place in your character’s life. Think about if any of the people from the list filled multiple roles, or if your character did not have someone in mind for one of the prompts. Reflect on why this might be the case, and how your character feels.
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Pets and Animal Companions Man’s Best Friends



Pets are universal. Almost every culture in human history has raised pets in some form or another. It’s an inevitability of sharing space on this planet with such a vast array of weird, wonderful animals. Why should fantasy be any different? Pets and animal companions instantly, immeasurably humanize characters, and they provide incredible insights into the verbal and nonverbal ways they might communicate. Plus, who doesn’t love imagining a little critter?


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE You’re going to begin by deciding exactly what your character’s pet or animal companion might be, then you’re going to envision their life together. The goal is to understand both who this pet is, and how they relate to your character on a daily basis.




STEP 1 IMAGINING A LITTLE CRITTER

First, go through each of the following prompts to gain an understanding of the kind of animal or creature your character keeps as a pet.

What purpose does the pet serve?


	Service animal

	Companion

	Steed or riding animal

	Hunter or mouser

	Arcane familiar

	Other: ___________________



Name three noteworthy physical characteristics of the animal:

 


How does the animal move around?


	Fly

	Burrow

	Swim

	Slither

	Walk

	Teleport

	Other: ___________________



Name three adjectives to describe the animal’s personality:

 


What does the animal eat?


	Meat

	Living animals

	Plants

	Sunlight

	Magic

	Other: ___________________



What is the animal’s name?

 




STEP 2 ADVENTURES WITH THEIR DOG, FROG, OR SENTIENT LOG

Now that you understand who your character’s pet is, it’s time to imagine the story of how they came to know one another, how they get along, and what their life looks like together.

For each prompt, describe the moment in question in a few sentences. Imagine where your character was, what was on their mind, and how their animal companion reacted. As you work through the prompts, think about how their relationship changed over time and where it is now.


	1. The day your character met their animal companion:


 



	2. The day your character first brought their animal companion home:


 



	3. The first time your character’s animal companion misbehaved:


 



	4. When your character feeds their animal companion each day:


 



	5. When your character puts their animal to bed at night:


 



	6. When your character travels with their animal companion:


 



	7. What it looks like when your character and their animal play:


 



	8. A normal day in the life between your character and their animal companion:


 



	9. What your character’s animal companion does to get food or attention:


 



	10. What your character’s animal companion does for…reasons no one can discern:


 



	11. Something your character’s animal companion does that terrifies your character :


 



	12. What your character’s animal companion does when your character isn’t around:


 



	13. How your character’s animal companion reacts when your character returns after a long time:


 







Protégés and Sidekicks The Next Generation



People are inherently social. The urge to pass along knowledge, share experiences, and make connections is as natural as breathing. With that brings mentorship, guidance, teachers, and students. The question of if your character has a sidekick already brings with it incredible drama and insight. And if the answer is yes, there is even more to be mined from the relationship.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE You’re going to get to know your character in the concept of mentorship and then get to know the student or students under their care and build out the relationship between them.




STEP 1 YOUR CHARACTER’S TEACHING STYLE

For each of the following questions, fill in a few key answers to get to know how your character approaches teaching, training, and leadership.


	1. Name three skills, specialties, or insights your character could pass on to a protégé:


 



	2. What is your character’s preferred teaching arrangement?



	A single sidekick

	A scholarly mentee

	A small group of students

	An entire school

	Other: ___________________




	3. Name five things your character is looking for in a student:


 



	4. Name three adjectives that might describe your character’s teaching style:


 



	5. What is one thing your character hopes a mentee will take away from studying under them?


 



	6. What is one fear your character has about taking on a protégé or a mentee?


 




STEP 2 MEETING YOUR CHARACTER’S PROTÉGÉ

Now that you know what your character can offer as a teacher, it’s time to meet their students. For each student under your character’s tutelage, fill out the following questionnaire to learn who they are and what they’re looking for in a teacher.
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STEP 3 SCHOOL IS IN SESSION

You’ve met both teacher and student, and now it’s time to get to know the relationship between them. Imagine an average meeting between teacher and student, and then answer each of the following questions.


	1. Is this a formal teaching arrangement or something more ad hoc? Is there a set time and place where teacher and student meet, or is it wherever and whenever?


 



	2. Are there proper goals or more informal lessons? How long does a given lesson last? Is there a set endpoint?


 



	3. How well do your character and their protégé get along? Do their learning styles mesh? How defined are the roles between teacher and student?


 



	4. What is conversation like? Is it rigid; is it fluid? Do they stay on topic? What is the energy like during the sessions?


 



	5. What does your character’s protégé get out of the experience? What does your character get out of the experience?


 




STEP 4 SCHOOLYARD MEMORIES

For each of the following prompts, imagine a moment between your character and their protégé. Think about what happened, how each character might react, and what lesson (intentional or otherwise, positive or negative) your character’s protégé might take away from the experience.


	1. The first meeting between teacher and student:


 



	2. When your character earned their student’s respect (or didn’t):


 



	3. When your character came to understand their student and vice versa:


 



	4. The lesson your character failed to convey to their student:


 



	5. The lesson your character taught a little too well:


 



	6. When your character’s protégé really struggled with a lesson:


 



	7. When your character’s protégé truly excelled:


 



	8. When your character got in over their head:


 



	9. When your character was exactly who their student needed:


 




STEP 5 FROM THE EYES OF THE STUDENT

Now that you’ve seen some moments between mentor and mentee, it’s time to take a walk in your character’s protégé’s shoes. Go back to the exercise named “Training, Teachers, and Mentors: School Is In Session” in Chapter 1. Imagine you’re building your character’s protégé as a brand-new character. Walk through the questions provided in the exercise, from the perspective of your character’s protégé. Answer each question about your character. How did they appear to their mentee? How would your character’s protégé tell the story of training under your character?
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Their Romantic Life Love, Marriage, and All That Jazz



There’s a reason love and romance are some of the most dominant genres of fiction in history. Love, romance, affection, and desire are messy. They’re chaotic and disruptive and vulnerable, often all at the same time. They fundamentally change who you are chemically, physically, and emotionally. Who your character loves, whether sexually, platonically, or romantically, both guides who they are and generates enough narrative potential to power a small city—or at least a thousand fanfics.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE Love is, ultimately, a series of memories and moments. It’s a lot more complicated than that (that’s why there are entire novels about it), but at its core, the love you share happens in the moments you spend together. With that in mind, you’ll look at a few moments your character and their love might share, and what that says about them and their relationship.

Note: Love doesn’t have to mean sex. Love doesn’t have to mean romance. Lots of characters don’t feel either of those attractions. There are many kinds of companionship; don’t limit yourself to thinking just about one way to love. Feel free to envision the deep love your character shares with someone in a different context or skip this exercise altogether.




STEP 1 DATING PROFILES

Before you can lose yourself in the romance, though, you must understand exactly who your character’s love interest is. Begin by filling in the blanks on two dating profiles: one for your character and one for their love interest. This will not only ground you in who your character (and their love interest) is in the context of love; it will also show their mutual compatibility and potential sources of relationship drama.

Your character may be in a relationship with multiple people; feel free to repeat this process for each member of your character’s romantic life.
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STEP 2 15 QUESTIONS TO FALL IN LOVE

Now that you’ve met the cast of your romance story, it’s time to build out their life together. Answer each of the following questions, keeping in mind the ways each person’s answers may slightly differ, and what that says about their relationship.


	1. When did your character and their partner first meet? What were their first impressions like?


 



	2. Was there an instant romantic connection or did it emerge over time? What about physical attraction?


 



	3. What interests do the two characters have in common?


 



	4. What do they argue about? How often do they argue?


 



	5. Do they live together? What is their living situation like?


 



	6. How long have they been together? Has it been consistent the entire time? If they’ve broken up, what made them get back together?


 



	7. What major life topics do they fundamentally agree on? Any major disagreements?


 



	8. Do they go out regularly or prefer to stay in? What is their social life like together?


 



	9. Do they share friends? Do they have friends of their own?


 



	10. Do they have a pet or pets? Do they share ownership?


 



	11. Do they share finances? Who handles which financial responsibilities?


 



	12. Are they married? Do they want to be? Is marriage an option for them?


 



	13. Have their families met? Have they met each other’s families? Do they get along?


 



	14. What is your character’s favorite thing about their partner, and vice versa?


 



	15. What is one thing your character would change about their partner, and vice versa?


 






The Place (or Places) They Call Home Where the Heart Is



Where a person lives inevitably tends to take on the character of who they are. There are echoes of yourself (and past self) in every room of your home, on the street where you live, and in the places you visit on your daily routine. A character’s home, when truly realized, feels like a space no one else could ever inhabit, because it’s so specific to their personality, lifestyle, and needs. Take a tour of your character’s home and you can read them like an open book.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE In this activity, you’ll build out where your character lives, one step at a time, to get an understanding about what they need out of their home life. Start by outlining the specifics of where they live, then take an imagined tour of their home and look at some of the memories contained in its walls.




STEP 1 THE LAY OF THE LAND

Begin by placing your character’s home on an imagined map. Don’t worry about specifics, but rather, vibes and general aesthetics. The goal here is to understand the kind of life they lead, and what normal looks like to them—a powerful tool for understanding how they might react in given situations.

Imagine your character is standing in their home, looking out at the horizon. Then, pick one or more of the choices or write your own.

