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Tim Curran 

  
 
 
It’s the oldest chestnut in the book of writing, and we’ve all heard it ad 

nauseum: write what you know. Write about those myriad things you’ve lived 

and experienced so that you might milk the essential truths from them and 

shine the light of revelation upon their hereto murky forms, elevating yourself 

and your reader in the process. Bullshit. Even though this may be one of the 

sacred cows of writing, it’s time to beat the old girl about the flanks and spill 

some of her blood. 

Listen: 

The hut was filled with the smell of the men who occupied it and those 

who had come and gone: a damp smell of furs and leathers, dripping tarps and 

fish oil, cooking odors and pungent mustiness and the ever-present fishy stink 

of seal blubber burned in lanterns. That and sweat and sleep and physical 

exhaustion. 

This is an excerpt from my novel Hive, a science-fiction horror thriller set 

in Antarctica (not a direct sequel to Lovecraft’s At the Mountains of Madness 

as some have claimed, but a reimagining of sorts). Though the book is 

contemporary in nature, it contains two rather lengthy historical sections. 

Point being, I can assure you I never experienced the old dogsled days of polar 



 

 www.autocrit.com  

2 

exploration. I was definitely writing about things I did not know. But I learned 

the same way you can learn – with diligent research. I read every book I could 

find on Antarctica. I spent months poring over historical accounts, camp life, 

the science of polar research, and particularly firsthand accounts of life on the 

ice. The idea of such investigation makes some people groan, but I loved it. 

There’s nothing more fascinating to me than learning new things and walking 

in somebody else’s shoes. 

How about this: 

He went down into the grave, his apron filthy black with mud now. He 

peeled aside the shroud and uncovered the body. It was a woman. Her eyes 

were wide and blanched, lips pulled back from white teeth. Rainwater beaded 

on her discolored, blotchy face. A beetle crawled out of her mouth and Clow 

flicked it aside. He wrinkled his nose at the rank odor coming off her as he 

handled her greasy, mucid flesh and slid the ropes under her armpits. Out of 

the grave, jerking and yanking, Clow and Kierney dragged the body up and laid 

it in the muddy grass. Diligently, they stripped it of graveclothes and threw 

those back into the breached casket. 

Again, I can assure you I’ve never robbed a grave in my life, but when I 

wrote The Corpse King, I was well-steeped in the lives and ways of the 19th-

century body snatchers. I read not only historical accounts but journals written 

by the resurrectionists themselves. And it was through these firsthand 

accounts that I learned the lingo, the lives, the despairs, and depravities of the 

men who robbed graves for a living. The rest was pure imagination. 

So now the sacred cow has been hung and bled. My hands are red with 

its blood, but in the process, I like to think I’ve become a better writer. The 

easiest route, of course, is to write about what you do know, whether that’s a 

small town or a big city, a factory or an office, but that’s hardly stretching 

yourself as a writer. I wrote about Antarctica and graverobbers the same way 

I’ve written about the old west and World War I – because the subjects 

fascinated me. And in my thinking (and my experience) when you write about 

something that you’re passionate about, what you produce is going to be that 

much better. It’s easy to knock out another zombie novel or slasher epic, but 

before you do it, think about the setting and writing about what you don’t 
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know. It’s tougher, but creatively if not financially, you’ll be much more 

satisfied with the results. 
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Greig Beck 

  

Knowing your own darkness is the best method  

for dealing with the darknesses of other people. 

Carl Jung 

 

 

We humans invented fire to push back the darkness. Because in it, we 

believed that was where monsters lived. Myths and legends grew from that 

darkness, and perhaps still live there in places that are worlds of eternal night. 

Maybe that’s why today many of us like caves with their darkness, 

depths, and secrets. Is it their promise of mystery, of treasure hidden in that 

darkness, or perhaps that they could be doorways to somewhere fantastic that 

we can be first to discover? 

When I was a kid, my parents took the family to a place called Jenolan 

Caves, west of the Blue Mountains. They’re one of the largest and oldest cave 

systems in the world and a place where the dripping limestone has created 

age-old formations twisted into deformed silhouettes that defy description. 

