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How to write a best selling urban 
fantasy novel. 

 

1. Create an archetypal female main character. 
Most of the people who read your book will be 

overworked females, wanting escape from the work, 
boyfriend/husband, family treadmill. They want to be 

able to identify with the main person. She must be 
just like them.  So, make your main character a 

young, beautiful, nubile, blessed with actual or 
potential supernatural gifts, and at the same time an 

outsider who is lusted after by men but 
misunderstood, and doesn’t realise/doubts her 

beauty etc . Feminism percolates urban fantasy 

novels, and that means that she mustn’t be helpless. 
She should have some combat skills- can even be 

slightly psychotic. She will be a working girl- but not 
in a high powered professional job or in a position of 

authority (see section 3: the reference to  Shouty 
Boss) This is because half of your readership will be 

women who are professionals and who want a break 
from all that. The other half will be homemakers who 

want to see her in the kind of dreary job that makes 
them bloody glad to be homemakers.   

 

2. Create a world threatening Problem/Dilemma. 
Your readers aren’t anti-social adolescent males, so 

they wont want the heroine to go on a Quest (to get 
out of their bedrooms). But some crisis must loom. 

Out of the blue, the Beauty/Outsider must be 
suddenly discover that  she has some amazing 

heritage  that will lead to the unleashing of awesome 
powers. And it must just so happen that some Threat 

to All She Holds Dear  occurs that leads her to 

encounter someone to tell her this, and a situation 
must arise that requires her to tune into those 

powers. So that she ends up displaying them in her  
normal setting- frightening and confounding those 

who have always tormented her- attracting the 
wrong kind of male attention from mysterious, 
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dangerous possibly supernatural alpha males. Sexual 
tension should kick in as soon as possible but at the 

very least by the end of the first third of the book. 

 

3. Create a Motley Bunch of Stock Characters. 
The Beauty/Outsider must have a Motley Bunch of 
girlfriends, relatives, neighbours, platonic male 

companions, colleagues etc drawn from various 
walks of life and ethnicities. She doesn’t have to 

know them all at once. They can be no more than 
two dimensional. Some can be one dimensional ( e.g 

Shouty boss). If this is going to be a series, she can 
pick up new ones in each book. And lose one or two 

(see s 10 : Have Lots of Killing). Each of these 
motleys will  be useful for all sorts of things.  

Expositionary passages where they give character 
portraits of Beauty/Outsider,  either to her face, or a 

third party, or they can be in action sequences  

needing to be saved/rescued from some life 
threatening danger. Girlfriends are for connecting her 

to the mundane world- shopping, work, gossip, 
hand-to-hand combat training - and for warning her 

about the ill advisedness of getting involved with the 
mysterious, dangerous possibly supernatural alpha 

males who have recently appeared in her life, and 
sundry other very useful page fillers.  

I cannot stress enough the value of a good range of 

Motley Bunch of Stock Characters.  

4. Create a Wise but Useless Guides/Mentors/Authority 
figures. 
Beauty/Outsider will periodically either be butting heads 

with them or turning to them. There can be more than one 
of them so they are rotated. She can have a Serious 

Falling Out with a mentor due to her involvement with one 
of the inappropriate mysterious dangerous etc males so 

that she can feel a great deal of angst. Of course, she will 
continue to be involved (see part 6: Have Sex in the Story; 

Lots of It). The Guide/Mentor is a wise adviser who knows 

all about Beauty/Outsider’s powers, and is always urging 
her to cast aside doubt or training her in their use- then 

conveniently not being around at the time of crisis so 
Beauty/Outsider will not have their back up. He/She will be 

older, but still attractive. No snaggly toothed unkempt 
wizards here, thank you very much.  (See Part 10: "Make 

it a Big Read.")  
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5. Create the Land & society 
Its an urban fantasy. So it must be set in, well a 

City. For convenience, it can be the city the writer 
grew up in, but of course be vastly different because 

of the secret, supernatural component.  This can be 
open- almost like an alternate history. Everything as 

it is now but oh yeas, vampires etc are real and 
living in Tunbridge Wells. Elves/sidhe, vampires, 

werewolves, immortals, witches sorcerers etc. must 
stalk the suburbs. Beauty/Outsider must negotiate 

some phenomenally complicated social systems 
during her encounters with these otherworldly folk. 

