LEARNING MADE EASY

%g?

Writing Sci-Fi,
Fantasy, & Horror
dummies

A Wiley Brand

Rick Dakan
Ryan G. Van Cleave, PhD






[~ ~

060

Writing Sci-Fi,
Fantasy, & Horror

by Rick Dakan and
Ryan G Van Cleave, PhD

By Ann VanderMee

dummies
A Wiley Brand



Writing Sci-Fi, Fantasy, & Horror For Dummies®

Published by: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 111 River Street, Hoboken, NJ 07030-5774, www.wiley.com
Copyright © 2022 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc., Hoboken, New Jersey

Published simultaneously in Canada

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any
means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning or otherwise, except as permitted under Sections
107 or 108 of the 1976 United States Copyright Act, without the prior written permission of the Publisher. Requests to
the Publisher for permission should be addressed to the Permissions Department, John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 111 River
Street, Hoboken, NJ 07030, (201) 748-6011, fax (201) 748-6008, or online at http://www.wiley.com/go/permissions.

Trademarks: Wiley, For Dummies, the Dummies Man logo, Dummies.com, Making Everything Easier, and related
trade dress are trademarks or registered trademarks of John Wiley & Sons, Inc., and may not be used without written
permission. All other trademarks are the property of their respective owners. John Wiley & Sons, Inc., is not associated
with any product or vendor mentioned in this book.

LIMIT OF LIABILITY/DISCLAIMER OF WARRANTY: WHILE THE PUBLISHER AND AUTHORS HAVE USED THEIR
BEST EFFORTS IN PREPARING THIS WORK, THEY MAKE NO REPRESENTATIONS OR WARRANTIES WITH RESPECT
TO THE ACCURACY OR COMPLETENESS OF THE CONTENTS OF THIS WORK AND SPECIFICALLY DISCLAIM ALL
WARRANTIES, INCLUDING WITHOUT LIMITATION ANY IMPLIED WARRANTIES OF MERCHANTABILITY OR
FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE. NO WARRANTY MAY BE CREATED OR EXTENDED BY SALES
REPRESENTATIVES, WRITTEN SALES MATERIALS OR PROMOTIONAL STATEMENTS FOR THIS WORK. THE FACT
THAT AN ORGANIZATION, WEBSITE, OR PRODUCT IS REFERRED TO IN THIS WORK AS A CITATION AND/OR
POTENTIAL SOURCE OF FURTHER INFORMATION DOES NOT MEAN THAT THE PUBLISHER AND AUTHORS
ENDORSE THE INFORMATION OR SERVICES THE ORGANIZATION, WEBSITE, OR PRODUCT MAY PROVIDE OR
RECOMMENDATIONS IT MAY MAKE. THIS WORK IS SOLD WITH THE UNDERSTANDING THAT THE PUBLISHER IS
NOT ENGAGED IN RENDERING PROFESSIONAL SERVICES. THE ADVICE AND STRATEGIES CONTAINED HEREIN
MAY NOT BE SUITABLE FOR YOUR SITUATION. YOU SHOULD CONSULT WITH A SPECIALIST WHERE APPROPRIATE.
FURTHER, READERS SHOULD BE AWARE THAT WEBSITES LISTED IN THIS WORK MAY HAVE CHANGED OR
DISAPPEARED BETWEEN WHEN THIS WORK WAS WRITTEN AND WHEN IT IS READ. NEITHER THE PUBLISHER
NOR AUTHORS SHALL BE LIABLE FOR ANY LOSS OF PROFIT OR ANY OTHER COMMERCIAL DAMAGES, INCLUDING
BUT NOT LIMITED TO SPECIAL, INCIDENTAL, CONSEQUENTIAL, OR OTHER DAMAGES.

For general information on our other products and services, please contact our Customer Care Department within
the U.S. at 877-762-2974, outside the U.S. at 317-572-3993, or fax 317-572-4002. For technical support, please visit
https://hub.wiley.com/community/support/dummies.

Wiley publishes in a variety of print and electronic formats and by print-on-demand. Some material included with
standard print versions of this book may not be included in e-books or in print-on-demand. If this book refers to
media such as a CD or DVD that is not included in the version you purchased, you may download this material at
http://booksupport.wiley.com. For more information about Wiley products, visit www.wiley.com.

Library of Congress Control Number: 2021953552
ISBN: 978-1-119-83909-5 (pbk); ISBN: 978-1-119-84167-8 (ebk); ISBN: 978-1-119-83910-1 (ebk)


http://www.wiley.com
http://www.wiley.com/go/permissions
https://hub.wiley.com/community/support/dummies
http://booksupport.wiley.com
http://www.wiley.com

Contents at a Glance

Foreword......... ... ..., xvii
Introduction.................. 1
Part 1: Getting Started: The Basicsof Story................... 5
cHAPTER 1: Taking Journeys into the Imagination.............................. 7
cHAPTER2: Creating Characters ...ttt e 19
cHAPTER 3: Laying the Foundation — The Powerof Plot....................... 41
cHapTER 4: Crafting Many Worlds, ManyMedia ........... ..., 65
Part 2: Worldbuilding: Journeys to Other Worlds ........... 79
cHapTer 5: Building a World Like NoOther ........ ... it 81
cHAPTER 6: Letting Your Research and Imagination RunWild. .................. 93
cHAPTER 7: Showing the Explosion: Exposition That Thrills! ................... 105
cHAPTER 8: This Planet Will Eat You: Worlds Are Characters, TOO. .. ....cvvnvn.. 117
Part 3: Science Fiction: Journeys into the Future .......... 129
cHAPTER 9: Answering “What If?” ... ... 131

cHAPTER 10: A Spaceship for Every Occasion, an Occasion for Every Spaceship...139
cHAPTER 11: Encountering Aliens That Audiences Want to Know, Love, and Fear...157

