
Get published. 
Build a career. 

Contribute to creating a better world.

Become a 
PROFESSIONAL 

AUTHOR 
COURSE 

PART ONE:  
WRITE STORIES THAT WORK 

Lesson Six: 
The Laws of Story Motion 

Grant P. Hudson



BECOME A  
PROFESSIONAL 

AUTHOR 
COURSE 

PART ONE:  
WRITE STORIES THAT WORK 

Lesson Six: 
The Laws of Story Motion 

Grant P Hudson



NOTICE: This course is licensed to the individual 
reader only. Duplication or distribution by e-mail, 
floppy disc, network, printout or by other means to 
a person other than the original recipient is a 
violation of international copyright law.  

© 2022 Grant P. Hudson. All rights reserved. No 
part of this publication may be reproduced, stored 
in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or 
b y a n y m ea n s , e l e c t r o n i c , m e c h a n i c a l , 
photocopying, recording or otherwise, without 
either the prior written permission of the 
publisher or a license permitting restricted 
copying in the United Kingdom issued by the 
Copyright Licensing Agency Ltd, 90 Tottenham 
Court Road, London W1P 9HE.  

Published by Clarendon House Publications 
76 Coal Pit Lane, Sheffield, England 
 
Published in Sheffield 2022 



CONTENTS 

BEFORE YOU BEGIN PART ONE… 

INTRODUCTION 

Part One:  
WRITE STORIES THAT WORK 

LESSON ONE: WHAT IS FICTION? 

LESSON TWO: GETTING YOUR MESSAGE 
STRAIGHT 

LESSON THREE: YOUR SECRET SUPERPOWER 

LESSON FOUR: ATTENTION BECOMES 
EMOTION 

LESSON FIVE: ANTAGONISTS, PROTAGONISTS 
AND MENTORS 

LESSON SIX:  THE LAWS OF STORY MOTION 

LESSON SEVEN: WORKING OUT YOUR 
MESSAGE 

LESSON EIGHT: THE BIGGEST PROBLEM 
AUTHORS HAVE 

CONCLUSION TO PART ONE 



BEFORE YOU BEGIN PART TWO… 

INTRODUCTION 

Part Two:  
SELL STORIES EFFECTIVELY 

LESSON ONE: WHAT MAKES MARKETING 
WORK 

LESSON TWO: YOUR MARKETING 
MESSAGE 

LESSON THREE: YOUR MARKETING 
MACHINE 

LESSON FOUR: BUILDING A BETTER 
WEBSITE 

CONCLUSION TO PART TWO 

Part Three:  
HOW CLARENDON HOUSE 
CAN HELP YOU 

LESSON ONE: IT’S HARD TO BE A LONER 

LESSON TWO: A ROAD TO SUCCESS 

APPENDICES 



2

How This Course Works and What to 
Expect by the End: 

The Become a Professional Author 
Course is made up of three basic parts: 

1. Write Stories That Work 

In eight Lesson Modules, you will learn the basic 
structures of all successful fiction and be 
encouraged through practical exercises to 
produce stories of your own which grab, glue, 
guide and control readers’ attention. 

2. Sell Stories Effectively 

In four Lesson Modules, you will discover how 
marketing really works and work through several 
practical exercises so that you will have 
customers who like, buy and recommend your 
work to others. 

2. How Clarendon House Can Help You 

In two Lesson Modules, you will be shown how 
Clarendon House lays out routes of opportunity 
for you to get published and acquire a readership 
of your own. 



genrecharacter
theme
scene

chapter

pace

prose

‘The ultimate fiction-making machine…’

If you haven’t yet done so, 
DOWNLOAD YOUR COPY 

of The Story Creation 
Handbook for use in 
prompting stories for 

exercises.

https://www.clarendonhousebooks.com/copy-of-story-creation-handbook


LESSON SIX:  
THE LAWS OF 

STORY MOTION 

Newton's laws of motion are 
three laws of classical 
mechanics that describe the 
relationship between the 
motion of an object and the 
forces acting on it.  

These laws can be stated 
simply as follows: 

Law 1. A body continues in its 
state of rest, or in uniform 
motion in a straight line, unless 
acted upon by a force. 

Law 2. The force acting on an 
object is equal to the mass of 
that object times its 
acceleration. 

Law 3. If two bodies exert 
forces on each other, these 
forces are equal in magnitude 
and opposite in direction.



We could rewrite these 
laws to apply to readers: 

Law 1. A reader continues 
in a state of rest, or in 
uniform motion in a straight 
line, unless acted upon by a 
force. 

