
Fantastically Speaking. Join Arthur Slade as he discusses how to mix fantasy or horror 
elements into novels that have an otherwise realistic setting. How much do you put in? At what 
point will the reader have enough grounding to “believe” the fantasy? The discussion will touch 
on high fantasy, dark fantasy, steampunk, and the quirky world of surrealistic fantasy. 

**These are the rough notes that I followed for my talk. 

The Haunting of Hill House.

"No live organism can continue for long to exist sanely under conditions of absolute reality; even 
larks and katydids are supposed, by some, to dream. Hill House, not sane, stood by itself against 
its hills, holding darkness within; it had stood for eighty years and might stand for eighty more. 
Within, walls continued upright, bricks met neatly, floors were firm, and doors were sensibly 
shut; silence lay steadily against the wood and stone of Hill House, and whatever walked there, 
walked alone.” 
The Haunting of Hill House, Shirley Jackson 

The type of fantastical/horror fiction that I’m speaking about is the type that exists in our world, 
has one foot in our world and one foot in the fantasy realm. Separate from outright fantasy that 
exists in another  realm altogether. And I include horror fiction as part of the fantasy realm.. Like 
all authors, I am just here to tell you what works for me...both as a writer and a reader… 

Always Remember Your Audience

One of the important things to remember about your audience is that they are not stupid. They 
are reading along with you and they are paying attention. So you don’t have to hit them over the 
head with information. This truly is a partnership—no actually it is a life-long relationship. And 
they enjoy solving things, putting them together. Little things. Big things. And if your book or 
story or poem is good enough they’ll carry it with them in one form or another for the rest of 
their lives.

3 ways of introducing the fantastical 

•1) Introduce the fantastical immediately. Exactly what it says. You risk the chance of losing 
the reader right away. This is the usual method of high fantasy. 

Edward plunged the knife into the man’s chest, then leaned in close, nostrils flared to suck in his 
soul. It smelled like cinnamon. 

“When Mr. Bilbo Baggins of Bag End announced that he would shortly be celebrating his eleventyfirst 
birthday with a party of special magnificence, there was much talk and excitement in Hobbiton.”

- JRR Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings
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Lyra and her daemon moved through the darkening hall, taking care to keep to one side, out of 
sight of the kitchen. -The Golden Compass 

“Fen did not struggle as she watched the queen's guard dismount from his charger and 

draw the blade that would soon be severing her hand. She was in the middle of the village 

square, in the middle of her eleventh summer, and despite the fear in her heart she decided the 

guard was the most beautiful and perfect man she had ever seen: he was slim, ivory-skinned and 

wide-shouldered. He towered over the villagers as they parted to let him through. 

His golden eagle diadem, a symbol that he was an extension of the queen, held his 

shoulder-length hair out of his eyes. That hair was a bright red, as were the locks of all Queen 

Servilia's elite guardsmen. The colour was a sign of the magic that had shaped him. 

His armour shone detailing every chest muscle. There were tales the metal was poured 

directly onto the guards' flesh--an impenetrable skin. The Royal Red Artificers, the only 

craftsmen allowed to shape magic, had designed the armour. Even if it was penetrated, the 

wounds of the queen's guards were said to heal in moments, due to the queen's blood in their 

veins. 

Fen just wanted to touch the armour. Once. And the hair, too.” -Crimson 

•2) Introduce the fantasy at medium speed: Drawing the reader in with a mixture of reality 
and fantastical elements. Usually within the first page or first few paragraphs they get a hint or 
blatant idea that there will be fantastical elements to the story. Read from The Hunchback 
Assignments: 

•Six hunting hounds had perished in previous experiments. Dr. Cornelius Hyde crouched in the 
cellar of his manor staring over his spectacles at Magnus, the last surviving hound. The iron 
cage was sturdy, its door locked tight, and the dog looked healthy except for his drooping head. 
He had survived the operation that replaced his skull, jaws, and teeth with metal, but the 
weight of it all was too much for him to bear for long periods of time. He needed strength and 
ferocity. Soon, Hyde hoped, these needs would be dealt with. 

•Reread the Haunting of Hill House. 

•3) Gradually introduce the fantastical elements into the story. This allows for the gradual 
suspension of belief. If your reader believes the world you’ve created is real, then these 
elements should be introduced as believable in the beginning. Gradually, pulling the reader into 
the next/supernatural world. Priming their brain.  Read next section of DUST 

•
•
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Matthew Steelgate had five cents in his pocket and a yearning for chewing gum and licorice. 