One of the amusing little things the cave guides did was when the tour was at 

the very depths of the cave system; they’d tell us all to be silent, hold our 

breaths and just listen… and then they turned out all the lights. 
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In a place that had no background illumination, streetlight or starlight at 

all, the darkness was absolute. A finger an inch from your eye was still invisible. 

And then came the noises: the drips, the tics and scuttling of things far away or 

perhaps even close by. It was impossible to know. For me, it was an unnerving 

and claustrophobic experience. And one I’ve never forgotten. 

The idea of that darkness, and of the caves, or of pitiless ocean depths, 

still excites me today and is a theme I continue to return to in books like 

Beneath the Dark Ice, Kraken Rising, Fathomless, and Book of the Dead. The 

idea that something could be out there, seeing you, without you able to see it, 

thrills me enormously. 

Take those personal fears, remember how you felt, build on them, and 

then let your imagination color in those dark spaces and open deep doorways. 

I’ve always found it useful when writing to use those things that thrill you, 

excite you, and terrify you – because if they do that to you, then they’ll more 

than likely do that to your readers. And after all, those dark places inside us, 

are the ones where we want to take our readers – because that’s our job! 
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Something’s out there in the dark 

A scene from KRAKEN RISING by Greig Beck 

She turned back to Orca, kicking hard now, and biting down on her 

breathing tube. Her neck and scalp tingled; the darkness surrounding her was 

impenetrable, but that was only to her. She knew something was out there 

now, and could feel the huge presence in the water close by. 

She kicked harder, adrenalin giving her a burst of energy. Her breathing 

was becoming ragged, and she knew she was burning up her oxygen, but 

wasn’t able to help it. 

Fourteen hundred and sixty, one hundred and sixteen, two hundred . . . 

she couldn’t focus, and whimpered around her breathing tube. Once again, she 

felt the gentle push of water against her, first from one side, and then seconds 

later from the other – they were being circled by something very large and 

very fast. For all she knew it could be close enough now for her to reach out 

and touch. 

What are you? Her mind screamed. She couldn’t help thinking back to 

the image of the huge eye she had seen on her screen all those years ago. It 

had baffled her and most of her marine specialist colleagues. Now, she would 

find out. 

Orca powered on, and Cate and Alex were dragged along with it. She 

knew that in the control room miles above them, the instruments would be 

screaming at Bentley, Schmidt, Timms and Sulley, and they might be whooping 

with excitement as the sensors told them of some sort of approaching 

behemoth. Maybe by now they had swapped visuals and moved to either 

thermal or light enhanced to try and pick up the thing’s silhouette. 

Cate concentrated, trying to pierce the darkness. Would the thing see 

them as intruder or prey? Would it matter to the outcome? No, she thought. 

To whatever was out there, there was only one question: would they be 

edible? 

KRAKEN RISING, Pan Macmillan, 2015. 
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Scott Nicholson 

  

 

It's critical to have your characters respond to danger and conflict in a 

realistic way – even while you are asking the reader to suspend disbelief.  
Nothing is as disappointing as a character in a creepy old house going 

UPSTAIRS to investigate a strange noise (unless of course, they are paranormal 

investigators) or down into the basement where they know the bodies are 

buried.  

You should be establishing character from the very beginning, and then 

letting them act consistently, true to their nature. 

It's perfectly fine to have a character change over the course of the 

narrative – indeed, that is part of the hero's or villain's journey – but a coward 

in Act I should remain a coward until such actions, personal discoveries, or 

recognition of the stakes force him into bravery. Similarly, the competent 

female character shouldn't suddenly be tripping over tree roots and screaming 

for help while fleeing the monster. 

Horror is the stupidest genre. But when it rises above stupidity, it can be 

magical. 
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Ramsey Campbell 

  

 

The best way for a writer to compete is with oneself, to do better than 

one did last time. I’m not the first to say that the most important thing for a 

writer to do is to write, but I’ll add that you should work on whatever you’re 

writing every day until it’s finished; to do otherwise is to court writer’s block, 

every blank day adding to the hurdle that prevents you from getting back into 

the story and making the task seem more impossible.  

