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Who the heck is this advice from?

Water Dragon Publishing

• Small-press publisher based out of San Jose, 
California, an imprint of Paper Angel Press 
(Yes, international submissions are welcomed.)

• Originator of this workshop: Steven Radecki, 
managing editor

• Secret submission channel: participants have 
a “free pass” to submit stories to their Dragon 
Gems short fiction program, which is 
currently otherwise closed. No guarantees, 
but…submissions are open for you to try.  You 
get the “how to” at the end.

Vanessa MacLaren-Wray
• Engineer, writer, and editor for white 

papers and specialized technical reporting 
in the electric power industry

• Books: All That Was Asked, Shadows of 
Insurrection, and The Smugglers

• Short fiction: “Parrish Blue,” “Coke 
Machine,” “Heart’s Delight” (in Fault Zone: 
Reverse), and “The True Son” (coming soon)

• Off-and-on slush reader for Dragon Gems, 
the Water Dragon short fiction program.
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Why This Workshop is Important

While the quality of your story might speak for itself, how you present it when you 
submit it to an agent or publisher can make or break your chances of its acceptance 
before it’s even been read.
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• A “magic bullet” or “secret recipe” that 
guarantees the acceptance of your 
submission

WHAT THIS WORKSHOP IS

• Skills and procedure tips to improve 
the chances of your submission getting 
read

WHAT THIS WORKSHOP ISN’T
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Submission Requirements

Every market, every agent has their own submissions requirements.

• Make certain you research what they are before submitting your work.

• Publications that use submissions systems may have different requirements than 
those using traditional submission methods.

• Submissions for non-fiction work will generally have some different and additional 
requirements.
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Submission Requirements

DO

• Research the market or agent to 
understand their submissions process 
and requirements.

• Read and FOLLOW the submissions 
requirements.

• Is your story in a genre that they accept?

• Is your story the right length?

• Are there specific formatting requirements?

When in doubt, ask.

DON’T

• Submit a story in genre that they clearly 
state they don’t accept.

• Submit a story significantly outside the 
specified lengths.

• Submit a story that does not meet their 
formatting requirements.

• Submit a story using a method other 
than the one specified.

• Misspell the name of the agent or 
editor.
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Submission Requirements: Examples
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Submission Requirements: Examples
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Manuscript Formats

Presenting your manuscript in a standard, readable format is a critical step in being 
taken seriously as a professional author. The appearance of your manuscript gives a 
first impression of your ability to take that job seriously.

Fortunately, manuscript formats for fiction are generally quite simple.

In our genre, especially, your go-to is Shunn Manuscript Format. Some markets will 
say, “please use modern Shunn Manuscript format.” William Shunn created these 
guides and templates a looong time ago. For very old-school markets, it’s fine to use 
the “classic” format also accessible at this site.

https://www.shunn.net/format/story/
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Manuscript Formats

DO
• Research and understand any 

manuscript formatting requirements:
• Are there any specific fonts that should or 

should not be used?
• What line spacing should used?

• Include standard page layout elements.

• Include any required information, such 
as estimated word count and contact 
information.

• Submit your manuscript only in one of 
the specified file formats.

DON’T
• Use fancy fonts in an effort to make 

your manuscript “stand out”.

• Adjust the line spacing to make a story 
seem longer or shorter.

• Don’t use blank paragraphs to force 
chapters to start on a new page.

• Pre-format your document.

• Omit any required information.

• Submit your manuscript in a file format 
not listed in the requirements.
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The absolute basics: Times New Roman (old-school crew still likes Courier, but watch out, some hate it), DOUBLE spaced, 
one-inch margins all around, your name, contacts, word count, genre, and type of MS all on the first page.
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Manuscript Formats: Examples

FIRST PAGE PAGE HEADERS
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Your real name goes here, 

with your real contact info.

Your pseudonym (if any) goes here. 

AND ONLY HERE.
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Cover Letters

Your cover letter functions as an introduction to you and your story.

• While cover letters are usually requested, they are often read after the submission, 
or may not be read at all.

• For an email submission, your email message can function as your cover letter 
instead of sending a separate document.
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Submission requirements will usually address cover letters—if so, give them what they ask for. There are 

distinct differences in cover letters for long-form and short-form submissions.

• Long-form will usually be looking for an efficient statement on length and genre, a couple of comparative 

titles for reference, a brief author bio, and a ‘pitch’ for the story. All on one virtual page.

• Short form will usually just want ‘please consider my story x’ maybe a mention of one to three prior 

publications, and a nice ‘thank you for your time and consideration.’ 

If the editor you’re submitting to handles multiple calls for submissions—for example, Steven Radecki 

manages three imprints and a short fiction program and also often has calls out for anthologies—be sure to 

note in your cover letter (and email subject line) just which thing you’re submitting to! Don’t make the editor 

guess where you want your story to be considered. They don’t have time for that.



Cover Letters

DO

• Keep it professional and brief.

• Include your contact information.

• Provide credentials relevant to your 
writing and publishing experience, or 
the content of the story.

• Provide information that might help 
the agent or editor market your book:

• “Will appeal to fans of Civil War history.”

• “It’s like Harry Potter, but with vampires.”