He wasn’t sure which he wanted most, but knew he could buy both and have at least a penny left 

over. He walked along the edge of the grid road, three miles from his family’s farm and about 

two miles from Horshoe. The sky was cloudless. 

The sun had shifted nearer to the earth in the last half hour, so near that the air crackled with 

heat. Matthew, following his mother’s bidding, had worn a straw hat. Like his father, his neck 

was tanned brown, along with his face, hands, and forearms to the line where he rolled up his 

sleeves. The prairie had marked Matthew as one of its own. He understood the connection 

between himself and the land, understood that he belonged there; when the wind blew, when the 

rain dotted his face, when the snow fell, he belonged. When the sun darkened his skin, he knew 

the invisible rays were also working on the field of wheat beside him. 

Not for another forty pages before another clearly supernatural thing happens. Dreams, 

portents--blood eggs— 

Even Dracula starts slow. I AM LEGEND begins with a man describing how these people come 
to his house at dusk. Only later do you realize they come at dusk because they are vampires. 

A general tip about making people believe in the fantastical elements: 

Ground your readers. My theory is that the more realistic the world you have your characters 
inhabit, the more they will be grounded by the story. This means, too, to develop your characters 
from. Even if your writing about 1930s, or world war 2 or and you’re going to introduce 
fantastical elements later, then prove to your reader that you have built this world. That you  
know it well enough. That it is real. An example is my novel Dust. I read so many accounts of 
the 1930s.Ten lost years. Stories. Even popular jokes from the time. The benefit of this, that I 
didn’t see was teachers reaction. 

4) Use the familiar in a way that makes the reader comfortable, draws them in: 

Airborn 

“Now here was the amazing thing. With all the provisions and cargo and gear and passengers and 
crew, the Aurora weighed over two million pounds. She was a giant to be sure, nine hundred feet 
from stem to stern. fourteen storeys high. But fill her ups with hydrium and it was like she 
weighed nothing at all. This morning, all it took was two men--one at the bow, one at the stern--
to carry her our of the hangar and across the airfields to the mooring mast.  
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Easy as that. 
First time I saw it, I could barely believe my eyes, for it seemed to defy every law of nature. And 
then all the Aurora had to do was dump a few hundred pounds of water and she was lighter than 
air.  
There’s fancy math to explain all of this, of course. It had to do with hydrium being the lightest 
gas in  the world. Much lighter than helium and even lighter than hydrogen. But when you saw 
the aurora and saw her floating and rising, you forgot all about the math and just stared.” 

Using the familiar to get the reader to believe: the use of Hydrium. A word that seems to design 
itself.  

5) Suggesting the fantastical elements without mentioning them directly: Guy Gavriel Kay’s 
Ysabel.  It is set in France, about a young man who stumbles across characters from a very old 
story/past time alive in the present. How do you get the audience to believe this? He 
accomplishes it by setting everything up with a 3rd person chapter about the history of the area. 
It doesn’t tell you that this history will intersect with the present again—I think this is the key to 
not hammer people with foreshadowing. But more a sense of all the things that have happened in 
the past so when they begin to happen again—you the reader finds it more believable. 

No other sky was quite what this one was. Any time of year, any season: whether a late autumn’s 
cold dawn or midday in drowsy summer among the cicadas. Or when the knife of wind--the 
mistral--ripped down the Rhone valley (the way soldiers had so often come) making each olive 
or cypress tree, magpie, vineyard, lavender bush, aqueduct in the distance stand agains the wind 
scoured sky as if it were the first, the perfect, example in the world of what it was. 

Aix-en Provence, the city, lay in a valley bowl west of the villa. No trees in that direction to block 
the view from this height. The city, more than two thousand years old, founded by Romans 
conquering here---surveying and mapping, levelling and draining, laying down pipes for thermal 
springs, and their dead-straight roads---could be seen on spring mornings like this crisply 
defined, almost supernaturally clear. Medieval houses and modern ones. A block of new 
apartment buildings on a northern slope, and --tucked into the old quarter--the bell tower of the 
cathedral rising. 

Sense of otherworldliness. 

6) Use symbolism and story within the story to draw the reader in.  

