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  Introduction to the Second Edition



   


  I wrote the first edition of Science Fiction from A to Z in 2014, for the Blogging From A to Z challenge. At the time, I’d been indie publishing for about three years, and had experienced some modest success with the Star Wanderers novella series which I had just completed. I had only four novels out, and a handful of short stories, but I had a lot of projects in the works, including another series (Sons of the Starfarers) which I was just getting ready to launch. 


  A lot of things have happened in the decade since then, not only in my own writing career, but in fandom as well. Looking back, I was pretty naive about a lot of things. The Sad Puppies controversy in 2015 changed a lot of that, as did the insanity surrounding the election of President Trump, and later the covid-19 pandemic. Somewhere in the middle of all that, I got married and had a daughter, which changed my entire world. And of course, I kept writing the whole time, producing several dozen novels and short stories, most of them indie published while others got picked up by various semiprozines and anthologies. 


  So around 2022, I decided it was time to update this book, especially if I was going to keep using it as my newsletter exclusive. My love of science fiction hasn’t substantially changed, but there are aspects of it that I understand much better now, and some of my opinions have changed substantially. In addition, I have a lot more books and stories to draw on for examples from my own work. But it’s not just me that’s changed: the genre itself is going through a really fascinating time as the parallel worlds of tradpub and indie are beginning to converge. 


  In 2014 when I wrote this, indie publishing was still very much in its gold rush / wild west phase. It’s starting to come out of that now, leading the genre itself through a period of reinvention. Who knows where we will go from here? I have some ideas, but no one really knows what the future will bring—especially today. 


  So I hope you enjoy this little book in the spirit in which it was written, as a love letter to the science fiction genre that I grew up with, and an exploration both of where the genre has been, and where it may be going. Enjoy! 




  Author’s Note (First Edition)



   


  The Blogging From A to Z Challenge started in 2010 when a group of bloggers challenged each other to write a new post for every day in the month of April, except for Sundays. Since that came to twenty-six days, they decided to assign each day’s post a different letter of the alphabet. The bloggers could write about anything they wanted, so long as the topic started with that day’s letter.


  I first heard about the challenge in 2013, about a month or two after coming back to the States from teaching English overseas in Georgia. As an avid blogger, it looked like a lot of fun. The overall theme was never in any doubt—as a life-long fan of science fiction and space opera, that was the first subject that came to mind and the one I was most excited about. Since I write a lot of science fiction, it seemed like a perfect fit for my writing blog. 


  I started my writing blog, One Thousand and One Parsecs, in 2007 when first started writing seriously. As I mention later in the chapter Q is for Quark, the blog was originally meant as a way to let my friends in the writing group know what I was writing and to keep me honest. After I took Brandon Sanderson’s English 318R class at BYU in the winter of 2008 and finished my first novel, it soon morphed into something else. I’ve kept other blogs at various times, but this is the only one that’s still active after all these years. Since writing is now my full-time career, it looks like One Thousand and One Parsecs is going to be around for the foreseeable future.


  There’s a lot that I love about blogging. It gives me a chance to work out my thoughts and make a statement in a way that isn’t always possible on social media. The fact that a blog is your own personal internet space also makes it appealing—I don’t have to worry about ads cluttering the reader’s screen, or a news feed constantly pushing me down. But mostly, I just like having the chance to write as much or as little as I want about whatever strikes my fancy. The fact that readers can respond and turn each post into a conversation makes it all the better.


  This is the second time I’ve taken content from one of my blogs and turned it into something people can read in book form. The first time was with Journey to Jordan, a travel blog that I kept while studying abroad in Jordan. Before the end of that one, I knew I would someday turn it into a book. I suspected the same thing would be true with the 2013 A to Z Challenge, but it wasn’t until my friend Steve Dethloff encouraged me to do so that I really thought seriously of it. I decided to hold off until just before the 2014 A to Z Challenge to publish it, since that seemed like the best time to launch such a book. All of the original posts are still live on my blog, though I’ve made a few minor editorial changes, including mentions of some of my more recent books. For example, Sons of the Starfarers wasn’t even a concept in my mind when I wrote the original blog posts in 2013, but it plays into several of the tropes so I’ve added a few mentions of it. 


