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INTRODUCTION [image: ]

In a society that has banned books, a woman joins a secret underground library and is caught with her contraband book.

As a plague sweeps the country, a man fights to keep his loved ones safe.

A fearful yet determined young woman approaches a suspected anti-government rebel because she wants to join their cause.

Intrigued? Dystopia literally means “bad place.” Characters in these novels are gritty, angry, and downtrodden. Their lives are bleak. Yet they still struggle to overcome oppression or injustice and find hope. Write a Dystopian Novel will shine a light on your creative journey, leading you to success as your writing path veers into a world of darkness.

Whether you’ve already written a dystopian novel, short story, or other creative work and just want to generate new ideas or you’re exploring the genre for the first time, this book will help you set up your story’s world, characters, and plot. You’ll use the first part to figure out the essential elements of your story: character development (how your characters became who they are, and how they continue to develop as your story progresses) and worldbuilding (what events transpired, who is in power, your characters’ core beliefs and values, etc.).

Part 2 helps you jump-start your writing process. You’ll find thirty-three chapters organized by dystopian trope (a common theme or literary device), such as Cog in the Machine, The Chosen One, False Utopia, and many others. You’ll explore each trope through prompts that help you think through your story, develop specific plot points, come up with original scenes, create character backstory, and refine the themes you’re exploring in your novel. Each prompt explores challenging aspects of the writing process, such as deepening character introductions, developing romantic tension in chaotic scenarios, or dealing with the mortality of your characters. Ultimately, each of the ninety-nine prompts will keep writer’s block at bay by helping you brainstorm new ideas and flesh out scenes and chapters. For example:


	Learn how to build conflict by putting a double agent Behind Enemy Lines.

	Look at your favorite dystopian novels and make old ideas—like The Lottery—feel new again.

	Broaden your characters’ perspectives by making a fundamental aspect of their lives illegal, changing the world as they know it forever.

	And more!



Remember: There’s nothing meek about dystopia, so don’t hold back. Be a rebel and write with abandon. What scares you most about the state of the world or the outlook for the future? Think about how you can turn those fears into fiction. Your characters can be anyone, and your novel can explore any setting. It’s okay if some of the scenes you write don’t end up in your final draft; these “outtakes” often serve an important purpose, such as unlocking the lore of your world or revealing the motivations of your characters. So, whether you’re writing a novel, fan fiction, screenplay, short story, RPG campaign, or comic, be bold! Get ready to take your readers on a harrowing adventure. And don’t be surprised when you discover that dwelling in a fictional dystopia can be fun!





HOW TO USE THIS BOOK [image: ]

Dystopian fiction helps readers make sense of the evil and chaos they see in the real world, showing how fast living conditions deteriorate when human rights are stripped away. The heroes in these tales often lose much more than they gain, yet they still demonstrate immense courage as they fight evil in many different forms. The best dystopian novels are rooted in truth—they imagine the most extreme outcomes that might arise from current crises. Ultimately, these stories have the potential to not only thrill your readers but also get them thinking about how they can push for positive change.

Think about what fascinates and challenges you as you read your favorite dystopian books. This is the energy you’ll want to bring to the writing process you are about to begin. Here’s a brief rundown of the exercises that await you. This opening section of Write a Dystopian Novel illustrates how you can best use writing prompts designed specifically for this genre. First, you’ll find a detailed description of how each prompt functions and how the prompts can provide a structure for your writing sessions. Then, you’ll find some basic rules to follow while you’re writing. You’ll receive some pointers on how to begin your writing journey, as well as how to tie everything together in the end. But before we get to the prompts, let’s think about what makes up a trope and why this book is built around them.



[image: ] Navigate the Prompts and Trope Chapters

The writing prompts that follow are organized by various dystopian tropes, which are basic plot devices used so often that readers come to expect them. The trick is finding ways to reinvent these story beats so they don’t feel tired and cliché. For example, if the characters in your story are subjugated to Mandated Uniformity, can you create a look that readers have never seen before? Or what new and unusual ways might your characters be bombarded by Propaganda intended to suppress a potential rebellion? Or how might you incorporate an Accidental Murder that surprises your readers as much as (or more than) your protagonist?