Law 2: A reader’s 
attention can be directed 
proportionally, depending 
on how much vacuum 
power is applied. 

Law 3. Attention can be 
driven away by other 
attention.

Force 
drawing reader 
INTO the book

Force 
pulling reader 

THROUGH the book



The gist of this is that 
unless we apply some 
vacuum power to readers, 
they won’t move; and the 
nature and degree of 
vacuum power applied 
determines how much we 
will move readers and 
where to. 

As we’ve already stated, 
readers want emotion. 

Emotion is condensed 
attention; vacuums 
condense attention. 

But, per these laws, 
readers will tend to stay 
exactly where they are, 
inertia-wise, unless 

prompted to do 
otherwise. 

Grabbing reader 
attention using a 
vacuum-laden 
protagonist is one thing, 
but to get readers to read 
on, we want to turn up 
the vacuum power, 
increase the sense of risk, 
magnify the feeling of 
danger. 

But how do we do 
that?  

Most protagonists only 
have so much that can be 
taken away to draw 
readers in.

Readers will tend to 
stay exactly where 

they are, inertia-wise, 
unless prompted to 

do otherwise. 



The answer is that we use 
four kinds of plot vacuum. 

1. Linear vacuums — best 
summed up by the question 
‘What happens next?’ or 
'What unknown comes 
next?’  

Unknowns created by an 
unknown future are part of 
the woof and warp of even 
the most primitive stories. As 
soon as a storyteller starts 
relating a scene, the 
audience, young or old, is 
wondering ‘What’s going to 
happen next?’ These 
vacuums create the 
momentum of the story. A 
cliffhanger is an example of 
a linear vacuum.

Linear 
vacuums ‘ 

‘What happens next?’ 



2. Mystery vacuums — 
encapsulated by the 
question ‘What’s really 
going on?’ or 'What is 
happening under the 
surface?' or 'What unknown 
needs to be known?’ 

Readers don’t know, and 
they want to know — and 
that want creates a vacuum. 
Mystery vacuums are the 
glue of fiction. Detective 
fiction is constructed 
around mystery vacuums, 
for instance. 

Mystery 
vacuums ‘ 

‘What’s really going on?’ 



3. Moral vacuums — as in 
the question ‘What is the 
right thing in this situation?’ 
or 'What about 
consequences?' or 'What 
should be done?’  

Readers are placed in a 
quandary — and that 
uncertainty creates a 
vacuum. Moral vacuums 
engage the inner selves of 
readers in bigger questions. 
They help to create the 
importance and relevance of 
fiction. 

Moral 
vacuums ‘ 

‘What’s the right thing in 

this situation?’ 



4. Core vacuums — 
summed up as what the 
story is really all about, the 
vacuum that conceals the 
central message of the 
piece. 

Core vacuums are 
entangled with answers to 
the biggest questions, 
'What are the big problems 
we're trying to solve?' or 
'What is the goal which 
we're trying to reach?’ or, 
primarily, ’What is the 
message or solution we're 
trying to communicate?' A 
core vacuum is the Big 
Unknown at the centre of a 
piece of fiction. Core 
vacuums are the engines, 
the ‘nuclear reactors’ of 
fiction. They generate all the 
other vacuums in the story, 
or they should do.  

The antagonist is usually 
a personification of the 
core vacuum.

Core  
vacuums ‘ 

‘What’s the message or 
solution we’re trying to 

communicate?’ 



All the other kinds of 
vacuum in the story lead 
here: the climax to ‘What 
happens next?’, the 
revelation to ‘What is 
happening under the 
surface?’, the ultimate moral 
choice. 

Presented alone, a core 
vacuum has a superficial 
power — but the whole 
reason it dominates the 
story is that every other 
vacuum in the narrative 
leads to it.  

All these vacuums do the 
work of condensing 
attention into emotion. 

That means that by the 
time you reach the core 
vacuum in a story, readers 
care what happens.  

Millions of examples of 
each of these kinds of 
vacuum exist in fiction.  

Let’s run through the 
same examples we used 
before to give you an idea of 
what this all means in 
practice: 



Example # 1: The Lord 
of the Rings 

Linear vacuums: Frodo 
sets out on his quest with 
the One Ring, moving 
from one unknown to the 
next, pulled on by risk 
after risk, hazard after 
hazard, rarely getting to 
rest. Will he make it to 
Rivendell? Will he survive 
Moria? What will happen 
when he gets to Mordor? 
These unknowns creates 
forward momentum for 
readers. 

