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Dear Author 
 

Thank you for sharing “Ilsa” with me. It was a pleasure 

to read your story! You will find my assessment and 

recommendations below.  

 

Opening Hook 
 

The story started strong with several important 

components, but a few of those elements could be 

strengthened to really make the hook grab readers’ 

attention.  

 

Tijal’s home on the water was perfectly rendered and 

put me right there on the dock alongside Ilsa (and then 

under the water).  

 

However, certain genre clues and time period markers 

weren’t presented in a timely a manner.  

 

Tijal’s skin color as a merman, for instance, could be 

the first thing Ilsa notices as he bobs up. For the 

readers’ benefit, and to set their expectations in 

order, I suggest moving that detail up in the 

narrative. (On a related but non-genre note, consider 

mentioning Ilsa’s skin color earlier. Currently it 

appears about one-third way into the story.) 

 

Similarly, the details concerning travel modes (horses, 

carriages, bicycles) could be nudged up to establish 

the era sooner, giving the reader a clear picture of 

your world. 
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I was intrigued by Ilsa’s proposition, but felt it 

didn't pack as much punch as the world-building or Ilsa 

and Tijal’s possible romantic entanglements.  

 

The opening told me quite a bit about Tijal and he won 

me over. 

 

Ilsa, however, concealed much more about herself. While 

I appreciated the mystery surrounding her, saw her 

determination in action, and learned she took her work 

seriously, I believe readers would warm to more upfront 

information about her proposition—even if only in the 

way of internal conflict or dialogue.  

  

I love that “Ilsa” is a wonderful blend of Austenian 

romance, observation on and criticism of social mores 

and structures, and rich, entertaining, socially 

conscious fantasy, but I'm wary of the piece being top 

heavy with the former while the latter’s plot lacks a 

beefier introduction.  

 

Essentially, I advise striking a clearer balance and 

promising (and delivering) your readers an intriguing 

plot upfront, right alongside the romance. 

 

To that end, you might also consider adding hints 

regarding her gifts a little earlier on. I believe it 

can be achieved without impacting the reveal that Ilsa 

saved Tijal’s life. 

 

 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/Austenian
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Plot Development 

 
The core plot and subplots wove together to hold my 

interest for the duration of the novelette. However, 

some didn't shine as bright when the narrative 

spotlight was cast upon them. 
 

I’ve broken them down into three sections:  

 

A) Ilsa and Tijal’s relationship. 

B) Ilsa's quest to push her abilities to their limits. 

C) The Farrow-Hamlin-Sweetwater-Olam-Elias intrigue. 

 

A and B were well-handled and layered with powerful 

themes, depth, and honesty. 

 

The only issue I see with plot B is that when Tijal 

disappears, her cravings for pain cease and she 

continues with the humdrum of life undisturbed.  

 

Either their growing love for each other nullified her 

need for pain, or his pain satisfied her needs.  

 

The problem is she received (and he transmitted) no 

pain.  

 

It is therefore unclear if she conquered her addiction, 

though as a reader I made the hopeful assumption that 

she had.  

 

A clearer resolution on that, accomplished with just a 

few lines, would improve the piece. (I did like 

learning about Ilsa and Kamen’s shared and intersecting 

curiosities.) 
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The last one, plot C, was just as deep and honest as 

the others, but not as entertaining and enjoyable to 

read. 

 

Let me explain why and how you might address it. 

 

The romance and Ilsa’s quest as a healer were given the 

time, love and care to blossom.  

 

The murder of Olam’s granddaughter, Trice Farrow’s 

secret, the Hamlins and Sweetwaters’ shame, Elias’ 

gang’s exploits, and Tijal’s involvement with the 

latter, didn't receive the same nurturing. 

 

This was compounded by introducing the majority of the 

characters concerned (and subplots) halfway through the 

story. Keeping track of the families was confusing. 

 

The good news is you already know the Who, What, When, 

Where, How and Why. You just need to give the subplots 

and characters room to breathe and time to develop. 

 

You might accomplish this by introducing these 

characters and subplots, overtly or with strong hints, 

earlier in the story. 

 

The first half of the story can still center on Ilsa’s 

exploits, but if more developments from the end half 

are spliced into the story’s first half, you’ll have 

more room to flesh them out later. 

 

There won’t be a mad dash to introduce and establish as 

many characters, motives, and backstories, and the 

reader won’t feel quite so dizzy. 
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It also lightens the burden at the story’s end, 

reducing the amount of telling the narrative and 

character dialogue has to undertake.  

 

I am confident you can find a way to do this without 

“spoiling” all the story’s reveals. 

 

A good starting point would be returning to Ilsa and 

Trice’s relationship and interactions. More scenes like 

the brief one before Ilsa pedals away on her bike could 

draw out hints to Trice’s secret and the Olam-Hamlin-

Elias affair. 

