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Foreword

This is a book about several things, and it's sensible about all of them.

First, of course, it's a book about science fiction, the secret engine of our modern
world. Mary Shelley invented it; Jules Verne and H. G. Wells refined it; and an
American entrepreneur named Hugo Gernsback made it into a form of mass entertain-
ment by founding Amazing Stories, the first science fiction magazine, in 1926. Since
then, science fiction has been an essential part of our world—part dream, part night-
mare, part engine of delight. Science fiction inspired the space program and the
Internet; warned us away from nuclear war and environmental suicide; inspired us
with visions of the infinite; and terrified us with reflections of our own cruelty. It has
become part of how we think about ourselves.

Second, this is a book about the modern science fiction subculture, that complicated
universe of writers, publishers, conventions, awards, artists, filmmakers, workshops,
and fans. And in this book you’ll find solid advice about dealing with that world—
how to enjoy it, how to do business inside it, and even how to be part of it without
being endlessly distracted by it.

And finally, this is a book about writing SE. Not, crucially, about “how to be a SF
writer,” but rather, “how to do SF writing.” The distinction is crucial. Reams of airy
nonsense are published daily about “how to be a writer.” Cory and Karl tell you the
truth: that there's really no such thing as “being a writer”; there is merely writing. In
The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Publishing Science Fiction, you'll learn, in concrete terms,
how to turn your enthusiasm for science fiction into enthusiasm for doing the indi-
vidual and particular things that go into writing it. You'll find practical, useable advice
about how to take your science fictional ideas and bring them to dramatic life; about
the individual steps by which you can grow an idea from an evanescent notion into a
full-fledged story. You'll learn a wide diversity of approaches, from the old pulp writ-
ers’ durable rules of thumb to the sophisticated methods taught at modern workshops
like Clarion—and you’ll be given the tools for selecting among them.

Science fiction is one of the most vigorous kinds of storytelling happening today. Too
often, that vigor leads to confusing and contradictory advice to newcomers, advice
marred by any number of well-meaning agendas. As the manager of the largest line of
science fiction books in the world, I see any number of would-be writers, and even
published writers, wasting their lives’ energy on misconceptions, both about the com-
mercial business of SF and about the work of composing science fiction stories. In The
Comnplete Idiot’s Guide to Publishing Science Fiction, Cory and Karl collect between covers
some advice I've handed out myself, and a lot more advice I wish I'd thought of.
Nothing can replace your own good sense and your own science fictional vision. But
The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Publishing Scienice Fiction offers a very straightforward
and—there’s that word again—sernsible map.

Patrick Nielsen Hayden
Senior editor, Tor Books



Introduction

We're living in a science fictional world where humans have left footprints on the
moon, where Internet piracy threatens the financial empires of the world, where par-
ents worry about their children developing motion sickness from overuse of their vir-
tual reality systems. We have satellite dishes on our roofs, cellular phones on our
hips, and Global Positioning Systems in our cars.

Writing science fiction is an exercise in dreaming vigorously, disciplining your imagi-
nation, and playing with the world we live in and the worlds we fantasize about.
George Orwell sugared his political ideas with science fiction; Mary Shelley did the
same for her misgivings about technology run wild. Ray Bradbury uses the genre to
recapture the wonder of his childhood, and William Gibson uses it to explore his
personal universe of pop culture at light speed.

It's no wonder that you're thinking of writing science fiction. When vou live in the
future, it's only natural to want to write futuristically. You've seen the future arrive,
watched it become mundane, and still you're dreaming about the future, a place that
we all move closer to at the rate of one day every 24 hours.

We're like you. We dream about the future and, for a few hours every day, we live
there, hammering it out on our keyboards. We've met with setbacks, frustrations, and
rewards on the road to writing science fiction, and we're glad to have the opportunity
to show you some of the steps along the way.

How to Use This Book

You've got a tickle in the back of your mind, an itch to write a story, an exhibitionist
streak that moves you to see it in print. You want to quit the day job and commune
with your laptop and your Muse every day instead of stealing precious moments on
the weekends and in the evenings to get those ideas out. You've got the bug.

Turning the bug into a publication is a long and tricky process. Lots of people don’t
make it, and still more realize on the way that they're not really as interested as they
thought they were. We can’t make it easy for you, and we can't make it predictable,
but we can draw you a rough map that’ll take you from tickle to publication with a
little luck and a lot of work.