When they look to the north, they see:


	Rolling hills and verdant plains

	Impenetrable forests

	Thick, poisonous swamps

	Raging oceans

	Frozen tundra

	City buildings as far as the eye can see

	Blasted wasteland

	Other: ___________________



When they look to the south, they see:


	Rolling hills and verdant plains

	Impenetrable forests

	Thick, poisonous swamps

	Raging oceans

	Frozen tundra

	City buildings as far as the eye can see

	Blasted wasteland

	Other: ___________________



When they look to the east, they see:


	Rolling hills and verdant plains

	Impenetrable forests

	Thick, poisonous swamps

	Raging oceans

	Frozen tundra

	City buildings as far as the eye can see

	Blasted wasteland

	Other: ___________________



When they look to the west, they see:


	Rolling hills and verdant plains

	Impenetrable forests

	Thick, poisonous swamps

	Raging oceans

	Frozen tundra

	City buildings as far as the eye can see

	Blasted wasteland

	Other: ___________________





STEP 2 LOCAL COLOR

Now think about the culture they live within. For each of the prompts, pick one or more of the choices provided or write your own answer.

The place where your character lives is:


	Miles and miles away from civilization

	On the road, going from place to place

	A small town where everyone knows everyone

	Deep in desolate conditions where no one should survive

	In the heart of a sprawling city

	Other: ___________________



The population where your character lives is:


	Completely isolated; there’s no one around

	A handful of families and close friends

	Thousands upon thousands, from all walks of life

	A secluded religious order

	Employees of the same profession

	Other: ___________________



Their neighbors’ personalities could be described as:


	Friendly and welcoming

	Eclectic and peculiar

	Crude and brash

	Violent and aggressive

	Quiet and private

	Other: ___________________



What makes their home famous is its:


	Culture of food and drink

	Longstanding religious orders

	Thriving market economy

	Incredible stores of magic

	Vibrant plant and animal life

	Other: ___________________





STEP 3 IF THESE WALLS COULD TALK

You know the general area in which your character lives, and you have an idea of the kind of space they occupy (and if you don’t, check out the exercise titled “What Their Home Reveals: The Art of Home Decor” in Chapter 4). Now, it’s time to imagine the many different stories that your character’s home may have seen, and the memories that run deep within its foundation.


	1. When was the first night your character spent in their home?


 



	2. How long did it take for them to truly feel comfortable?


 



	3. How long have they lived in their current home? Have they considered moving?


 



	4. What is the most fun your character ever had at home? What is their favorite thing to do at home?


 



	5. What is the one thing they’d change about their home if they could? Have they ever done renovations or changes to their home?


 



	6. When have they had guests in their home? What has their guests’ experience been like?


 



	7. What are some of the significant life events your character has seen in their home? What evidence of those memories still lingers?


 



	8. What are the details of your character’s home that they talk about in conversation? Is it with joy, love, disappointment, or hatred?


 







Discovering Inspiration Starstruck



Everyone looks up to someone at some point in their life. It’s inevitable. You see someone that does something, looks a certain way, or exudes a specific aura and you get stars in your eyes. Maybe it’s fleeting, maybe it lasts for years. Maybe it’s a friend, maybe it’s a legend or a fictional character. But it leaves an indelible impression and likely changes how you carry yourself in ways you might not even be aware of. Knowing your character’s inspirations indicates what they aspire to be, now and in the future.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE You’ll begin by identifying who your character looks up to, and what they do that your character admires so much. Then you’ll look through the years and consider how that admiration impacts your character and their behaviors.

Remember, your character might have multiple inspirations. Feel free to do this exercise multiple times to get a view of all the people, famous and ordinary, who left an impression on your character.




STEP 1 FAN MAIL

Get to know your character’s inspirations through a tried-and-true form of gratitude: the fan letter. Think about who your character might be a fan of, in their personal life or in a broader cultural sense. Then, fill in the blank on each of the following prompts to learn who they are and why your character looks up to them.


Dear (1),

My name is (2), and I’ve been a fan of your (3) ever since (4). I remember the time you (5) like it was yesterday, even though it was (6). I think the way you (7) is amazing, and it really inspires me to (8). I’ve even started trying to (9), just like you do. I hope to one day (10). Until then, thank you for everything!




	1. The name of the person your character looks up to:


 



	2. Your character’s name:


 



	3. What your character’s inspiration does to inspire: work | art | music | words | style | other :


 



	4. Your character’s first introduction to their inspiration; what first caught their eye:


 



	5. The most memorable thing your character’s inspiration ever did:


 



	6. How long ago that moment happened (was it literally yesterday?):


 



	7. What your character most admires about their inspiration:


 



	8. What your character’s inspiration pushes your character to do or think:


 



	9. How your character has emulated their inspiration in some small way:


 



	10. Your character’s hope for the future; would they like to meet one day? Become friends? See a show their inspiration puts on?


 




STEP 2 ADMIRATION THROUGH THE YEARS

Now that you know who your character looks up to and why, imagine how that admiration changes in time. Think about your character five years from now rediscovering their inspiration or their work. Would they be embarrassed? Would that inspiration have turned to friendship or romance? Would they have forgotten it altogether? How do those answers change in ten years, or twenty, or fifty?
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What They Look For in a Friend Birds of a Feather



Knowing the qualities your character looks for in friends, lovers, and allies speaks volumes about who they are as a person. After all, people surround themselves with others they relate to, others they see themselves in, and others that inspire them. You judge a person, as the saying goes, by the company they keep. With that in mind, you’ll assess the company your character keeps so that you can fully judge them as a person.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE In this activity, you’ll build a theoretical rubric for your character’s friendships to get a better understanding of what they’re looking for in the people they associate with. For each of the following prompts, choose one or more answers, or write your own.




STEP 1 FAVORABLE FRIENDSHIP QUALITIES

Identify what makes a great friend through the eyes of your character.

If your character had to describe their ideal friend, it would be:


	Kind

	Compassionate

	Loyal

	Useful

	Unquestioning

	Inquisitive

	Decisive

	Other: ___________________



Your character likes it the most when their friends treat them:


	Kindly, while holding them accountable

	Sweetly, showering them with praise and gifts

	Like the leader they are

	Like the center of attention

	Like they’re not even there

	With guidance, making big decisions for them

	Like an inspiration, pushing them to be their best

	Other: ___________________



When they’re spending time with friends, they’d like to be:


	Having fun, traveling, and doing exciting things

	Having deep conversations long into the night

	Working together, achieving great things

	Just vibing

	Volunteering their time to make a difference

	Pursuing their artistic goals

	Eating and drinking to their heart’s delight

	Other: ___________________



They like it the most when their friends provide them with:


	Words of affirmation

	Emotional support

	Gifts and physical signs of affection

	Physical contact

	Mental challenges and accountability

	Laughter, and lots of it

	Gossip, trash talk, and stories

	Other: ___________________



They want their friends to see them as:


	Someone they trust

	A leader

	A fly on the wall

	Someone they couldn’t live without

	The funniest person in the room

	The coolest person they know

	Someone great and wise

	Other: ___________________





STEP 2 PUTTING FRIENDSHIPS TO THE TEST

Now that you know what your character is looking for in their friendships, it’s time to reevaluate whether the people in their life live up to those expectations.

Go back to some of the earlier exercises in this chapter (most specifically “Their Best Friend: Two of a Kind,” “Supporting Cast: Also Starring…,” and “Their Romantic Life: Love, Marriage, and All That Jazz”). Compare the notes you took to the rubric you created in this exercise. Who lives up to these qualities? Are there areas in which your character is especially fulfilled or unfulfilled? How do the relationships in their life measure up to what they’re looking for?
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What Others Say about Them Did You Hear…?



You can’t hear what people are saying about you behind your back, and frankly, it’s not healthy to think too much about it. But luckily, when it comes to your characters, you have the full ability to eavesdrop, conjure opinions, and imagine to your heart’s content. Not only that, but it can be useful to understand what people are saying about your character when they’re not in the room. It gives perspective that isn’t filtered through your character’s point of view and can further complicate who they really are.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE The following is a list of ten individuals in your character’s life. You’ll imagine they’re all at a party; your character has not yet arrived but is undeniably the topic of conversation. What would each character say about yours when asked? Would they be complimentary or insulting? What view do they really have of your character?

Then, you’ll reverse the roles and pick a few characters for your character to speak about behind closed doors.




STEP 1 LATE TO THE PARTY

Your character is running late to a party. What do the people in your character’s life say about them when they’re not around?


	1. Their best friend, who’s known them (for better and for worse) since they were kids:


 



	2. The neighborhood vendor they were rather rude to last week, but who they generally don’t interact with:


 



	3. Your character’s proverbial “one who got away”:


 



	4. Their worst enemy, who hates them more than anyone, but who gets inspired to be their best self by how much they despise your character :


 



	5. The biggest gossip your character knows:


 



	6. Their romantic partner, who has seen a deeper version of them than anyone:


 



	7. Your character’s neighbor, the one with, as they say, the “reputation”:


 



	8. A random bargoer, in front of whom your character terribly embarrassed themselves:


 



	9. A total stranger who has seen your character in passing and heard stories of their deeds:


 



	10. Your character’s childhood friend, with whom they haven’t spoken in years:


 




STEP 2 BEHIND CLOSED DOORS

Now your character is the one who shows up early. Choose a few characters from their daily life for your character to chat about behind closed doors. Or, if they choose not to gossip, explain why they don’t.
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Keeping In Touch (or Failing to Do So) Pen Pals



A big part of friendship is how people keep in touch. A friendship made up of people who speak once a year is fundamentally different from one made up of people who speak daily, weekly, or once a decade. It informs what you share, when you think of each other, and the depth of emotions you feel. Being able to break down those dynamics gives each relationship in your character’s life real depth, and it makes their social web a little more “real.”


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE Your character has received eight messages from eight different acquaintances, each with a different relationship dynamic. For each prompt: First, envision the person writing the letter to your character. Then, imagine how your character might respond.

Finally, your character will choose one of the prompts to respond wholeheartedly to.




STEP 1 THE LETTERS

You’ll begin by imagining your character receiving a letter in the mail. Have your character respond to the following letters or correspondence. Use these questions to guide them: Is it a quick one-line reply or longer? How do they feel? How much personal information does your character share? What is the relationship like between these characters?