 

Seek similar opportunities to broach topics concerning 

the Hamlins and Sweetwaters. Gray and Emily, as kids 

are wont to do, could inadvertently facilitate this. 

 

Trice’s paintings present another chance to address 

important aspects of the plot. Her gift is, largely, 

unexplored until Rebecca lets out all her pain and the 

truth at the story’s end. Use Trice’s gift, her 

paintings, to set up the ending’s events. Perhaps 

feature the Hamlin painting itself early on, if 

possible. 

 

Stagger the introductions so they feel natural to the 

reader. 

 

Characters 
 

I loved the story’s textured, human, funny, dark and 

believably motivated characters. They’re one of the 

story’s greatest highlights.  

 

They only need more room and time to develop further, 

and to allow the reader to enjoy, understand, and tell 
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them apart. The Sweetwaters and Hamlins in particular.  

 

I cannot say whether Elias needs to feature in the 

story in a more prominent, “on-screen” role, and leave 

that to your judgment. I can say that his off-screen 

menace seemed sufficient. Simply learning more about 

him (or his gang) from others might provide enough 

opportunity to flesh out his role in the story. 

 

Consistency, Continuity, Clarity, and Problems 
 

The world and characters’ internal rules and logic 

seemed plausible and authentic to me. The areas that 

could be problematic don’t warrant much more mention 

than I’ve already made in other sections of this 

assessment. (See Plot Development, plot B.) 

 

It’s a little unclear whether the disgraced Hamlin 

killed the Olam granddaughter due to Trice stating he 

was innocent. I think a clearer resolution and 

acknowledgment of who committed the murder is in order.  

 

There are also a number of characters with names 

beginning with T (Trice, Tomas, Tijal). I would suggest 

changing Tomas’ name for variety. 
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Ending 
 

The actual developments during the ending felt natural. 

As a reader, I was satisfied with the denouement.  

 

However, I think it read a little too much like a 

summary of events than a rewarding view of all their 

lives after the truth came out.  

 

I think this can be remedied by working on the issues 

raised earlier in this assessment. There’s a strong 

possibility it will push your novelette upwards toward 

the 17,500 maximum novelette word count, but I don’t 

foresee you going above it into novella territory.  

 

Writing Readability, Strengths, Weaknesses 
 

Your writing was very, very good. A healthy balance of 

practical and functional prose and bright poetry. It 

was incredibly approachable, very readable.  

 

Presenting all characters as multi-layered humans 

(normal, enchanted, or sea-folk) is a definite 

strength.  

 

Another strong suit was your attention to detail 

regarding social issues, class and privilege (and how 

they affect a world’s justice system), loyalty, and 

family dynamics.  

 

There were, of course, areas that could use tightening 

and trimming, but those can be handled with revision 

and editing. They don’t constitute what I would call 

weaknesses.  
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A clearer weakness would be a lack of that same 

attention to detail during the story’s climax, and the 

ensuing denouement.  

 

Those sections, though still powerful, feel more like 

early drafts than the first two-thirds to three-

quarters of the story.  

 

Endings are often harder for us as authors. For some 

it’s beginnings, others the middle.  

 

Simply give yourself time away after you’ve written 

down your draft, then return with verve and iron out 

the kinks. 

 

Revise, edit, polish, and then repeat. 

 

Engagement level (Did I Get Bored?) 
 

Overall, the story entertained me from start to finish. 

I read it in one sitting. At no point did I get bored. 

Confused? Yes, as noted above.  

 

Hold or Reject or Accept? 
 

In my capacity as a senior editor of a paying token 

market, and with five years’ experience reading slush, 

I can assure you we’d hold this for further 

consideration.  

 

However, due to the density of secrets revealed at the 

story’s end, I’m very confident we would accept and 

publish the story in its current form.  
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With needed revisions and editing? We would absolutely 

accept and publish the story.  

 

The good news is the hardest part is already over; 

you’ve written an engaging story with a solid plot, 

great characters, and a vivid speculative world. 

Once you set it aside and return to revise, edit and 

polish the piece (or seek out an editor to assist you), 

you’ll be ready to submit to token, semi-pro, and pro 

markets. You’ll also have the option to self-publish 

the novelette. 

There’s a market, and readers, out there for every 

story.  

Thank you for sharing your story with me. I hope this 

assessment finds you well, and I wish you the best of 

luck with your writing endeavors. 

 

Please contact me through Fiverr or general contact on 

my blog (goes directly to my email) if you have are any 

further questions or concerns. 

 

Keep me posted with a shout-out through my contact page 

or via Twitter as soon as you publish this fine story. 

 

If you are so inclined, please stop by my blog and 

leave a testimonial. 

 

-Adive, Whetstone Editing Services 

https://www.fiverr.com/whetstoneedits
https://whetstonecraft.wordpress.com/contact_1/
https://whetstonecraft.wordpress.com/contact_1/
https://twitter.com/WhetstoneEditor
https://whetstonecraft.wordpress.com/contact_3/