cHAPTER 12: It's Alive!l Or Is It? — Imagining Robots and Artificial Intelligence. .. .. 171
cHAPTER 13: Constructing Planetary Plots and Earth-Changing Stories........... 185
Part 4: Fantasy: Journeys into the Imagination............ 197
CHAPTER 14: Bringing Wonder to Your Story. . ... oo i i e 199
cHApTER 15: Worldbuilding on the Shoulders of Giants, Faeries, Dragons,

and HObDbItS . . .. 213
CHAPTER 16: CONJUriNg StOry MagiC ... ..ot e 229
CHAPTER 17: Forming Really Fantastic (and Fantastically Real) Monsters ......... 241
Part 5: Horror: JourneysintoFear ............................ 253
cHAPTER 18: Creating Dread, Fear,and Terror........ooviiinne e nnnnnnn, 255
cHAPTER 19: Fashioning Fearful Plots and Sinister Scenes...................... 271

cHAPTER 20: Shaping Your Scares — Menacing Monsters and Human Horrors . . . 287
cHAPTER 21: Lurking in Every Shadow: Where Horror Resides .................. 305



Part 6: The Journey from Writing to Publication........... 315

cHAPTER 22: Revising and Editing LikeaPro........ ...t 317
cHAPTER 23: Getting Second Opinions: Editors, Experts, and Sensitivity

ReaderS. . 331
CHAPTER 24: The Three Ps: Publication, Pitching, and Promotion................ 343
Part7:ThePartofTens......................................... 357
CHAPTER 25: Ten Ways to Jump-Starta Stalled Story. . .......... ...t 359
cHAPTER 26: Ten Common Pitfalls in Writing Sci-Fi, Fantasy, and Horror ......... 367
cHAPTER 27: Ten Popular Story Modes . ...... ... i 375



Table of Contents

FOREWORD. ... e Xvii
INTRODUCTION ... 1
AbOUt ThiS BOOK. . ...t 1

Foolish ASSUMPLioONS. ...t 2

Icons Used iNThiSBOOK . ..o v et 3

Beyond the BoOK. .. ..o 4
Whereto GofromHere ... 4

PART 1: GETTING STARTED: THE BASICS OF STORY......... 5
caerer . Taking Journeys into the Imagination................ 7
Looking Closer atthe Big Three Genres. . . ........coviiiineennn.. 8
Imagining possible worlds — Sci-fi........... ... oot 8

Imagining wondrous worlds — Fantasy........................ 9

Imagining fearful worlds — Horror. . ........... ... . ... .. 10

Creating Characters .......couiii i e 11
Pursuing Writerly SUCCESS . ..ot i vt e e e 12

ReVISINg YOUr WOrds . ..o vvr it 12
Turningtoprosforhelp......cooiinii i i 12
FocusingonthethreePs ...... ..., 13

Setting the right goalsforyou........... ... i, 14

Making the Most of This Book. . ... 15

ciarrer2: Creating Characters............................... 19
Focusing on Your Characters’Wants ................iiinaann. 20

Looking outside — Externalgoals.............. ... ... ... 21

Reflecting inward — Internalneeds . ........... ... ... ... 21

Looking a bit deeper — Hidden desires....................... 22

Introducing the Cast of Characters.............cooiiiiiiinain, 22

Leading the way — Protagonists. ..........coovviivinnenn.n. 23

Standing in the way — Antagonists ...........ccoviineinnenn.. 25

Introducing supporting characters............ccoviiivnn... 26

Managing your supporting cast — Tips and tricks.............. 29

From Whose Eyes? Choosing Pointof View. ...................... 29

FIrSt PerSON. .« et e 30
Third-personlimited...... ... 31
Third-personomniscient .........coviiinii i 31
Third-personobjective . ... 32

Table of Contents A"/



Telling “Telling Details” . ... ..o o e 33

Zeroing in ON apPearanCe . ....ovvunt ettt 34
Digging into a character’'s psychology ........................ 34
Trusting aninnercircle. ... ..o i 35
You Don't Say? Using Dialogue ....... ...t iiiiiiiiiinaan. 36
Recognizing the types of dialogue ........................... 36
Keeping track of dialoguetags ......... ..., 38
Writing scriptdialogue . ... e 39
caerers: Laying the Foundation — The Power of Plot. . ...... 41
Engineering GreatDrama. . ...t i 42
Examiningvalues. ... ... i 44
Creating compelling conflict ....... ... ... i, 44
Startingwith Freytag. . ...t 46
Findingthetension ....... ... 48
Considering characterarcs .........coooviiiiinneiiiineennn., 51
Keepingupthepace....... ... 52
Building Story Structure . .. ...t i 54
Understanding SCeNEeS . ...ttt e e 54
Using scene sequels — Action/reaction...............covv... 56
Adding variety tO YOUr SCENES . ..ottt ie et i e e e 57
Thinking bigger — Sequences......... ..., 59
Examining Key Elementsof Plot ........ ...t 60
Beginningwithabang ........ ... ... i, 60
Maintaining audience interest — Magical middles. ............. 62
Fulfilling story promises — Knockout climaxes................. 63
Finishing strong — Satisfyingendings ........................ 64
caerera: Crafting Many Worlds, Many Media.................. 65
Writing Prose — An Oldie Buta Goodie................cooouien. 65
NOVEIS . .o 66
Novellas. ... 67
Shortstories. . ... 68
Writing for Screens Both Big and Small — Scripts ................. 69
Bl 69

TV 71
POdCastS ..t 72
PlaY S, ot e 73
COMIICS. ettt 74
Inviting Audiences to Co-create — Interactive Stories.............. 74
VidEO BamIS. . vttt e 75
Tabletop games . ..ot e 75
IMMersive eXPerienCeS. . . vttt et 76

Vi  Writing Sci-Fi, Fantasy, & Horror For Dummies



PART 2: WORLDBUILDING: JOURNEYS

TOOTHERWORLDS........ccoo e 79
CHAPTER 5: BU|Id|ng aWorld LikeNoOther....................... 81
Creating Worlds Worth Exploring . ..., 82