	1. A childhood friend has written a letter after years of silence, hoping to rekindle a friendship. There are worlds in between the two of them, but they hope to, if not rebuild what was there before, perhaps start something new.
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	2. Someone your character considered a pretty good friend has just sent them a scathing indictment letter, detailing a myriad of ways your character has slighted their reputation.
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	3. Your character’s best friend has passed along some juicy gossip about a shared rival. They have asked for discretion, but this dirt is so explosive that it may be hard to keep quiet.
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	4. A close ally has been away at work for months and has just written with a dire but hopeful update about their work. They need your character’s help; it will be difficult and inconvenient, but potentially life-changing.
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	5. Your character has received an invitation to a wedding. They’re…pretty sure they know the person who sent it. The name looks familiar, at least, even if they can’t place a face to it.
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	6. Someone has written your character a heartfelt thank-you letter for their help in a critical moment. They have offered payment, or a favor, or whatever else your character may want.
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	7. Your character has been sent a bill from a local vendor for services. They’re claiming payment is overdue, but your character feels differently.


[image: Line]

[image: Line]

[image: Line]


	8. At long last, your character’s worst enemy has sent an apology for (some of) the things they’ve done. Curiously, they’ve left a few major slights out of their letter…
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STEP 2 THE RESPONSE

Now that you’ve imagined the broad strokes of your character’s responses, imagine one of their replies in detail. Have your character respond fully to one of the prompts in the space provided. Before the response, indicate why they chose to respond to this prompt in particular.
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CHAPTER 8 RIVALS, NEMESES, AND PAINS IN THE BUTT

This chapter goes out to the haters. You know who you are. You are celebrated and saluted here for all the bitterness you have in your heart. Look, sometimes, it’s fun to be the bad guy. A hero is only as good as their archvillain, and it takes real commitment to be the best villain you can be.

Every story needs some conflict. Every protagonist needs an antagonist. And your character probably has more than a few people that wish them ill in this world. This chapter is all about finding those enemies, figuring out the nature of the beef they have with your character, and if (and how) that grudge can be settled. The goal of this chapter is an extensive catalog of everyone and everything that is going to cause problems for your character, including their worst nemesis, their archrival, their #1 supervillain, the end boss of the story, as well as all the lesser villains and rivals that will get in your character’s way. You’ll learn the little annoyances and frustrations your character will face during their day, and you’ll confront your character’s deepest and darkest fears for the future. And by the end of the chapter, you’ll learn the darkest version of your character’s inner self, who comes out when they’re pushed to their limit, and the mistakes and miseries your character is likely to cause—and the weight of trying to atone for them.









Their Worst Enemy (or Enemies) Nemeses



Great heroes and villains are the stuff legends are made of. Literally, in some cases. A good villain brings out the hero’s best qualities, and a great hero makes a villain seem relatable, almost correct, but also deeply monstrous. The dynamic between hero and villain is the pillar of great fiction and a key part of understanding what makes your character compelling.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE In this activity, you’ll get to know your character’s greatest nemesis. They may have several rivals, enemies, and opponents, but there is only one villain that truly consumes them, and your audience needs to know who they are. You’ll begin by outlining core details of their personality and goals, and then you’ll overhear a good old-fashioned villainous monologue.




STEP 1 INTRODUCING THEIR OPPONENT

To get a handle on who your character’s nemesis is, you first need the basics. Fill out each of the prompts on the facing page, keeping in mind the ideas that your character might find the most repulsive, the most antagonistic, and the most villainous.
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STEP 2 MONOLOGUING

Nothing hits quite like a great, villainous monologue. There’s a reason they’re a cliché; it’s because they work. There’s a distinct joy in watching a villain chew scenery and unveil their plans. So, that’s precisely what you’re going to build.


Well, well, well. (1) really thinks they can stop me from (2) and achieving my destiny of (3). They think they can just (4)? How (5). Sure, they might be (6). They might even be (7). But if they think that is enough to stop me from (8), they are a fool. They are too late. I have already (9). It is just a matter of time before (10). And when all is said and done and I have (11), then they’ll know how absolutely powerless they really are.




	1. Your character’s name:


 



	2. One of the villain’s minor objectives:


 



	3. What the villain ultimately wants from the world:


 



	4. How the villain perceives your character’s methods:


 



	5. What word (insulting) the villain might use to describe your character :


 



	6. A positive quality the villain sees in your character :


 



	7. A second positive quality the villain sees in your character :


 



	8. What the villain thinks actually needs to happen to achieve their goal:


 



	9. What the villain has done so far to achieve their goal:


 



	10. The villain’s ultimate victory:


 



	11. What the villain is chasing after—the symbol of their triumph:


 






Other Villains Rogues’ Gallery



People have beefs. It’s a fact of the universe. The moment the third caveman walked out of the ocean, one of the three became the subject of trash talk by the other two. There are plenty of people your character might not like. It might be ideological differences, it might be personal slights, or it might be just plain annoyance. But you learn just as much by who your character dislikes (and why) as you do from who they get along with. It’s just a matter of perspective.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE You’re going to create a long list of the people your character clashes with, in order to flesh out who and what they stand against as a person. Then, you’ll identify the three most notable (for any reason) to your character.

Note: Your character might not have as many enemies as there are prompts listed. That’s normal, and in fact, probably healthy. Feel free to skip over prompts that don’t feel right. Additionally, disliking someone does not necessarily mean aggressive conflict and endless, superhero-style battles. (But it might—it’s your story.) Choosing to find common ground, coexistence, or peace with people your character dislikes shows as much about them as active opposition.




STEP 1 A LIST OF PEOPLE YOUR CHARACTER DISLIKES

For each of the following people, answer these prompts: name and pronouns, three adjectives to describe their personality, three adjectives to describe them physically, three specific reasons your character dislikes them, and three reasons why they dislike your character (if they do).


	1. Someone who just annoys your character :


 



	2. Someone your character respects but despises:


 



	3. Someone your character deeply disrespects:


 



	4. Someone your character is deeply jealous of:


 



	5. Someone who agrees with your character in theory, but violently disagrees in practice:


 



	6. Someone who is a physical threat to your character :


 



	7. Someone who is an emotional threat to your character :


 



	8. Someone who is a social threat to your character :


 



	9. Someone who your character dislikes, but they’ve forgotten why:


 



	10. Someone who took something from your character :


 



	11. Someone who did something unforgivable in your character’s eyes:


 



	12. Someone who used to be your character’s closest friend:


 



	13. Someone who deeply disagrees with your character about trivial matters:


 



	14. Someone who consistently chooses the worst option for your character :


 



	15. The best friend to your character’s worst nemesis:


 




STEP 2 THE WORST

Everyone has those people in their life who are just…“the worst.” If your character had to pick three such people from the list you just compiled, who would they be? Why? (Keep in mind, this doesn’t even have to be because they’re the most villainous.)
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Who Your Character Competes With Rivalries (Friendly or Not)



Competition is a universal constant. People compete for survival, status, control, and, hell, even for fun. Who your character competes with, knowingly or unknowingly, and what they compete for tells you so much about them. It tells you what they care about, what they want to prove to the world, and what they’re willing to do to prove it. Plus, it gives you instant hooks for drama, action, and intrigue. What’s not to love?


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE In this activity, you’ll get to know your character’s rivals, one at a time, by picking options to define the rivalry and then answering questions about a scene of their competition in action. Remember, rivalries and competition can take any form and can be as intense as a life-or-death showdown or as commonplace as trying to get the best seat at the bar. Your character might also have rivals in a myriad of contexts; feel free to follow the steps multiple times to flesh out different rivalries.




STEP 1 DEFINING THE RIVALRY

For each of the following prompts, choose one or more of the options listed, or write one of your own.

The nature of this rivalry is:


	Social

	Physical

	Emotional

	Mental

	Magical

	Other: ___________________



The context of this rivalry is:


	Formal competition

	Professional advancement

	Physical combat

	Games of chance and skill

	Personal achievements

	Winning over an opinion

	Other: ___________________



The intensity of this rivalry is:


	Casual, a contest among friends

	Competitive, with each person pushing to be the best

	Heated, a fight for control and domination

	Extreme; one must be crushed into the dirt

	Other: ___________________



People’s view of this rivalry is:


	Fun; people follow along and spectate

	Divisive; people are taking sides

	Worrying; people want them to leave it be

	Scornful; what they’re doing is shameful

	Apathetic; no one cares

	No one knows they’re rivals but the two of them

	Their rival doesn’t even know they’re rivals

	Other: ___________________



The rivalry is fought in:


	Quick clashes, done in a blink of an eye

	Designated bouts with rules and durations

	Sporadic bursts, when one person takes advantage

	Constantly, a never-ending battle for dominance

	Other: ___________________



Your character’s status within this rivalry is:


	Evenly matched, consistently taken to the limit

	Struggling to keep up

	Consistently outshone, but furiously fighting

	Completely out of their league

	Other: ___________________



The frequency of this rivalry is:


	A one-time conflict; winner takes all

	A periodic clash of wills

	A persistent pain in both of their lives

	Eternal; they’re destined to do this forever

	Other: ___________________



Their opinion of their rival is:


	Friendly, with deep respect

	Complicated; they could be friends outside of this, maybe

	Damaged; this rivalry soured their relationship

	Hateful; it isn’t enough to win, they need to destroy their rival

	Disrespectful; this loser sucks and they hate their rival

	Other: ___________________



If your character wins this competition, they will:


	Show their opponent respect and gratitude

	Move on and never think of this again

	Find a new rivalry to focus on

	Continue to clash with their rival

	Gloat, show off, and celebrate

	Grind their rival into the dust

	Other: ___________________



If your character loses this competition, they will:


	Die of embarrassment

	Shake their opponent’s hand and smile

	Give them the hug of a grateful friend

	Shrug off the loss and keep moving

	Push even harder for next time

	Get their revenge as grimly as possible

	Other: ___________________
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STEP 2 IMAGINING THE RIVALRY IN ACTION

Now that you know the details of the rivalry, imagine watching your character and their rival square off. Then, answer the following questions.