She is like an anthropologist in the field.  These 

beings will be faster, stronger lethal and disinclined 
to have any meet and greet that doesn’t end in 

bloodshed, or the threat thereof. Some social 
interactions can include or just stop short of extreme 

violence where with ordinary people a ‘hello’ or a 
‘nice weather we’re having’ or a ‘and what do you 

do?’ would suffice. This enables Beauty/Outsider to 
both show her skills with weapons/hand to hand 

combat/psychic, yet be sort of rescued by one of the 
mysterious, dangerous etc males- who will belong to 

one of these homicidal species-usually in a position 
of leader or ruler- who she can then turn and snarl at 

berating him for treating her like a helpless little 
woman.  Be warned- all modern urban fantasy lands 

have every conceivable form of phsycho-sexual-

complication amongst the supernatural folk, 
arranged to trip up and place the heroine in mortal 

danger and sexual peril contrary to any known 
principles of coherent story telling. (See Part 10: 

"Make it a Big Read.") 

 

6. Have Sex in the story. Lots of it  

Beauty/Outsider in between solving the Crisis and 

getting her Powers must-after pages and pages of 
encounters with supernatural beings that are life 

threatening or  sexually tempting or both- resolve the 
sexual tension you the writer have skilfully built up, 

between herself and one (or more) of the dangerous etc 
men, by Doing It. Preferably not in book one. (Or if in 

book one, only towards the end after teasing encounters 

threaded throughout the book) Not explicit, of course. 
Well, not in the graphic way of porn. Well okay, a little 

bit graphic. Oh all right then porny- but tastefully so. 
This is the section where euphemisms rule. But lengthy 

passages must abound.(See Part 10: "Make it a Big 
Read.") 



 4 

7. Have at least one-recurring- character with lots 
of money. 

This allows Beauty/Outsider – who has the usual 

financial worries- to suddenly be flown somewhere to 
mount a rescue, or take an expensive road trip, or stay 

in a hotel or buy some serious weaponry, or indulge in 
some designer shopping. This character will invariably 

be male. This is not sexism, it is just---- oh all right, it 

is sexism really. 

 

8. Make sure to describe the heroine’s clothes and 
hair. Regularly. 

Seriously. She is not a fashion plate but it must be clear that 
she is changing outfits. She can care little for style but draw 

admiring comments due to the tightness/skimpiness/ 
revealing nature of her clothes which are like they are purely 

for convenience when she is sprinting after or running away 
from a supernatural bad guy. She can get grumpy or make 

cutting remarks to those males who leer at her in the 
aforesaid outfits. But she wont just swap them for normal, 

comfortable clothes, (baggy tracksuit bottoms, and extra 
large t-shirts with tomato ketchup stains down the front) that 

allow her to breathe, or scratch her bum. Have at least one 

undercover scene where she has to dress up to the nines. 
Plunge neckline, bottom-skimming short skirt, break-your 

ankles-if-you-fall-off-them shoes. So that every male with a 
pulse within a radius of five miles will be overcome with lust. 

Which she then, of course, resent bitterly. Bitterly, I say. And 
periodically- say in every second or third book, she can 

encounter an Evil Female Entity – mythological or otherwise-, 
who she will have to fight, and who wears the kind of clothes 

and make up that makes the heroine’s choice seem 
restrained. (Can we say extreme fetish gear, people?)  And 

who can fight in high heels This is to reward those male 
readers-say 25% -35% in total- who have stuck with the 

book(s) despite the lack of a Quest. And who pretend that 
they have picked up the book and glanced at it because they 

saw their sister/girlfriend/probation officer with it. Ha. 

9. Have a really scary Arch Villain 

Even in urban fantasy tales where shape shifters, demons, 

and ghouls are out and about shopping in Tesco, there has to 
be an Unspeakably Evil Villain who the heroine encounters 

and who scares her- and the readers- shitless. And because it 

is a female heroine and mostly female readership and we can 
take an awful lot of pain compared to men (look, I only have 

to say childbirth, ok?) its no good the evil arch villain being 
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someone who relies on physical violence/torture. It has to be 
someone who plays the kind of mind games or does 

emotional/mental torture. The first one or two times 
Beauty/Outsider encounters the arch villain, she must lose 

and narrowly escape permanent damage. The UEV must be 
capable of finishing her off, but decides not to in order to toy 

with her. 