Mystery vacuums: along 
the way, he encounters 
mystery after mystery, 
large and small — who are 
the Black Riders? Who is 
leaving tracks in the Old 
Forest? Who is Strider? 
What is lurking in the 
depths of Moria? How is 
he going to get into 
Mordor? What lies at the 
top of the Stairs of Cirith 
Ungol? and so on, and on. 
Constant mysteries keep 
readers glued to pages.



Moral vacuums: 
Frodo makes the 
responsible decision to 
take the One Ring to 
Rivendell to begin 
with; it tempts him to 
use it every step of the 
way. Then he has to 
make a larger moral 
choice to proceed to 
Mount Doom. Along 
the way, he is faced 
with moral decisions 
which elevate the 
importance of his 
actions from simple 
mechanics to actual 
ethical 
determinations, 
leading up to his big 
decision at Mount 
Doom itself.  

Core Vacuums: will 
Frodo succeed in his 
quest to destroy the 
Ring? What will that 
mean if he does? 
What if he fails? These 
vacuums are central to 
Tolkien’s message as 
an author. Every other 
vacuum leads here. 



Example # 2: Star 
Wars: A New Hope 

Linear vacuums: the 
film opens with the 
classic tableau of 
linear vacuums, a 
chase scene. As the 
Empire pursues the 
plans to the Death 
Star, innocent 
bystanders are caught 
up and unknowns 
start to skyrocket. 
Momentum builds.  

Mystery vacuums: 
Who is Obi Wan 
Kenobi? Why is his 
help so important? 
What happens to 
Kenobi in the duel 
with Darth Vader? 
What exactly is the 
Force? Mysteries, 
small and large, glue 
audiences to the 
screen.  



Moral vacuums: 
As Kenobi says to 
Luke, ‘You must do 
what you think is 
right, of course.’ 
Protagonists are 
faced with these 
important choices 
all the time. When 
Luke chooses to go 
with the old man 
and ‘learn the ways 
of the Force’, he has 
made a crucial 
moral decision 
which impinges 
upon the audience. 
This is later 
reflected by his 
decision to turn off 
the targeting 
computer and use 
the Force to destroy 
the Death Star. 



Core vacuums: Of 
course, destroying the 
Death Star and thwarting 
the Empire 
communicates the basic 
message of the triumph 
of the forces of good over 
those of evil — externally, 
at least. But the interplay 
of action, mystery and 
morals leaves the strand 

of meaning open for the 
author’s message to spill 
over into the next film, 
where the battle between 
good and evil becomes 
also internal — Darth 
Vader evolves from an 
external villain to Luke’s 
desired father. 



Example # 3: Macbeth 

Linear vacuums: Will 
Macbeth succeed in killing 
Duncan, or will he be caught 
red-handed, literally? Will 
Banquo escape his assassins? 
Will Malcolm and Macduff 
come to Scotland to restore 
justice? Momentum is 
created for the audience by 
sequences of unknowns. 

Mystery vacuums: Macbeth 
is loaded with mysteries, 
many of which don’t really 
resolve, because it’s a tragedy. 
Who are the witches? What is 
the extent of their powers? 
How do they know the 
future? The dark foreboding 
created by these vacuums 
hangs over the entire play, 
gluing audiences to events 
on stage, and only partly 
dissipates at the end. 



Moral vacuums: As this is a 
tragedy, we see Macbeth 
making the wrong moral 
choices throughout. 
Importance and meaning 
escalate as he gradually 
becomes psychotic.  

Core vacuums: Macbeth is 
slain, some order is restored — 
but we are left haunted. The 
witches remain at large. 
Audiences are left at the end 
with a kind of ‘reverse 
message’. Macbeth has been 
an exercise in communicating 
what not to do with power. 

Macbeth has been an 
exercise in communicating 
what not to do with power. 



Example # 4: Phases 1 
to 4 of the Marvel 
Cinematic Universe 

Linear vacuums: action 
scene after action scene as 
superheroes clash with 
arch-baddies mean that 
momentum mounts 
throughout each film and 
in the MCU story arc as a 
whole. 

Mystery vacuums: There 
are mysteries connected 
to each individual film 

(Who commissioned Tony 
Stark’s capture by 
terrorists? Who is the 
Ancient One? Who is 
Quill’s father? and so on) 
and there is a mounting 
mystery arc over the whole 
series of films: Who is 
Thanos? What are the 
Infinity Stones? Notably, at 
the end of Avengers: 
Infinity War, audiences are 
left with the huge mystery 
vacuum of ‘How on Earth 
are they going to deal with 
Thanos’ victory?’



