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INTRODUCTION


Science Fiction (SF), like many of its characters, tends to be born in a laboratory. It also tends to live right on the edge of human knowledge and understanding. The idea for a SF story often grows out of a scientific principle, a strange application of technology, a new discovery, or a gap in our knowledge about the universe. SF, however bizarre, is anchored to our reality, its laws, and its consequences. It is often considered a sibling to Fantasy, as both have elements of the fantastical and unbelievable, but SF is very much its own, unique genre.


All SF has some fantastic elements: rocket ships, unearthly diseases, giant fighting robots, etc. What differentiates SF from Fantasy is that Fantasy’s unusual elements are born of imagination. There is no need for dragons, magic, and unicorns to have any tangible connection to the “real world.” On the other hand, SF’s fantastical elements are built upon a premise of reality. Regardless of whether a SF story explores the ramifications of a new technology or describes the first contact between aliens and humanity, the plot typically wears an air of plausibility. This connection to reality gives SF its punch. Couching the unlikely within the solidly real gives SF the power of “what if,” making the impossible seem, well, possible.


These prompts, carefully grown and tended in our labs before being set loose on an unsuspecting world, are a first step. They are a laboratory door left slightly ajar, an invitation into possible worlds. However, the best SF has the same building blocks as all great literature: an immersive, engaging story and strong, well-developed, empathetic characters. Although flying cars or a supercomputer bent on world domination might be at the center of your story, the thing that makes us remember it, and love it, is the emotional connection between the reader and the characters who populate your strange world. For that reason, we tried to focus many of the questions that are paired with the prompts on a character, rather than the larger world or context. What does your character want? What is he willing to do to achieve it? What challenges does he face? Whom or what does he care about?


Subgenres within Science Fiction are tricky, and there are, no doubt, many alternative systems of categorization to the one presented in this book. The subgenre tags we employed here have been selected because they are consistently represented in SF publishing. In other words, these are the tropes and themes that helped build SF and that show up again and again. The prompts in this book have been sorted into seven categories: The Pulp, Interstellar, Biological, Aftermath, Futurescapes, Tech, and Another Time. These subgenres are not meant to be restrictive, and, indeed, many of the prompts presented in this book fit into more than one category. Feel free to combine subgenres or to move freely between them, mixing elements from each. Would you like your Biological story to happen in outer space? Mix in some elements from Interstellar. With laser guns? Sprinkle in some Pulp. It’s up to you! If you are interested in publishing your work, subgenre distinctions can help you send your story to the most appropriate market or editor.


While exploring the prompts in this book, remember that the questions are there to guide you, but you need not answer all of them—or any of them, even. Remember that challenging the characters and testing the logic of your plot makes for unexpected, interesting narratives. Although these prompts are specific, every story produced from them will be unique, because each writer will create distinctive characters, challenges, and nuances. These story ideas are a fun way to challenge your craft and grow your skill as a writer. [image: ]




















The PULP



SPACE OPERA, CAMY, SENSATIONAL
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An alien race of winged superbeings has emerged from a tear in space-time and taken control of early-twentieth-century Earth. Vicious and organized, they quickly crush our surprised defenses and seized control of humanity’s technology. Now, with the help of a very unusual scientist, a group of underground freedom fighters has a new weapon that just might turn the tide of battle. The jetpack.


A jetpack and an electro-sword aren’t much, but they’ll get you to one of the enemy’s hoverbases and give you the element of surprise. Will that be enough? Your move.
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