	1. Where are they meeting? Are they in the same place at the same time?


 



	2. Who makes the first move? How does their opponent respond?


 



	3. What’s the energy of the competition? Is it friendly, violent, uncomfortable to watch?


 



	4. Who wins? Is it decisive or neck and neck?


 



	5. How does the winner react? How does the loser react? What are the ramifications of this conflict, and how does it reflect on both competitors?


 






Pet Peeves and Minor Annoyances Bees in Their Bonnet



Everybody gets annoyed sometimes. What gets someone’s goat might differ from person to person, but the fact is, people all have things that make their blood boil. Understanding your character’s particular frustrations can be an enlightening tool for understanding how they react in stressful situations.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE There are likely things that annoy your character in all kinds of different contexts. You’ll map out a few of what those pet peeves are, so you can envision the kinds of scenarios where they might be off their game. Then, you’ll look at how they react when something annoys them.




STEP 1 A LIST OF THINGS THAT ANNOY YOUR CHARACTER

For each of the following prompts, envision one thing that really irritates your character, and fill in the blank with the appropriate answer. There might be multiple factors that annoy your character in a specific context; feel free to answer a given prompt as many times as you’d like.


	1. They’re asleep:


 



	2. They’re at home, early in the morning:


 



	3. They’re alone with their thoughts:


 



	4. They’re at work:


 



	5. They’re out with their friends:


 



	6. They’re on a date:


 



	7. They’re traveling:


 



	8. They’re with their family:


 



	9. They’re doing chores:


 



	10. They’re working on their hobbies:


 



	11. They’re shopping at the market:


 



	12. They’re at a bar or restaurant:


 



	13. They’re dealing with their enemies:


 



	14. At the end of the day, when they’re relaxing at home:


 




STEP 2 SIGNS YOUR CHARACTER IS ANNOYED

Everyone has a tell. When something truly has you bothered, there’s almost always some signal your body sends to indicate that. With that in mind, answer the following questions to better understand your character’s behavior when annoyed.


	1. Does your character have an obvious tell? How readily can people tell they’re annoyed?


 



	2. How does their demeanor change when they’re annoyed? Does it alter what they might say?


 



	3. How does their posture change when they’re annoyed? Do they shift, slouch, or straighten up?


 



	4. Can they remain still while being annoyed, or are they prone to fidgeting?


 



	5. Does their reaction get worse as their annoyance grows?


 



	6. Do they have a limit of how annoyed they can get before blowing up?


 



	7. What does it look like when they reach the breaking point?


 







Fears for the Future A Dark Day Will Come



Just as every character wants something, every character wants for something else not to happen. Every character fears some kind of future: something unfulfilled, something calamitous, someone hurt, something broken. To fear is to live, and to see the worst of all possible futures is to know fear. Understanding the worst possible outcome for your character and their world may be dramatic (it’s unlikely to happen at the very least), but it clarifies the causes characters fight for and the possibilities they push against.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE You’ll examine an alternate future, one that probably won’t happen. You’ll look at the worst of all possible worlds, at least in the eyes of your character. Then, you’ll look at how your character works to prevent this future from happening, in ways they may or may not be aware of.




STEP 1 DAYS OF A DARK FUTURE

For each of the following questions, consider the answer that would most anger, frustrate, or scare your character. Imagine their worst nightmares—the world that would represent their absolute downfall. These answers may be overdramatic or might be almost imperceptibly small. The goal here is to understand what your character fears could happen if they were not around.


	1. In your character’s worst future, what has happened to them?


 



	2. In your character’s worst future, what has happened to their friends and loved ones?


 



	3. What has happened to your character’s achievements in their worst possible future?


 



	4. Who has benefited most materially in your character’s worst future, and why?


 



	5. What does daily life look like in your character’s worst future?


 



	6. How have your character’s fears been made manifest in their worst possible future?


 



	7. What major changes occurred to bring about your character’s worst possible future?


 




STEP 2 BUILDING A BETTER FUTURE

Thankfully, that future has not come to pass, and, with your character’s help, it might never arrive. With your previous set of responses in mind, answer the following questions about how your character works to prevent their worst possible future.


	1. How does your character protect themselves from their worst potential future?


 



	2. How does your character protect their friends from the worst possible future?


 



	3. How does your character protect their community from their worst possible future?


 



	4. Does your character’s work help make the world better? How do they feel about that?


 



	5. How does your character work to undo some of the potential harm that could come about in their worst future?


 



	6. Does your character feel like they do enough to help the world, or are they still afraid?


 







Tales of Failure Rock Bottom



No one wins 100 percent of the time. That would be not only unrealistic but also bad storytelling. People think of failure as the end of a story, but really, it’s the beginning. What your character does when they fail, when they fall tragically short of their goals, is illuminating. It’s easy to imagine yourself as who you are when you’re on top. But it’s when you’re at your lowest that your true self often rises to the surface.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE You’ll examine a time when your character failed and see what it says about them. First, you’ll begin to learn what your character considers missing the mark. Then, you’ll look at how your character emotionally processes the act of failing.




STEP 1 WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO FAIL?

Failure can take a lot of different forms for different people. What your character wanted, how hard they worked for it, and how much they failed all tell a story on their own. If you want to know what your character thinks of as failure, you need to dig into that moment in more detail.

For each of the following prompts, choose one or more of the following options or write your own response.

When did your character fail?


	Moments ago

	A few weeks ago

	A while back, months or years

	So long ago they can barely remember

	Other: ___________________



What did your character want to achieve?


	Professional acclaim

	A personal accomplishment

	A mission for righteous good

	Victory over a rival or enemy

	Success in friendship or romance

	Other: ___________________



How large was the failure?


	Microscopic, like it never happened

	A minor gaffe, embarrassing but forgettable (to most)

	Disastrous but recoverable; nothing was permanently lost

	Positively ruinous; this was the worst moment of their life

	Other: ___________________



What caused the failure?


	Random chance

	Event beyond their control

	The actions of another

	Poor timing or a lack of planning

	Hubris

	Other: ___________________



Who was involved in the failure?


	No one; it was their failing and theirs alone

	They were competing with a rival, head-to-head

	It was a group effort, and they let people down

	It was a massive undertaking; their part was minimal

	Other: ___________________



Who witnessed your character failing?


	No one noticed or even knew it happened

	Only those they were competing against

	Friends and loved ones

	A crowd of bystanders and onlookers

	The whole wide world

	Other: ___________________



Why was this failure so painful?


	They wanted to succeed at this task more than anything

	It was a personal embarrassment

	Someone else got hurt as a result

	Injury came with the insult

	They’re not sure why they can’t let it go

	Other: ___________________





STEP 2 TELLING THE STORY OF FAILURE

Now that you know the broad strokes of your character’s fall from grace, it’s time to imagine it in detail. In your character’s own words, tell the story of what happened. Paint the picture of where they were, what they tried, how they failed, and what happened as a result. Try to understand why this failure hurt your character and where they were emotionally after it happened. Visualize their rock bottom.
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STEP 3 PICKING UP THE PIECES

Now, it’s time to imagine what comes after failure; how your character dusts themselves off and moves forward, stronger and wiser. Answer the following questions and imagine what happens to your character after a failure.


	1. How long did it take your character to forgive themselves for failing? Are they still upset about it?
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	2. Was anyone else hurt or impacted by their failure? How did your character work to make it right with these people?
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	3. Was there a physical cost associated with failure? How did your character recover?
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	4. How did your character work to recover emotionally?
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	5. Did someone else work to sabotage, impede, or force your character to fail? Was your character able to forgive? Did they seek revenge? How so?
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	6. Was there a silver lining to this failure? Is your character able to see it? How do they feel about it?
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	7. What will your character do now?
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Disappointing Your Character You Used to Be Cool



Your character is far from the only person in their world, and in their life, who will fail. Everyone fails at some point. Unfortunately, that means your character will also be the one hurt by someone else’s failure. Understanding when someone else failed your character provides insight into when they put trust in someone and also instant narrative potential when they have to interact with someone who hurt them.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE In this activity, you’ll discover three people who let your character down in critical moments. First, you’ll see what your character needed from these specific people. Then, you’ll discover how they let your character down, and your character will reflect on things from the other person’s point of view.




STEP 1 WHO HURT THEM

Grab three index cards. On the first side, provide the information asked in the following prompts to discover three people your character turned to in critical moments: Provide their name and pronouns, three adjectives to describe them physically, three adjectives to describe them emotionally, their relationship to your character, and what your character needed from them.

Once you’ve filled out all three index cards, flip them over. Now, it’s time to discover how these people let your character down. Fill out the following information on the opposite side, keeping in mind how your character relates to them and what they needed: Provide information on how this character failed your character, how it impacted your character, how this character reacted, and how it impacted the relationship.



STEP 2 YOUR CHARACTER’S PERSPECTIVE

Now that you know the broad strokes of how these people hurt your character, take some time to imagine that disappointment from your character’s point of view. What is it specifically that disappointed your character? How did your character react, immediately and in the long term? What lessons, if any, did your character take from the experience? Is there a path forward for this relationship as your character sees it?
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STEP 3 WALKING A MILE IN THEIR SHOES

There are two sides to every story. It’s easy to envision the ways someone hurt your character. It is harder to envision the reasons why they might have hurt your character. Take some time to reverse the story and imagine how they would describe the same experiences. Why did they make the decisions they did? How do they feel about it? What actions have they taken to address their own failure, if they even see it as such?
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Are They Forgiving? Turning the Other Cheek



Your character is likely to be wronged. Further, your character is likely to be wronged in profound ways. Inevitably, they’ll come to a powerful moment of truth, one that opens a lot of insight into how they see the world and how they relate to people. You’ll get the answer to the question: When will your character forgive someone who has hurt them, and when won’t they?