Moral vacuums: 
Throughout each film, 
protagonists make moral 
choices — but in the arc as 
a whole, larger choices are 
made too. In the end, the 
arc’s original protagonist 
Tony Stark must make the 
ultimate moral choice.  

Core vacuums: While it is 
all the time evident that 
this series of films is about 
the classic battle between 
good and evil, the vacuum 
construction is nuanced 
enough for audiences to 
stick with it. Thanos isn’t a 
simple, two-dimensional 
villain: he’s certainly the 
source of the major 
vacuums, but he has a 
rationale to his actions 
which engages audience 
attention. Nor are the 
superheroes shallow 
symbols of ‘good’: they have 
dilemmas, difficulties, 
doubts. Part of the 
message is, like in Star 
Wars, that the battle 
between good and evil is 
internal as well as external. 



Example # 5: War and 
Peace 

Linear vacuums: What will 
happen to each of the 
characters in the vast tale as 
Napoleon gets closer and 
closer to Moscow? 
Unknowns open up all 
around the plot, especially 
when Moscow is evacuated, 
driving the tale forward. 

Mystery vacuums: 
Questions abound for each 
major character subjectively, 
particularly Pierre, who 
struggles to comprehend 
the meaning of life and 
grapples with its mysteries 
almost to the end.



Moral vacuums: Likewise, 
characters make moral 
decisions throughout, from 
Prince Andre’s decision to 
wave the standard in the 
middle of a battle despite 
the danger, to Pierre’s 
insane resolution to 
assassinate Napoleon 
himself in the depths of 
Moscow. These choices 
advance the importance of 
individual choices into a 
philosophy which Tolstoy 
espouses at length 
throughout the book. 

Core vacuums: 
Napoleon’s long, slow 
invasion of the Russian 
homeland but his 
apparently inevitable defeat 
by remorseless 
circumstance conveys 
overall Tolstoy’s message 
about fatalism and destiny 
and the place of human 
beings in the cosmos. 



So what authors do in 
fiction is the opposite of 
reassure their readers: they 
escalate the tension and 
the unknowns and pull 
readers along with them. 

The essence of this, 
though, is that it is 
controlled. 

Competent, confident 
vacuum-control pulls 
readers forward, glues them 
to scenes, and engages their 
moral senses — all to the 
purpose of conveying the 
core message at the end. 

Successful 
authors 

escalate the 
tension and the 
unknowns and 

pull readers 
along with 

them. 



What Happens If 
You Don’t Use 
Vacuums 

What happens if 
protagonists don’t do 
what they’re supposed to 
do? 

What occurs if you don’t 
bother having a mentor 
figure of any kind? 

What do readers do if 
you don’t lay out linear 
vacuums, mystery 
vacuums, moral vacuums 
or core vacuums? 

Very specific things 
occur: 

1. No linear vacuums 
mean that readers feel a 
real effort to read and turn 
each page. Their inertia 
slows them down so that it 
feels like more energy is 
required to move forward.



2. No mystery vacuums 
mean that readers start to 
skim-read or daydream. 
They find it easy to ‘snap out 
of’ the reading trance which 
vacuums engender, and 
they drift off. 

3. No moral vacuums 
mean that readers grow 
gradually irritated that they 
are wasting their time. No 
moral engagement means 
that the relative importance 
of the story reduces in 
relation to other things. 

4. No core vacuums mean 
that readers are 
disappointed in the book as 
a whole (if they manage to 
get to the end). They feel 
cheated or short-changed. 



Obviously, you want 
to avoid 1 to 4. You have 
undoubtedly 
experienced some of 
these yourself as a 
reader when reading 
unsuccessful fiction — 
they are characteristics 
of failing stories. What 
you want is the 
opposite: 

1. An abundance of 
linear vacuums which 
grab readers and pull 
them forward so that 
they grip the book 
tightly all the way to 
the end without 
needing to rely on their 
own energy. This is the 
book that is ‘hard to 
put down’, literally. 

2. A profusion of 
mystery vacuums 
which glue readers’ 
attention so firmly that 
they ponder each 
scene deeply to see if 
they can get to the 
bottom of things. 

Linear 
vacuums ‘ 

‘What happens next?’ 

Moral 
vacuums ‘ 

‘What’s the right thing in 

this situation?’ 



