
Story Development - Scot 
There are prizes. After reviewing all DreamCaster submitted stories, DreamForge Editor 
Scot Noel will award First, Second, and Third place prizes of $175, $100, and $50 
respectively. Prizes have no strings attached, and any stories submitted to the contest can 
be submitted to the venue of your choice for possible publication. We want to help you 
write a good story— then let’s see how many of these stories we can sell. 

In fact, all appropriate stories will be considered for publication in DreamForge, so, 
whether you win a contest prize or not, your story could receive an offer for a $0.08/word 
contract for publication. If we see a story or stories we love, we’ll make offers. 

Timelines and Submission 
For this Writing Challenge, the deadline for submission is June 01, 2025. Both submissions 
and any questions are emailed directly to Scot.Noel@DreamForgeMagazine.com.  

An Interactive Story Development Guide 
I decided to work a story out of a DreamCaster Story Prompt from a while ago: 

"In a near-future world, the invention known as the 'MuseLink' has transformed the 
world of music. This device can read intricate neural patterns and instantly translate 
a composer's unspoken musical thoughts into audible soundscapes. While 
prodigies and novices alike flock to produce pure, unfiltered compositions, the 
MuseLink's potential stretches beyond music. The medical community sees hope 
for those who've lost the ability to speak, envisioning a world where thoughts can be 
directly communicated. But in the shadows, the government sees another 
application: the ability to eavesdrop on the most private recesses of the mind, 
threatening not just freedom of expression, but the sanctity of thought itself. As the 
boundaries between creativity, communication, and privacy blur, society grapples 
with the question of how much of our inner world should remain unspoken." 

PHASE 1: PLANNING 
Before writing, let's develop the key elements of your story. For each component below, 
answer the questions to build your story framework. 

Story Concept (Complete before proceeding) 
What kind of story do you want to tell? 
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• Genre: Science Fiction 

• Tone: Serious 

• Theme(s) individual autonomy, authentic artistic expression, double-edge sword of 
technical progress 

Story Seed: Write 1-2 sentences describing your core story idea. 

We have the prompt, but following is the seed of the “story” I’m pulling out of the prompt: 

A disheartened musician uses neural enhancement technology (muselink) to gain 
acceptance into an elite musical circle, only to discover his augmented abilities can 
influence others' minds—forcing him to choose between personal success and preventing 
exploitation of this power for social control. 

Setting (Complete before proceeding) 
Where and when does your story take place? 

• Physical location: the small apartment of an elementary school music teacher in an 
unnamed city.  Second main location, a performance space called the Resonance 
Chamber 

• Time period/era: Near future – 20 to 30 years 

• Notable aspects of this world that differ from our own: More use and acceptance of 
implants. For example, the “muselink” is both an AI assistant for composers and 
musicians, but is also used by music aficionados in the general public to "feel the 
effects of their favorite music" even when they can't listen to it directly.  And there 
are new musical instruments, like the Recipricator, an instrument that more strongly 
affects the amygdala, part of the limbic system, more effectively than any other 
instrument. 

Sensory Details: List 3-5 sensory details (sights, sounds, smells, etc.) that make this 
setting distinct. 

1. The Reciprocitor is a curved wooden device with a holographic interface and neural-
sensitive strings that responds to both touch and thought. 

2. The multi-layered tones produced by the Reciprocitor stimulate the amygdala and 
limbic system, creating music with an emotional intensity that is overpowering for 
many listeners. 



3. The MuseLink creates a subtle, pleasant tingling that begins at the implant site 
behind the ear and radiates inward like fingers of electricity gently caressing the 
brain. 

Protagonist (Complete before proceeding) 
Who is your main character? 

• Name: Aaron Gray 

• Age/appearance: Mid thirties. Poorly dressed, disheveled hair, little sleep from all 
night practices 

• Occupation or role: elementary school music teacher who wants to be a famous 
Recipricator player. 

• Key personality traits: determined and passionate, but willing to break the rules in 
his yearning for recognition. Even so, he has a moral core where all ends do not 
justify the means. 

Character Flaw: What weakness, fear, or limitation holds your character back? This should 
be something that will be challenged during your story. 

A desperate need for validation and recognition that leads him to compromise his integrity. 

Heart's Desire: What does your character want more than anything? What drives them? 