Just as a political coup takes place in several stages, each of the prompts in this book is broken up into several sections: The Scenario section proposes plot elements for you to consider before you begin writing; remember, each detail is fluid, and you can modify any part of a prompt to make it more applicable to what you’re writing. The Brainstorm section has you interrogate your own characters, clarifying what you should know about them before you dive into the new scene you’re about to write. The Write section contains the prompt itself. The Optional Elements to Include will give you additional story components to bring your story to life. The remaining sections, the Dystopian Twist and the Callbacks, provide even more inspiration—if you focus on a different supplemental section each time you use a prompt, it will feel new again, allowing you to reuse each exercise multiple times. Finally, each prompt has a line of dialogue as its header; make a game out of finding ways to work these lines into your scenes when you can!

Each chapter features three longer prompts followed by five additional Quick Writes prompts. These quick prompts ask you to write continuously for 15 minutes, giving your unconscious mind a chance to take over. Imagine you’ve been imprisoned and only have a brief window to escape. You’d run as fast as possible, right? Do these Quick Writes with that energy. Don’t plan or prepare—just write! Surprise yourself with the character discoveries you make.

Now that you have a better idea of how to approach the prompts in this book, let’s lay down some rules for writing dystopian fiction. These rules will become a vital element of your writing process; come back to these words of advice whenever you feel creatively stuck.
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One of the most common themes of the dystopian genre is “knowledge is power,” so think of the following rules as a set of powerful tools that will help you create your own dystopian story.


The Hunger Games Rule

The prompts in this book can be done in any order. Some prompts will call out to you, demanding your focus, almost as if they’re shouting, “I volunteer as tribute!” When you feel that energy from a prompt, don’t question it. Just write.



    The 1984 Rule

When it comes to writing a book, Big Brother isn’t watching. No one is—not until you decide to share your final product. Until then, you’re on your own. Don’t worry about getting all the words out perfectly in your first draft. You will be able to make it better when you rewrite.



The I, Robot Rule

Robots might be the future—but leave them out of your writing process. Please do not use AI, ChatGPT, or any other generative service to write your dystopian novel. The purpose of this book is to activate your imagination; AI is the antithesis of that. You are more creative than bots.



    The Handmaid’s Tale Rule

If you feel like giving up, resist! Just as a political movement isn’t built in a day, a novel takes time to write. Do a little bit of writing every day, and you will finish sooner than you thought you could.



    The Parable of the Sower Rule

While dystopian fiction can be bleak, your writing process shouldn’t be. Treat yourself with hyper-empathy as you write. Stay hydrated, take breaks, and go for walks—you’ll find that the act of moving around will get new ideas flowing. Naps can also reinvigorate your creativity.




    The A Clockwork Orange Rule

If you fancy a bit of the old ultra-independence and want to rebel against authority—your characters may have this effect on you!—feel free to modify the prompts in this book to make them work better for your story. Focus on the prompt elements that inspire you most and go down your own path whenever it feels right.

These rules are an important place to start, but ignore them as you see fit; just like your characters, you’ll learn to adapt to the world you’re building, and what’s a dystopian novel without a little rebellion?




[image: ] Start Writing

Now grab a notebook, or open a new document on your computer, and get busy. If you’ve already written an outline, look for prompts that address specific needs in your story. If you’re not planning to outline or you need help finding your story, pick a trope you love and start there. There’s no limit to how many prompts you use; each one could lead you in many different directions. Whenever you’re struggling with writer’s block, pick a prompt at random and it will get you going again.



[image: ] Putting It All Together

There are hundreds of small actions and tactics one can employ to pressure or resist a dictatorship or any other authoritarian regime. The order of these actions doesn’t matter; what does matter is that you do something. Ultimately, the cumulative effect of your small actions begins to make a difference. The same goes for writing a dystopian novel. There isn’t an order in which you must complete these prompts. Nor is there just one way to approach the writing process. Maybe you meticulously plot out every beat of your story. Or perhaps you prefer to let it unfold organically and surprise yourself as you write. Or maybe you have an entirely different process. No problem—putting it all together looks different for everyone.