 10. Make it a Big Read     

 A successful urban fantasy book can not be a slim little 

novella. It must be of door stop size. The reader must 
have that satiated, slightly nauseous, slightly guilty 

feeling they get after scoffing an entire box of 
chocolates on their own, and not just Quality Street, but 

those heavy duty Belgian ones. The book has to be big 
enough to enable the reader to skim or even skip 

lengthy passages. Whole chapters, even. This ensures 
repeat reading, when they discover they’ve missed 

something crucial to the plot, that was tucked away in a 

flashback in italics. It must be in digestible chunks. It 
has to allow the reader to dip in and out due to 

interruptions from work, tv soap, internet surfing, 
texting, and phone calls from distraught mates crying 

about What that bastard has done now. To make it a big 
read, you the writer must use time honoured time 

wasters, so to that end: 

Have flashbacks. In italics 

Have dream sequences. Also in italics. 

Have a prologue, that doesn’t make sense or truly relate 

to what comes after. 

Have an epilogue. A general, philosophical burble, that 

doesn’t really relate to the story that’s gone before is 
good.  

Have chapters and half chapters full of nothing but the 

heroine ruminating. 

Have sections where the heroine is having sex, with a 

dangerous etc supernatural male, at a time, place that 
makes no sense as regards the plot and has lots of 

heights of ecstasy, prompting semi-poetic musings. 
(The latter is important to stop it being just grubby 

school girl porn) 

Have people meet up to have lengthy conversations 
where they recap on events that have happened so far 

under the guise of trying to analyse what is going on.   
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11. Do your weapons Research 

She may be a girl, but the heroine will have either a gun 
fetish, or be adept at using knives and/or medieval 

weaponry. So bone up on them, quick. Or ask a 14-16 
year old son of any of your friends or acquaintances. 

He’ll be guaranteed to know much more about such 
things than the year 10 or eleven GCSE school 

curriculum, believe me. Just rifle through his computer 

games selection. This is an urban story after all, and 
fear of crime means readers will want the empowering 

experience of seeing a female protagonist make bad 
males run squealing in fear and fall down. Passages 

describing weapons go down very well. The heroine will 
often be armed to the teeth but being more subtle than 

a man ( i.e not wanting to look too butch) will have 
concealed weapons. The plausibility of managing to tote 

an Uzi or sword down the back of a Dolce & Gabbana 
skirt, or of being able to kick someone’s face in, in a 

pair of Jimmy Choos, is neither here nor there.   

12. Have lots and lots of killing 
Urban fantasy readers are a bloodthirsty lot. They like their 
violence red in tooth and claw. Since Ripley, and Buffy and 

Xena:Warrior Princess, its all right to have heroines who while 
feminine, are vicious enough to send foes to the Big Science 

Fantasy Convention in the Sky. Obviously, as Beauty/Outsider 
is a good person, she must feel bad about killing 

people/sentient beings. But not too bad. It helps to have her 
first kill to avenge the death of one of the Motley Bunch of 

Stock Characters. Just to get her into the swing of things. You 
can get a lot of mileage from disposing hideously of one of 

these – make it a two dimensional one to really jolt the 
readers- every second or third book. It allows the heroine to 

display angst. And fall into the bed of one of the mysterious 

dangerous etc men for a torrid (and lengthy) sex session for 
comfort, which she will naturally regret deeply afterwards. 

Deeply. 
 