There are novels written about the answer to that question. There are entire bodies of work made up of artists trying to answer that question for themselves. Now, you’ll try and answer that question for your character.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE In this activity, you’ll look at six different individuals, who caused six different kinds of harm to your character. After thinking through how each did harm to your character, you’ll pick one or two of the people to reflect on further and consider how you think their relationship will suffer.




STEP 1 A LIST OF PEOPLE THAT HAVE HURT YOUR CHARACTER

To begin, you’ll need to flesh out your character’s proverbial (or literal) “enemies list.” For each prompt, think about how your character would respond, if (and how) they could come to forgiveness. Answer the following questions for each provided scenario.


	What did this person do to hurt your character?

	Will your character ever forgive the person that hurt them?

	Is it easy for your character to forgive this hurt?

	What would need to happen for your character to forgive?

	Will they take steps to make amends with this character?




	1. Someone close to your character made a mistake and hurt your character badly, physically or emotionally. They have apologized and have worked to try and make amends.


 



	2. Someone in a position of power hurt your character and people they care about indirectly, through careless, greedy, or evil action. They don’t know who they hurt, and frankly, they don’t seem to care.


 



	3. Someone hurt your character in pursuit of their own needs. They benefited directly as your character suffered. They may or may not feel bad about it, but does that even matter?


 



	4. Someone your character hurt (willingly or not) lashed out at your character, hurting them profoundly in response. No one is in the right here, but no one is in the wrong either.


 



	5. Someone hurt your character very badly, in a somewhat indirect way. There wasn’t malice involved, but they haven’t expressed a desire for forgiveness either. In fact, you’re not sure they’ve thought about it since.


 



	6. Someone stole a life-changing opportunity from your character.


 




STEP 2 HOW HURTING INFORMS FUTURE RELATIONSHIPS

Think about one or two of the most interesting relationships from the previous step. Now, go a step further—how is your character’s relationship with the person (or people) that hurt them a year later? Has it changed? Is either party still upset? How has your character changed because of this event, if at all?
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Seeking Vengeance Pushed to the Edge



Okay, so your character can’t forgive. That’s fine, reasonable even. Not everyone deserves forgiveness, and no one is obligated to provide it. Sometimes your character is going to hold a grudge. And sometimes…your character is going to get even. You’ll learn about what your character wants to do to get revenge, and if they can truly bring themselves to do it.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE Now you’ll get into the meat of what revenge looks like for your character. And to do that, you’ll examine a few specific people that hurt your character in ways that cannot be forgiven, and what your character thinks would make things even.




STEP 1 WHO HURT THEM (AND HOW THEY’LL GET EVEN)

Grab three index cards. On the first side, fill out the following information to discover three people your character wants to get revenge on for hurting them:


	Provide their name and pronouns

	Three adjectives to describe them physically

	Three adjectives to describe them emotionally

	How they hurt your character

	Why that hurt cannot be forgiven



Once you’ve filled out all three index cards, flip them over. Now it’s time to develop a plan. Answer the following prompts on the opposite side, to better understand how your character hopes to get even with the people who hurt them:


	Provide your character’s idea for revenge

	How they will enact this plan

	What they want to happen as a result

	If your character can make this happen





STEP 2 POWER FANTASIES

Now it’s time to put the painful pieces together. Imagine your character enacting this revenge plot. Write down where it happens and when. Break down the details of their vengeance.

Would they succeed? Would it put their hurt to rest? Who else would be impacted by their revenge plan? How would this course of action change who your character is on a fundamental level? Could they live with that change?
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Now, imagine your character has been presented with this possibility in perfect detail. Answer one final question for your character :

Knowing everything that would come with this revenge plan, do they make it a reality?
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CHAPTER 9 COMMON SCENARIOS AND HOW YOUR CHARACTER REACTS

Character isn’t what you are, it’s what you do. And oftentimes, what you do extends far beyond the “big” moments in a story. How a character acts in ordinary scenarios, mundane moments, and on some random Tuesday defines them as much as how they act in the heat of the epic battle for the fate of the world.

In fact, sometimes taking a character out of their main plot and into specific oddball situations is a tremendous tool for finding out what makes them tick. Fanfiction writers know this like the back of their hand: Coffee Shop AUs exist for a reason. They’re comforting, sure, but they also let you see a character in a completely new set of circumstances, to find out how their established personality fares in a new environment.

This chapter is all about putting your character in those specific circumstances, so you can imagine how they react and get to know them better as a result. You’ll see how they react when they’re getting food at a restaurant or a drink at the bar. You’ll learn how they treat animals (and what better way is there to learn someone’s vibe than that?). You’ll experience how they react to getting a gift, to someone seeking a shoulder to cry on, or when someone comes at them picking a fight. And by the end of the chapter, you’ll see how your character would react seeing themselves from the outside.









How They Treat the Waitstaff Customer Service



Ask anyone who has ever worked a service job, and they’ll tell you the exact same thing: You can tell everything about someone by how they act as a customer. Whether kind or cruel, someone’s true character inevitably comes out when they’re asked to interact with workers. It’s a little bit of a power trip, a little bit of an invisible interaction, and a complicated social interaction all in one. It’s guaranteed to put a spotlight on your character.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE You’re going to go with your character on a trip through their day and zoom in on how they interact with all the different service workers who might pop up. For each of the prompts, consider your character’s overall treatment of employees. You’ll then do an exercise where you enter the mind of the employees who worked with them throughout the day.




STEP 1 EVERYDAY EMPLOYEES YOUR CHARACTER MIGHT ENCOUNTER

For each of the following prompts, think about what the interaction means for your character and how it might clash with the image they have for themselves. Specifically, answer the following:


	Does your character make conversation?

	Is your character easy to work with, or do they try to push boundaries?

	Does your character need specific help, or are they low maintenance?

	What happens if the worker makes a mistake?

	Does your character leave a tip?




	1. The carpenter working on their home, or at the local inn:


 



	2. The staff at the local tavern or butcher shop:


 



	3. Your character’s barber or hairdresser :


 



	4. The owner of the local general store:


 



	5. A local constable or sheriff:


 



	6. The doctor, cleric, or medic in charge of tending to their wounds:


 



	7. The local blacksmith:


 



	8. The tailor working at their local clothing shop:


 



	9. The owner of the stables where your character keeps their steed:


 




STEP 2 THE REAL STORY

There’s nothing like hearing how someone acts around employees from those employees’ own perspective. Imagine those workers hanging out in the same spot, enjoying a beverage. Your character’s name is brought up. How would those same service workers describe your character? Were there behaviors your character isn’t aware of? Did your character ruin someone’s day without realizing? What’s the real story unfolding here?

[image: Line]

[image: Line]

[image: Line]






Visiting the Bar Last Call



A crowded bar is a powder keg of character interactions. There are people everywhere; some are friends, while some are acquaintances or strangers. There are bartenders, waiters, porters, and other employees who might spark customer service interactions. There are drinks, food, and music. A crowded bar has every impulse and sensation you can imagine, all crammed into one small space. That makes it an incredible space to examine how your character acts in public.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE Imagine your character and their friends have all gone out together to a local bar. It’s their ideal spot; the mood, the lights, the ambience, the food, and the drinks are all perfection. What does that experience look like? How do they carry themselves? Who do they interact with and how does it go? Consider the following exercises to learn more!




STEP 1 A NIGHT AT THE BAR

For each of the following prompts, choose one or more of the options provided or write your own answer. As you do, try to place yourself in your character’s headspace. Are they having a good time? Is this the environment they’re most comfortable in? What frustrates them? What are they enjoying the most?

The bar your character arrives at is:


	A dingy little hole in the wall

	A fancy five-star establishment

	An outdoor gathering space

	A raucous town festival

	A sanctified religious space

	Something tacky and artificial

	Other: ___________________



The people your character has brought with them are:


	A handful of close friends

	A massive crowd of friends, fans, and strangers

	No one, they travel alone

	Some beloved family members

	Coworkers and allies

	Religious partners

	Other: ___________________



The drinks at this establishment are:


	Overpriced and watered down

	Cheap, strong, and delicious

	Elaborate cocktails with exotic ingredients

	Fine wine and good spirits

	Other: ___________________



The food at this establishment is:


	A local specialty you need to try

	Little more than meat and potatoes

	Gourmet cuisine, in quality and price

	Cheap, easy finger foods

	Other: ___________________



At the bar, your character can be found:


	Right by the bartender, where the action is

	On a stool at the end of the bar, out of the way

	Out on the dance floor, living it up

	Settled in at a table, stuffing their face

	Outside, getting into trouble

	Other: ___________________



Your character is interacting with their friends by:


	Walking the floor, chatting with people left and right

	Engaging with one person in deep conversation

	Arguing with the bartender or waitstaff

	Getting into a good old-fashioned bar brawl

	Performing music or poetry onstage

	Other: ___________________



There’s a band playing onstage. Your character is:


	Politely ignoring them

	Mouthing off and telling them to keep it down

	Loudly singing and dancing along

	Trying their best to talk over them

	Sitting and quietly appreciating them

	Other: ___________________



By the end of the night, your character is:


	Exhausted, physically and emotionally

	Thrown out of the bar

	Nowhere to be found

	Buying the entire bar a round

	The last person standing

	Beaten to hell, but you should see the other guy

	Other: ___________________



Someone at the bar is very unhappy with your character. They respond by:


	Making a joke and giving a friendly smile

	Offering to buy a drink to resolve the tension

	Cracking their knuckles and throwing down

	A sincere apology from the bottom of their heart

	Running away as fast as they can

	Other: ___________________



Your character’s bar tab is:


	Completely paid, with a tip to spare

	Tab? What tab? They drank water all night

	Paid for by someone else (whether they know it or not)

	Paid for by good deeds and favors

	Carefully managed down to the penny

	Outrageous and only getting worse

	Other: ___________________





STEP 2 REMEMBER THAT TIME…?