We've divided The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Publishing Science Fiction into five parts that
logically explore the process of becoming a published writer:

Part 1, “Becoming a SF Writer,” takes vou on a tour that starts with a real work of
science fiction: the day you accept your Hugo Award for best novel. We then work
backward to show how you got there, taking you on a guided tour of the market, the
community, the genre, and your peers.
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Pait 2, “Secrets of the Sci-Fi Masters,” covers the craft of writing science fiction. We
science fiction writers don’t have the convenience of an agreed-upon reality like cur
lucky mainstream counterparts dos [t falls to us to invent worlds from the whole
cloth. We must then populate those worlds with characters who can be of any race
and in any circumstance, and who act in plots that science fiction readers can recog-
nize as science fictional. The chapters in this part take vou through the process of
building and populating your worlds, and then setting them in motion.

Part 3, “Publishing Your Work,” is about the mechanics and niceties of publishing.
We'll teach you how to look like a pro on paper, tell you who's buying what, and how
to sell it to them.

Part 4, “Marketing and SelfPromotion,” is the part devoted to vour inner exhibi-
tionist. We'll teach vou what to do after you make vour sale to ensure that vou'll
make ancther one, walking through the world of the Internet and real-world promo-
tions, awards, and electronic publishing.

Part 5, “The Professional Writer,” gives vou some options for managing vour writing
career. We'll take you through contract negotiations, walk you through the tax bene-
fits of becoming a writer, and tell vou about the professional associations that'd be
glad to take some of your savings and provide vou with a world of services.

We've also provided appendixes with some model contracts, listings of publishers and
agents, and a directory of Internet resources.

Sci-Fi Short Takes

As yvou read this book, vou'll notice that it is liberally peppered with cartoon sidebars
that provide definitions, depth, and detail on the subject at hand.

Infodump

These boses contain tips and tid-
bits, helpful hints that vou can
em ploy while you strive for suc-
cess, The term comes from
writer's workshops and descrbes
the dasic mistake of over-
whelming wour reader with too
mu ch information.

Danger, Danger!

When you see one of these
beses, vou know that there's a
pitfall ahead. Our objective for
this book 15 to help you awoid all
the classic beginner’s mistakes:
When you see one of these, take
heed!
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Factoid

Check these boses for handy definitions of terms and jargon that are unique to science
fiction, publishing, or our own idiosmn cratic worlds.

“As You Know Bob ...”

In these boxes yvou'll find interesting anecdotes about the field. Science fidion has plenty
of characters, both inside and outside of books, and theres no shortage of ocutrageous
stories out there, The term (s another workshopping idiom, describing a scene in which
two characters tell one ancther something they already know, speaking sricthy for the
reader’s benefit, as in, “As you know, Bob, we are marconed on 3 cold and distant word,
stuck here these 25 years, ever snce our exploration ship crashed when the giant star
beast got sucked into cur ramjet. Food is running out, and it's only 3 matter of time until
we fall to eating one another.”
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Part 1
Becoming a SF Writer

You'd like to write science fiction. Maybe you already write the stuff but haven’t had
any sales yet. This part can help you start out on the road to success.

There are two things vou must accomplish to become a successful SF writer: Become a
writer of entertaining and thought-provoking stories, and market those stories success-
fully to a large audiernce.

We'll Took at how vou can take steps toward both of these goals by easing vou into the
process of writing and showing vou how to plug into the SF writing and reading
cominytiities.







Chapter 1

Success at Last!

In This Chapter
» An evening at the Hugo Awards
> How we thought it would be—and how it really is
» A look back at the golden age of science fiction

» How more science fiction titles are being published now than ever before

scratch a science fiction reader and vow'll find a science fiction writer.

science fiction is the original home of the talented amateur. Since the mid 1920s, sci-
entists and science enthusiasts have aspired to publication. Bradbury, Pohl, Ellison,
and many of the rest of the Founding Fathers started out as fans, eagerly trading
cheaply copied fanzines (small-press publications, usually produced for love, not
money, on a subject dear to the publisher's heart) with other bespectacled proto-nerds.

Today more than ever, future-thinking individuals are taking up pen and paper (or
computer) to write science fiction. That's a lot of competition, but vou've got an edge:
You're going to look like a pro from day onel

This book can help vou do just that. We can’t malke vou a writer, but we can help vou
avold some of the pitfalls along the way to success. And we can help vou ensure that
yvou know where you are at every stage of your journey to success—and know what to
do next.

But before we dive into the details, let's take a peek at the end of the road and dream
a little bit about the biz fime ...
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The Winnah!

The scene opens with vou, some vears down the line, sitting uncomfortably in a
crowded auditorium, waiting to discover if you've actually won a Hugo dward.

Accepting Your Hugo Award

“The tuxedo might not have been such a good idea after all,” vou think to vourself as
vou rise from the audience amid deatening applause and run a gauntlet of congratu-
latory pats and handshakes. The tuxedo looks good, does a better-than-average job of
disguising the extra roll of fat that's pooled up when
vou weren't looking. The only problem: You think vou
may've missed one or two of the hooks, and vour
every movement inspires a chorus of ominous groans
from yvour cummerbund region.