  This book has been more of a fun side project for me than anything else, but I hope that some of my enthusiasm and love for science fiction rubs off on those who read it. That’s why I wrote it—to share my love and appreciation for the genre that constitutes my life’s work. If you’re a writer, I hope you’ll find my thoughts and insights useful. And if you’re a reader, I hope this book helps you to reconnect with the genre in a new way. 


  Thanks for reading!




  A is for Audience



   


  What sort of an audience is science fiction meant for? Who are the people who are most likely to enjoy a good science fiction?


  Most fiction genres are named after the main feeling or emotion they intend to evoke: romance, mystery, thriller, suspense, horror. Even fantasy, science fiction's close cousin, evokes the sense of wonder that is the genre's defining characteristic, and the emotion that it seeks to evoke. But science fiction is different. Science fiction is a genre of ideas, not just emotions—though like all good fiction, it evokes those too.


  Exactly what sort of ideas does science fiction explore? Scientific ones, obviously, but the genre doesn't limit itself to that. Religion, philosophy, even some mythology—you'll find those ideas in science fiction too. Some of the more popular subgenres like space opera and military sci-fi are scientific only in an aesthetic sense, and tend to lean more into fantasy. The line between fantasy and science fiction tends to be quite fuzzy; as Orson Scott Card points out, the main defining difference is often that science fiction has rivets, while fantasy has trees.


  But who is it meant for? I didn't always wonder about this question. I figured that if I wrote the kind of science fiction that I like to read, everything else would sort itself out—and to a certain extent, that advice has been good. But you can't be a professional writer if the only person you're writing for is yourself. 


  And so, after nearly ten years of writing and publishing science fiction (my first story was published while I was still a senior in college), I started to run an annual reader survey with my email newsletter. Based on that survey, you are most likely a married male with at least some college, who is now retired. You read mostly science fiction, space opera, and military SF, though you may occasionally dabble with fantasy, mystery, and dystopian/post-apocalyptic fiction. You read at least three books a month and you prefer to read in ebook format.


  If that doesn't sound like you, I hope you got a good laugh. These marketing profiles can sometimes be a bit ridiculous. But chances are that at least a couple of those things describe you. And while there are plenty of science fiction readers who don't match that profile—for example, I suspect that my readers tend to skew older because I publish mostly ebooks, which older people tend to prefer—I do think that some of the broader strokes are fairly accurate. Science fiction, especially space opera and military SF, tends to be male-dominated. It also generally appeals more to college-educated readers—even the kids who fall in love with the genre at age 12 tend to go on to higher education. Readers who prefer science fiction may dabble with other genres, but they generally prefer the conceptual (mystery, fantasy) to the emotional (romance, horror).


  You may notice that I haven't said anything about race. There's a subset of people within science fiction that's obsessed with race, and with racializing every aspect of the genre. Frankly, I think this is terrible. I won't deny that many of science fiction's most influential figures weren't products of their times, and that it's a good thing that we're abandoning those old prejudices. But we are also the products of our own times. Will future generations be as unforgiving as us as we are of our predecessors? Will they see us as moving forward or backward? Personally, I think that Doctor Martin Luther King had the right idea: that we should strive to live in a world where people are judged not by the color of their skin, but by the content of their character. It's a shame that science fiction is backsliding in that regard, and I hope that my own work can push back against that.


  Politics is another controversial subject within the genre. The sci-fi fans I've met have run the gamut from liberals and conservatives, socialists and outright communists to libertarians and hardcore anarcho-capitalists (who can be some of the funnest people to hang out with, especially at conventions). And yet, within traditional New York publishing, there's a stunning lack of political diversity that trickles down into everything that they publish. I'll touch on this in later chapters, but one of the reasons that indie authors like me do so well in science fiction is because traditional publishing isn't meeting the demand, especially for readers who don't like the politics that New York publishing injects into their books.


  (I say "New York publishing" because Baen is a notable exception. Baen publishes a whole slew of politically diverse authors, from self-described communists like Eric Flint to hardcore libertarians like John Ringo and Larry Correia. But Baen's headquarters is also in North Carolina, which explains why they haven't succumbed to the New York publishing groupthink.)