The night is over, and it’s time to look back. Answer the following questions as you imagine your character’s perspective on their night out on the town.


	1. How frequently does your character have a night like that? How do they feel about it?


 



	2. What was your character’s favorite part of the evening? What was their least favorite part?


 



	3. What story do they tell their friends?


 



	4. What do they apologize for? What do they brag about?


 



	5. What was the best thing they ate? What was the best thing they drank?


 



	6. What will they do differently next time? What will they do the exact same way?


 



	7. How do others feel about the night out? Do they say anything to your character?


 



	8. What will your character laugh about in the days that follow?


 







How They Treat Animals Call of the Wild



Animals are, in some ways, better judges of character than humans are. (In other ways, they’re terrible judges of character, because they’re animals and not people.) How someone acts around animals tells you a great deal about who they are, such as what they’re afraid of, how they play, and how they treat something more vulnerable. That’s not only an incredible level of insight to bring to your character but also, whether their reaction is positive or negative, instant narrative fodder to inject into their world.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE You’re going to place your character with a collection of different animals and ask the central question: How do they react? Then, you’ll consider a scenario where your character had to foster one of these animals for a loved one.




STEP 1 ANIMALS YOUR CHARACTER IS FORCED TO INTERACT WITH

Here is a list of animals your character may run into over the course of an average week. For each of the prompts provided, consider the following:


	Is your character comfortable around this type of animal?

	Does your character acknowledge the animal? Try to make friends with it?

	How does the animal respond to your character? With fear, love, affection, curiosity?

	Does the animal let your character touch it? Does your character pet or stroke the animal?

	How long does the interaction last? What is the mood of the interaction?




	1. A pint-sized pet animal. Something your character could fit in the palm of their hand. (Examples: a gerbil, a guinea pig, a blue jay, a gecko.)


 



	2. A small pet animal. Something cute and cuddly, largely domesticated, and mostly harmless. (Examples: a dachshund, a domestic shorthair cat, an iguana.)


 



	3. A large pet animal. Woah, that thing is huge. Is that allowed? It’s practically bigger than your character! (Examples: a Great Dane, a mastiff, a tiger, a full-sized alligator.)


 



	4. A creepy-crawly, and a big one at that. Don’t some of these bite? Your character is assured it’s fine. (Examples: a tarantula, a millipede, a dragonfly.)


 



	5. A work animal. Something large and muscular that performs labor around a farm or city environment. (Examples: a horse, a donkey, a mule, a griffin.)


 



	6. Livestock. Farm animals; big, friendly, largely harmless, but likely to trample you if they get too excited. (Examples: a pig, a cow, a deer.)


 



	7. A wild animal. A beast, something dangerous that is not to be trifled with lightly. (Examples: a wild boar, a land-shark, a gorilla, a regular shark.)


 



	8. A giant animal. There are big animals, there are huge animals, and then there’s whatever this thing is. (Examples: an elephant, a sperm whale, a Tyrannosaurus rex.)


 



	9. A legendary animal. This thing might be a god. It is intelligent, awe-inspiring, magically powerful, and terrifying to behold. (Examples: a quetzalcoatl, a phoenix, a dragon.)


 




STEP 2 FOSTERING A CREATURE

Now that you know how your character would react to each of the animal types described in the previous step, think about a fostering scenario. Their loved one is out of town and needs someone to watch over their pet for a long stretch of time. How does your character react to this? What sorts of care do they give the creature? Do they get along? How easily can they part ways with their temporary pet?
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Traveling Running Down the Road



Travel takes a person out of their element—most of the time, at least. Some people thrive on the road and others would choose never to leave their home. Travel takes a person out of their usual environment, and that exposes anxieties, excitement, and what makes them spectacular. Now, how will your character react?


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE Your character is going on a road trip. Along the way, you’re going to examine all the little decisions that go into a travel adventure so you can learn how your character acts on the road. Then you’ll have your character write a journal entry on their travel experience.




STEP 1 SCENES FROM LONG-DISTANCE TRAVEL

For each of the following prompts, choose one or more of the following options, or write one of your own.

Your character is traveling far away. They’re going via:


	Boat, seeing the open seas

	Flying device, dragon, bird, or similar

	Horseback, or in a wagon with others

	By foot, one mile at a time

	Magic, what other answer is there?

	Other: ___________________



When it comes to luggage, your character is carrying:


	Only what they need; no more than a single bag

	Nothing but the clothes on their back

	Weapons, and plenty of them

	Bags upon bags upon bags upon bags

	A perfect re-creation of their ideal living situation

	Other: ___________________



Everybody eats, even while they’re traveling. Your character has:


	Some homemade snacks

	Something cheap bought from a local vendor

	An elaborate four-course gourmet meal

	Bread, beer, and water

	Who has time to think about food?

	Other: ___________________



Travel is a long, boring process. Your character keeps occupied by:


	Reading a good book

	Practicing and training, just in case

	Quiet religious practice

	Meddling in people’s business

	Sleeping

	Other: ___________________



A group converses. Your character is:


	Right there with them, gabbing it up

	Trying to step in and solve problems

	Quietly watching from a distance, smiling

	Minding their own damn business

	Yelling at them to keep it down

	Other: ___________________



Something has gone wrong over the course of the trip; your character reacts by:


	Patiently waiting it out

	Jumping in to see how they can help

	Complaining, as is their right

	Showing pure, unbridled panic

	Seeing how they can benefit from the mishap

	Other: ___________________





STEP 2 WRITE A JOURNAL ENTRY

Now that you can envision your character’s travels, try and put yourself in the character’s shoes. Take some time to write a journal entry from their point of view as they embark on their travel. Reflect on your responses in the previous step. Is your character comfortable or uncomfortable? Is this their natural element, or do they feel out of place? How much do they enjoy the experience of travel?
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When Someone Is a Jerk Let’s Take This Outside



Unfortunately, everyone is going to interact with a real piece of work at some point. A real jerk. A real jabroni. You get the idea. And how a person reacts in those moments tells a lot about who they are, deep down. So, while it can be frustrating imagining someone who is just the worst, it can be a helpful exercise in seeing how your character acts under pressure.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE The following are ten moments where your character’s patience is likely to be tested by someone pushing boundaries and stepping as close as they can to the line without crossing over. For each one, answer the provided questions and consider your character’s response. How they react (or when they don’t react) speaks volumes about who they are in social settings, their limits for nonsense, and their coping mechanisms. Then, you’ll have a lesson in empathy. Have your character try to get in that person’s head and explain the jerk’s behavior—then reveal to them why the jerk actually acted that way.




STEP 1 10 SITUATIONS IN WHICH SOMEONE IS A PAIN

For each of the following prompts, imagine someone has just been a real jerk to your character. Have your character react to the situations.


	1. Your character is out running their errands when someone cuts in front of them in line and is loudly rude to the vendors around them. Does your character speak up on behalf of the vendors? Do they try to claim their place in line?


 



	2. Your character bumped into someone in a crowded tavern, and the person responded with insults and threats. Does your character back down, try to de-escalate, or double down?


 



	3. Someone’s attempting to underpay your character for a job. They’re fast-talking and trying to sneak their way out of the situation. Does your character let it happen or put a foot down?


 



	4. Someone in your character’s presence is loudly, unabashedly, aggressively wrong about something, and it happens to be an area of your character’s expertise. Do they correct them?


 



	5. Your character is pretty sure the person that just beat them at cards was cheating. It wasn’t exactly subtle. How do they react? Do they let it slide or call it out?


 



	6. Your character beat someone in a game of cards, and they responded by flipping the table and accusing your character of cheating. (Follow-up question: Was your character cheating?) Does your character back down or stand up for themselves?


 



	7. Your character has prepared a home-cooked meal, and a friend of a friend has responded by insulting the quality of it to your character’s face. How does your character respond?


 



	8. Someone has threatened to start a fistfight with your character over a sports game. How does your character respond? Are they squaring up or backing down?


 



	9. A coworker just threw your character under the proverbial bus, blaming them for unrelated problems and taking credit for their successes. How does your character respond?


 



	10. An argument has gotten out of hand, and someone just drew a knife. How is your character reacting in the moment? How willing are they to try and de-escalate the situation?


 




STEP 2 AN EXERCISE IN EMPATHY

People can only take so much. Eventually, your character is going to confront someone. Take one of the people from the previous step and have your character try to understand this other person’s behavior. Have them explain a possible reason why this jerk may have acted the way that they did. Then, come up with and reveal the actual reason the “jerk” acted that way. (Spoiler : It could just be because they’re a jerk!) Have your character react to the reveal. What do they think?
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When Someone Gives Them a Gift Surprise!



Gifts! Everyone loves them. Or…most people love them. You know, assuming it’s a gift you want from someone you care about. Even if it isn’t, most people still like getting gifts, but it can be emotionally complicated… You get the idea.

The act of giving someone a gift, and indeed, receiving a gift, is a very charged moment between two people. How a character reacts in that moment can be very telling—not just about their own perspective, but also about the relationship in question. It’s a very clear snapshot of how two people relate to one another.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE In this activity, you’ll shower your character in theoretical gifts and see how they react. And because the context of a gift matters, you’ll look at what happens when different people in your character’s life give them different gifts. Your character then picks one of these characters to give something to.




STEP 1 A GIFT-GIVING CELEBRATION

For each of the prompts provided, consider the following questions and how your character might respond, both externally and internally.


	Does your character appreciate the gift?

	Is your character gracious to the gift giver?

	Do they use the gift? Do they keep it?

	How does this gift impact their relationship?




	1. Your character’s best friend has given your character the gift they’ve been thinking of and passively eyeing for months. Your character has never mentioned this gift, but they just knew.