The Hugo Award is the best-
Enoswn ayweard in science faion

Tou take the stage stiffly, the spotlight blinds vou, and
the applause dies off. Your tongue thickens in vour
Factoid mouth, which has suddenly filled with dust. You clear
vour throat, and vour patented postnasal symphony
bounces off the amphitheater walls. The sound galva-

g nizes yots.
awarded annually by the fans y
and writers who attend the "Wow,” vou sav, and smile the most charming smile of
World Science Fiction Conven- yvour life. A cameraman crouched at your feet captures

tion,

that grin for redisplay on the jumbotrons over each of
yvour shoulders. “Wow, " vou say again, and this time,

theres a chuckling ripple through the crowd.

“When [ wrote my first story, oh, back when the dinosaurs walked the earth, |
dreamed about this moment.” You pick up the rocket-shaped trophy from the
podium and heft it. “All [ can say is, it's about time!” You hold the Hugo Award over
vour head like a prizefighter.

“There’s about 10,000 people [ need to thank: my wife, all my ex-wives, my agent,
my parents, my workshop group, my readers—hell, you're the ones who voted for
this, thankst—my editor, the Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers of America, all the
writers who took me under their wings, all the bosses who unwittingly financed my
early career ... I don't know who else.

“QOkay, I'm going to keep this short. [ want to talk to the new writers in this audience,
published and un-, and tell vou a thing or two. The formula for a successful career is
very simple: First of all, write. Second, finish what vou write. Last, serd your writing to
gditars. The rest of it—critics, Web sites, conventions, all of that—it's window dress-
ing. In vour careers the publishing industry will spit on vou, grind you underfoot,
ignore you, rip you off, hate vou, and plot against vou. Ignore it. Write, finish, and
send, and yvou'll be bringing home a rocket ship of vour own some dav.”



You ponder the rocket ship for a moment, and get
ready to return to vour seat. You can‘t—there's
something else vou need to do. You grab the mi-
crophone, throw back your head, and let out an
ear-splitting “Yee-haw! The applause swells, and
vou skip lively down the steps and back to vour
seat. Just as the cameramarn turns away, your ciume-
merbund explodes out from under your jacket,
nearly blinding the exquisitely antique Grand
Dame of Science Fiction in the next row. She just
winks at you and passes it back

You're at your second party of the evening before
vou get vour tux reintegrated. It takes you that
long to let go of vour Hugo. The first party was the
Hugo Winners' party, backstage after the cere-
mony. [t was all of 20 minutes betore vou organ-
ized a rally of winners to run to the far more
raucous Hugo Losers’ party in the main conven-
tion hotel.
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Danger, Danger!

Science fidion s full of gasbags
who will seize on any opportu-
nity to pontificate at length on
whateyer hobbyhorse they're nd-
ing st the moment. Whether
woU'fe at a party, a panel, of a
podium, keep your remarks brief
and to the point You'll tand
out,

Your agent corners you before you can struggle to the bathtub of beer in the corner.
“1 knew vou could do it,” he says, slapping vou on the back. He rubs his hands to-
gether in undisguised glee, "The timing couldn’t be better: I'm taking The Big Book
to the Frapkfirt Book Fair next month. [ think we can get a few bidding wars going:
The French love you, and the Germans really came around for the last title. This

conld be it

"As You Know, Bob ..."

Winning the Hugo Award for Best Plovel is just about the finest thing that can happen to
a science fiction writer. This award, named for Hugo Gernsback—who started the first sci-
ence fiction magazine—and selected in advance by a wote of the registered members of
the annual World Science Fiction Convention held over the Labor Day weekend, is the
most widely respected award in the field. While some writers win the Hugo for their first
novel (William Gibson won the “triple croyn” of siences fiction awards in 1984 for his
novel Meuromancer: the Hugo, the Nebula, and the Philip K. Dick], it's more common
for Hugo winners to be drawn from a pool of writers who've paid their Jues. See Chapter

21, “Aneards ® for more,




Part 1 Becoming a SF Writer

You gulp and smile a frozen smile. The Big Book has
been sitting on vour word processor for the last 13
months, and vou've written 15 different last chapters
forit, and discarded each one. You spent the last of

the advance money on the tux rental, and your editor
and agent have been tag-team rudzking vou for the
last six weeks. In a memorable moment of exercised

Factoid rhetoric, vour editor (normally a sweet-tempered soul)
The Frankfurt Book Fair, heid had barked, "I don't need it good, [ need it Thursday
each October in Germany, is the Your word processor and attempt number 16 are sit-
event for foreign-rights sales, ting in your hotel room, a block and a half away.