You’ll define your story’s world and characters in Part 1 of Write a Dystopian Novel. Then you’ll combine them with the conflicts and plot elements you dream up in Part 2. You can always add details as you revise. Send your characters on a compelling journey where they rise against corruption, fall in love with rebellious leaders and lying traitors, and fight for their individuality in a world where uniformity is the norm—not necessarily in that order. This book gives you a framework to create the ultimate dystopian novel. You have a unique voice. Use it now. Write a story that scares you. It will keep your readers up until all hours.








PART 1 FOUNDATIONS OF DYSTOPIA

You’re writing a dystopian novel because you have an important story to tell. You want to thrill and alarm your readers, because dystopian fiction is a warning. Like a seer from a classic Greek tragedy, you have a vision of where things are headed. You see the darker sides of society and you worry things could get worse.

Which is why writing dystopian fiction is a radical act; Write a Dystopian Novel helps you balance good storytelling and important themes. Put your fears into words. By developing a gripping plot that forces complicated characters to confront a corrupt world, you create an invitation for your readers; this is how you draw them into your vision of a fractured future. But it’s not all bleak. Hope is embedded in the act of writing these stories.

When you find that perfect balance of hope and despair that a dystopian novel begs for, your readers will white-knuckle their way to the end of your book, desperate to find out what happens next. Your characters are in the driver’s seat, taking your readers along for a ride. Use the Character Creation Cheat Sheet in the following pages to help you clarify how your characters would navigate a seemingly godless society and what emotional qualities contribute to their rebellious spirit.

Next you will find tools for building the dystopian world of your story. Pick a setting and answer the questions in the Worldbuilding Questionnaire. As you imagine the challenges your characters face in this dark, compelling world, your story will come to life.







[image: ] Creating Your Characters

Dystopian fiction takes place in an imagined world (past, present, or future) characterized by distressful thematic motifs, such as a fearful populace, an oppressive government either on the brink of totalitarianism or enmeshed in it, and various means of control that give the illusion of personal freedom.

The people who inhabit these worlds are complex and deeply flawed. To put it bluntly, they’re messed up. These characters have seen and done things they won’t ever talk about. They’ve been through so much in their battle against oppression that they’re afraid to hope for a better life. Right now, all they can think about is survival. So, creating them can feel a little overwhelming. That’s where the Character Creation Cheat Sheet comes in. Select an Archetype (a universally recognized character type) from the following section, and a couple of adjectives from the Prime Characteristics section. Then, add some flair with a Dystopian Fiction Type. It’s a simple formula:

[image: A formula for creating a compelling character in dystopian fiction, combining archetype, prime characteristics, and dystopian fiction type.]
Use this for your main characters, side characters, and villains alike. Then, perhaps write a short biography for each character, letting each part of their Character Creation Cheat Sheet shine.



Archetypes

There are several archetypal characters who pop up time and again in dystopian fiction. An “archetype” is an easily recognizable character type who embodies a specific aspect of the human experience. An archetypal character will feel like someone your readers know, someone they inherently understand—it’s your job to add color and original details to make them unique. Here are some of the archetypes that populate dystopian fiction:

The Hero/Heroine: A protagonist of a dystopian story questions the oppressive society they find themselves immersed in. They don’t see themselves as a hero, making them even more suited for the job. They fight for the weak and disenfranchised.

The Antagonist: A villain may be anyone from a state leader to a faceless corporation. This character stands firmly opposed to your hero/heroine. Think of an oppressive leader, tyrannical governing body, calculating billionaire, or heartless sycophant—evil personified.

The Catalyst: Someone who creates change and spurs your protagonist into action. They act rashly, perhaps even sacrificing themselves for a greater good. This character helps your protagonist find the strength to become better.

The Mentor/Scientist: Intelligent and often troubled, this character is a keeper of history, books, and knowledge that’s been forgotten or, more likely, destroyed. They’re an important resource for your protagonist, but their very existence is dangerous. They know too much.

The Bot: This is an AI, an android, a clone. Ironically, the bot thinks they have humanity’s best interests in mind. But the truth may be much more sinister.

The Survivor: This character has been to hell and back. They’ve seen it all. When they encounter evil, they don’t bat an eye. They’ve lost so much they have nothing left to lose. Their fearlessness makes them dangerous—and a great ally to your protagonist.