An example of this is my story “Litter,” where six months elapsed 

between my first day’s work and my return to the story, which I took up by 

writing the line “That’s how he enters the story, or this is.”  

I should have rewritten the story to improve its shape, of course. Now I 

rewrite more and more severely, and take great pleasure in cutting thousands 

of words out of first drafts; I think that’s a pleasure worth learning as early as 

possible in one’s career, not least because realizing one can do it helps one 

relax into writing the first draft, where it’s better to have too much material for 

later shaping than not enough.  
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Learning to relax enough with the technique of writing novels comes 

easier to some than others; you may feel you need to plot a novel in advance 

(maybe all the way to breaking it down into chapter synopses) before you 

begin the first chapter, but it’s worth trying to regard the synopsis merely as a 

safety net once you begin writing, trying to let the novel develop itself as it 

takes on more life. I did that first in Incarnate, and since then I’ve avoided 

plotting or constructing too far ahead, trying to know only as much as I need to 

know to start writing and head in the right direction. It can be fearsome to find 

yourself losing your way halfway through a novel, all by yourself in the 

unknown, but I find that the solutions are usually somewhere in what you’ve 

already written, and I can tell you that the bad days are worth the days when 

you feel the novel come to life. 

I’m still stressing the arduousness, but let me see if I can pass on some 

tricks I’ve learned. We all have an optimum period of creativity each day, and 

it’s worth beginning work then if you possibly can. (Mine is from about six in 

the morning until noon or so.) Don’t be too eager to feel you’ve exhausted 

your creative energy for the day, but if you sense you’re close to doing so, then 

don’t squeeze yourself dry: better to know what the next paragraph is going to 

be and start with that next time.  

Scribble down a rough version of it rather than risk forgetting it. Always 

have a rough idea of your first paragraph before you sit down to write, and 

then you won’t be trapped into fearing the blank page. I always compose at 

least the first sentence of a session in advance. If you must take a day or more 

out from a story, break off before the end of a scene or a chapter, to give 

yourself some impetus when you return.  

Always carry a notebook (maybe on your phone) for ideas, glimpses, 

overheard dialogue, details of what you’re about to write, developments of 

work in progress. If an idea or something larger refuses to be developed, try 

altering the viewpoint or even the form: if it won’t grow as a short story, it may 

be a poem. Sometimes two apparently unproductive ideas may be cross-

fertilized to give you a story. Then again, you may not be ready technically or 

emotionally to deal with an idea, and it can improve with waiting. 
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What else can I tell you? Only to write. Surprise us, astonish us. Enjoy 

your work. Above all, don’t despair. The frustration you will inevitably 

experience sometimes, the feeling that you don’t know how to write, may be 

the birth pangs of something genuinely new. I know I still suffer that 

experience every time I write a story. Believe me, it’s preferable to playing it 

safe with a formula.  

Good luck! I look forward to reading you! 
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Graham Masterton 

  

 

Believe or not, I have never thought of myself as a horror writer. Horror 

to me is just a category which book retailers put your books into because they 

happen to have violent or supernatural content, or both. I have never made 

any distinction between horror fiction and any other kind of fiction. Fiction 

should always challenge what you believe in, and make you think hard about 

what it is to be a human being. 

I started writing fiction at a very early age, inspired by Jules Verne and 

Edgar Allan Poe in particular. I would write three- or four-page stories and read 

them out to my friends during lunch break at school.  Some of them were 

horror stories, but I also wrote science fiction, and war stories – even some 

humorous stories with a character like a modern-day Mr. Pickwick. 

Some of the horror stories, though, made a lasting impression on my 

friends. Twenty-five years later, a schoolfriend told me that even though he 

was now a city manager, he still had nightmares about a man who no head 

who used to walk about the house singing Tiptoe Through The Tulips.  