Making your place interesting. ..., 82

Knowing how your worldworks ..., 83

This place is awesome!l — Your pitch......................... 84

Building Worlds for Conflict. ... 87

Finding a problem around every corner ...................... 87

Creating characters fromconflict .............. .. ... .. ..., 89

Focusing on What's Important — The IcebergRule................ 89

Show the characters and conflicts ........................... 89

Don'tshow everything ..., 90

CHAPTER 6:

CHAPTER 7:

Letting Your Research and Imagination

RunWild..... ... 93
Start with Earth: Inspiration and Adaptation...................... 94
Tapping into the power of piggybacking ...................... 94
Controlling cognitive dissonance .......... ..., 97
Using Research to Balance Science and Fiction ................... 98
Striving for accuracy . .......ie it 99
Casting a wide net whenresearching........................ 100
Heading straighttothesources ............. . ... .. ..... 102

Showing the Explosion: Exposition

ThatThrills! ... 105

Showing Your World atWork. . .......ccoviiiin i 106
Making memorable first impressions. . ...................... 106
Letting actions bringtheworld tolife. . ...................... 107

Relying on Narrative Exposition: Stories That Explain

and Entrance ... . o 108
Telling atalewithinatale......... ... ... 108
Writing exposition that causes conflict ...................... 109
Getting to the point with pointof view. . ..................... 110

Trusting and Provoking Your Reader............ ...t 112
Solvingapuzzle: T+ ... oot 112
Giving characters revelatory actions ........................ 112
Sending systemicsignals ......... .. i 113

Storytelling at Every Level of Engagement....................... 113
Level 1:Bold strokes..........cooiiiiiiii et 114
Level 2: Finenuances ...ttt 114
Level 3: Hiddendepths. ... ...t 114
Level 4: Beyond thetext. ... ..., 115
Putting the levels all together ...... ... ... . ... .. ... 115

Table of Contents vii



cuarers: This Planet Will Eat You: Worlds

Are Characters, TOO ......................cooiiiinn, 17
Recognizing That Worlds Want Something . ..................... 118
Reactingtoyour characters........ ... i n... 118
Maintaining ecosystems and equilibrium .................... 118
Upholding the societal statusquo .......................... 119
Wanting equilibrium . ... . o 121
Building Spaces and PlacesforDrama. ..., 122
Making mapsmemorable ........ ... ... i i 122
Navigating Story SPACeS . ... vttt e 123
PART 3: SCIENCE FICTION: JOURNEYS
INTOTHEFUTURE.................. i, 129
CHAPTER 9: Answering "What If?” ... 131
Asking Big QUeStioNS ... vt e 131
Looking closer atyourquestions .............cooviniinn... 132
Provoking curiosity and imagination ........................ 133
Answering questions with characters. ....................... 134
Inventing the BigNew Thing ......... . ... o i, 135
Understanding what the Big New Thingis.................... 135
Distinguishing between hard and softsci-fi .................. 137
Asking Key Questions about Your Sci-Fi Story. ................... 138
cuarter 10: A Spaceship for Every Occasion,
an Occasion for Every Spaceship..................... 139
Voyaging Far from Home: Vessels for Isolation and Adventure. .. .. 140
Launchingtheship ... 140
Meetingthecrew. ... i e 142
Completingthemission ..., 143
The Physics and Drama of Space Travel ........................ 144
Obeying the speed of light. . ....... ... i, 144
Traveling through space faster thanlight .................... 147
Considering other speculative technologies.................. 148
1,2,3,4—1DeclareaSpaceWar! ....... ..., 151
War as storytelling by othermeans ......................... 151
Activating weapons of war. ......oovuin i e 152
Deploying systems of defense. ........... ..o iiiiiin .. 154
cuaerer 11: Encountering Aliens That Audiences
Want to Know, Love,and Fear ....................... 157
Making Sense of Alien Metaphors ........... ..o i, 158
Discovering differences ...t 158
Alienating audiences. ... ....v it 160
Relating aliens to your audience. .............. ... 161

viii  Writing Sci-Fi, Fantasy, & Horror For Dummies



Playing Their Part: Alien Dramatics. . ..., 162

Allen enemiesS. ... 163
Alien protagonists .. ....ou it 163
Alienalliesandrivals. ... ... i 164
Allen Mysteries. .. ..ot 164
Alienobstacles. ... ..o i 165
Creating Alien Emotions. . ...t 166
Rousing wonder — Sublime aliens............ ... .. ot 166
Provoking revulsion — Grotesque aliens. .................... 166
Creating unease — Uncannyaliens ................oun.. 167
Inspiring hope — Power fantasy aliens ...................... 167
Producing smiles — Adorable aliens ........................ 167
Introducing audiencestoyouraliens.................. ... ... 168

cuarter 12: It'S Alive! Or Is 1t? — Imagining Robots

and Artificial Intelligence ............................. 171
Creating Artificial Life .. ... 172
Asking questionsof meaning. .......... ... i, 172
Contemplating questions of responsibility . .................. 176
Treating Artificial Life as Characters............. ... oot 178
Automatedroles ... 178
Computers are (sometimes) peopletoo ..................... 181
Building Your OWN Beings . ....oviniiiie i 182
Determining itS PUrPOSE. . ..ottt 182
Figuring out what it thinks about that purpose ............... 182
Finding similarities and differences between creators
andtheircreations ... ...t 183
Establishing its range ofemotion.......... ... ... ... ... ... 183
Identifying the limits it operatesunder ...................... 184
Recognizing society’s strong feelings aboutit................. 184

