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The Rules

Be respectful of your fellow students. Everyone has different 
background and experience. What’s obvious to you might not 
be to someone else. 

There will be modestly graphic descriptions of violence. If this 
is a problem, please speak up and we will adjust. 

Ask questions as you have them. If you are wondering 
something, somebody else probably is too. The more this 
class is a discussion, the more we all get out of it. 

There are no stupid questions. 

If you can’t see how something presented links back to 
writing, please speak up right away. This is our first time 
teaching this class. 



Range Day!

• 06 April 2025, north of 
Marysville CA.

• Designed for “not gun people.”
• Safety Focused

• 100% Hands-On
• Free if you’re here.
• Guests approved individually. 



Format

Three one-hour sections, 
starting with individuals 
and working outward to 

groups and organizations.

Each block will have: 
• ~25 minutes of 

instruction/discussion 
• ~10 minutes of questions
• ~20 minutes of creative 

exercise/discussion 
• A five-minute break (But 

you can always step out if 
you need to.)



Why Write Violence?

• Weapons and violence are great tools to 
enrich your characters, setting, and plot 
because organizations and cultures develop 
around them. However, weapons are not a 
goal unto themselves.

• People are their ‘truest self’ under stress.

• How people use hardware conveys 
information and creates tension in 
immersive, believable ways. 

• Use the right amount of detail. This depends 
on preference, style, situation, and genre. 



Why A Gun? 
(Why A 
Duck?)

As a plot device, a gun creates immediate stakes and tension.

Think "Chekhov's gun" - once introduced, it demands resolution. The 
presence signals potential violence and raises the stakes of every 
interaction. Even an unloaded or fake gun can drive the plot through 
characters' reactions and assumptions.

• Guns create time pressure through threat of violence

• They can be both weapon and evidence

• Their technical aspects (ballistics, registration) provide investigative 
threads

• They level power dynamics between characters of different physical 
capabilities

• They force characters to make quick, revealing decisions under 
pressure

• The gun also connects to deeper themes common in 
thrillers/mysteries:

• Control vs chaos; Trust vs paranoia; Justice vs revenge

• Power vs vulnerability; Civilization vs violence

• Guns are familiar to audiences, portable enough to appear anywhere 
in the story, and their effects are immediate and dramatic



Guns & 
Character 

Development

Guns describe the character + characters describe the guns 
they choose (Or the choice of a different weapon).  
Availability must fit character access.
In the end, good books with guns are not are not 
stories about guns, but introduce guns as characters with 
major roles to play. What matters is not the gun, but its 
active, forceful, and compelling role in exposing the 
"human heart in conflict with itself” which as William 
Faulkner said is the only theme worth writing about.
• A gun can describe power dynamics and represent moral 

choices. 
• Characters who carry guns make conscious decisions 

about using lethal force. How comfortable (or not) are they 
with that choice? Has the character gone full Kierkegaard 
on that (or nothing at all?)

• The relationship with a weapon must reveal ethics, training, 
desperation, or psychological state. A character's decision 
to pick up or put down a gun can mark crucial development 
points.



Guns & The 
Author’s Duty

• Authors must realistically and believably describe:
• Availability
• Suitability

• Acquisition
• Training
• Proficiency (or not)

• Development of a level of determination (or lack) that 
allows the reader to accept the ability (or failure) of a 
character to use the gun.

Of course, a character’s weakness or failure in any (or all) 
of those creates tension and reader expectations.



Mechanics
• Rifles, pistols, shotguns, submachineguns, and crew-

served weapons
• How sights work
• Trigger pull
• Recoil
• Effects on target



Ballistics

• Rifled vs. Unrifled and the history of metallurgy
• Black Powder vs. Cordite/Smokeless Powder
• Bullets and Shells
• Terminal Ballistics
• Body Armor



Biology

• Humans aren’t built for gunfights
• Adrenaline
• Fine motor control
• Tunnel vision
• Bunching up
• Shock
• Post Traumatic Stress Disorder



Common Errors*

• Screwy description in omniscient narration

• Lack of recoil
• Impossible accuracy

• No regard for weight

• No blow-through

• No maintenance

• “Flagging”

*(Unless you want to write them on purpose 
because they’re cool.)



Common 
phrase, but it’s 
actually semi-

automatic!



Clip! 
Magazine!



TMI + Missed 
Opportunity



Nice story bit -- 
This is why “One 

shot, One Kill: 
Special, epoxy-
filled space to 

control fragments.



Another Missed 
Opportunity -  

“Glock” is usually 
9mm … but this is 
.45 so clue in the 

reader



Magnum 
Power!!!!!!!