Eurcpean and Asian translation
markets are a lucrative addition
to any writer's income. With so

Your agent throws a chummy arm across your shoul-
der. “Just get me the last chapter, damn it," he growls

, T, in vour ear.
mary editors present, s not un-
usual for bidding wars to take -
place, driving the sum paid for Pﬂylﬂg Yaur DEth FﬂfWﬂFd
translations through the roof. You're well into your third beer (or is it your fourth?)

when vou catch sight of a small commotion at the
door A pudgy kKid in an ill-fitting suit is arguing in-
tensely with the gofer. Nominally, this is a private party, open only to people on the
Hugo ballot and their guests, but in practice, anyone with any pull tries to weasel
their way in.

The pudgy kid—kid, hell, he must be at least 22, that's how old you were when yvou
sold your first story, and when did you get so old, anyway?—tickles your memory.
Right, vou were introduced to him earlier that day, at the Asirov’s Sclerce Fidtion
Magazine signing. He edits a small-press fanzine called Metadata, and got an Hon-
orable Mention in the Asimov's Undergraduate Science Fiction Award this vear. Nice
kid. He's got potential.

“Tom, right?” vou say, smoothly interrupting the argument.
“Right!” he says.
“He's with me,” vou say to the gofer, and welcome him to the party.

You experience a moment of panic as you realize that you've lost vour cummerbund,
but vou quickly locate it, worn around the head of vour editor, who is launching into
his trademark rendition of “Teen Angel,” accompanied by a motley chorus of besot-
ted, extra-large bestselling authors. Tom the magazine editor is hovering at your
elbow with eyes like saucers.

“Having fun?” vou ask
“Tonst” he says, quivering with excitement. “Hey, can I ask vou something?”

“Shoot” you say, and settle back in one of the few chairs in the suite.



“How can [ get those guys to send me a story?” he
asks. “Mefadata really needs some big names, but
I'm only paving a penny a word. [ can’t afford any
real pros.”

Ah, the short fiction market. When Hugo Gerns-
back founded Amazipg Stories in 1926, he paid a
penny a word for amateur fiction in a new genre
he called “Scientifiction.” Three quarters of a cen-
tury later, science fiction magazines hadn't, allow-
ing for inflation, substantially improved on the
rate. It's been years since you've finished a short
story, though vou're continually tickled by ideas.

“How about a story by a Hugo Award winner?”
vou ask, thinking of the manuscripts languishing
on yvour hard drive, ready for a rewrite.

Tom's pupils dilate further “Really?”

“Sure,” you reply magnanimously. “It might be
a while before I can get vou something. Is that
all right?”

“Yeah!” Tom says. “Suret”

Back in vour hotel room, yvou get ready to dump
your tux on the floor and climb into bed—you've
gota 10 a.mM. panel on Mars Exploration, after all—
but vour laptop catches vour eye.

Ending number 16 isn’t going to work out at all,
vou ktiow that now. But it might make a great
little stand-alone short story, a kind of alternate
universe for vour characters. [t wouldn't take any
work at all, really.

And before vou know it, the maid is knocking at
the door, the sun is streaming through the win-
dow, and you've just put the finishing touches on
the last chapter ard the short story. [t's been years
since vou pulled an all-nighter, and the room has a
surreal, sleep-deprived tinge. You fire up vour fax
software and fax the work down to the hotel desk,
one story for Tom, one chapter for your agent.

Chapter 1 Success af Last!

Infodump

“ln sefence fidion you pay your
debts forgsard” is & truism (n the
field, Every success in sdence fic-
tion oywes a debt to the kindness
of the sdence fiction commu-
nity: the writers, the fans, and
the editors. More than any other
genre, saence fAction 15 fife with
mentorships, bursanes, and just
plain niceness,

“As You Know, Bob __”

Sdence Fiction and Fantasy
Writers of America Grand Master
Damon Knight's novel The
Rithian Tarvor (1965) weas origi-
nally titled Dowble Maaning. To
this day, Damon makes 2 point
of crossing out the publisher's
title and replacing it with his
own when someone asks him to
sign & copy of the book,

Youw've got just enough time to get showered before vour panel, and boy, do vou need
it. The all-nighter will have yvou dragging for the next couple of days, but youw'll be in

okay shape for the office on Tuesday.
some day, vou'll quit that day job.
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Becaming a 5F Writer

The Golden Age of Science Fiction

We grew up on used books, moldering sci-fi paperbacks with lurid “commercial” cov-
ers and horrible titles that had been plastered on over howls of protest from their

poor authors.