CHAPTER 13: Constructing PIanetary Plots and

Earth-Changing Stories ................................ 185
Exploring Other Earths. . ... ..ottt 185
Remembering a differentpast ......... ... . il 186
Thinking aboutthenearnow. .......... ... . ... .o oa... 187
Worrying about the looming future . ........................ 188
Voyaging to awholenewworld. . ............. ... ... 189
Imagining a differentfuture. .......... . ... .. . il 190
Traveling throughtime......... ... i ... 191
Making Everything Worse (or Better) ...........oooviiinaoon.. 192
Envisioning your story — Dystopian fears and utopian hopes. . .192
Punks, punks, punks! Writing sci-fi with attitude .............. 194
Using steam, sun,andcells . ....... ... ... 196

Table of Contents ix



PART 4: FANTASY: JOURNEYS INTO

THE IMAGINATION. ... e 197
cwaerer 14: Bringing Wonder to Your Story....................... 199
CreatingWonder . ...ttt e 200
Understanding the meaning ofwonder...................... 200

Most wonderful yet believable .......... ... .. ... .. ... 201

Matching magictothemundane ................... ... ..... 203

Using the MMMaM Index of Wonder........................ 203

Going Highto LowwithFantasy ...............co i, 205
Distinguishing between highandlow ....................... 205

Employing fantasticelements............ ... . ... o .. 206

Choosing a Fantastical Pointof View ............. ... ... .ot 208

Portal — Moving from the real world to a magicalworld . ...... 208

Immersive — Inhabiting the magicalworld. .................. 209

Intrusive — Moving the magical world into the real world ... ... 211

CHAPTER 15: Worldbuﬂdlng on the Shoulders of Giants,

Faeries, Dragons, and Hobbits ....................... 213
Adapting Mythand Legend ......... ...ttt 214
Making myths and faerie talesyourown..................... 214
Start with Middle Earth? NotExactly .. ..., 218
Genre-defining characters and creatures — Wizards,
hobbits, and elves,ohmy! . ... ... ... . i i 219
Getting indulgent with worldbuilding. . ................... ... 221
Generating deep history and wondrous geography ........... 221
The now-classic quest narrative ..., 222
Understanding Tolkien and Dungeons & Dragons. ............... 224
Losing hit points and gaining character levels in games........ 224
Starting with the ForgottenRealms ......................... 225
Making Deep History in Record Time. ...t 226
Basingyourstoryinreality. ..o i 226
Makingyourown myths. . ...t 227
Identifying different peopleand places...................... 227
Enhancingconflict. ... ..o i 228
CHAPTER 16: Conjuring Story Magic ................................. 229
Grasping the Role of Magic in Storytelling....................... 229
Taking the Reader on a Magical Journey .............. ... .. 230
Making Magic Dramatic (in Every Sense of the Word!) ............ 231
Heightening dramatic stakes with magic..................... 232
Being aware of magic's dramatic limitations. ................. 232

X  Writing Sci-Fi, Fantasy, & Horror For Dummies



Setting the Rules and Costs of Magic ..., 233

Playingbytherules. .. ... ... i 234
Sticking to the rules of magic in video and
role-playing games . ...t 234
Assigning costs to your story's magic — Precious Things ... ... 235
Forging Enchanting Artifacts and Objects — Items
Designed for MagicC. ...ttt 236
Magic items as objects of desire.. . ........... ... il 237
Magic items as charactertraits .. ............. ... .. 238
Magic items asobstacles ... 238
Magic items as characters ......... ... oo, 239
Magic items as worldbuilding elements. .. ................... 240

cuaerer 17: FOrming Really Fantastic (and Fantastically

Real)Monsters ..., 241
Understanding What MonstersAre ...........oiiviiinineenn.. 241
What makes a monsteramonster.................. .. ... 242
Monsters servethe story ......c.ovivin it 242
MaKing MoNnsters. . ... 244
Making your monster realistic or fantastic ................... 246
Defining your monster’s characteristics. . .................... 246
PART 5: HORROR: JOURNEYS INTO FEAR................... 253
cuaerer 13 Creating Dread, Fear,and Terror .................... 255
Imagining the Worst about Everything. . ........................ 256
Equipping your toolchest — The horror writer'stools.......... 256
Aformulaforfear ...... ..o 258
Providing climax and catharsis .............. . oo 260
Feeling Fearful Feels . ... .. o e 261
Fear and Worry. . ...t 261
Pity @and SOMTOW . ..ottt 262
Disgustand revulsion....... ...t 262
Disoriented and discombobulated.......................... 263
Fascinationandwonder. ..., 263
Triumphandrelief. . ... .. 264
Schadenfreude. ...... ... 265
Identifying Sources of Horror ... .o 266
GOthiC .« 266
Spiritual. .o 266
MORNSEIOUS vttt 267
COSIMIC. ettt e 267
Homicidal ... .. 267
SoCietal . 268
Environmental ... .. 268
Theunexplained . ... 268

Table of Contents xi



cuaerer 10: Fashioning Fearful Plots and Sinister Scenes. .. ... 271

Who Goes There? Characters Who Journey into Darkness......... 271
Controlling knowledge through pointof view................. 272
Creating creepy and creeped-out characters ................. 273

Plotting Your Host of Horrors . ... 276
The discovery plot — Unearthing dread secrets. .............. 277
The overreach plot — Onesteptoofar...................... 277
The trespass plot — You shouldn'tbe here................... 278
The pursuit plot — The huntison .......................... 278
The contest plot — Facingyourfears........................ 279
The breakdown plot — It'sallgonetohell.................... 279
The weird plot — What the heckisthat?..................... 280