The Secret Villain: They’ll help your protagonist at first, pretending to be an ally, a mentor, even a revolutionary leader. But it’s all lies. They’re actually a tool for the oppressors.

The Anti-Hero: They selfishly lie, blatantly cheat, and openly steal. But beneath all the apathetic bluster, they have a good heart.

The Caregiver: This can be a parent, a healer, a decent citizen—anyone who helps your protagonist along their journey.

When you’re building characters for your dystopian novel, think of these archetypes as empty glass jars. Fill them up with specific traumas, hopes, secrets, and idiosyncrasies. Think about what motivates your characters and you’ll begin to figure out who they are.



Prime Characteristics

In a dystopia, the powers that be often try to erase people’s individuality. As a writer, your job is to do the exact opposite. You are creating complex characters with many layers. That said, each character will exhibit certain traits that define them from the outset of your story. Use this list of prime character traits to figure out who your characters are at heart.





	ADAPTABLE

    	ADVENTUROUS

    	AGGRESSIVE

    	ALTRUISTIC



    
    	ANGRY

    	BARBARIC

    	BITTER

    	BRASH

    

    
    	BRAVE

    	CAREFUL

    	CAUSTIC

    	CAUTIOUS

    

    
    	COARSE

    	CONTROLLING

    	COOPERATIVE

    	CUNNING

    

     
    	DAMAGED

    	DECEITFUL

    	DECISIVE

    	DEPENDABLE

    

    
    	DEVOTED

    	DEVOUT

    	DIGNIFIED

    	DISGRACED

    

     
    	DISGRUNTLED

    	DISILLUSIONED

    	EFFICIENT

    	EMOTIONAL

    

    
    	ETHICAL

    	FAITHLESS

    	FANATICAL

    	FEARFUL

    

    
    	FEEBLE

    	FLIRTATIOUS

    	FORGIVING

    	GENUINE

    

    
    	GRACIOUS

    	GREGARIOUS

    	GRIZZLED

    	GROUNDED

    

    
    	GUARDED

    	GUILT-RIDDEN

    	HARMLESS

    	HATEFUL

    

    
    	HONORABLE

    	HOPEFUL

    	HOTHEADED

    	IMMORAL

    

    
    	IMPATIENT

    	IMPOSING

    	IMPUDENT

    	IMPULSIVE

    

    
    	IMPURE

    	INDELICATE

    	INDUSTRIOUS

    	INTUITIVE

    

    
    	JADED

    	JUDGMENTAL

    	JUDICIOUS

    	LARCENOUS

    

    
    	LEVELHEADED

    	LICENTIOUS

    	LOGICAL

    	MEAN

    

    
    	METICULOUS

    	MODEST

    	MOODY

    	NARCISSISTIC

    

    
    	NEUROTIC

    	NOSTALGIC

    	OBLIGING

    	OBSESSIVE

    

    
    	OBSTINATE

    	PATIENT

    	PERCEPTIVE

    	PERSISTENT

    

     
    	RATIONAL

    	REGRETFUL

    	RESILIENT

    	RESPECTFUL

    

    
    	ROUGH

    	SAVAGE

    	SCATTERED

    	SERENE

    

    
    	SHARP

    	SHY

    	SINCERE

    	STERN

    

    
    	STRONG

    	TACTICAL

    	TENACIOUS

    	THREATENING

    

    
    	TOUGH

    	UNCERTAIN

    	UNCTUOUS

    	UNSETTLED

    

    
    	VAIN

    	VIOLENT

    	VIRTUOUS

    	VULNERABLE

    

    
    	WARM

    	WARY

    	WISTFUL

    	YEARNFUL











Dystopian Fiction Types

Protagonists in dystopian fiction are often everyday people forced by remarkable circumstances to step out of their comfort zone. They come from all walks of life. Use this list of types to create a dynamic cast of characters for your story.