  And while we're touching on controversial subjects, I might as well bring up religion. You might think that science fiction would tend toward atheism, but my own faith (the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, aka the "Mormons") is actually over-represented in the genre. I suspect that Judaism and many other minority religions are over-represented as well. Regardless of faith, science fiction actually has a long history of exploring the intersection between science and religion, often in ways that are favorable to both. Which shouldn't be a surprise, given how the best science fiction doesn't shy away from the big and important questions.


  So who is science fiction meant for? People who love ideas—scientific ideas, religious ideas, political ideas, philosophical ideas. People who want to escape this mundane world and explore the far reaches of time and space. And yet, how mundane is it really? Science fiction has inspired generations of inventors and creators, explorers and engineers. Thanks to them (and the stories that inspired them), in many ways we now live in a science fiction world.




  B is for Books



   


  Why do we still read books? In an era when we all have cheap and easy access to movies, TV shows, videos, memes, podcasts, music, video games, and every other form of audio and visual content imaginable, why do we keep coming back to the written word? 


  In some ways, visual media are much better than books, especially for telling science fiction stories, where sense of wonder is critical. The screen can be a lot more dazzling than the page. There’s a reason why people say that a picture is worth a thousand words. That’s probably one of the reasons why science fiction as a genre tends to dominate film and video games much more than novels (though perhaps not short stories—there are still a lot of science fiction short story magazines out there, more so than most other genres). 


  But books have an advantage over other forms of media in that they collaborate with the reader in the act of creation. This is what makes the written word unique. With visual forms of media, like film, TV, or video games, we are largely passive receivers of the story as we watch it happen on the screen. Video games are a little bit different, in that we control a character who has a limited degree of agency within the fictional world, but even though we are a slightly more active observer than with film, where we are totally passive, we are still essentially observers. Not so with books. The only things we observe within a book are the words themselves, which are nothing more than abstract symbols meant for conveying language. There may be an occasional picture or illustration, but these are rare and not at all necessary to enjoy the story. Instead, our mind creates the picture, based on the details conveyed in the text.  


  But because it is impossible for the author to convey every sensory detail of every scene—not to mention, a very bad idea—our imagination must fill in the other details, based on the select few that the author chooses to convey to us. When we read “it was a dark and stormy night,” that conveys a slightly different image to everyone who reads it. Some will picture an old English manor house with rain streaming in rivulets down the panes of a Gothic-arched window. Others will think of the house where they grew up, with the sound of raindrops pattering lightly (or not so lightly) on the roof. Some readers will imagine thunder, while others won’t. Some will think of a cold, damp, dreary November rain, the kind that makes you glad that you’re warm and dry. Others will think of a warm, pleasant summer rain. All of these or none of these may be appropriate to the story that the author is trying convey, but the point is that we will all fill in the extra details based on our own memories or personal experience—and that’s okay. In fact, it’s kind of the point.


  A good author knows exactly which details to share to make you feel like you’ve been to their fictional world, or known their fictional characters for all of their fictional lives. The fact that the version of the story in your head differs slightly from the version in other readers heads is not important, so long as it doesn’t affect anything critical to the characters, setting, or plot. That is because you, as the reader, are a collaborator with the writer in the creation of the story. It is your memories, your life experiences, and most important of all your imagination that colors the story and fills in all those extra details. A good author understands this, and also understands that the way to write an engaging and immersive story is to work together with the reader, not against them. 


  But this act of collaboration is not limited to sensory details. It also applies to things that can’t be easily conveyed through audiovisual media—things like thoughts and feelings. In fact, the written word is the only media form that allows us to get inside of a character’s head and experience the story through them. How? Through the act of creative collaboration with the reader. An author who understands viewpoint can convey not only the details of the scene, but all of the other things in the viewpoint character’s head that color that scene: their hopes and dreams, their fears and prejudices, the things they value, the things they don’t. Read enough books, and you’ll find that it’s possible to know a fictional character better than you know yourself. A good author will do this so seamlessly that you won’t even notice—you’ll just feel so connected to the characters that they’ll feel like old friends, and you’ll miss them every time you have to close the pages. 
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