Pistol + 
Context



Pistol Vs. 
Rifle



Hollow-
Points… 

Except Not



From a technical/forensics perspective…Unlikely

Hollow-point ammunition is specifically designed to expand upon impact and transfer its energy 
into the target rather than passing through. With a head shot, the bullet would typically expand 
significantly upon hitting bone, making a through-and-through unlikely. The hollow-point would 
generally expend most of its energy and fragment within the cranial cavity.

This reduced likelihood of exit wounds is one reason hollow-points are commonly used by law 
enforcement - they reduce the risk of the bullet passing through and hitting unintended targets.

This also affects evidence collection in your story, as investigators would likely find bullet 
fragments rather than an intact round.



Common 
Errors - 1

• “Thumbing back the hammer" on automatic pistols 
before every shot, Old school … 1911 Colt Auto and 
similar semiautos from the 1950s and before.

• No such thing as a “silencer.” Neither whisper-quiet 
“suppressors” with a soft "pfft" sound. In reality often 
around 130 decibels

• “Double action" is often misunderstood. Some authors 
describe it as meaning the gun fires two rounds with one 
trigger pull, when it actually refers to a trigger 
mechanism that both cocks and releases the hammer 
with a single pull.

• Massive guns like .44 Magnums being fired one-handed, 
or have smaller characters handling very powerful 
firearms without any difficulty managing the recoil.



Common 
Errors - 2

1. Magazine vs. Clip: A magazine is a spring-loaded device that feeds 
ammunition into the firing chamber. A clip is a simpler device that 
holds ammunition together to aid in loading. For example, an M1 
Garand uses an en-bloc clip, while a 1911 pistol uses a magazine. 
When an author uses "clip" for a modern pistol, it's typically 
incorrect.

2. Revolver Mechanics: Revolvers use a cylinder that rotates to align 
each chamber with the barrel. They cannot accept magazines or 
clips. They can use speedloaders (which hold rounds in the same 
pattern as the cylinder) or moon clips (flat pieces of metal that 
hold rounds together in the correct pattern), but these are 
different from magazines.

3. Different firearms have different safety systems:
• Glocks use multiple internal safeties but no external manual safety
• 1911-style pistols typically have an external manual safety and grip safety
• Most modern revolvers rely on heavy double-action trigger pulls as their primary 

safety



Common 
Errors - 3

• Characters firing more rounds than their weapon can 
hold without reloading.

• Standard capacities: Glock 17 (17+1), 1911 (7+1 or 8+1), 
Six-shot revolvers

• Look for a greatly extended list at www.lewisperdue.com 
• Using "bullets" when referring to complete cartridges 

(actual bullet, casing, propellent, primer)
• Mixing up caliber designations (.45 ACP called .45 Long 

Colt)
• Using incorrect terminology for parts (hammer instead 

of striker, etc.)

http://www.lewisperdue.com/


Not All 
Handguns Are 

Pistols!

A handgun is the broader category that includes both 
pistols and revolvers. The main technical distinctions are:
• Pistols have a magazine that holds ammunition and a 

chamber that is integral to the barrel. When fired, the 
slide moves back to eject the spent casing and load a 
new round. Common examples include the Glock 17 
and Colt 1911.

• Revolvers have a rotating cylinder that holds 
ammunition in separate chambers. When fired, the 
cylinder rotates to align the next round with the barrel. 
Classic examples include the Smith & Wesson Model 
686 and Colt Python.

• So, while all pistols are handguns, not all handguns are 
pistols. Using these terms interchangeably is a common 
mistake in casual conversation and media, but the 
distinction matters for technical accuracy and proper 
firearm handling.



Maintenance 
and Handling 

Errors

• Never cleaning guns after water exposure. Especially 
saltwater.

• No mention of lubrication or maintenance

• Handling hot suppressors immediately after firing
• Storing loaded firearms without consideration of springs
• Military/Law Enforcement Specific:

-- Wrong ammunition types for service weapons
-- Incorrect manual of arms for specific platforms
-- Misidentifying standard issue weapons
-- Wrong capacity for military magazines



Resources

1. Wikipedia 

2. Smith & Wesson, Gun Smarts: https://www.smith-wesson.com/gunsmarts

3. The Writer's Forensics Blog by Dr. D.P. Lyle - writersforensicsblog.wordpress.com - 
Managed by Dr. D.P. Lyle, this blog delves into the technicalities of firearms and knives, 
offering insights that can enhance the realism of crime scenes and action sequences in 
your writing.

4. ThrillWriting by Fiona Quinn - thrillwriting.blogspot.com  - This site, operated by Fiona 
Quinn, covers a wide range of topics including weapons, the legal system, and first 
responders. It's a comprehensive resource for getting the details right when writing about 
crime and action.

