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THE STRENGTHS 

There were so many strengths to this piece. I was constantly highlighting my favorite lines 

all over the place. There were a lot of sharp lines, some intense action scenes, and some 

great character-building moments.  

Yellow Highlights mark the great one or two line-ers. 

Green Highlights mark the great character moments. 

Blue Highlights mark whole scenes that were great. 

Here are a few of my favorites. The rest can be found in the text. 

→ I love Ava's character and her relationship with Skylar. Ava is keen, she's got an 

attitude that's harsh, which makes me laugh. Skylar never lets her down. Ever. 

That may be one of my favorite parts of this book. I would love to see this more. 

But Ava chooses Skylar every single time, and Skylar does the same. This is so 

crucial because there are trust issues with everyone else. And I love that too. Ava 

naturally has trust issues. It was built into her from the beginning with her mother 

and persisted throughout the story until she tentatively trusts Kai and Ryder. And 

then also tentatively, Leah.  

o Looking at Ava, we see that family is the only trustworthy thing on 

earth— Skylar counted in there. That's so important for the crux of her 

reasoning and internal battles. You did a good job building that up. I 

don't think readers have a problem with her going to the resistance 

first. Because she is constantly battling in her own mind whether it was 

right and how long is too long to stay and the fact that she sees Xander 

everywhere. Those are all good tension elements, and readers will 

accept that. I would like to see that in her personality a bit more. 

Consider each of her choices and filter it through her family. In subtle 

ways, you can reinforce her choice of optimism because of people, 

though she may so far only think of her family rather than people in 

general. Her choice to stay and train the resistance is because of her 

value of people. But her choice to leave for her family is stronger 

because for now, that's all that kept her sane. Her family and Skylar—

and maybe Kai if you choose the route I suggest in the document. 

o Ava has a dominant personality—Stubborn, insistent, and persistent. 

Sometimes it's for the good and sometimes not. I like that. It makes her 

well-rounded. There are moments she loses her personality in favor of a 

moment—usually, a romantic moment. Some of her actions and 

dialogue become watered down from the Ava introduced in the 

beginning. Even though we may want her to soften, or we might want a 

particular outcome, we really need to focus on how we get there. 
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Between points A and B, she has to somehow keep her personality. And 

sometimes we lose it. I marked them in the text. Sometimes she is too 

naive. Sometimes she does things or says things out of character—too 

soft or whiney or childish. Some childish is okay, but placement is 

everything, and there are some placement issues. So, if we want a 

steamy moment, for example, she still needs to have true Ava elements, 

even if some of her guard is down. 

o Consider keeping Ava's knowledge and language primal as well. In the 

beginning, she has a lot of moments where she doesn't recognize 

something readers find common because she's been in the wild her 

whole life. That's really unique to your story, but unfortunately, it gets 

lost pretty quickly. Consider made up words for the new objects. 

Consider the world she knows and make up names for places and 

materials and kinds of people that are logical from the point of view of 

very basic knowledge. Guards become "people mutes" because of how 

dangerous and evil they are. Or maybe things like shovels and needles 

and serum have more animalistic names. "Pines" for needles—pine 

trees or porcupines. "Venom" for the serum-- likened to a snake. That 

sort of thing. She's stubborn and persistent but ignorant of much of the 

city's tools. She can find a way to use them because she's stealthy and 

crafty, but even if they give her names for the everyday object, you 

might even consider making her keep her own names. It could be an 

act of defiance— even when she seems broken, she can hold on to her 

own vocabulary just to be spiteful. 

o Ava's character changes throughout the story in a believable way. There 

are moments of strength, weakness, and everything in between. I 

would love to see her almost break in The City. There are places you 

could strengthen the horror so that we see just how far she falls—

inches from wanting death because all she needs is a bit of hope for her 

to pop back up to her real self. The notion that she is always Ava 

regardless of anyone, and the notion that she is ready to die for Skylar, 

even if it's hard to get in the way of Skylar's death, will show she is 

ready at a moment's notice, and that she is completely selfless when it 

comes to Skylar and her family. Show her going from strong, 

outspoken, stubborn Ava, to barely-making-it-trudge-through-the-day-

everyday Ava. And then give her a moment to snap out of it and get her 

second wind. This will also help with building up Kai as he can be her 

anchor through this almost-broken-Ava. Give us a reason to love Kai. 