Creating Fear with Narrative Flow. . .......... . ... . oo, 280
Mixing and matchingflows ........... . ... . .. .. L. 281
Shifting the narrative — Thrilling and chilling revelations. ... ... 283

cuarter 20. Shaping Your Scares — Menacing Monsters

and HumanHorrors.................................... 287
Mixing Up YOUr MONSEErS. . ..ottt e e 288
Threatening . ...t e e 288
DISgUSEING .« vttt 289
Humanish. ... ... 289
Animalistic ... 290
Heightened. ... ... i i e 291
unnatural .. ..o 291
COrTUPLING ot e e e 291
Captivating . . ..ot e 292
Making Metaphors MONStrous . ........covvuviiininnnneenn.. 292
Societal flaws personified. ......... ... ... o i 293
Voice for the voiceless ......... ..o 293
Personal flaws made manifest ................ ... .. ... 294
Deep difficulties turned terrifying. .. .........c oo 294
Universal experiencesmutated. . ...........coiiiviiiin... 294
Positive characteristics takentoofar........................ 295
Interpreting the ClassiCS. . ....vvuin it 295
Aliens and cosmicentities ..., 295
Cryptids and creatures .. ... 296
Demonic and supernatural threats ......................... 296
Experiments and evil scientists......... ... il 297
Ghosts and evil spirits. . ... vt 297
Golems and CONSEIUCES. . ..o ittt 298
Lycanthropes and shapeshifters............... ... ... .... 298
Vampiresandtheundead ............. ... o i, 299

Xii  Writing Sci-Fi, Fantasy, & Horror For Dummies



Hunting Down HomicidalHumans. ........... ... . ... ot 299

Confronting all too natural-bornkillers . ..................... 300
Solving dramatic and mysterious murders.................... 300
Exposingdeadlycults ...... ..o 301
Winning theduel of wits. ... o i i 302
CHAPTER 21: Lurking in EVEI’y Shadow: Where
HorrorResides ..., 305
Constructing Environments That RaiseDread ................... 306
Isolated orinaccessible. . ... ... ... i 306
Intimidating and foreboding ........... ... . L ol 307
Uncannyandunsettling ...t 308
Assembling Haunted Houses and Other Lairs of Fear............. 309
Recognizing the types of haunted houses — What
lles Within ... 309
Welcome, foolishmortal. ........ ... .o i 311
Tapping into what came before ........... ... .. ovvi.t. 311
Sizingupthescene ... ... i e 312
A ghostwill followyouhome.......... ... ... oot 313
PART 6: THE JOURNEY FROM WRITING
TO PUBLICATION. ... 315
cuarrer 22: Revising and Editing LikeaPro....................... 317
Creatinga RevisionPlan.......... ..o iinnnn. 318
Puttingonyourreaderscap .......covviviinviin e ennnnn. 318
Remakingtheoutline ........ ... .. i i 319
Going hightech ... ..o 320
Goinglowtech . .. ..o 320
Answering first-draft questions. . .............. ... o . 321
Using second OpinioNS . ..o ettt 322
Revising First, Editing Later ........ ..ot 322
Figuring out who this story really isabout.................... 322
Discovering what this story reallyisabout.................... 323
Focusing on Theme — It Isn't Just for Eighth-Grade
BOOK REPOItS . oot 324
Understanding whatthemeis........... ... .. ... ... ..., 324
Findinganelusivetheme ....... .. ... .. i .. 325
Revising fortheme ...... ... . i 326
Buffing, Polishing, and Shining — The Final Edit.................. 328
TruStiNg YOUr @arS .. .o vttt e 328
Editing your way to a betterstory............ ..ol 328

Table of Contents xiii



cuarter 23: Getting Second Opinions: Editors,

Experts, and Sensitivity Readers..................... 331
Receiving Good Story Feedback ........... ... ... . il 332
Making the most of a critiquegroup ........................ 332
Cultivate agoldenreader..... ..., 335
Hiring freelance editors ........ ... 335
Supporting Your Story with ExpertHelp .......... ... ... .. ... 337
Talking to subject matterexperts............covviiinin... 338
Tapping into the universe of universities. .................... 339
Using sensitivity readers. . . ..ot i 339
Using cultural consultants . ............oo it 341
Looking beyond your own experiences...................... 341

cuarter 22: The Three Ps: Publication,

Pitching, and Promotion .............................. 343
Teaming Up: Agents, Editors, and Producers .................... 343
Recognizing what an agentdoes. .............. ..., 344
Figuring out whetheryouneedanagent..................... 344
Landing an agent: The howandwhere ...................... 345
Pitching Like @ Pro. ... e 347
Craftingthe query ...t e 347
Breaking down the three-floor elevator pitch................. 348
Identifying the challenge beforeyou ........................ 349
Going It Alone: A Self-Publishing SuccessPlan................... 350
Answering whether you canreallydoitall ................... 351
Succeeding in self-publishing .......... ... .. oo i, 351
Putting the crowd toworkforyou ......... ..ot 352
Promoting You and Your Work — Making the
Mostof Marketing. . ...t e 353
Standing highonaplatform ............. ... .. ... . ... 354
Making the most of conferences. .............. ... .. ... 356
PART 7: THE PART OF TENS...............coooeiieiinnn, 357
cuaeter 25: T@N Ways to Jump-Start a Stalled Story............. 359
Extra, Extra — Reading Story Headlines. . ....................... 360
Taking a Ride on the PPE Story Machine ........................ 360
Writing to Free Up Your Blocks . ... ... .o 361
Noodling in Notebooks. . ... o 361
Taking a Field Trip . ..ottt e 362
Figuring Out Whatthe Story Is ... ... ... i, 363
Answering the Great “What If?”. . ... . i i 363
Blending, Stirring, and Mixing ... ... i 364
Beginningwithanldea......... ... i 364
Using Someone Else’sWords. ..., 365

XiV  Writing Sci-Fi, Fantasy, & Horror For Dummies



CHAPTER 26:

CHAPTER 27:

Ten Common Pitfalls in Writing Sci-Fi,

Fantasy,andHorror.................................... 367
Putting Surface before Substance. .................. ... 368
Overrelyingon Coincidence. . ......ovivin i i 368
Worldbuilding with Endless Details ............................ 368
Not Reading Enough....... ... . i 369
Reusing Aliens/Werewolves/Elves. . ....... ... ... it 370
Embracing a Richer Worldview . ........ .. .. oo, 370
Following Trends Too Closely ....... ... ..., 371
Overusing FantasticLanguage ............ ... 371
Forgetting the Promise oftheGenre ............ ...t 372
Utilizing Clichés . . ..o o e 372
Ten Popular StoryModes.............................. 375
Danger at Every Step — The Adventure Story.................... 376
“It's the End!" — The ApocalypticStory. .........cooviiivn.. 376
Gags, Sketches, and Snark — The Comedy Story . ................ 377
Capers, Cons, and Heists — The Crime Story . ................... 378
Doom and Gloom — The DarkStory ........... ..ot 379
The Grandest of Scales — The EpicStory ...t 380
The Power of the Past — The Historical Story. ................... 381
Fighting on the Frontlines — The Military Story . . ................ 382
Sleuthing Out the Truth — The Mystery Story ................... 383
The Heart of the Matter — The Romance Story .................. 384
.............................................................. 385

Table of Contents XV






Foreword

ou can discover many available books on the craft of writing, including

specialty writing books that focus on works of science fiction, fantasy, and/

or horror. Some of those books pick one of these genres, and many of these
books are excellent. So why would anyone feel the need to buy and read yet another
one? Well, let me tell you why. Writing Sci-Fi, Fantasy, & Horror For Dummies is dif-
ferent from all the rest in a few different ways:

Firstly, this book tackles all these genres at once. Oftentimes there is a crossover
or melding of these genres, and so having a book that directly speaks to each of
these genres individually as well as collectively can only benefit you, the writer.

Secondly, this book explores many other ways of creating beyond short stories
and novels. Here you can find out more about writing a screenplay, collaborating
on graphic novels, designing video games and/or tabletop games, and even creat-
ing a real physical haunted house. You can express science fiction, fantasy, and
horror in many ways, and this book takes you on all these journeys.

Furthermore, this book provides brilliant examples in all these genres when
exploring characterization, plotting, setting, and worldbuilding. Included are dis-
cussions on how to imagine monsters, aliens, other worlds and magic systems.
Clear and precise examples help illustrate how you can do it effectively. Indeed,
the examples are clever and imaginative and very entertaining!

You receive advice on seeking and receiving feedback and the editing process as
well as the best use of subject experts and sensitivity readers. The book also offers
information on the business of writing and creating, including how to submit your
work, how to pitch a story idea, and the what the pros and cons of self-publishing
are. Sections throughout deal with methods to overcome writer’s block and how to
jump-start the creative process.

In addition, you have the benefit of all of the real-world experiences of Ryan Van
Cleave and Rick Dakan, who have spent years helping writers navigate the waters
of creativity. They also have plenty of writing credits, so they clearly know what
they’re talking about.
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I first became acquainted with Ryan and Rick when I was asked to speak at a Visit-
ing Writers Forum virtual event with the creative writing department at Ringling
College of Art and Design in Florida. I was honored to be asked and immediately
said yes. This invitation came to me in 2020, when we were all staying home dur-
ing the pandemic but still trying to move forward artistically and keep our sanity
and sense of humor.

I had a blast during this event. Typically, these programs feature a writer, so as an
editor, I was doubly honored to be asked. Presenting the editor’s point of view to
up-and-coming writers was important because too often they haven’t had much
experience with the editorial or publishing process. Ryan and Rick asked thought-
ful and engaging questions, and I was struck by the depth of their knowledge, not
just for my own books, but for the wide range of interest they have all over the
writing spectrum. You can tell they have a pure love for all speculative genres, but
more importantly, they’re knowledgeable about things outside of genre as well.
And clearly, they’re passionate about sharing their knowledge and nurturing other
writers. This only serves to improve the guidance they present in this book. More
importantly, although the business of writing is serious, Ryan and Rick approach
it from a more playful place, which makes this book such a pleasure to read and
enjoy.

— Ann VanderMeer
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Introduction

riting a successful fantasy story is far more than just whipping up a

regular story and dropping in an elf on page 13. It often requires

comprehensive worldbuilding, cool magical beings, and other wonder-
making efforts that, taken together, propel readers into an exciting realm that’s
never been imagined before.

That’s true for science fiction and horror as well. Readers want stories that are
informed by the time-honored conventions of those genres, but manage to avoid
the boring tropes, stereotypical characters, and super-familiar plots.

If that sounds intimidating, it is . . . or at least it would be if you didn’t have a book
like this in your hands!

About This Book

Writing Sci-Fi, Fantasy, & Horror For Dummies is equally about demystifying the
writing process and revealing exactly what it takes to create successful genre
stories. Everything we share in this book is informed by decades of college-level
teaching, writing, editing, and — perhaps more important — reading.

Our goal with this book is to give you a strong foundation that prepares you to
write genre stories that stand out from the crowd. And along the way, we share
advice and tips on the publishing industry so you know what to do with those
stories after they’re ready for audiences.

We envision that you’ll use the ideas and techniques in this book to deliver story
in one of three main ways:

¥ Prose (novels and short stories)
¥ Scripts (film, TV, comics, and graphic novels)
¥ Interactive (video games, roleplaying games, and other immersive experiences)

To keep things simple, we refer to the story’s “audience” throughout this book,
but by that, we mean reader, viewer, gamer, and so on as the case may be for the
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medium you choose. Just remember: Each medium has its own inherent strengths,
so when writing fiction, for example, really embrace the world of a character’s
interiority. With a film script, forget dialogue tags and lovely descriptions and
instead focus on external action, sound, and dialogue. With a video game, you
need to build amazing worlds that are ripe for conflict so a character — the
player! — can have agency over the story’s plot.

Here’s good news: At the center of these modes of experiencing stories is the same
core set of fundamental principles and reader expectations. As soon as you famil-
iarize yourself with those, you can apply them to any storymaking enterprise that
you see fit.

Foolish Assumptions

2

With 30-plus combined years of college-level teaching and running workshops at
writing conferences, we’ve found that students of all ages often believe one or
more of the following:

3 You're either born a writer, or you're not.

¥ Writing comes easily to everyone but me.