5. Firearms Tutorial on Writing World - 
webpath.med.utah.edu/TUTORIAL/GUNS/GUNINTRO.html - Available on the Writing World 
website, this tutorial provides a foundational understanding of different types of firearms, 
ammunition, and the injuries they can cause, which is crucial for creating accurate and 
believable scenarios involving guns.

6. The Writer's Guide to Weapons on the Crime Fiction Book blog - crimefictionbook.com - 
This guide offers practical advice on how to integrate firearms into your narratives correctly, 
helping to avoid common mistakes that could detract from a story's credibility.

7. American Conceal and Carry - americanconcealandcarry.com - This site lists the most 
reliable firearms for mystery writers, offering descriptions that can help you choose the right 
weapon for your protagonist or antagonist, based on the traits and symbolism you want to 
convey. These resources offer not only specific details about various firearms but also 
general advice on crafting realistic and engaging crime and action scenes. They can help 
ensure that your depiction of firearms enhances the authenticity and tension in your stories.

http://writersforensicsblog.wordpress.com/
http://thrillwriting.blogspot.com/
https://webpath.med.utah.edu/TUTORIAL/GUNS/GUNINTRO.html
https://crimefictionbook.com/
http://www.americanconcealandcarry.com/


Exercise One:
Build-A-Shooter

1. Imagine a violence-related role you want a 
character to fill, be it protagonist or 
expendable goon. 

2. Use the following questions and five 
minutes to build the character into a three-
dimensional person who can engage your 
reader’s emotions. 

3. If you are comfortable doing so, briefly 
describe the character to the class and 
explain why you made the choices you did. 



Exercise 
Questions

1. Why a gun? (Or a sword? Or a duck?) What does the character want to 
accomplish? Is a gun the best way for your character to accomplish the 
goal?

2. What does the gun mean to the character? Gun as terror. Gun as 
overcoming obstacle. Gun as motive. Gun as motivating others. Gun as 
ultimate downfall/victory?

3. Does the gun define the character or does the character define the gun?
4. Does your character know how to use a gun? What's their background? Do 

we see them train? Is your character a private citizen or a member of an 
organization where lethal force is authorized? 

5. What is it about the character, the goal, and the circumstances make the gun 
inevitable? Is soul-searching involved, or cold logic? Is the logic rational or 
detached from reality? 

6. If your character doesn't have a gun, how do they acquire it? How do they do 
that without leaving tracks that lead to their capture, or is that not an issue?

7. Does having a gun spark the character's imagination for how it can be used? 
Is the acquisition an accident? Does having one suggest its use to solve a 
personal problem? Does the gun represent a way to accomplish a benefit 
(righting a wrong) for a community as a whole?



Firearm Handling

• Muzzle Discipline
• Trigger Discipline
• Clearing, and when a weapon is 

loaded/locked and loaded. 
• Target, Backstop, and Beyond
• Unfamiliar weapons



Firearm Training

• Ease of training with guns vs. bows or 
throwing knives 

• Stress acclimation

• Hearing loss
• Individual movement, cover, and 

concealment
• Skill Rust



Violence Culture

• Terminology and gatekeeping among “gun 
people”

• Hurting people as a transgressive act

• Black Humor
• “Stone cold killers:” What they are and are not
• Snipers: What they are, and are not



Military 
Sniper

Typical Psychological Characteristics

• Exceptional emotional control and ability to maintain 
composure under extreme pressure

• Higher than average scores on introversion scales - 
comfortable with solitude and self-reliance

• Strong attention to detail and methodical thinking patterns

• High cognitive control - ability to focus for extended 
periods

• Above average emotional stability and stress resilience

Key Motivations

• Strong sense of duty and mission-focused mindset

• Protection of fellow service members

• Technical mastery and professional excellence

• Belief in the strategic importance of their role

• Service to country/unit rather than personal glory

Common Emotional Impacts

• Heightened situational awareness that often persists in 
civilian life

• Post-mission processing of lethal action decisions

• Complex emotional relationship with the intimate nature 
of their work

• Potential isolation due to the unique nature of their 
experiences

• Maintaining emotional distance while still acknowledging 
the gravity of their actions

Coping Strategies

• Rigorous compartmentalization between mission and 
personal life

• Strong emphasis on training and preparation to build 
confidence

• Unit cohesion and peer support from other snipers

• Focus on the protective aspect of their role

• Structured decompression routines post-deployment

• Regular physical training and stress management 
techniques

• Clear mission-focused decision-making frameworks

• The full text behind this summary can be found  at:

• https://lewisperdue.com/wp-
content/uploads/2025/02/SniperCharacteristics.docx



Criminal 
Sniper

Key Differentiators from Military

• Typically acts alone rather than as part of unit

• Often lacks formal marksmanship training

• Usually motivated by personal rather than mission objectives

• Generally shows higher scores on narcissistic traits

Common Characteristics

• High level of premeditation and planning

• Detail-oriented but may lack professional discipline

• Often has prior firearms experience/fascination

• History of fantasy/planning around long-range shooting

• May have attempted or considered military/law enforcement 
career

Motivational Patterns

• Contract killers: Financial motivation, professional detachment

• Terrorists: Ideological motivation, maximum impact

• Personal vengeance: Emotional motivation, specific target

Developmental Patterns

• High incidence of childhood emotional neglect rather than 
physical abuse

• Often experienced inconsistent parenting - particularly shifting 
between excessive control and complete abandonment

• Frequently report feeling "invisible" or "overlooked" in childhood

• May have excelled in solitary activities but struggled with peer 
relationships

• Common pattern of early fascination with power and control 
mechanisms

• Often experienced significant loss or betrayal in adolescence

Psychological Dysfunctions

• High incidence of schizoid personality traits (emotional 
detachment, preference for solitude)

• Frequently display obsessive-compulsive tendencies in 
planning

• May exhibit dissociative traits during acts

• Often show signs of arrested emotional development

• Complex PTSD patterns from prolonged childhood 
emotional trauma

• Difficulty with intimate relationships but can maintain 
superficial social functioning

• The full text behind this summary can be found  at: a 
https://lewisperdue.com/wp-
content/uploads/2025/02/SniperCharacteristics.docx



Mass 
Shooters 

vs. 
Criminal 
Snipers

Planning and Control

• Mass shooters often act on emotional impulse or crisis 
points

• Typically have a shorter planning phase than snipers

• Less concerned with escape/survival

• Often expect and plan for their own death

• More chaotic execution, less precision

• Seek immediate gratification/impact

Emotional State During Acts

• Mass shooters frequently in heightened emotional state

• Often acting during personal crisis/breakdown

• Seek close engagement with victims

• Want to see/experience immediate impact

• May verbally engage with victims

• Often driven by rage/despair rather than cold calculation

Psychological Profile

• Higher rates of active mental illness

• More likely to have recent trauma/crisis

• Often socially isolated but desperately want recognition

• More likely to broadcast intentions beforehand

• Stronger need for infamy/attention

• Less ability to maintain normal social functioning

• More likely to have recent substance abuse issues

• The full text behind this summary can be found  at: a 
https://lewisperdue.com/wp-
content/uploads/2025/02/SniperCharacteristics.docx



Exercise Two: 
A Fight!

1. Take your character from 
exercise one and put them 
in an imaginary fight against 
an opponent they would be 
likely to encounter. 

2. Use the following questions 
to determine how they 
would react. 

3. If you find they don’t handle 
it well, that’s a great result!



Exercise
Questions

1. Going into the fight, how stress acclimated is your 
character?

2. What is your character’s knowledge of tactics? Are 
those tactics appropriate for their current 
environment?

3. Is your character morally capable of using the gun? 
If not, how do they need to change to be able to use 
it? What internal or external event is needed to 
spark that change?

4. Will they agonize over moral qualms when it’s time 
to pull the trigger or are they… let’s call it task 
oriented?

5. How do they react to return fire?
6. How do they react to a close call, or being injured?
7. How do they react to an innocent in the crossfire?
8. How do they react once the danger is over?



People Remain 
People

• The behavior of humans engaged in 
organized violence seems to be 
constant across history. 

• Teamwork is founded on trust. Trust 
takes time to establish.

• Tactics are determined by 
environment and equipment. 

• The limitations of mercenaries



Tactics

• Fix and maneuver in the open
• Breach and clear in urban environments
• Fire planning and control

• Enfilade and defilade 
• Artillery and explosives



Support Functions

• Logistics and supply
• Medical evacuation
• Scouts and reconnaissance



Learning with Nerf

• Muzzle discipline
• Trigger discipline
• Tactical movement
• Suppressing fire
• Breaching a door

Team up with 
your fellow 

students and use 
the provided Nerf 
guns to practice 
these things (or 
do them wrong 

on purpose.)



Remember:

In the end, good books with guns are not 
are not stories about guns, but introduce 
guns as characters with major roles to 
play. What matters is not the gun, but its 
active, forceful, and compelling role in 
exposing the "human heart in conflict with 
itself” which as William Faulkner said is 
the only theme worth writing about.



Questions?