Factoid

The transom s & horizontal bar
separating a door from 2 window
of fanlight abowe it. |t is often
seen in old office buildings,
where the transom window
could be opened to provide
ventilation, There are tywo kinds
of manusch pts that editors see:
solicited stores and wnsolicited
stones—that is, stories that are
being offered, unasked-for, by
their proud authors, To this day,
unsolicited stores are said Lo
have come in over the
transom.

b

Infodump

The pay rate for short fidtion in
magazines has been stuck st ¥
to 10¢ perword since the 19205,
OF courss, a penny went a lot
farther when Coolidge was in
office.

3

Best of all were the introductions to the short-story
collections. They captured the heyday of the golden
age of science fiction perfectly.

A tvpical anecdote went something like this: A gang of
writers would meet for an enormous potluck spaghetti
dinner. Over cheap wine and swing records, they'd bat
around crazy story ideas, until one was so inspired
that he rushed back to his typewriter.

After thumping away at the secondhand manual for

a few hours, the writer would be in possession of a
brand-niew story, with a catbon copy for backup. He'd
hike over to the offices of one of the dozens of science
fiction magazines of the day and hurl the story over
the transom, 50 the editor would see it as soon as he
got to worl

Qur hopeful writer then adjoumed to a nice old diner,
where Pop, the line cool, would serve her a nickel cup
of joe and a 20¢ blue-plate special. After dining, it was
back to the editor’s office.

The editor, of course, eagerly devoured the manuscript
as soon as he got in. If said editor was one of the leg-
endary greats—say John W, Campbell—he'd have a
nice long chat with the writer, suggesting revisions
that would improve the story.

30 the writer would take the marked-up manuscript
back to his miniscule apartment and hammer away at
the typewriter for a couple more hours, then slip it
into an envelope and drop it into the mail in time for
same-day cross-town delivery.

The next morning, he'd be back in the editor’s office,
signing a contract and collecting a check for encugh
money to cover a month's rent.

As for the nowvelists of the day, well, life was sweet.
Any decent novel could be sold twice: once in paper-
back, and once in serial format to a magazine like
ralaxy or Aralog. The pool of science fiction readers
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was small but eager, and the idea of an obscure novel was ridiculous: Few enough
titles were published every yvear that evervone who had an interest in the genre would

be familiar with every title.

Factoid

backlists as & steady source of income.

Mot book deals work on a royalty basis: You get paid 2 small sum for every copy sold.
Traditionally, a publisher will pay vou an advance against your rovalties when you turn in
woUF manusci pt, based on the expected sales of the book. A backlist is the colledtion of
older titles in & publisher’s catalog, Science fidion witers have traditionally relied on long

And even though there were fewer booksellers willing to stock science fiction, the
stores kept the books on the shelves for a good long while. The publishers helped this
along by keeping a healthy supply of their books in the warehouse for speedy deliv-
ery. An author with a large biblicgraphy could eke out a living on the small but regu-
lar ropalty checks her backlist generated. (For a more complete discussion of advances

and rovalties, see Chapter 24, “Contracts.”)

As if that weren’t enough, there were the wackos
in Hollywood, who were like fairy godmothers.
Every so often, a writer would get a call from a
tast-talking Californian with a sizable banlkroll,
looking to aption his work for film. No one was re-
ally clear on this mystericous option business, ex-
cept that once you'd sold an option on a work,
vou couldn’t sell it again until it expired.

Best of all were the fans, who held conventions
around the country. A decent writer could garner
all-expense-paid trips to exotic locales in exchange
tor appearing as guest of honor at a convention.
The fans and writers vociferously debated the mer-
its of every writer with near-religious fervor, and
while they could be harsh, being criticized beat
being ignored by a country mile.

Truly, it was a golden age.

Factoid

Asthe name implies, a3n option
is an agreement ghing a film
producer the exclusive nght to
produce a movie based on a
story—be it a novel, screenplay,
short story, or nonfiction book,
Option deals vary wildly, but are
usally more than the advance
paid on a nowvel, Options are
time-based and must be rensyed
periodically.
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The Modem Publishing World

The modern publishing world is a scary place. Editors are overloaded, and manu-
scripts are rejected lickety-split. [t's a rare author who has the good fortune to receive
personal feedback on a rejected manuscript, and even published authors are finding
themselves in trouble.

Times Are Tough

10

Today the typical magazine editor receives up to 1,000 manuscripts a month, from
both established pros and rank amateurs. The typical science fiction magazine pub-
lishes 8 to 12 stories per month. The typical rate for a beginning writer is 4¢ to ¢ per
word. The typical response time is around nine weeks.

Magazines jostle for shelf space in an increasingly competitive marketplace, and news
vendors are reluctant to order any titles that fail to sell several copies.