To be tied to him emotionally like Ava is. 

→ The City. I see its horrors in bits and pieces, which I suggest expanding on and 

making it a little more evil. But what you do have is strong.  
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o What it looks like is a strong element you've built. White and grey 

everything is easy to picture and creates the false covered up reality of 

The City. The city pretends with clean white and grey when the reality 

for the Marked is dirty and bloody. And possibly the reality that the 

unmarked are unwilling to see as well. 

o What we don't see in The City is the Unmarked. I think we see a few 

that throw disgusted looks around, but I think terror may be better. It's 

a bit cliché to be disgusted towards them. It's overused, and, in this 

case, I think terror is more applicable anyway. They've likely been told 

about the superpowers and horrible, awful things the Marked can do. 

False propaganda is a real thing, and in order for the Unmarked to be 

blinded to the horrors they see for the Marked, they need a strong 

emotion. Fear. They need to be so fearful of them to allow the 

guardians to "teach them who's boss" or control them the way they do. 

Though everyone knows deep down, it's wrong— except the evil 

guardians, of course. Harkening back to the Holocaust, it feels like a 

concentration camp. That's something you mentioned. It works. 

o What we also don't see is many guardians with convictions. I love that 

Ryder is one of them, though he is good. I also love that Axel is a 

terrible one. Where are those in between? To make them real, I suggest 

fleshing out a few more. Give us some that help once. Look the other 

way. Cough to draw attention away from a Marked, so they don't get in 

trouble. Subtleties that give us a rounded view of them. This will also 

set up the tension for when they go in to eradicate them all. Do they 

help those who showed them kindness? Maybe there is one who 

showed them kindness one moment and not the next. Then what do 

they do when they encounter that one again? Part of fleshing out The 

City could be in this way. There are plenty of places to sneak a small 

moment in. Nameless and faceless is good. Some random guard with a 

single defining feature that readers will remember later. The guard with 

a missing arm. The one with long hair tied up in a bun like a samurai. 

Whatever. One feature. One moment. 

→ Superpowers. I actually don't think the term "superpower" fits exactly, but I love 

the concept. Adapting to nature in an animalistic sort of way. I would love to see 

that fleshed out a bit more too. I love that the animals are mutated, but that all 

aren't bad. Some of them are beautiful. Enrich us with that all the way through the 

book. The fact that hearing and seeing is amped up as well as strength and speed 

are really cool. It's different than your typical flying power. It feels primal—a really 

nice touch. Rounding back on The City, you contrast the beauty of nature and its 

power to white walls, white coat, and machines. Putting the two against each other 

is interesting and says a lot about the culture. Making humans inferior to nature, 
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yet with more firepower, is an accurate picture of some of our culture. I like 

exploring that. 

o I think giving different people different adaptations to nature would be 

interesting. It would be a way to flesh out the mutation. It's such a big part 

of the story. And it goes into the background in areas I'd love to see it 

head-on. I'm not devastated when she's weak. And I'm thankful, but not 

relieved when she gets her power back. It's crucial to the book—

adaptations vs. not—So I think its important to really understand what it is 

precisely and experience its power. Only then can we be ripped apart by its 

absence. You can try giving different characters different primal forces. 

Some know how to stalk prey easily and viscously. Some might see in the 

dark or hear by echolocation. Maybe one of them seems to have nothing 

but the normal speed until the last moment, and then they come out with 

the saving power. You can also use different language to describe their 

powers. In fact, the word "powers" can even be overdone. What if we found 

a more basic or primal name for "powers," so when they talk about being 

weak, there's an even more apparent break between nature vs. man. 

Because it's no longer superpowers vs. man, it's animal/nature vs. man. It 

brings a whole new level to the world you built. 