 
 

13. The Plot Does Not Have to Make Sense 
 

 In fact, for the book to work, the plot positively must not make 
sense. Beauty/Outsider cant just call in the police or magical 

equivalent thereof to sort everything out and deal with the bad 
guys.  She cannot meet the Unspeakably Evil Arch Villain, know 

her/him instantly and just blow them away. She cannot decide, if 
going to stake vampires, to do it at ooh, 8am with plenty of daylight 

left. If tracking a werewolf, she cant put a post-it note on  her 

calendar saying- avoid Friday. Full Moon. Unlike what  you and I 
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would do, placed in her situation, she will not parade around at all 
times, in earrings shaped like crosses, carrying garlic spray in her 

handbag. (Even if she has these things, at a key moment she must 
lose them).Make sure every piece of jewellery she owns is made out 

of silver. Wear holy water perfume. Uh uh. Suffice to say, because 
of this cardinal rule, urban fantasy novels are not full of down to 

earth black characters going “Get in there girl and stake that 
mo’fo’s ass”. (Oh, how I miss them. But there it is). Because some 

of the most popular urban fantasy novels have a detective story 
strand, she must be at odds with the authorities, or often be under 

suspicions for murder or something. So she cant go to them for 
help. The Unspeakably Evil Villain must despite his or her awful 

powers, be unable to do something as basic as book a luxury cruise 

so that s/he is not around when the heroine comes for the final 
showdown. Wherever they live, the heroine-plus any allies- must be 

able to get in because the Unspeakably Evil Villain has never 
bothered to install a good burglar alarm, or magical wards that are 

so arcane they cant be counteracted.   
 

14. Make the Heroine’s love interests totally 
unsuitable 

As a young beautiful nubile etc woman the heroine will have love 
interests. However, this is urban fantasy, not romance and 

therefore she cant end up with him at the end of the book- well, not 
the first one, anyway. Plenty of sex, yes. The men who she is drawn 

to, mysterious dangerous alpha males will invariably be revealed as 
unsuitable because they are Men With A Past. They will be 

vampires, werewolves, warlocks, demons (doesn’t matter how 

beastly as long as on a day to day basis they’re incredibly 
handsome) who are invariably hundreds or thousands of years old. 

Old enough to have had a jolly good time doing evil things for 
centuries then reforming and being on the side of good (or 

straddling the fence) by the time they meet the heroine. Who will 
be repelled yet fascinated. This is very important because it allows 

you to waste chapters going on about her moral dilemma, especially 
when she has to periodically go to Mr Dangerous for help. And a 

shag. 
 

15. Despite this being the post-Feminist era, she still 
does not have a Time of the Month…Ever 

 
No ‘visit from her special friend’. No PMS. All that ‘bleeding every 

month’ nonsense that, ooohh 95% of women over 14 and under 60 

all over the world do, would be scarier than the evillest mass 
murdering supernatural being. If you have to chose between a 

scene mentioning that the heroine is having her time of the month, 
and has to dash to the shop to get supplies (see, I’m having to use 

a euphemism here) and a graphic scene depicting a blood soaked 
atrocity committed by a Beast of Beasts against a nursery full of 

cute toddlers, go for the latter. Seriously.  So, uh-uh. No ‘you know 
whats’. 
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What can I say? It’s a fantasy novel, people. Deal with it. 
 

 
16. Betrayal is a girl’s best friend 

 
             A good twist is a betrayal. A motley stock character, a new 

best friend,  an ally, or one of the dangerous, mysterious etc 
men. In the case of the latter, it will never be a real betrayal, 

just seem like one.  And will happen after they’ve  already 
had sex, of course. But its important, for  a twist in the plot-

that-makes-no-sense, and it allows you to write pages and 
pages. 

 

17. Always set things up at the end for the next novel. 
Always. 

 
No final, proper resolution, please. No completed character 

growth/arc for the heroine. It doesn’t matter whether the 
story appears to have a natural conclusion. Don’t tie up every 

strand, leave enough for a cliffhanger, or some new problem 
looming on the horizon. Even if you have to stop things 

abruptly, so that everything is up in the air. Why? Repeat 
after me: ‘Urban Fantasy Novel Means Series.’ Series, people. 

Eight to Ten books at least. I know one that’s eighteen books 
and going strong. Each worst than the last, the author having 

taken to phoning it in. (Hell, the quality looks like she let her 
au pair, who has English as a second language write the last 

three) but the readers are locked in for the long haul, pissing 

and moaning on Amazon and all the forums but- and this is 
the important bit, so pay attention- still buying! 

 
 

Marsha Prescod 
 
(Marsha Prescod is currently engaged in writing what will 
undoubtedly be a wildly successful Urban Fantasy Novel. She will 

not be publishing it under her real name). 