Aaron’s heart's desire is for authentic artistic recognition and belonging within an elite 
community that values his abilities and the music he creates. 

Central Conflict (Complete before proceeding) 
What problem must your protagonist solve? 

• External conflict (person vs. person, nature, society, technology) 
 
Aaron must confront a government agency seeking to use his unique abilities with 
the Reciprocitor and MuseLink to develop technology for widespread emotional 
manipulation. 

• Internal conflict (personal struggle) 
• The story pits Aaron’s desperate need for validation and artistic recognition against 

his moral principles. He must decide whether to compromise his integrity and sign 
on to Government control, or to stay true to his values and lose his dream. 

 



Stakes: What happens if your protagonist fails? Why should the reader care? 

If Aaron fails, he assists Government to develop technology that enables emotional 
manipulation, something they could deployed across society. If he succeeds he becomes 
one of the weapons against such manipulation. 

Story Structure Outline 
1. Orientation: 

• Opening setting and situation: Aaron Gray practicing his reciprocator at 3:00 AM in 
his loft apartment 

• Who: Aaron Gray, a struggling elementary school music teacher and aspiring 
reciprocator player 

• What: Practicing with his instrument and MuseLink implant 

• When: Near-future setting, middle of the night 

• Where: His apartment with view of the Resonance Chamber in Huntsman Tower 

• Why: Desperately trying to perfect his playing for an audition with the elite Circle 

• Character flaw: Desperate need for validation and recognition that leads him to 
compromise his integrity (getting an unauthorized MuseLink implant) 

2. Character Introduction: 

• How we meet protagonist: Sleepless at night, obsessively practicing his instrument 
despite having to teach in the morning 

• How flaw is revealed: Aaron has gotten an illegal MuseLink implant to enhance his 
abilities, willing to cheat to gain recognition 

3. Threshold Event & Narrative Hook: 

• Incident disrupting normal life: Unexpected audition invitation from the Circle for 
10:00 AM that day 

• Protagonist's involvement: Must choose between attending the audition or keeping 
his teaching job; chooses audition 

4. Try/Fail Cycle - Obstacle One: 

• First challenge: Navigating through CLF protest to reach his audition 



• Protagonist's attempt: Pushes through the hostile crowd while protecting his 
instrument 

• Result: Reaches the Resonance Chamber but faces neural scan that might detect 
his implant 

5. Try/Fail Cycle - Obstacle Two: 

• Second challenge: Performing for Maestro Voss without revealing his MuseLink 
enhancement 

• Protagonist's attempt: Plays brilliantly with his enhanced abilities 

• Result: "Succeeds" but is directed to a government agency rather than admission to 
the Circle 

6. Try/Fail Cycle - Obstacle Three: 

• Final challenge: Working at Harmonic Convergence and discovering his music is 
being used for emotional manipulation 

• Protagonist's desperate attempt: Experiments with discordant patterns to disrupt 
the manipulation 

7. Climax: 

• Turning point: Final performance where Aaron deliberately breaks the carrier wave 
control system 

• Resolution: Successfully disrupts the government's emotional manipulation 
system, freeing the audience from control 

8. Denouement: 

• Aftermath: Loses job, blacklisted by Circle, ends up homeless before joining CLF 

• How protagonist changed: Abandons pursuit of prestige for authentic musical 
expression and teaching others to protect themselves; finds meaning in helping 
others rather than seeking validation. 

 

PHASE 2: DRAFTING 
Now that you've planned your story, it's time to write it section by section. Each section 
below includes guidance and a checklist to keep you on track. 



Special Note: Almost none of the Word Count limits worked out, as elements flowed freely 
across sections or were handled simultaneously.  And my first draft is 3,797 words, not the 
max of 3,200. 

Section 1: Opening and Orientation (250-300 words) 

Goal: Set the scene and draw the reader into your world. 