What almost all of my stories shared, though, even at that age, was my 

feeling that fiction should take readers right to the very edge of human 

experience. Reality is strange, and exhilarating, and tragic. Sometimes reality is 
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well beyond our understanding. But I always believed that fiction should take 

us even further, right to the very boundaries of our humanity. 

When I was 13, I wrote a 400-page horror novel in which the sole 

purpose of a mysterious sect of vampires was self-destruction. At 15, I 

discovered the Beat writers like Jack Kerouac and Allen Ginsberg and William 

Burroughs, who were taking both the style and the content of their writing to 

an extreme. William Burroughs wrote a novel called The Naked Lunch which 

caused an uproar when it was published in 1962 because of its political and 

homosexual content and its open discussion of drugs. 

William was living in Tangier at the time, but I wrote to him and we kept 

up a regular correspondence until he came to live in London in 1965. By then I 

was deputy editor of a new men’s magazine called Mayfair. William wrote for 

Mayfair regularly, and we spent many evenings in his apartment in Duke Street 

discussing revolutionary writing techniques. With William’s encouragement 

and involvement I wrote a novel myself, Rules of Duel, the manuscript of which 

I recently discovered after forty years and which was published last year by my 

good friend David Howe from Telos Books. 

The writing that William and I did together was difficult, often obscure, 

and pushed convention and accepted taste right to the very limit, and beyond. 

You probably won’t be able to grasp much of what Rules of Duel is all about. 

But William had some very good lessons, not just for a horror writer but for 

any kind of writer who wants to take writing to the very edge. 

The writer should not appear in his own work. He should be El Hombre 

Invisible, the invisible man. Learn how to construct sentences so balanced and 

rhythmical that your readers are scarcely aware they are reading at all. This 

takes painstaking practice, especially with dialog, and a complete 

understanding of the mechanics of grammar. You need to be able to take your 

work apart and put it together again like a motor mechanic. 

When you’re writing, don’t look at the page in front of you (or the 

screen,  these days). Be there. Feel the wind on your back and hear the noises 

all around you. Take your characters by the hand so that you can physically feel 

them. 
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And never be scared to say anything. And I mean anything. Ever. 

Several times, I have purposely taken my work beyond the boundaries of 

accepted taste. I suppose it started with my novel Ritual, which was a jolly 

story about gourmet cannibals.   

The Célèstines were a religious sect who believed that they would 

eventually get to see God by devouring their own bodies. They kidnap the son 

of our hero, who rather appropriately happens to be a restaurant critic, and in 

his attempt to rescue the boy, the critic joins the sect. 

To be accepted by them, though, he has to show that he is prepared to 

consume part of himself. He cuts off his own finger, fries it and eats it. 

Other stories that have gone right to the edge and over include the 

notorious Eric the Pie, which was the cover story for the first issue of 

Frighteners magazine, and was considered to be so disgusting by WH Smith 

that they banned it from their retail outlets, leading to the magazine’s very sad 

demise after only two issues. You can read Eric in the fiction section of my 

website www.grahammasterton.co.uk and make up your own mind. 

Eric recently reappeared in a chapbook called Tales Too Extreme For 

Cemetery Dance. Cemetery Dance also published a chapbook called Sepsis 

which I deliberately wrote to go right to the limit of what readers could 

swallow (in this case, a festering cat). A story called Epiphany was sadly but 

understandably dropped by my publisher from a collection of short stories 

called Festival of Fear (Severn House) because of its sexual content.  

A favorite device of mine is to make ancient and mythical threats re-

appear in the modern-day world so that ordinary people like you and me have 

to find a way to deal with them. The reason why legendary beings can be so 

frightening is that they were devised in days when people had no 

understanding of disease, or natural disasters, and so they attributed them to 

demons and ghosts and vengeful gods. Why did your cattle die? Because 

creatures came in the night and sucked the blood out of them. What caused 

cot death? Witches who crept into your house when you were asleep and stole 

your baby’s soul. 
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I have a new supernatural thriller coming out next year, Ghost Virus, 

which plays on the fear that exists in many societies that second-hand clothes 

are possessed by the souls of the dead people who used to wear them. In 

China for example, when somebody dies, they always burn their clothes to 

ashes. 