The typical science fiction book editor is only slightly less swamped: 600 manuscripts
per month for about 50 slots per vear. Response times of two vears are not unheard
of. First novelists often see an advance of 34,000 to 36,000,

Many talented editors work in the field, but as their duties have expanded to fill
every available moment, they find themselves unable to spare time to really develop
all but the most promising writers. Instead, they look for ready-to-publish works in
their skishpiles, Writers who are almost there still find themselves facing uninforma-
tive and anonymous rejection slips.

"As You Know, Bob ..."

In the 19705, Cmnd magazine made sdence fiction history by becoming the first regular
periodical publisher of sdence fiction with 3 drculstion of cver one million, Their pay
rates were commensurate with their circulstion, paying amywhere from $1,200 to $2,000
for short stores. In 1996, G unsuocessfully migrated from print format to an all-
electronic edition on the Web. By 1995, the experiment was dedared a failure, and Omni
ceased publication altogether.

Booksellers can tear off the cover of a papertback book that hasn't sold after a certain

period and return it for a refund. Inventory procedures in the megachains often have
stores stripping books and reordering the same titles simultaneously. Smaller, special-
ized imprints like Women's Press Science Fiction have a difficult time surviving in
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this marketplace, and have folded in droves. On airport newsstands and in other
high-tratfic locations, unsold books can be stripped within days of appearing on the
shelves.

The Hollywood option—formerly a commeon
enough occurrence that writers realistically hoped to
sell sufficient options to support themselves through

lean times—has all but vanished. Studio account-
ants grew anxious at the number of unexercised op-
tions in inventory. Now, it's a rarity for anyone but
a bestselling writer to be offered an option deal.

Factoid

The slushpile i the technical
term for the pile of unsolicited
manuscripts that every publisher
faces. This pile can be huge, 5o
it often gets put on the back
burner. An editor would sther
read something by & writer she
knows than a complsete un-
ko,

It's hard out there. A mania for mergers and acgui-
sitions has gripped New York publishing over the
last three decades. New multinational parent com-
panies demand a different level of profitability—
making it difficult for editors to seek out and
mentor writers. Publishers, due to changes in the
market, have cut backlists and editorial staff. Many
modestly selling established writers, formerly able
to survive on their baclklist sales, are finding them-

selves out of print.

Mational chain bookstores often rely on a single distribution center, the economics of
which dictate that only books that sell in volume are worth keeping on the shelves.
More and more, chain-store buyers are effecting what publishers publish, so that es-
tablished writers whose latest books sell poorly find it difficult or impossible to sell
another novel, since their publishers know that the buvers won't take the risk on any
more titles by that writer.

While this situation may seem bleak, this is also the age of the Internet, and entirely
new publishing models are appearing on the horizon. Since the price of warehousing
and shipping all that paper is one of the major factors in the current publishing
crunch, new strategies such as on-demand publishing may reverse shrinking lists.
(On-demand printing will theoretically let a publisher print only as many books as he
sells. Right now, a publisher typically prints two or three copies of a book for every
one sold.)

Online publishing has certainly become a new and energetic venue for emerging
authors. We'll talk more about on-demand and online publishing in Chapter 23,
“E-Rights, E-Books, and the Future of SF Publishing.”

But Wait, There's Hope Yet!

But there are glimmers of hope. Despite everything, more science fiction titles are
being published now than ever before. Hardcover publications—which are far more
lucrative for writers—are on the rise. On-demand publishing, a technology that
makes it possible for publishers to print and bind books to order, promises to revive
the backlist.

11
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“"As You Know, Bob ..."

Tor Books, one of the world's leading science fidion publishers, has led the pack in inno-
vative publishing techniques. They publish nearly 100 onginal 5F, fantasy, and horror hard-
covers per year, They alo sell electronic versions of their titles for for reading on a variety
of platforms, including the 3Com Palmn, the Rocket eBook, the SoftBook reader, and
Microsoft Cleartest. Their aggressive campaign to resured the backlist includes an on-
demand scheme for a line of paperbadks, which are profitable in much smaller rans, Tor

also throws the bert parties at conventions.

Science fiction, once perceived as a genre for adolescents and nerds, has gained wide
spread acceptance in the mainstream. There's more science fiction on TV and in
movie theaters than ever before, and the demographics of media science fiction (or
SE as we'll be referring to it throughout the book) include both the monied, clder set
and the voung, who will grow up to be the next generation of science fiction con-

511 METS.

The world of electronic publishing, while still in its infancy, looms on the horizon.
Already, Internet booksellers such as Amazon.com are challenging the iron fist of the
chain stores. Further down the road, “publication” to handheld electronic books will
open a multitude of possibilities for specialty presses, author-driven publications, and
instant, accurate royalty reporting.