 



	2. Your character’s romantic interest has not gotten your character a gift, but they’ve prepared for them an ideal day.


 



	3. A family member has given your character a gift that they didn’t really want, but sort of aligns with a general interest they have. The thought is there; it’s a genuinely sweet gesture.


 



	4. A coworker or colleague has given your character a gift that, while not necessarily personal, is undeniably useful and will make a huge difference in their work.


 



	5. A family member has given your character a completely inexplicable gift, based on a complete misunderstanding of what they do and what they like.


 



	6. A distant friend of your character has managed to give a gift that completely blows your character’s socks off. It’s so much more thoughtful than they could’ve ever expected.


 



	7. A rival has given your character a deeply personal gift that somehow also carries with it a sense of malice.


 



	8. A dear friend has given a rather thoughtless gift to your character: something that feels pulled out of a hat or regifted, rather than something personalized whatsoever.


 



	9. Your character’s love interest has given them an absolute gag gift—something utterly pointless and almost insulting, with a sole intent of getting a laugh.


 



	10. A distant relative has gifted your character something they already own.


 




STEP 2 GIVING BACK

Your character has decided to give one of the people from the previous step a gift in return. Which character would they give a present to, and why? How much effort do they put into getting the gift? Are they confident about the gift? Write about the character’s reaction to receiving the present.
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How They Act When Someone Is Grieving A Shoulder to Cry On



Pain, loss, trauma, and sadness are the (unfortunate) underpinnings of nearly all fiction. They drive drama, narrative, and conflict. People being hurt is an incredibly common element in any fictional world. And how your character reacts when someone in their life is grieving tells you a lot about who they are. It’s a skill they’ll use quite frequently, after all.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE In this activity, imagine situations where your character may need to offer comfort to someone, and you’ll see how they react. See the person they are when they aren’t the hero of the story. Then write about a time when someone offered comfort to them during a dark time.




STEP 1 PROMPTS ABOUT GRIEF

For each of the following prompts, choose one or more of the listed options or write one of your own.

Your character has learned a friend has suffered a great loss. They:


	Wait for that friend to come to them

	Reach out with words of support

	Begin researching how to get vengeance on their behalf

	Begin shopping for a wonderful consolation gift

	Leave it alone; it’s none of their business

	Other: ___________________



A distant family member is looking for support. Your character :


	Shows them the door; they are effectively a stranger

	Offers them space to grieve and a shoulder to cry on

	Begins organizing a family gathering to discuss

	Offers a brief prayer and sends them on their way

	Fires up the stove and starts cooking

	Other: ___________________



Your character and an enemy both lost the same mutual friend recently. Your character :


	Puts their grudge aside and offers a hand in friendship

	Puts their old friendship aside and focuses on their grudge

	Offers a temporary truce, followed by one final battle

	Puts their enemy out of mind; they’re not important right now

	Other: ___________________



A loved one has said they’re fine after a loss, but your character knows them too well to believe them. Their response is to:


	Take them at their word, hoping they’ll speak up when ready

	Press the issue, offering space and asking for honesty

	Focus on lifting their spirits through wine, song, and stories

	Say a prayer in their honor

	Leave it alone; it’s not their concern

	Other: ___________________





STEP 2 REFLECTING ON A TIME OF GRIEF

Your character once faced a terrible time of tragedy. Luckily, they had someone to support them. Write a reflection about how your character leaned on someone else for comfort in this dark time, and how they felt about it. How did it change their relationship?
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Asking for Help 9-1-1! 9-1-1!



Everyone needs help sometimes. It’s part of being in a society. People are social creatures, and that translates to needing to work together to survive. But asking for help is a complicated issue that touches on pride, financial status, cultural taboos, and personal standards. It’s valuable to know when, and if, your character asks for help, because it becomes a useful lens to view how desperate their circumstances are and how limited their options are in a crisis.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE Now you’ll look at a few common crises and decide if your character is the sort of person who might ask for help, and what that help looks like. You’ll then take one of the situations and dive more deeply into it, seeing how your character asks for help and how someone might respond.




STEP 1 COMMON CRISES YOUR CHARACTER COULD FACE

The following is a list of common disasters your character might experience over the course of their travels. For each of the provided prompts, choose one or more of the listed options, or write one of your own.

Your character is lost. Like, really lost. Dangerously lost. They:


	Ask the first person they find for help

	Try and retrace their steps back to the last people they saw

	Keep to themselves and try to get home in one piece

	Settle in, make camp, and start signaling for people to find them

	Panic

	Other: ___________________



Someone is coming to hurt your character. They’ve got backup, they’ve got weapons, fear is setting in. Your character :


	Is ready to face them all on their own

	Reaches out to friends and family to back them up

	Contacts the local town guard for support

	Hits up the bar and starts hiring local muscle

	Readies a magical spell and conjures some guardians

	Gets the hell out of town

	Other: ___________________



Your character’s home is damaged and is in need of repair. Your character :


	Asks friends and family to pick up tools and pitch in

	Passes around the hat to raise funds to pay for repairs

	Gets to work themselves, and if people pitch in, great

	Gives up and lives in a broken house

	Other: ___________________



Your character is sick and needs medical attention. They:


	Head straight to a doctor or cleric for treatment

	Ask their friends for advice on herbal remedies

	Try and tough it out

	Research their own cures so they can treat themselves

	Other: ___________________



Your character needs to embark on an urgent journey. They lack a ride. They:


	Ask a friend if they can borrow a horse

	Rent a carriage and pay the fee

	Start walking and hope for the best

	Steal a horse and get on their way

	Other: ___________________





STEP 2 FURTHER REFLECTION

It’s not enough to consider whether your character might ask for help; you should also know how your character might ask. Pick one of the situations from the previous step to reflect about from your character’s point of view, using these questions to guide your response.


	1. Does your character have skills that might help them navigate this crisis?


 



	2. Does your character know friends who can help in a situation such as this?


 



	3. Does your character think (correctly or not) they could solve this crisis?


 



	4. Has your character been in similar situations before?


 







When They’re Hurting Licking Their Wounds



There have been a lot of awful things happening to your character over the course of these exercises. They’ve been let down and betrayed by friends. They’ve picked up nemeses and enemy lists and confronted terrifying animals. All of this has a cost, and it’s often a cost paid in pain. So, what does that look like exactly? What does it look like when your character gets hurt? How do they react, and what does that say about them as a person?


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE First, you’ll take a moment to brainstorm what different forms of pain look like for your character and also provide the opposite response of whatever you think your character would do in those situations. Then, you’ll look at a few big causes of pain, literal or metaphorical, and see how your character reacts. Your goal is to view your character not just at their best, and not just in reaction to pain, but how they are in the moment.




STEP 1 VISUALIZING THE PAIN

There are many forms of pain—physical and mental. Go through a few types: physical, grief, embarrassment, jealousy, etc. Describe how those would feel through your character’s eyes. Then, for fun, describe the opposite reaction from what your character would have for each.
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STEP 2 PROCESSING THE PAIN

For each of the following prompts, choose one or more of the options provided, or write an answer of your own.

Your character is physically injured, and badly. Their immediate focus is on:


	Getting medical treatment to manage the pain

	Letting people know they’re okay

	Walking it off and getting back to work

	Bringing hell down on whoever hurt them

	Wallowing in the pain for a while

	Other: ___________________



Your character has suffered a terrible social embarrassment. Their response is to:


	Flee the scene and hide their face

	Lash out in furious anger

	Vent, cry, and seek solace in their friends

	Try and bounce back better than ever

	Find someone else to bring down instead

	Other: ___________________



Someone has said something deeply, irrevocably hurtful about your character. Their immediate reaction is to:


	Take the comment, internalize it, and process it

	Try and de-escalate the situation

	Do their best to make right with the person lashing out

	Lash out in kind

	Exit the scene with dignity intact

	Begin plotting magnificent revenge

	Other: ___________________



Your character has suffered an immediate, costly financial loss. In response, they:


	Ask friends and family to pitch in and restore the loss

	Get to work to try and pay off their debts

	Reevaluate lifestyle choices to try and start saving money

	Skip town with debts unpaid

	Other: ___________________



Your character has learned something deeply distressing that shakes their entire worldview. They:


	Begin furiously researching more about it

	Put it out of their mind and never think of it again

	Ask their friends, family, and community leaders for guidance

	Pray on what they should do with this knowledge

	Roll up their sleeves and try to make things right

	Other: ___________________








Reacting to Meeting Themselves Talking to Themselves



And so, at last, you have explored every facet of your character, from their social life to their upbringing to their core values and fears. You have a mountain of information and insights about your character sitting in front of you. All of which raises one critical question: If your character had all the same information in front of them, what would they think?

What questions would they ask? What would their reaction be? If your character met themselves as a stranger, what would they think?


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE Imagine your character sitting down for coffee with themselves. They both knew this conversation was coming; neither side is caught off guard. It will be a one-time meeting, and they’ll never again get to speak to themselves in this way. They have been given every single insight across every single exercise you undertook in this book. After you take them through the prompts, your singular character will have time to ponder the meeting.




STEP 1 CONVERSATION PROMPTS FOR MEETING THEMSELVES

Fill in the blanks on the following questions that your character might ask themselves. Use this as a chance to examine any lingering thoughts about your character and to interrogate the places you feel your character might question themselves. Your character is an open book; now is the time to give that book one final deep dive.


	1. One thing I’ve always wondered about us is, why do we ______________________________?

	2. Why didn’t we ever ______________________________ like we said we would as kids?

	3. What would you do if you saw ______________________________ again?

	4. Do you have any regrets about ______________________________?

	5. Do you remember that time we ______________________________? That was great, wasn’t it? What was your favorite part?

	6. Have you ever noticed that we ______________________________?

	7. Do you think that we’ll ever get to ______________________________?

	8. Do you remember having to ______________________________? That was the worst, wasn’t it?

	9. The most fun we ever had was ______________________________. What was your favorite part about it?

	10. What is it about ______________________________ that we love so much?

	11. Do you forgive ______________________________ for what they did?

	12. Why do you think that we always ______________________________?

	13. When we were faced with ______________________________, what do you think would have happened if we’d chosen differently?