¥ | should wait for inspiration to strike before writing.

¥ Good writers don't have to revise.

¥ Writers need to work in solitude.

¥ Getting published is more about who you know than what you write.
¥ Editors will fix the “little stuff” (like spelling and grammar) for me.

¥ | don't have enough time to write a novel/film script/TV series.

Plain and simple, each of these is false. We won’t address why here because we
cover all of these topics within the following chapters, but trust us to tell you the
truth and make the appropriate arguments when it’s time.

We do our best to reward your trust on every page. We promise.

We confess that we’re making a few assumptions of our own about you as well,
dear writing friend. In no particular order, they are as follows:

3 Whether you're new to writing or a lifelong scribbler, you want to improve
at writing.

Writing Sci-Fi, Fantasy, & Horror For Dummies



¥ You really like genre stories, especially science fiction, fantasy, and horror.
¥ You want to write original stories that resonate with readers.

¥ You want to be on the pathway to publication.

If any of these sound like you, then the information in this book is specifically
designed for you.

One more thing: We don’t expect everyone to know every single story ever created
or every author who ever wrote. We certainly don’t know them all! So, we avoid
referencing specific stories and authors in general, yet from time to time, we
couldn’t help ourselves. We’re teachers, after all.

If you don’t know a reference that we mention, that’s fine. Ogres aren’t going to
bust down your door and pummel you with French dictionaries or anything. We
swear. Just consider adding these stories and authors to your might-check-out-
someday list because they have a lot to offer.

Icons Used in This Book

Q

-
o

- ]
a 0 Z
I ¢ m
2 °K =
S z
z 3

STUFF

®

WARNING

@

EXERCISE

Books in the For Dummies series include helpful icons to ensure that key aspects, ele-
ments, and ideas get special attention. Without further ado, we use the following icons:

This icon notes the kind of thing that frequently produces an “Aha!” moments for

writers. If you’re looking for actionable ways to improve your writing, put these
to work right away.

This icon alerts you to something worthy of extra consideration. If you’re skim-
ming, make sure to slow down and really dig in when you see this alert.

This icon highlights bonus in-depth things that you can skip and still be fine. But
if you’re serious about writing, this insider information can help.

This icon helps you steer clear of problem areas. The last things we want are for
you to waste time, get frustrated, or smash face-first into a dead end.

This icon points out hands-on activities you can try to spark your inspiration and
start working on different elements of your written work.
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Beyond the Book

For most readers, this book has all you need to succeed. But if you find yourself
yearning for more ideas, insight, and inspiration, we have you covered!

Here are three additional resources beyond this book:

3 Cheat Sheet: Go to www.dummies.com and search for “Writing Sci-Fi, Fantasy,
& Horror For Dummies Cheat Sheet” to locate a handy reference guide for all
three genres included in this book.

3 Double down with Dummies: Couple this book with Writing Fiction For
Dummies by Peter Economy and Randall Ingermanson and Writing Young Adult
Fiction For Dummies by Deborah Halverson, or any other For Dummies title
that grabs your interest. We won't be offended! The tips, tricks, and advice
from our writing colleagues who've created other For Dummies books can
absolutely support your journey to writing success.

3 Work with us: Both of us teach, present at writing conferences, and do a bit
of freelance writing, editing, and coaching. Visit us at www . r ickdakan . com or
www . ryangvancleave . com to see if any of those options work for you!

Where to Go from Here

If you’re totally new to writing, we suggest you begin with the basics of story
construction (Part 1). Part 2 on worldbuilding contains valuable advice that
informs all three genres — you’re more than welcome to go right into whichever
specific genre or craft concerns that you most. Or if you’re not sure where to start,
scan the Table of Contents or flip through the index, find a topic that piques your
interest, and turn to that chapter.

Remember, Dummies books are modular, so you can read any chapter in any
order. Ultimately, this book is set up to reward you whether you dive in at Chapter 1
and read straight through, or you skip around as you see fit. Treat this book like a
reference. Use it when needed, but be open to putting it aside and doing what
writers want to do most — write.
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IN THIS PART ...

Build interesting, three-dimensional characters that
genre-loving audiences will hope and fear for.

Select the best point of view to showcase the conflicts
and themes in your story.

Plot your story with a focus on dramatic action and
character arcs.

Create a seamless narrative by linking scenes through
cause and effect.

Use high-powered story tension to keep audiences
hooked.

Discover the best medium for your stories and use its
inherent strengths to your advantage.



IN THIS CHAPTER

» Meeting the genres: Sci-fi, fantasy,
and horror

» Creating characters born for drama
and story worlds built for conflict

» Succeeding as a writer is about more
than writing

Chapter 1

Taking Journeys
into the Imagination

his is a book designed to help writers tell stories better.
It’s as simple and as complex as that.

Teachers, librarians, parents, and other fans of sci-fi, fantasy, and horror may get
a lot from this book, too, but our goal is first and foremost to help writers tell their
stories. Our areas of focus are the craft aspects and foundational considerations
that increase a writer’s ability to create sci-fi, fantasy, and horror stories that
matter.

Because good stories matter — we firmly believe that.

Every well-told story is a wondrous journey into the human imagination. Stories
are a shared enterprise that brings joy to authors and audiences. A symbiotic
experience, we might suggest.

This chapter serves as your portal to the world of sci-fi, fantasy, and horror

stories. If you want to create written works of these three genres, then you’ve
come to the right place.
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Looking Closer at the Big Three Genres

8

OLAOD,
TECHNICAL
STUFF

©

REMEMBER

Three of the most popular creative writing classes we teach are Writing Science
Fiction, Writing Fantasy, and Writing Horror. And in the other classes we offer, we
frequently attract students who are looking to write and talk about stories with
dark elf thieves, robot assassins, or hooded axe-wielding maniacs. Sometimes all
in the same story!