    	AI ENGINEER

    	ANDROID

    	ARCHITECT

    	ASSASSIN



     
    	BODYGUARD

    	BOUNTY HUNTER

    	CLEANER

    	COMMANDER

    

     
    	CRYOGENICIST

    	CYBERSECURITY ANALYST

    	DEALER

    	DETECTIVE

    

     
    	DOCTOR

    	DRIVER

    	FIXER

    	FREEDOM FIGHTER

    

     
    	GENETICIST

    	GRIFTER

    	HACKER

    	INFLUENCER

    

      
    	JANITOR

    	JOURNALIST

    	LIBRARIAN

    	MEDICAL TECHNICIAN

    

      
    	MIDWIFE

    	MINISTER

    	NEUROSURGEON

    	NURSE

    

     
    	ORGAN HARVESTER

    	POLYGRAPH EXAMINER

    	PRISONER

    	PROPHET

    

     
    	PSYCHOLOGIST

    	REBEL

    	REVISIONIST

    	REVOLUTIONARY

    

     
    	ROBOTICIST

    	SECURITY OFFICER

    	SHAMAN

    	SMUGGLER

    

     
    	SPY

    	TATTOO ARTIST

    	TERMINATOR

    	TRANSLATOR

    

     
    	UNDERTAKER

    	VENDOR

    	WEAPONEER

        	









Now that you have a basic understanding of whose story you’re telling, use the next section of this book to flesh out their environment. Character development and worldbuilding go hand in hand, so don’t be surprised if your characters emerge more as you create their world.





[image: ] Worldbuilding

Living in an oppressive dystopian world may be a nightmare, but building one in the free realm of fiction can be a writer’s dream. Let your imagination run wild—there truly aren’t any limits to how unique you can make the world of your story. If you can dream it up, you can write it down.

That said, creating a captivating world doesn’t require an exhaustive catalog of every object or place that exists in your story. Many writers get so caught up in the act of worldbuilding that their story gets buried in superfluous information. Your readers might start your novel because they’re intrigued by the setting, but they’ll keep reading to find out what happens to strong characters with clear goals and obstacles. Give your readers just enough to make your dystopian world feel real—they will be happy to fill in the blanks.

The more you make worldbuilding about revealing character, the more your story will come to life. Even simple acts—like showing your protagonist running errands, shopping at the grocery store, or working out at the gym—can be hugely revelatory because these ordinary outings give you a chance to show how the world of your story is slightly askew.

Before you dig into the details, take a step back and look at the big picture: What kind of dystopian novel are you writing? There are a number of great options to consider, including the following subgenres of dystopian fiction.


Types of Worlds

Which of these subgenres applies best to your story? These are shortcuts to get you started on your worldbuilding process. Just select a category and Potential Starter Setting from this list:

Orwellian: Government surveillance is the norm. Propaganda is commonplace. The characters face off against a totalitarian regime. Potential Starter Settings: a basement where illegal pamphlets are being printed, a cafeteria that has run out of food, a governor’s bedroom.

Phildickian: This world is characterized by techno-surveillance. Androids intermingle with humans. People suffer from hallucinations and paranoid delusions, struggling to understand reality. Potential Starter Settings: a dilapidated warehouse, a rain-swept back alley, a prison.

Atwoodian: A patriarchal society pits the women in this story against everyone else. Your characters struggle to maintain individuality, and they fight for their freedom. Potential Starter Settings: a doctor’s office, an immigration office, an abandoned high school gymnasium.

Octavian: Personal identity, inequity, and imbalanced power dynamics are explored in this world. Marginalized characters find their voice and speak up. Potential Starter Settings: a fire-ravaged suburban neighborhood, a gated community, a supermarket with half-empty shelves.

Kafkaesque: This world is a harrowing place where bizarre, nightmarish things happen. Strange and illogical transformations take place. Life is full of confusing rules and labyrinthian bureaucratic chores. Potential Starter Settings: a filthy bedroom, a cleaning woman’s small apartment, a landlord’s kitchen.

Lynchian: This is a world of societal decay, government corruption, suburban hellscapes, moments of mysticism, and surreal imagery. Potential Starter Settings: a diner, a motel room with a secret door, a therapist’s office.

Eco-Dystopian: Environmental disaster has caused societal collapse and social unrest. People are intimately acquainted with pollution, fires, famine, and disease. Wealth disparity is out of control. Potential Starter Settings: an underground villa, an abandoned airport, an oil rig.