Guidance Assessment: 

• Compelling first line: The 3:00 AM setting with Aaron playing his instrument 
immediately establishes tone and interest ✓ 

• Who/What/When/Where established: Aaron Gray, practicing reciprocator, 3 AM, loft 
apartment with view of Huntsman Tower ✓ 

• Minimal exposition: Exposition is woven naturally into the scene ✓ 

• Hint of what's to come: The MuseLink implant and Aaron's determination suggest 
future conflict ✓ 

Checklist: 

• �� Opening line is engaging and sets the right tone 

• �� Clear setting established (time and place) 

• �� At least one character introduced 

• �� Sufficient context for understanding what's happening 

• �� Sensory details bring the scene to life (reciprocator trembling, coffee smell, city 
lights) 

Section 2: Character Introduction (200-250 words) 

Goal: Make the reader connect with your protagonist. 

Guidance Assessment: 

• Protagonist in their element: Aaron practicing late at night, showing dedication ✓ 

• Personality through actions: His determination to perfect his playing despite 
exhaustion ✓ 

• Character flaw introduced: Willingness to cheat with implant to gain recognition ✓ 

• Desires/motivations hinted: His longing gaze toward the Resonance Chamber ✓ 



Checklist: 

• �� Protagonist's personality clear through actions 

• �� Character flaw shown rather than told 

• �� Reader given reason to care (his struggle and dedication) 

• �� Protagonist's driving motivation hinted at 

Section 3: Threshold Event & Narrative Hook (300 – 350 words) 

Goal: Disrupt the status quo and draw protagonist into the story. 

Guidance Assessment: 

• Event that changes everything: Unexpected audition invitation ✓ 

• Clear why protagonist cannot ignore: Must choose between job and dream ✓ 

• Questions raised: Will he pass? Will he be discovered? ✓ 

• Clear direction: Aaron commits to audition ✓ 

Checklist: 

• �� Clear inciting incident disrupts normal life 

• �� Event is personally significant to protagonist 

• �� Protagonist's response necessity explained 

• �� Stakes raised with questions propelling story forward 

Section 4: Try/Fail Cycle - Obstacle One (400-450 words) 

Goal: Present protagonist with first real challenge. 

Guidance Assessment: 

• Meaningful obstacle: Navigating protest and reaching audition ✓ 

• Protagonist taking action: Pushes through crowd despite hostility ✓ 

• Connected to character flaw: His desperation makes him push through protest 
rather than back down ✓ 

• Partial success/complication: Reaches Tower but faces neural scan ✓ 

Checklist: 



• �� Clear obstacle related to main conflict 

• �� Protagonist takes specific actions to overcome obstacle 

• �� Obstacle highlights character's flaw 

• �� Resolution leads naturally to next challenge 

Section 5: Try/Fail Cycle - Obstacle Two (450-500 words) 

Goal: Escalate challenges and deepen character development. 

Guidance Assessment: 

• More difficult than first: Performing for intimidating Maestro Voss while hiding 
enhancement ✓ 

• First attempt affects situation: Successfully getting past scan leads to audition ✓ 

• Tests protagonist's flaw: Tempted further by potential success through cheating ✓ 

• Stakes raised: Now involves government agency interest ✓ 

Checklist: 

• �� Obstacle clearly more difficult than first 

• �� Obstacle flows naturally from earlier events 

• �� Protagonist actively trying to solve problem 

• �� Character's flaw affects approach 

• �� Situation more urgent/complicated than before 

Section 6: Try/Fail Cycle - Obstacle Three (500-550 words) 

Goal: Bring protagonist to lowest point before climax. 

Guidance Assessment: 

• Insurmountable challenge: Discovering his music is being used for manipulation ✓ 

• Protagonist pushed to limits: Loses job, reputation at stake ✓ 

• Forced to confront flaw: Must decide between success and integrity ✓ 

• Final turning point setup: Experiments with disrupting the manipulation ✓ 

Checklist: 



• �� Most difficult obstacle yet 

• �� Protagonist pushed to breaking point 

• �� Character flaw clearly impediment to success 

• �� Stakes at their highest 

• �� Ends with protagonist ready for crucial decision 

Section 7: Climax (500 -550 words) 

Goal: Resolve central conflict in satisfying way. 

Guidance Assessment: 

• Protagonist's final effort: Deliberately disrupts carrier wave with counter-melody ✓ 

• Turning point: Breaks the control system ✓ 

• Character growth: Chooses integrity over personal success ✓ 

• Conflict resolved: Frees audience from manipulation ✓ 

Checklist: 

• �� Protagonist takes decisive action 

• �� Clear turning point where something changes 

• �� Protagonist overcomes/addresses flaw 

• �� Main conflict reaches clear resolution 

• �� Resolution feels earned, not random 

Section 8: Denouement (200 – 250 words) 

Goal: Show aftermath and provide closure. 