Lull the reader with a symbolic story at the beginning: 

“Almost everyone thought the man and the boy were father and son. They crossed the country on 
a rambling southwest line in and old sedan, keeping mostly to secondary roads, traveling in fits 
and starts. They stopped in three places along the way before reaching their final destination: 
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first Rhode Island, where the tall man with the black hair working in a textile mill; then 
Youngstown, ohio, where he worked for there months on a tractor assembly line; and finally in a 
small California town near the Mexican border, where he pumped gas and worked at repairing 
small foreign cars with an amount of success that was, to him, surprising and gratifying. 
Wherever they stopped, he got a Maine newspaper called the Portland Press Herald and watched 
for items concerning a small souther Maine town named Jersusalem’s Lot and the surrounding 
area.” 
Salem’s Lot, Stephen King 

Clive Barker’s The Damnation Game Warsaw/at end of World War 2/ The gambler searching 
through the ruins 

The air was electric the day the thief crossed the city, certain that tonight, after so many weeks of 
frustration, he would finally locate the card player. It was not an easy journey. Eighty-five 
percent of Warsaw had been levelled, either by the months of mortar bombardment or by the 
programme of demolition the Nazis had undertaken before their retreat.  

He watches Faust, then finally finds someone who met the card player. 

“You say he wins without fail?” 
“Always.” 
“So what's his method? How does he cheat?” 
Vasilieve looked up from his contemplation of the bare boards of the floor. 
“Cheat?” he said, incredulously. “He doesn’t cheat. I’ve played cards all my life, with the best 
and the worst. I’ve seen every trick a man can pull. And I tell you now, he was clean.” 
“The luckiest player gets defeated once in awhile. The laws of chance--” 
“The laws of chance are nothing to him. Don’t you see. He isn’t like you or me. How could a 
man always win without having some power over the cards?” 

Unreliable witness. A woman with a face, a rictus. Then the card player. Never any mention of 
the stakes of the bet. And you don’t even know who wins.  

HOW TO KEEP PULLING THEM IN 

1) Support your fantastical elements with facts. 

One way to do this is support your fantastical element with facts. In Peeps by Scott Westerfeld.  
he provides so many interesting details about the real world…so that when you read the 
unbelievable you believe it. He has made the existence of vampires scientifically plausible.  
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Howler monkeys live in the jungles of Central America. They have a special resonating bone that 
amplifies their cries - hence the name "howler monkey." Even though they're only two feet tall, 
you can hear a howler monkey scream from three miles away. 

Especially if they've got screwworms. 

Meet the screwfly, which lives in the same jungles as howler monkeys. Screwflies look pretty 
much like normal houseflies, except bigger. They aren't parasites themselves, but their babies 
are. 

When it comes time to have baby flies, screwflies look for a wounded mammal to lay their eggs 
in. They're not picky about what kind of mammal, and they don't need a very large wound. Even 
a scratch the size of a flea bite is plenty big. 

When the eggs hatch, the larvae - also known by such charming names as "maggots" or 
"screwworms" - are hungry. As they grow, they begin to devour the flesh around them. 

I am Legend by Richard Matheson. Come to the conclusion there are vampires. But also a 
disease has spread throughout the world. 

2) Add believable details 

But if you are writing a traditional horror novel. You don’t have the safety zone of explaining 
things scientifically. The horror is outside of nature, outside of science. Here you continue to add 
detail, the fantastical. You’re working towards the breakout point where you can talk about and 
have your characters talk about it openly. 

A way to do this is to mix the reality/with suspicion.  

“I was in for a check up and happened to mention that it was a shame about the Glick boy, 
Dreadful for his parents on top of the other one’s vanishing act. The boy was anemic alright. He 
said that a red cell count on a boy Danny’s age should run anywhere from eighty five to ninety 
eight per cent. Danny’s was down to forty five percent.“ 
“Wow,” Ben said. 
There were giving him B12 injection and calf liver and it seemed to be working fine. They were 
going to release him the next day. And boom, he dropped dead.” 

There is a process your character has to go through of believing in the unreal. It cannot be a 
quick conclusion. It should be like adding building blocks. The flip side of that is you are also 
playing a mental game with the reader. And often they figure it out just before the character. 
Which helps your relationship with the reader—it both makes them feel smart. But also invests 
them in the story and adds tension because they KNOW what will happen to the character, but 
can’t help him or her. 
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3). Make your characters believable and your readers will believe what the character 
believes. 

One of the problems of writing fantasy and horror is how to make your characters believe when 
the unbelievable has happened. “Oh, there’s a ghost. Should I get my plasma gun?” Stephen 
King is the master of good and believable characters. He has an uncanny ability to get inside the 
character’s mind, their personality, so that their reactions to ghosts/vampires/mad clowns are 
entirely natural.  

Finally: Let it all jump out. 

What you are working towards is the “reveal.” The place where the reader accepts the fantastical 
elements. Where characters can speak about it openly. Or at least the ones who understand. There 
is a point where you’ve set up all the blocks and so many different thing that are from outside the 
world can be introduced without the pre-amble. You will lose the more literal minded readers, 
but by this point they will be a small minority.  
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