	14. Do you miss ______________________________?

	15. What is ______________________________ up to these days? Do you want to go visit?

	16. Why are we so afraid of ______________________________?

	17. If you had a chance to ______________________________ all over again, would you do it?

	18. Did we ever apologize to ______________________________? Should we?

	19. Are we proud of ______________________________? Should we be?

	20. Do you know about what happened to ____________________________? What do you think about that?

	21. In all our time working on ______________________________, what was your favorite part?

	22. Where do you think we’ll go after ______________________________?

	23. Why did we ______________________________?





STEP 2 WHAT COMES NEXT

Your character has just had an emotional journey. Now, imagine where your character goes from here. All these questions in their head; what do they do now? What changes do they make in their life? What things, unfortunately, stay the same? What comes about because of this meeting?
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CONCLUSION WRAPPING IT UP

So you’ve made a character. You’ve followed the exercises. You’ve worked out your imagination. You have learned all you can from the pages of this book.

…Now what?

Maybe you’re not done developing them yet. Maybe you want to think further on their motivations, their needs, or their actions. Maybe you’re not super satisfied with some of your earlier answers now that you’ve gone through the process. Or maybe you’re looking for an example of how the entire process could play out.

This may be the end of the book, but it’s not necessarily the end of your character creation journey. There’s a bit more you can learn. These final entries will provide more depth into how to tweak, expand upon, and visualize your character in practice. You’ll get guidance on when it’s okay to change your answers, fudge the numbers, and break away from the answers you provided during the activities in this book. (Spoiler : The answer is “always.”) You’ll find the next steps for how to continue developing your character’s personality and how to build on the exercises in this book on your own. And you’ll see an example character—made using some of the exercises contained within—to give you an idea of how the process works.









Your Character Is Fictional and Flexible On Revising Answers



As you work through this text, you may find that, as you answer questions, previous responses no longer make sense. You may work through an entire exercise, look at the results, and say, “I hate all of this.” You may even realize as you work that your character has grown in directions that no longer suit the story you’re telling, the costume you’re making, or the reason you made them to begin with. So, what do you do? You’ve already committed to an answer, should you just change it on the fly?

Well…yes.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE This book is a toolkit for you as a creator, but it is not sacrosanct. It is in no way gospel. At the end of the day, you are creating a fictional character for your own purposes. If you feel the need to fudge an answer, scrap an exercise, or pick things up from scratch, do so with no hesitation. With that in mind, here are a few questions about your satisfaction with the character you’ve created. Feel free to refer to this exercise any time you feel uncertain.




	1. Are there any details of your character that you feel clash with the rest of their backstory or personality? How would you change them?


 



	2. Have you discovered anything about your character that you wish you hadn’t? If you removed it from their backstory, what would you replace it with?


 



	3. Does your character feel real, vibrant, and alive? If not, are there details you’d like to add or subtract to make them feel that way?


 



	4. Are there any exercises you’ve done that feel unnecessary for your character as they are now? Is there any information included in those exercises you could remove comfortably?


 



	5. Are there details you touched on during an exercise that you wish you could embellish more? What questions would you ask about those details? What information would you add?


 



	6. Are you happy with the direction this character has taken? What changes would you make to push them in a different direction?


 



	7. Does this character suit your needs? Is there specific context you feel needs to be added to make them more suitable for how you want to use them?


 


Now that you’ve answered those questions, hopefully you have an idea of specific changes you might want to make to better fit your character into your creative vision. Go forth and have fun!





What to Do When You’ve Finished the Book Putting Your Little Guy in Situations



You have a finished character! That rules—congratulations! Hopefully, the experience was fulfilling, and the finished result is an exciting, vibrant character that fits what you need as a creator and feels full of life and joy. And now you’re thinking…

What do I do now?

You’ve likely grown attached to this character, and maybe you spend more time getting to know them. Maybe you want to continue this journey and further imagine how they might react to different situations or develop different parts of their backstory. The short answer is: Keep imagining your character in new and interesting ways, and deciding what they would do.


[image: Image] ABOUT THIS EXERCISE There isn’t really any single exercise here. How could there be? Instead, think of this as a million smaller exercises. The following sections detail a few ideas for how to continue developing your character well after you’ve finished this book.




NEW SITUATIONS

As you go about your day, think about the different situations you find yourself in. As you do, ask the question: What would my character do in these circumstances? Some of the situations might be overly specific (your fantasy world might not have drive-throughs, or banks), but it can be helpful to imagine a similar fantasy context and decide how your character carries themselves in those moments.



NEW DETAILS

Going a step further, as you find yourself interacting with everyday pieces of your life—relationships, family bonds, work crises, and the like—ask the question: Does my character deal with similar things? This might prompt you to make up new supporting characters, antagonists, love interests, hobbies, or magical quests for your character. Or you might find it makes no sense and scrap the whole thing.



NEW ADVENTURES

The next time you’re playing a video game, or reading a story, or watching a movie, think to yourself: How would my character handle this situation differently? If your video game has a character creation engine, try building your character in-game and seeing what happens. Consider the ways your character might thrive in different fictional worlds. Consider the way your character might completely die within seconds.



CREATE

These characters are always meant to be inspirations for your next great project. If you’re a cosplayer, design that killer look that brings all their inner turmoil to the surface. If you’re a writer or comic book artist, now is the time to put their epic final battle to paper. Their inner thoughts and adventures are there to be placed into your rock ballad or rap verse. The character and their stories are yours; go forth and use them.






An Ultimate Fantasy Creator Character Both’rin the Dwarf



If you’re curious what the end result of these exercises might look like, here is an example character made with some of the activities included in the book. See if you can name the ones used!


INTRODUCING BOTH’RIN

Ever since Both’rin was a child, they knew they were meant to be a journalist. It wasn’t written in the stars, but it was present in every conversation, every school paper, and locked in stone with the medal they got at 147 (15 in Dwarven years) for the exposé they wrote for a local paper on the local sheriff’s unjust tax. They had two great childhood loves: journalism (a passion imparted by local newspaper editor Bergen Guut) and marbles. That kid could marble, let me tell you.

This passion made them the talk of the town of Swampdreck (an appropriate name if ever there was one for a place that seemingly existed at 98 percent humidity all year round), and they quickly found themselves a big fish in a small town. Eventually, the time came to leave, and they departed, with nothing but a journal in hand, and their winged lizard pet Flutt’rin hovering safely overhead. It was a long boat ride across the sea to their new home of Colossum, but they passed the time beautifully, making friends, conversation, and perhaps meddling a little as they went. It’s a journalist’s responsibility after all!

Now, you would think being a journalist, being obsessed with the written word, that Both’rin would keep up with their friends from back in Swampdreck. And yet, they’re lucky to get a letter every few months, maybe twice a year. It’s frustrating! But it’s mainly that Both’rin is terrible about looking back. If someone comes to visit, they’ll go out of their way to put together the best bar adventure you’ve ever seen. But, if they’re a town away, they may as well be on the moon.

It certainly didn’t help when Both’rin discovered that Bergen Guut was taking bribes to remove stories from circulation. That was a devastating moment for Both’rin that really shook their belief. They needed to believe that someone in a position of power could do good in the world, and Bergen…just didn’t. And it wasn’t even desperation or greed… It was laziness. That hurt much worse.

Life in Colossum is pretty great! They have a boyfriend now, a lizardfolk tailor named Thpp. Thpp’s designs are extraordinary, which probably explains the intricate patterns on all Both’rin’s shirts. (The more complicated the pattern, the more artistry went into making it, Both’rin will tell you. That’s…mostly a lie, but Thpp enjoys the compliment.) The pair have a small cottage together, with a kitchen large enough to cook elaborate meals in, two guest rooms for friends to crash in…and a dedicated playroom for Both’rin’s marbles habit. Some things never change.

You can easily spot Both’rin whenever they’re on their feet, by their positively beaming posture: chest puffed, smile wide, usually a snack in hand (always ginger candy; they swear it keeps illness at bay, and though there’s no proof of that, they always have a bag of ginger candy with them). That is, when they’re not on the job. The second they switch into “interview mode,” they grab the nearest surface to sit on and their entire body leans toward their subject, as though they’re being pulled by magnetic force. And their eyes, usually darting from person to person making sure there isn’t an unhappy face in sight, don’t narrow but widen, as though they’re trying to take in every single detail of the person they’re interviewing. It would be almost off-putting if it wasn’t so damn warm.

Both’rin makes their living as a freelance reporter, jotting down scoops for local town criers and pamphleteers. For now, they’ll tell you. Their long-term plan is to start an honest-to-goodness newsletter, the kind that Xirk Dagnar runs (that has never once published one of Both’rin’s stories, but they’re fine with that, stop asking, it’s fine) but that’s the kind of thing that takes time. And Both’rin feels they’ve got plenty of that.

That is, unless Gortrum Ryyd has anything to say about it. He absolutely despises Both’rin. You might think it’s because Gortrum Ryyd is a corrupt politician. And while he is absolutely a politician, and even by his own admission he’s corrupt (and, frankly, thrilled about it), that ultimately has little to do with it. He finds Both’rin too…cheerful. He thinks their incessant good nature is going to get in Gortrum’s way when it comes time to crush his enemies, as he is wont to do. And that simply cannot stand.

But Both’rin doesn’t have too much time for that. There’s too much to do: There’s marbles to play, a lizard boyfriend to smooch, stories to write, and occasionally, swordfights in the clouds. It’s always swordfights for some reason. Every cloud seems to be swordfighting. Thpp finds it incredibly confusing.
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