I am attaching an excerpt from Ghost Virus to illustrate how I conveyed 

this particular dread. However, I don’t consider this to be “horror” fiction. It’s 

just stories as stories have always been told. Stories to make you think who 

you are. Stories to help you to come to terms with your mortality. All of us who 

are alive at the moment are like a city, with its millions of lights sparkling in the 

night. One by one, though, the lights are extinguished, and then there is 

nothing but darkness. 

There lies the horror. 
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An excerpt from 

Ghost Virus 

By Graham Masterton 

Publication in 2018 

 

     Mindy’s mother sat in the armchair next to the fireplace and took her 

mobile phone out of her apron pocket. She rang her father’s number and he 

answered almost immediately. 

     “Hi there, love! What’s up? I’m right in the middle of a meeting, I’m afraid.” 

     “Peter, it’s Mindy. Something awful’s happened to her but I don’t know 

what it is and she won’t tell me.” 

     “What do you mean, ‘something awful’? Has she been hurt?” 

     “I don’t think so, not physically. But she took Sprout out for a walk at three 

o’clock and she’s only just come back. There’s no sign of Sprout and she’s 

wearing some peculiar second-hand jacket instead of her sweater. And she’s 

saying such meaningless things. She keeps talking about herself in the third 

person, as if she’s somebody else.” 

     “And she won’t say what’s happened to her?” 

     “No…she told me it was none of my business. In fact she was ruder than 

that.” 

     There was a long pause, and then Mindy’s father said, “She hasn’t been 

raped, has she?” 

    “I don’t think so, no. But then she won’t tell me anything.” 

     Mindy had been standing with her back to her mother, but now she turned 

around and said, “I know what he’s thinking. Typical father. He thinks she was 

raped, doesn’t he? Just because he’d secretly like to have sex with her himself. 
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All fathers do. They look at their little daughters naked in the bath and if their 

wives weren’t around they’d love to touch them.” 

     “Peter,” said Mindy’s mother. “I think you’d better come home now. And I 

think we might have to call the police.” 

     “Oh, you want to call the police?” Mindy challenged her. “And what good 

will that do? You think the police are going to go looking for a Yorkshire terrier 

and a sweater? You don’t think they’ve got one or two things more urgent to 

attend to?” 

    “Mindy – ” her mother began. 

    “No, Janet! You can’t go on interfering in her life any more! She’s found her 

strength now! She has me and I have her! We’re one and the same! Nothing 

you do or say is ever going to be able to change that!” 

     Mindy’s voice rose to a scream. She bent forward so that her face was only 

two or three inches away from her mother’s and her mother could feel her spit 

on her cheeks. 

    “It’s all going to be different from now on! You’re never going to give her 

orders again and you’re never going to treat her like a child! She’s a woman 

because I’m a woman and we’re one and the same! She’s going to come and 

go as she pleases!  Not only that, she – ” 

     Mindy hesitated, and held her left hand to her stomach. She retched, and a 

long string of saliva dripped from her lips. 

     “Not only that – ” she repeated, but then she stopped again, and retched 

even louder, with a sickening cackle. 

     For three or four seconds she stood leaning over her mother with her eyes 

closed and her cheeks bulging, as if her mouth were filling up with bile. Then 

she shuddered and vomited directly into her mother’s lap, a stringy torrent of 

red, half-chewed meat and tangles of wet tan and black fur. 

     She heaved again and again and all her mother could do was hold on to her 

shoulders with both hands and try to suppress her convulsions. 
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     At last she sank to her knees on to the carpet and stayed there with her 

head bowed, sobbing. Her mother looked down at the grisly mess in her apron 

and she could tell by the fur and the liquorice-black fragment of snout what it 

was.   

     “Dear God in Heaven,” she whispered. “Oh, Mindy. What’s got into you, my 

darling?  Who’s got into you?” 

 