THE UNSTABLES 

The places in the story that are a little shaky and could use some work are what I call "The 

Unstables." These may be inconsistencies, incorrect usage of words, or grammar issues. It 

may include plot or character issues. This section is the meat of your edit. These are the 

things which will need your closest attention. 

→ Romance. We sort of touched on it in messages, but we want to drag out-- as far as 

humanly possible-- this love triangle.  

o At the pace it moves now, it feels rushed, underdeveloped and a bit cliché. 

It only feels that way, though, because of how fast it moves. So, the first 

part of the romance I want to address is its pace. Ava's trust issues and 

primal instincts would prevent her from trusting or finding interest in 

anyone except Skylar. I like that Ava and Ryder argue and bicker at first. 

Drag that out.  

o I know you worried about your word count—that it's on the slim side. One 

way I highly suggest for you to be able to fill some space is just to give 

some space to other characters. I can understand Ryder a little, but I don't 

fall in love with him, as Ava does. This brings about a translation issue and 

makes things distant for the reader. In a romance scene, readers have to be 

there right alongside your character for it to work. Otherwise, it feels like 

we're intruding on an intimate scene. The difference between an awkward 
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moment and an engaging steamy moment is mostly about character 

development rather than the writing of the moment itself.  

Going back to the point above, in not rushing the pace of the romance, you 

have to fully, in detail, flesh out the characters. Consider treating Ryder, Kai, 

Leah, and Skylar as if they think of themselves as the MC of the story. They 

each have unique backgrounds. Explore them. They each have different goals. 

Build their story arcs. They each have different and distinct personalities. 

Expand. Write more about those characters. You can strengthen what you 

have, especially for Ryder and Ava, but the others just don't occupy enough 

space for the reader to find any value in investing in them. If the reader is not 

invested in Kai's well-being, the love triangle doesn't come together right. If 

readers only know of a few of Ryder's elements and if those elements aren't 

backed by something stronger than a vague motivation, readers won't connect 

with him—resulting in awkward romance scenes. If Leah doesn't occupy more 

space than the whole of the rebellion people or as many moments as Skylar, 

readers will find her insignificant. They won't care if she ends up with Kai or 

not, because they are led to believe Ryder/Ava is the couple that matters.  

Balancing space is part of mapping out what's important on a sliding scale. 

Make out a scale of 1-10 and map out what's at the top all the way to what's at 

the bottom, and them make sure the amount of space given to those parts 

weigh out, so they lead readers to believe in that scale. 

o I also want to talk about Ryder/Kai. First, I love the name Kai. But that's 

really beside the point. What's important here is that each character is 

given equal space. If you want the reader to feel the tension and go back 

and forth between the two, they have to appear equal. Ryder wins out, but 

only in content. She notices them the same amount, spends time with 

them equally, but what she notices is different, and what they do as they 

hang out is different. Kai is given so little space that the intimate moments 

he conjures with her doesn't follow a pattern. In The City, he's only a 

friend, and while its mentioned she has no other friends, we don't see their 

friendship as anything important. 

Consider giving Kai the upper hand by connecting on a deeper level in The 

City. Ryder wins out, but to keep things fresh and interesting, readers should pick 

sides. As it stands, we're not given the opportunity because we only know Ryder. 

In the garden at the rebellion, when Kai makes his move, readers aren't on the 

edge of their seat, because we know its never going to work. We instantly think, 

"Nope. Sorry, Kai." I'm going to send along some resources on character 

development and writing romance with this edit to help you build him in a way 

that taunts readers but doesn't confuse them. 
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Along with giving Ryder more space (as well as the others mentioned), I 

think strengthening the moments he has will go a long way in connecting with the 

readers. We kind of have some stereotypes, which is fine, but we need believable 

motivations and background information to back them up. He's kind of broody 

and moody. He's cold at times and grumpy others. Very typical male character. 

Great! But why? We know he was a Guardian so that probably causes some angst. 