The Least You Need to Know
» Science fiction is full of people looking to help out new writers,
» Even “successful” writers often have to hold down day jobs,
» Short-fiction pay scales haven’t budged much since the 1930s,

» Times are tough for science fiction writers, but there’s hope a5 new deveiop-
ments promise more writer-friendiy publishing arrangements,




Chapter 2

Q‘ﬁ% First Steps on

the Road

In This Chapter
> S0, you want to be a science fiction writer?
> Science fiction’s early roots
» Myths and pitfalis for the beginning writer
» Dreamer or draft horse: What's your writing styie?
» Flexing your writing muscies to keep them strong
» The busines of writing,

Let's get down to brass tacks. How do you become a successful 5F writer?

The only way to become a better writer is by writing, day in and day out, whether
you're feeling inspired, discouraged, pressured, or brain-dead. Very simply, vou learn
to write 3F by writing SF.

And, just as vou wouldn't consider a career in brain surgery without at least learning a
little about the gray stuff, vou shouldn’t consider writing 5F without first familiarizing
yvourself with what others have done.

This chapter introduces vou to the pragmatic, results-oriented approach we'll be using
in this boolk. It will also explain some key things to know—that you can't run before
vou walle We all have to start somewhere, and you may feel discouraged if your early
stories don't work to yvour satisfaction, or worse yet, don’t sell. We all go through this.
It's a niecessary part of learning to be a writer.

With this chapter, we'll tell you what you need to know to start writing Sk
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Reading—the Classics

There are almost as many varieties of 5F as there are 5F writers {or readers). We're un-
likely to find a better sign of the gerre’s health than the sheer sprawling chaos that
faces anvone trving to summarize what it's all about. At all its edges 5F blends seam-
lessly into other genres, and strange hybrids abound: 5F westerns, erotic cvberpunk
novels, Edwardian-technology space travel stories, even the occasional incomprehen-
sible text written by a mainstream literary author getting his or her feet wet in 5K

Who Cares About That Written
Stuff? I've Watched TV

It your sole exposure to 5F is through the movies or

TV, you're in for a shocle Literary 5F bears little resem-
blance to its media counterpart. Written 3F is a fully
developed field, an intellectual and creative free-for-all
Factoid of global proportions. The SF of film and television
catl barely hint at the variety and depth of stories in
the literary canon. Bear in mind that almost none of
the greatest works of literary 5F have ever been put

on the screen. If you want to write Sk vou must read
it, or you’'ll simply have no idea what you're getting
yvourself into.

A genre (s 3 category of artistic
works sharing similar style or con-
tent. Science fiction 15 3 genre of
Iitersture. We commonly speak
of subgenres as being finer divi-
sions within this first category

Infodump

Awery important reason to familianze yourself with the field s 5o you don't repest some-
thing that's already been done to desth. For instance: "Here's my new story The idea iy,
what if all those little nanctech robots they want to put in our bloodstreams ran amaok
and became 3 neyw kind of deagse? Clever, huh?”

Ay self-respecting 5F editor can rattie off 10 stones that come acros his desk at least
once 3 week in one form or another. [fyou send editors such a story, they're likely to
send it right back.

There's no excuse for not knowing when a story idea’s been done to desth.

14
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Finding Your Niche

50, what kind of 5F are you going to write? You might try vour hand at all of them.
The greater vour range, the more marketable vou'll be, The greater the variety of sto-
ries you tell, the better vou'll become at telling stories.

still, you may have a favorite kind of 5E a type of story yvou've devoured since you
were a kid. If that's the case, dive into writing in that vein. But beware: Reading and
writing only in one area is a formula for quickly running out of ideas. Writers who
read every available kind of fiction—including fiction outside of SF—have the richest
palette of colors to choose from when they go to paint a new world.

Writing—the Well-Told Yarn

You may have gone through a series of university English courses that convinced you
that ...

» Writing is hard.

> [t's a serious artistic activity that demands knowledge of literary theory and
history.

Well, we're here to tell vou that science fiction is
intended to be fun! Fun to read, and fun to write.
We're not ashamed to admit that 5F is popular fic-
tion. In 5F, literary pretensions are far less impor-
tant than a good solid plot.

Don't worty about whether your work gualifies as

postmodern or impressionist, or whether your Infodump
characters aren’t completely well-rounded. Just get There’s nothing wrong with

the story down. Later, as you progress in vour ca- studying literature—quite the
reer, you'll be able to develop the extra writing contrary, The more you know,
muscles and fine control that will allow you to the more tools you'll be able to
turnl your craft into an art. Just as nobody starts muster a5 3 yriter, Ltimateby,
ot bench-pressing 300 pounds, vou shouldn’t ex- though, reading and analyzing
pect to start out writing classics. litersture use a different skill set

than whting literature, Courses
can take wou only so far You
have to do the rest.