Some people choose to group these three genres under one far larger umbrella
called speculative fiction, which is a type of story that could’ve been generated from
a “what if?” question because these stories include elements and aspects that
don’t exist in consensus reality (the things people generally agree on about how the
world works). That’s a fairly basic definition, but the term itself is slippery. Plenty
of writers don’t fully agree on what it means, which is one reason we don’t use it
in this book.

Even though other authors may be satisfied to lump sci-fi, fantasy, and horror
together, we find it more useful to examine, understand, and appreciate the dif-
ferences in each as a way to improve your ability to write effective stories. The
lines between these genres do blur and overlap, but that’s okay — we handle them
separately in this book to keep things clear for you.

And although the three genres do have clear distinctive characteristics, some of
those characteristics can overlap in lots of interesting ways. Visit Chapter 27 for
more ways to mix, match, and blend story elements to good effect.

One thing all these genres share is an emphasis on the art and craft of worldbuild-
ing, which we cover in detail in Part 2. Chapter 5 explores the idea of creating a
very specific world for your story. Chapter 6 combines research with imagination,
and shares secret worldbuilding advice from Kenneth Hite, a top gamemaker.
Chapter 7 helps you find ways to engage audiences on multiple levels versus stick-
ing to a formula. Worlds can be so rich and robust that they’re practically a char-
acter, too. That’s the idea behind Chapter 8, which explains how worlds actively
want something.

The following sections take a closer look at the three genres.

Imagining possible worlds — Sci-fi

Sci-fi stories offer audiences possible other worlds. It’s based in or at least inspired
by scientific reality as people know it at the time of the writing. The genre goes
beyond that, however, to ask “what if?” questions about the future, new tech-
nologies, and humanity’s place in the universe.

PART 1 Getting Started: The Basics of Story



@ Before writing your sci-fi story, answer the following questions:

REMEMBER 3 What's the Big New Thing? At the heart of a great sci-fi story is a science-
based development that's vital to the narrative (that's your Big New Thing).
What ideas do you have for a cool Big New Thing?

3 How would it change the story world? Whether it's new tech or a scientific
breakthrough, the world should be affected by its creation or use. If not, your
Big New Thing probably isn't big enough to carry your story.

3 Who would care? At least some people can't ignore the Big New Thing. They
should be in awe, be fearful, or have some other significant reactions that will
drive them to action.

3 What conflicts emerge? Someone wants to corner the market, change the
world, oppress those who need oppressing, or just make a quick buck. If
someone wants something, someone else is going to try to stop them from
getting it, and the Big New Thing should be central to resolving that conflict.

To blast straight into writing sci-fi, visit Part 3, which explores the other possible
worlds of science fiction. From the huge “what if?” at the center of every sci-fi
story (see Chapter 9) to spaceships and space travel (refer to Chapter 10) to aliens
and every type of artificial life (flip to Chapters 11 and 12), it’s all here. We even
investigate ways to create other planets in general and other Earths in particular —
that’s Chapter 13. We also get into the idea of dystopias and utopias, two possible
futures that audiences like to see come alive through stories.

Imagining wondrous worlds — Fantasy

Fantasy stories give audiences impossible other worlds. In the wondrous worlds of
fantasy, consensus reality is shattered to exciting and entertaining ends, which
makes room for magic spells, ancient artifacts, and fantastic creatures.

@ Here we explore a few questions to help you write fantastic fantasy stories:

REMEMBER 3 What's the impossible thing? One of the things that makes your story
fantasy is the inclusion of something that's impossible for the real world.
Unicorns exist. Lightning bolts can be triggered from wands. All brown-eyed
people can read minds. Start with one impossible thing and build from there.

3 What rules does it break and follow? Thanks to being impossible, it can
break all sorts of real-world rules, like physics or the need for sleep. But it can
and should have its own rules. What cost does casting a spell require? What
weak spot does the otherwise invulnerable dragon have? Limits make the
impossible more interesting and dramatic.
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REMEMBER

3 How does your main character encounter it? How the impossible thing
manifests needs to matter. Does your character move from a mundane world
into one rich with wonder? Is the wondrous all around from page one? Or
does the wonder come barreling into the character's normal world, which
really mucks things up?

3 How does the impossible thing relate to your antagonist? If it's powerful,
an antagonist surely wants it. Or maybe it's something that was simply theirs,
and they want it back. In any event, wonderous, impossible things should only
be included if they have meaning to characters and the story world. They
shouldn't just be flavor text or props.

To transport audiences to carefully built worlds populated with rich characters
and potential conflicts, fly on over to Part 4 where we peer into the wondrous
world of fantasy. How do you get to the fantastic? Portals, intrusions, and immer-
sions (see Chapter 14). How the @!#$! do you create a magic system? Think in
terms of rules and costs (go to Chapter 15). Those fantasy worlds are intimidating,
so how do you create a good one? The key is to think of what makes a story-rich
world (refer to Chapter 16). What about those wild monsters and creatures they
have? We cover those brutes in Chapter 17.

Imagining fearful worlds — Horror

Horror stories offer audiences terrifying worlds. Sometimes the scary stuff in a
horror story could indeed happen (serial killers, plagues, cults, and ruthless cor-
porations), whereas in some horror stories, it couldn’t (demons, ghosts, zombies,
and witches). Regardless of the pathway to terror a writer chooses, a quality hor-
ror story will make audiences quake with fear and plead to keep the lights on at
night. Just in case.

Here are some questions to get you thinking about a prevalent horror story type —
the discovery plot:

3 What's the mystery that launches the story? The key discovery of this
mystery (a missing child? a murder? a stolen artifact?) launches the characters
into a larger story where they need to confront and survive a horrible truth
they've uncovered.

3 How does the mystery connect to your character’s core want? An easy
way to do this is to make it personal — the missing child is their niece. Or the
murder happened on their property. Or the artifact is their family heirloom.
Regardless of your specific choices, the character should only be able to
ignore it at great personal cost.
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