Try this to help you get going:

Write everything you know about the world you’re creating. Wherever you are, whenever an idea pops into your head, write it down.



Worldbuilding Questionnaire

The questions on this list are designed to get you thinking about how deep and complex the world of your story can be. Use these questions to begin exploring what your world looks like, but don’t feel limited by this list. Follow any paths these questions send you down.


	How did the state of the world get so bad? Map out how things went from “normal” to “dystopia.”

	Who’s the “big bad” in charge? What are their strengths and weaknesses?

	What’s the most dangerous thing about this world? What activities are illegal? How does this atmosphere impact your protagonist on a daily basis?

	What means of communication do people use other than language? How might people pass along secret messages?

	What does it mean to be rich here? How do lower-class people survive?

	What behavior is considered inappropriate?

	What is a typical person’s living situation? Describe the most difficult aspects of day-to-day life.

	List five things that people would find surprising about this world.

	List five reasons why it would be hard to live here.

	What smells, tastes, and sounds do you associate with this world?



Feel free to add your own questions to this list.

Once you’ve decided which type of dystopian world best fits your story, do some freewriting to imagine how your characters fit in this world. But there’s no need to figure out every detail right now. You will continue building your world through the prompts in the next part of this book. It’s time to write!







PART 2 PROMPTS TO INSPIRE

In this part of the book, you’ll find a wide selection of writing prompts paired with the dystopian tropes readers love most. Each prompt incorporates a variety of ideas to help you develop rich characters, map out their journeys, create conflict, and get started on new scenes. At the end of each chapter, you’ll find a series of Quick Writes prompts that will help you get out of your head. This can be an especially useful way to kick-start a writing session.

Now, ditch any preconceived ideas or expectations as you dive into each prompt. Just write. You’ll feel your creative engine warming up, and by the time you finish, your synapses will be firing at sixty thoughts a minute. Keep writing and see where those thoughts take you.

These prompts are fuel for your creative engine. You’re in charge of how you use them. They are designed to inspire—to unleash your passion for dystopian fiction and keep the words flowing until you’ve brought a gripping new world of despair and disillusionment to life.
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BEHIND ENEMY LINES

In every great dystopian story, there is an “us” and a “them.” Your protagonist exists on the side of good, as she fights against the tyranny of whatever oppressors you’ve created. Which means there’s endless room for drama and intrigue when your protagonist penetrates these enemy lines—to get information, to obstruct an injustice, or even just to stir up trouble. Your readers will root for her to succeed while dreading the very real possibility she might get caught.

There are many ways this penetration of enemy lines might occur.

Depending on the type of dystopian story you’re telling, “enemy lines” can have numerous meanings. Perhaps your protagonist sneaks into a dinner party at the home of an important political figure, disguised as one of the wealthy elites. Perhaps she gets a job working for an important government agency, where she searches for private files she must steal for the resistance. Or perhaps she crosses enemy lines digitally by hacking a mainframe or stealing someone’s avatar to enter a restricted-access virtual domain.

Once she gets inside, the tension rises. Will someone recognize her? Will she complete her mission? Will she get out alive? The more you reveal about what’s at stake for your protagonist and the more complicated you make her task, the more invested your readers will be in what happens to her. Make your audience feel like they are Behind Enemy Lines too.

[image: ]






“Haven’t I Seen You Somewhere Before?”


[image: ] SCENARIO [image: ]

Your protagonist doesn’t think he’s special. He is an average guy who blends into crowds easily, whether that’s due to his demeanor, his appearance, or something else. Which is why he’s been recruited by a resistance group fighting for environmental protection in a world that is slowly losing the ability to farm its land. His mission: Plant a recording device in the home of a suspected traitor. He has never done anything like this before. How will he get the job done?



[image: ] BRAINSTORM [image: ]

Deception comes easy for some, but not for your protagonist. Is he cut out for this assignment? How hard will it be to lie his way into the suspected traitor’s home? Think about how he reacts when he’s asked to do this. What thoughts race through his head? Then think about how he will secure an invitation into the suspected traitor’s home.