SF's Modern Roots ) .

The acknowledged “father of science fiction” is, of course, French novelist Jules Verne
(1828-1905). He is the author of such classics as 20,000 Leagwues Under the Sea (18707,
From the Earth to the Mook (1865), and Arcund the World i Eighty Days (1872). Classics
though they are, his books probably wouldn’t get published if he were writing today.

Hawve fun with vour writing. If you're not having
fun, neither will your readers.

15
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Verne's audience was keenly interested in the science of the day, including such top-
ics as taxonomy. Verne was all too willing to stop the story and expound at length on
subjects such as the classification of midwater fishes in the Pacific ocean. His readers
ate this stuff up; modern readers, raised on MTV and Quake, tend to yawn and move

on to something with a higher body count.

English 5F's greatest founding father was British novelist Herbert George Wells
(laee-1946), who single-handedly fixed in the public’s imagination some of the most
archetyvpal 5F ideas. In books like War of the Worlds (1898), The evisible Mag (1897),
and The Islard of Dodor Movean (1396), Wells anticipated many, if not most, of the
arxieties that plague us today. His boolks unflinchingly examine alienation, class
struggle, and the perils of scientific meddling in nature. For instance, in The War ir
the Afr (1908), Wells predicted aerial warfare and declared that it would lead to a
global military apocalypse. In his preface to the 1941 edition of the boolk, he railed
against soclety for ignoring his warnings.

Alive and Well in America

After Wells, the history of 5F takes up in America. During the Depression and well
into the 1940s, there was a thriving short-fiction industry in the United States.
Dozens of magazines published monthly 1ssues almost as thick as phone books that
were crammed with stories. These were the famous pulps, and this was the period

Factoid

The pulps were mass-market
fiction magazines printed on wery
loy-quality newsprint (*pulp
paper”l. It's hard to believe
today, but there were once hun-
dreds of these magazines avail-
able, and an average issue could
be an inch thick, containing
dozens of stories. One isue of

a pulp could provide many
svenings of good reading—and
waluable service in the outhouse
afterysard.

16

often referred to as the golden age of science fiction,
as we mentioned in the previous chapter.

since the magazine market was huge and insatiable,
writers strove to top one another’s ideas. Thousands of
lurid, ridiculous, impossible stories flowed ot of the
pens of America’s golden-age writers. [nevitably, some
absolute classics appeared as well—works like Asimov's
robot stories, and A. K. van Vogt's Slar, which was so
popular that it spawned a catch-phrase, "Fans are
slans.” In the middle years of the twentisth century,
3F fans could recite this phrase to one another and
winlg they knew what it meant, even if nobody else
did.

Cold-Wayr Visions

Consolidation of magazine distribution, the rise of the
paperback, and television effectively killed the pulp
market. [n the 19505 and 1960s, the number of maga-
zines declined sharply, and so the 5F readership be-
came more dedicated. This dedicated readership was
more willing to accept experimental works, and in the
1960s experiment flourished. This was a period of
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great anxiety in Western society, and bleak dystopian visions were easily accepted
by the reading public. B-movies about alien invasions flourished, fed by Cold War

paranoia.

Diring this era the next great 3F movement was born: the New Wave, New Wave au-
thors such as Brian Aldiss crossed the line between respectable mainstream literature
and the 5F ghetto with impunity. There was greater emphasis on character, as well as
the broader political consciousness we associate with the late 1960s. Feminist S3F was

born during this period, as was ecological SE

SF in the Age of the Internet

Just as punk rock was born out of the ashes of 19605 idealism, cyberpunk was born
out of the pessimism of the 1970s. The oil crisis, pollution, and growing ecological
awareness led many people to rethink their attitudes toward technology. While SF
had always maintained an ambivalent attitude toward science, often warning of its
dark side, cyberpunk took that ambivalence to new heights.

since the writing is the important task, we'll turn to it now. The next thing you need
to know is what is and isn't true about writing. With that in mind, we turn to the

mythology of writing—what writing is not.

Myths and Legends

There may be no art form more shrouded in myth
than writing: A writer is a solitary intellectual, la-
boring alone in a small room, splendidly isolated,
and genuinely inspired because of this isolation.
He sends a manuscript to an editor, who, blown
away by the talent and depth of the worl, buys it
on the spot. Hefty advances, book tours, and inter-
views follow. Very little of this picture reflects real-
ity. There is no one way to write or become
successtul as a writer. Each of us has to find our
oWl way as artists, and whatever method works
for yo