3. A plethora of moral 
vacuums which cause 
readers to vicariously 
feel the moral 
quandaries in which 
the characters are 
placed. They become 
convinced that they are 
reading something of 
real importance and 
relevance. 

4. Core vacuums 
which leave readers in 
no doubt that their lives 
or views have been 
changed by what they 
have read to one 
degree or another. 

At the end of the 
story, readers arrive at a 
destination, either 
narrowly avoiding 
failure and succeeding, 
or (in Tragedies and 
Ironies) narrowly 
avoiding success and 
failing.  

Core vacuums ‘ 
‘What’s the message or solution we’re trying to 

communicate?’ 

Mystery 
vacuums ‘ 

‘What’s really going on?’ 



Throughout the 
narrative, readers have 
been tracking with the 
question ‘Will the hero 
succeed or will they fail?’ 

Authors should have 
been tracking with ‘Will 
readers get what I’m 
trying to say?’ 

Vacuums of various 
kinds keep the 
protagonist, the reader 
and the message 
teetering on the 
precipice of success and 
failure. 

If a storyteller doesn’t 
clearly let an audience 
know that vacuums are 
real and threatening — 
that disaster may strike, 
that there are yawning 
mysteries, that moral 
choices matter and so 
forth — the story will 
have no stakes, and a 
story without stakes 
loses attention. Readers 
get bored; no emotion is 
formed. 



Every piece of dialogue, 
every scene, every image 
should serve the message 
in the same way: it must 
either move the character 
closer to, or further from, 
the grim or devastating 
vacuum that might 
swallow them. 

In Tragedies and Ironies, 
the vacuum wins and we 
feel the impact; in 
Comedies, the vacuums 
are distanced, so that we 
laugh. But the principle 

remains the same in any 
effective story. 

How will Keanu Reeves 
defuse the bomb on the 
speeding bus? 

What dark secret is 
Rochester hiding in 
Charlotte Brontë’s Jane 
Eyre? 

How will Maggie 
Tolliver’s choices affect the 
outcome in George Eliot’s 
The Mill on the Floss? 

A story with no vacuums 
isn’t a story.  



Imagine Wuthering 
Heights in which Heathcliff 
and Cathy had a beautiful 
relationship blossoming into 
a problem-free wedding; 
imagine Captain America 
easily sorting out the 
infiltration of SHIELD by the 
Nazi Hydra organisation in 
Captain America: The 
Winter Soldier; imagine a 
James Bond movie after 
world peace is declared. 
Would anyone read or 
watch? Would anyone care? 

Books that don’t pile on 
the unknowns and questions 
and threats fail to absorb 
readers’ attention or convert 
it into emotion. 

Of course it’s possible to 
overdo it. But if you do, you 
usually end up with Comedy, 
which is based on 
exaggeration. 

Zombies in Pride and 
Prejudice creates laughs, for 
example. 

Vacuums have to remain 
appropriate within the 
context of a story. 

But if authors don’t 
increase vacuums enough, 
the story will not attract 
attention or create emotion. 

Reader 
Attention

EMOTION

Linear vacuums

Author 
Message

Mystery vacuums

Moral vacuums

Core vacuums



Lesson Six: There are laws of 
story motion which are as 
fundamental to the operations 
of fiction as Newton’s laws of 
thermodynamics are to the 
physical universe. Ignore them 
at your peril; master them, 
and create fiction which 
grabs, glues, guides and 
controls your readers. 
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Protagonist  
(Attention Vehicle)Mentor

Lesson Six Exercise:  
USING THE LAWS OF STORY MOTION

Take a piece of fiction which you have written (or 
use The Story Creation Handbook if you wish to 

create a new story as required): 

Give it Momentum, Mystery and Morality using 
vacuums.

Linear vacuums  
‘What’s going to happen next?’  

= Momentum

Mystery  
vacuums 

‘What’s really 
going on?’ 

Have you noticed common patterns developing in 
the stories you’re writing for these exercises? Similar 
genres? Common messages? Any other noteworthy 

points?

https://www.clarendonhousebooks.com/copy-of-story-creation-handbook
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Antagonist 
creating vacuums

Core vacuums 
‘What’s the 
message or 

solution we’re 
trying to 

communicate?’ 

Moral  
vacuums 

‘What’s the right 
thing to do in 
this situation?’ 

Examine your story in the light of the  
Laws of Story Motion:

Could your reader’s forward motion 
through the story be increased? 

Could your reader be more engrossed in 
what’s happening in the tale? 

Are you pushing reader attention OUT of 
the story inadvertently?
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