DON’T

• Repeat the entire synopsis.

• Try to be too “cute” or humorous 
(unless the book is a comedy).

• Include your entire writing or 
professional resume.
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Summaries and Synopses

For novels, most markets and agents will request a synopsis or summary of the entire work.

In this context, they are not looking for a pitch or a teaser. They want to see a fine-tuned 
detailing of the story arc from start to finish, all spoilers included. 

Your goal is to prove you can tell a whole story.

Yes, it’s hard.

Rarely, a short story market will want to see a brief summary in the cover letter. Watch for the 
keywords and read their requirements carefully. 

* And, yes, most authors hate writing these.
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Summaries and Synopses

DO

• Keep the length of the summary or 
synopsis proportional to the length of 
the work:

• Short story: 1-3 paragraphs

• Novel: 1-3 pages (WD’s recommendation)

• Focus on the main plot points, major 
events, or character development 
moments.

• For a long work: Provide an overview 
of the structure of the story.

DON’T

• Provide exhaustive descriptive detail.

• Re-tell the entire story in expository 
form.

• Include information not presented in 
the story.

• Pitch the story.
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Synopsis vs Cover Copy: Examples

16

This is a 

synopsis, the 

story detail 

that you’re 

being asked 

for during 

submission.

This is a tagline and marketing summary of 

a book, meant to entice people to buy it.
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Before You Hit “Send”

Because everyone involved in the process is human, most agents and editors don’t 
expect a manuscript to be perfect in absolutely every way.

However, some things will immediately send up red flags when the agent or editor 
receives your manuscript.
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Before You Hit “Send”

DO
• Spell-check and grammar-check all of 

your documents.

• Verify that you have included/attached 
all of the required information or 
documents with your submission.

• Make certain that you addressed the 
submission to the correct person.

• For anything you’re emailing, yourself a 
test message and verify that everything 
looks correct and contains all of the 
attachments. 

DON’T
• Include the submission in the body of 

the email. (Unless the submission 
requirements specifically say to do so.)

• Forget to include the attachments.

• Give your attachments arcane or odd 
names.
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This is a great tip! 

Check your manuscript, cover letter, 

synopsis, and anything else they ask 

for in an online form system
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Communication

Professional communication makes a lasting impression on the agent or editor with 
whom you hope to have a long and productive publishing relationship.

Consider creating a separate email account for your writing-related activities.

Make certain to use a professional-sounding name when you create the account: “John 
Smith, Author” or “Sally Jones, Novelist”.

(Receiving a submission from a sender like “Daddy Surfer Dude” or just “johnsmith17” 
does not make for a good first impression.)
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TIP: set up your email profile so that the name that pops up when 
your email arrives is the name they want them to see. In gmail, go 
to Settings, Accounts and Info, and look for “Send Mail As:”
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Communication

DO

• Pay attention to your inbox.

• Be courteous and professional.

• Be respectful of timeframes.
• If a market states they try to respond 

within X days, don’t ask on Day X+1 why 
you haven’t received a response.

• For novels, it is not at all uncommon for it 
to take 6-12 months before you hear back 
from an agent or publisher.

• Silence does not necessarily mean rejection. 
Be patient.

DON’T

• Treat a rejection as an invitation for 
debate.

• Accept the feedback (if any is provided, but 
most often it won’t be) and move on.

• Not every story is a fit for every market or 
the timing for a market.

• Make the agent or editor have to follow 
up with you to get a response.
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What Happens Next

IF YOUR STORY IS 
ACCEPTED

• Lots of good stuff beyond the scope of 
this discussion.

IF YOUR STORY IS NOT 
ACCEPTED

• Assess any feedback received.

• Keep writing and submit again.
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Q & A

Specific to your project?

General questions about submitting?

Happy to do some hands-on fix-ups right here and now!
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Contacting Us

Water Dragon Publishing 

All the things: waterdragonpublishing.com

The podcast is Small Publishing in a Big Universe
spbu-podcast.com

On Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and YouTube

Email (not for submissions):
• publishing@waterdragonpublishing.com
• spbupodcast@gmail.com

A general version of this presentation and 
additional help are available here: 
http://waterdragonpublishing.com/resources
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Vanessa MacLaren-Wray

My all-purpose Link To Everything:
https://linktr.ee/Vanessa_MacLarenWray

Primary social media: 
Twitter @CometaryTales
Facebook
Instagram

My newsletter is Messages from the Oort Cloud. 
Subscribe!

My email: vanessa@cometarytales.com

You can download your own copy of these 
Octocon-version slides from my website’s 
resources page, together with a set of basic
templates for short, long, and super-long 
submissions. 
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Thank You!
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https://www.amazon.com/All-That-Asked-Vanessa-MacLaren-Wray-ebook/dp/B083QW8SD6/
https://www.amazon.com/Coke-Machine-Truck-Center-Galaxy-ebook/dp/B09X2T8JB8/
https://www.amazon.com/Smugglers-Truck-Stop-Center-Galaxy-ebook/dp/B0B6ZDFR44/
https://www.amazon.com/Parrish-Blue-Vanessa-MacLaren-Wray-ebook/dp/B097SYB94Z/