Guidance Assessment: 

• Immediate consequences: Blacklisted, homeless, then found by CLF ✓ 

• Protagonist's change demonstrated: Teaching others, finding joy in authentic music 
✓ 

• Important loose ends addressed: His new purpose with CLF ✓ 



• Opening echoed: Returns to playing, but now for authentic expression rather than 
recognition ✓ 

Checklist: 

• �� Shows how protagonist has changed 

• �� Important loose ends addressed 

• �� Ending feels satisfying 

• �� Final line leaves lasting impression (people choosing to listen rather than being 
compelled) 

 

PHASE 3: REVISION 
Now that you have a first draft, work through this checklist to strengthen your story's 
structure, character development, and overall impact. 

Structure and Pacing 

• □  Does each section serve its purpose in the story? 

• □  Are there any sections that feel rushed or too slow? 

• □  Does the story flow logically from one event to the next? 

• □  Are there any unnecessary scenes or details I can cut? 

• □  Does the story stay within the 3,000-word limit? 

Character Development 

• □  Is my protagonist's character flaw clearly established? 

• □  Does my protagonist actively drive the plot forward? 

• □  Can I trace my protagonist's emotional/psychological journey throughout the 
story? 

• □  Does the character's growth feel earned rather than sudden? 

• □  Are my character's motivations consistent and clear? 

Conflict and Stakes 



• □  Is the central conflict clear? 

• □  Do the obstacles escalate in difficulty and emotional impact? 

• □  Are the stakes high enough to create tension? 

• □  Does each obstacle challenge the protagonist in a different way? 

• □  Does the resolution of the conflict feel satisfying? 

Setting and Worldbuilding 

• □  Have I established a clear sense of place? 

• □  Are there enough sensory details to make the world feel real? 

• □  Have I avoided information dumps or excessive exposition? 

• □  Does the worldbuilding serve the story rather than overshadow it? 

• □  Are any speculative elements (magic, technology, etc.) consistent? 

Opening and Ending 

• □  Does my opening line grab attention? 

• □  Does the ending provide appropriate closure? 

• □  Is there a meaningful connection between how the story begins and ends? 

• □  Does the final line leave a lasting impression? 

Language and Style 

• □  Have I used strong, specific verbs? 

• □  Have I eliminated unnecessary adverbs and adjectives? 

• □  Is my dialogue natural and purposeful? 

• □  Have I shown rather than told when possible? 

• □  Have I varied sentence structure and paragraph length? 

Special Considerations for Speculative Fiction 

• □  Have I introduced genre elements early enough? 

• □  Are any invented terms or concepts clear from context? 

• □  Have I balanced the familiar and the strange? 



• □  Does my worldbuilding feel consistent and plausible within its own rules? 

• □  Does the speculative element enhance the emotional impact of the story? 

 

Peer Review Questions 
Share your story with fellow DreamCasters and ask them to answer these questions: 

1. Where in the story were you most engaged? Where did your interest wane? 

2. Did the protagonist's journey feel complete and satisfying? 

3. Were the story's speculative elements (magic, technology, etc.) clearly explained 
and consistent? 

4. Did the obstacles feel connected and increasingly challenging? 

5. Was the ending satisfying? Why or why not? 

6. What was the strongest aspect of the story? What needs the most improvement? 

 

Final Word Count Check 

Target: 2,500 to 3,200 words  

• Opening/Orientation: _____ words 

• Character Introduction: _____ words 

• Threshold Event/Narrative Hook: _____ words 

• Obstacle One: _____ words 

• Obstacle Two: _____ words 

• Obstacle Three: _____ words 

• Climax: _____ words 

• Denouement: _____ words 

TOTAL: _____ words 

 



Congratulations on completing the DreamForge 3,000-Word Story Challenge!  

Whether you are happy with your first draft or you make several revisions, do take the step 
of submitting your story to appropriate magazines and anthologies. Let’s see how many 
DreamCaster challenge stories are eventually published! 

Share your story with the DreamCaster community for feedback and support, and keep 
honing your craft. 
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