We find out later his father figure and mother died in The City, which accounts for 

some of it too. The problem is with the "probably" and "some of it" parts. We need 

a firm rooted foundation in Ryder's motivations so we can mourn with him and 

feels angsty alongside him. When this happens, we can connect in romantic 

moments. His relief and happiness with Ava, though brief at times, will make us 

happy for him. I suggest giving him a few chapters of his own. Consider a few 

chapters from the point of view switch. Maybe we see moments in The City from 

the point of view of a Guardian. Maybe we could see the Marked from the point of 

view of a Guardian. This option accomplishes a ton of things, and I think it is 

relatively easy to insert into the story. 

Ava's role in the development of Kai/Ryder characters is also pretty 

important. Her view of them makes up a lot of the reader's view of them. What 

Ava thinks is most likely what the reader will think. Ava likes Ryder-- the whole 

time. She never really gave any thought for Kai, so neither did the reader. Balance 

out Ava's convictions about the two, and your readers will bounce back and forth 

as well.  

Giving Kai more time in The City will give Ava more ammunition in her 

internal fight. She doesn't have a reason to connect with Kai—unless he was 

crucial to her survival in The City. Kai, Skylar, and Ava become the tightest knit 

group among the Marked. Make the threesome willing to die for each other. We 

see this momentarily, but I suggest building in more intimate moments between 

the three as well. In the cell, when Skylar is severely beaten, and the three of them 

have that moment, it is so good! Give them a few more moments like that. Small, 

quiet moments. Moments of comfort. Build that deep knowledge of each other in 

The City. They know each other, so deeply they can read each other like a book. 

When Kai pleads for them to rescue Leah, readers will find the motivation to help 

Kai that much stronger (and may bring a pang of jealousy, bringing on that love 

triangle idea). When Kai risks his life and treats Ava with such care on their 

journey to the rebellion, it will make that much more sense. Right now, it feels like 

it's planted to begin this triangle, but really, it should begin at the beginning. From 

the start, we should see the closeness of the threesome, so when Ryder enters, he's 

the outsider. That gives plenty of ammunition for the broody sort of romance Ava 

and Ryder have. Because it will be built on the premise of outsider/guardian vs. 

close friend/fellow Marked, this is a strong dichotomy to build. Focus on building 

that gap between the guys. 
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→ The second "Unstable," I noticed, is in a few of the other characters. In order for 

the whole of the book to work, we really need to understand (or rather know we 

never will) the scientist. His character isn't given enough space either and falls in 

the shadow of Apex. Apex becomes the real enemy rather than Axel, and after 

Apex dies, it feels as if the threat is removed. We do get a few creepy and 

disgusting moments with Axel, but it feels planted as well. That "planted" feel 

comes when there aren't connecting moments that lead up to the "planted" 

moment. Giving Ryder a few chapters can help up see more of Axel and give us a 

rounded view, having come from a different character. Giving Axel a few chapters 

isn't out of the realm of reason as he's pretty crucial to the plot and likely extends 

past book 1. Without Axel, there is no City, no secret, no reason to capture Ava, 

and no reason for the rebellion. Think about The Hunger Games. The President 

has a lot of time throughout the books-- either being talked about, worried about, 

or used in actual moments or scenes. And we don't see a whole lot of him from 

Katniss's point of view. It's through narration. So, the narration is also an option 

for not only building Axel's character but the others as well. 

 

Skylar's character could also use some building up. She's so awesome in that she 

never strays from Ava. I do find questions regarding her orientation, though. If she 

likes girls, why has it never come up with Ava? Would that trouble Ava or present 

feelings of insecurity about the trust they share? Naturally, it would. It would, at 

the very least, cross her mind. Does it trouble Skylar's girlfriend that she can't ever 

live up to Ava's level? There's likely competition there unless you present a reason 

there isn't. While Skylar is always by Ava's side, we can't assume they never argue. 

Maybe an argument is in store. Maybe there are a few subtle hints of insecurity 

further confused by reinforcement of trust until it blows up. They argue, but of 

course, neither has done anything wrong and in the end, they're stronger—having 

gotten things out of their system. 