[image: ] WRITE [image: ]

Write a scene where your protagonist attends a party or gathering at the suspected traitor’s house. As he discreetly searches for a place to safely leave his bug, he is nearly accosted by a guest who claims to know him. You decide what’s true: If they do know each other, does this guest intuit your protagonist’s motivations for being here? If they don’t know each other, does this guest have ulterior motives for the interruption? Make the scene as tense as possible, then see if you can raise the stakes even more. Make it unbearable to see your protagonist in so much danger!

Remember: In dystopian stories, there’s a hierarchy when it comes to bad guys. For every villainous character you meet, there could be someone more corrupt above them. And people are often forced into making bad choices to survive. Keep this in mind as you delve into who this suspected traitor is and how your protagonist feels about them.




[image: ] OPTIONAL ELEMENTS TO INCLUDE [image: ]


	A surveillance camera that your protagonist must avoid.

	A false alarm.

	A cryptic warning your protagonist is unable to decipher.




DYSTOPIAN TWIST

What if your protagonist discovers the suspected traitor isn’t living as lavishly as they want people to think? What might your protagonist find that suggests this? What if this traitor has been driven to a turncoat lifestyle by malignant forces beyond his control?








“Don’t Make Me Tell Them Who You Are”
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In a world where only the highest class is exempt from a weekly bloodletting ceremony, your protagonist disguises herself. She’s pretending to be someone in a higher social class who holds a powerful position. If someone finds out who she really is, the consequences will be dire.



[image: ] BRAINSTORM [image: ]

Think about the pains she took to perfect this disguise. How difficult was it to acquire her clothes and accessories? Is she wearing a wig? Did she create her own disguise, or did she have help?



[image: ] WRITE [image: ]

Write a scene where your protagonist goes to an event in disguise to gather intel on an enemy. She shouldn’t be here. You decide if her mission is successful or not. On her way out, someone stops her and says they know who she really is. What happens next? Blackmail, or worse?



[image: ] OPTIONAL ELEMENTS TO INCLUDE [image: ]


	Nervous laughter.

	She accidentally leaves something behind that could be traced back to her.

	An unexpected confession.




DYSTOPIAN TWIST

This isn’t your protagonist’s normal crowd. What would she be horrified to discover about how the other half lives? What careless and flagrant abuses does she observe? Does she learn anything that makes her sick to her stomach?








“Hurry, Before They Catch Us!”


[image: ] SCENARIO [image: ]

It’s late at night. Your protagonist and his greatest ally (perhaps his best friend, lover, or sibling) have snuck into the home of an unscrupulous government leader. They think no one’s home. They’re looking for dirt on this guy, specifically proof he’s part of a larger government conspiracy to hack into the inner thoughts of everyday citizens. They’re desperate to find anything they can use for blackmail or to expose his criminal behavior. But maybe the house isn’t as empty as they thought. Maybe they’re the ones who will be exposed tonight.



[image: ] BRAINSTORM [image: ]

How long did they plan this mission? Why did they think the home was empty? Are they relying on information from someone who isn’t as trustworthy as they thought? Could this be a setup? Make a list of at least ten ways this mission could go wrong. Then look at your list and circle the idea that has the most energy. Quickly jot down a few more details to flesh out how and why this could spell disaster for your protagonist.



[image: ] WRITE [image: ]

Write a scene where your protagonist and his ally break into this government leader’s house and nothing goes as planned. Do they get caught? Does one escape while the other remains trapped inside? Does one get badly hurt or killed? What, if anything, do they discover about the leader and/or the government as a whole? You decide.

Remember: You are free to use other genres in your dystopian novel. You might incorporate anything from romance to post-apocalypse to thriller elements in your story. Think about how these elements might deepen the richness of the tale you’re telling.




[image: ] OPTIONAL ELEMENTS TO INCLUDE [image: ]


	Something gets destroyed—dramatically and loudly.

	A hidden door.

	They are secretly being recorded.




DYSTOPIAN TWIST

What if this one choice to cross enemy lines fundamentally changes their lives? Potential turn of the screw: There’s no way to get out of this home. Once they’re inside, something shifts and suddenly they can’t find any doors or windows or other means of escape. If they thought they might be stuck here forever, what extremes would they take to try to get their freedom back?
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