 

Leah's character is okay where it's at, but I think it could use some strengthening 

as well. I like that she's mostly elusive. She doesn't occupy much space because 

she's the sleeper would-be-traitor. That's good. But the moments she does have are 

slightly off in one way or another. The first time we see her, she's a cowering shell 

of a human, but she very quickly becomes a competition with Ava over Kai. Now, 

we know the whole time, as it stands, that Ava doesn't like Kai. But, Leah doesn't. 

That's okay, but she does seem to change very quickly from cowering to snippy 

and competitive. Consider ways to bridge the gap, or, maybe better, keep her a 

coward the whole time. Everything she does can be seen in the light of cowardice, 

with the exception of the two times she rescues Ava. She wants to run away, even 

at the expense of the group. She wants Kai because he's her savior. She has a kind 

conversation with Ava because she doesn't have the courage to tell Ava to piss off. 

All of these motivations make sense. It doesn't make sense for Leah to save Ava the 

first time. By the time the second rescue happens, she could have enough story arc 
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to change for the better. And if you make the save really the new guy's idea, that 

would help too. Leah doesn't necessarily need more space, but in her sphere, she 

needs a more pointed and distinct personality. 

 

THE MINOR MENTIONABLES 

This section is for issues that still affect the story but in a minor way. These issues may be 

quick fixes. They may be things really meant for a different type of edit, but still worth 

mentioning. If a second Editorial Assessment is needed (which will be explained later in 

this document, should you need one), this section will point out the next issues to be 

analyzed and fleshed out more deeply.  

I still explain what it means, why it matters, and how it affects the piece, but it isn't quite 

as in-depth as "The Unstables" section. 

→ I noticed a few grammar issues, so I do recommend a copy edit. It's more 

expensive than a proofread, but proofreads are a real quick run through. Copyedits 

are a better fit if there are grammar issues, while proofreads are mostly spelling 

and punctuation. Consider crafting a style guide, since you have multiple 

capitalizations that are uncommon. 

→ I do suggest in the document to cut off the ending and save that part for the 

beginning of book 2. I go into more detail in the comments, but the gist is that I 

think there is a stronger moment to end on. The following moments could easily 

get readers back into your story in a stronger way than a reminder backstory and 

give readers all the information they crave—but later. In other words, if you cut off 

the ending and make it a major cliff-hanger, the reader will have no choice but to 

find book 2. Then when they do, they will be immediately satisfied with picking up 

right as they left off. See the comments for more details. 

THE NEXT STEPS 

→ Consider all the suggestions carefully, selecting those you like and discarding those 

you don't. It's okay to disagree with some of them. The important thing to do is 

consider the suggestions with careful thought. Remember that while these 

suggestions are educated, they are essentially educated opinions. So, deal with 

them as you see fit. 

→ Keep in mind the resources I've added at the end of the document as you edit. 

→ I would recommend an Editorial Assessment after you've made the changes you 

see fit. What would really be helpful after you make your changes is to have 

someone make sure the changes you made fixed the issues completely. The 

character development issues will require a bit of reshaping and additions that we 

want to make sure flow seamlessly with the rest of the story, develop the character 

the way you hoped, and complete the character fully. If there are issues left over 



PAGE 9 

still, or spots where things conflict, a copy edit won't really help you.  I would love 

to do the editorial assessment for you. I'll be able to help based on this version and 

the next and with the knowledge of everything in this document.  

I do understand the want for a second opinion, though. If you want to go that 

route, they may offer you a developmental edit instead of editorial assessment, but 

that would be their best suggestion rather than mine.  

THE RESOURCES 

→ REEDSY RESOURCE_ Main Character Building (attached) 

→ REEDSY RESOURCE_ Character Archetypes (attached) 

→ REEDSY RESOURCE_ Romance Writing (attached) 

A THANK YOU 

 

*****, 

Thank you for sharing this story with me. I truly looked forward to working 

through the whole process, and I have you to thank for that :). I can't wait to 

hear what you have to say and talk through your questions. I feel we already 

connected well, so I think we'll have a good time working together, whether 

through another edit or just simple questions. I always stick around, so even 

months from now, don't hesitate to reach out (yes, even if you use another 

editor). This is what I love :) 

Best, 

Ashley 


