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PART ONE

Fantasy Story Foundations
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Chapter One: Introduction
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“Let’s write a book about the structure of commercially successful fantasy novels,” Kristina said.

“It’ll be magic,” Lucy said. “After all, we both love dragons, fairies, spells, witches, wizards, potions, alchemy, mythical worlds, and epic storytelling.”

We knew when the supernatural is part of a book, that book becomes a fantasy. Using this, we had a single burning question: “How do you structure a novel that includes the supernatural?”

To answer this question, our research took us to our favorite place: books. We did what we love doing and studied the deep structure of commercially successful fantasy novels.

We built on our knowledge of story structure and reverse-outlined commercially successful books to reveal the fantasy story structure, and we want to share our insights with you. By the end of this book, if you do the fun tasks, you'll have created the foundation for a structurally sound fantasy novel. So get ready to be creative.

Combining your imagination with our process will get your readers loving your fantasy book and begging you to write more. Your writing and our process is a mix that will make your stories magic. Reading this book does not guarantee a novel will be commercially successful, but it will show you how commercially successful novels are structured. And that is a wealth of information.

Every time you see an unlock symbol, we’ll share a secret we uncovered. Let’s get to the first secret.
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Commercially successful fantasy novels contain genre-specific patterns.

Not only will we show you what the patterns are, we’ll show you how to weave them together. We will go into depth about these scenes in Chapter Three: Meet the Process and Chapter 10: Fantasy Genre-Specific Patterns. At the moment, hold with the idea that a reader subconsciously expects scenes in a story, and if these scenes are not there, the reader will feel something is missing. 

Each step of the way, we’re here to help you create a unique story that only you can write. By the end of this book, you’ll have a creation method, and with that, you can write as many fantasy books as your imagination allows.

This doesn't guarantee that you'll write a commercially successful novel too. Our goal is to give you enough knowledge and show you examples to clarify that knowledge so you can write a commercially successful novel.

[image: ]

How to Use This Book

We love a logical process, especially for writing a novel. Fantasy stories are wonderfully complex affairs. Readers travel through pages of supernatural encounters, epic journeys, and jaw-clenching subplots with characters they connect with, care about, and hope will harness the supernatural. 
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In a fantasy novel, readers want to experience the protagonist harnessing the supernatural.

We’ve just given you the first of many genre-specific patterns. Read on to find out where those patterns occur in a novel.

Our process will not limit your creativity. This method is filled with activities that will ignite ideas and speed up your writing.

This book is for fantasy writers who have an idea, are ready to outline, are writing, or already editing their novel. This book is for you, no matter the stage of writing you are at. 

We believe the whole writing journey should be both enjoyable and confidence-building. After all, writing takes bravery. And bravery is so much easier if you feel you’ve done your best. With our process, you’ll know that with absolute certainty. 

For this book, we narrowed down the novels we studied and chose those that best represent different types of fantasy novels.

To ensure we found that deep structure, we chose novels with different levels of magic or mythical creatures, protagonist strategies, and POV strategies. This gave us a broad range that represents the most common types of story strategies. We checked the theory against many other commercially successful fantasy novels and were thrilled with how many contain the same structure.

[image: ]

Commercially successful fantasy novels all include a supernatural plot. 

This seems obvious, but that is part of the process. Making straightforward choices at the start will lead you to decisions that will end up in a unique book that only you can write, with a structure that is what a reader is expecting. 

To ensure we found that deep structure, we chose novels with different levels of magic or mythical creatures, protagonist strategies, and POV strategies. This gave us a broad range that represents the most common types of story strategies. This book contains an in-depth look at six novels. We checked the theory against many other commercially successful fantasy novels and were thrilled with how many contain the same structure.

From these examples, you'll learn how commercially successful stories are structured and how to create that structure.
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Fantasy Novel Examples and Analysis

Examples are a great way to learn, so we’ll explore six commercially successful fantasy novels. The books have subgenres in romance, dark fantasy, urban fantasy, epic fantasy, and military fantasy. 

When we discuss novels containing the supernatural, we’re referring to fantasy worlds where magic contains a system of rules and powers and often exists alongside mythical creatures like dragons, vampires, and elves. These novels can also contain mythical creatures but no magic.

We’ll take you through the process described in this book and show how it applies to each of the novels.

Please note we are going to study each of these novels in depth and there will be spoilers. We will reveal the endings. These are all novels to read if you're interested in story structure and how it works. 

The books are:

Fourth Wing by Rebecca Yarros

Fourth Wing takes place in the country of Navarre. In this world, every young person enters one of four quadrants in a college: Scribes, Riders (dragon riders), Healers, or Infantry. In the Riders Quadrant, humans bond with dragons. Once the bonding is in place, the dragon rider receives a signet, a new power a rider gains from their dragon. Violet is the protagonist. She enters the Riders Quadrant with the goal of surviving the first year. These elite riders protect Navarre’s borders from other mythical creatures.

The novel is a fantasy novel because it contains magic, dragons, and other mythical creatures. 

Twilight by Stephenie Meyer

Twilight is set in a small town called Forks in northwest Washington State, USA. The protagonist, Bella, moves to Forks and soon discovers supernatural forces at play. The mythical creatures are vampires who hide from the sun. The rainy northwest facilitates this. Once Bella falls in love with a vampire, her goal is to find a way to live with vampires and not die.

The novel is a fantasy novel because there are vampires and werewolves. 

The Unbroken by C. L. Clark

This story takes place in the Balladaire Empire. Touraine, the protagonist, was stolen as a child and trained to be infantry for the Balladaire Empire. She returns to her home as a soldier expected to protect the empire against her home. The supernatural comes into this story from the Shālan magic, and both the protagonist and her main love interest spend the first book trying to discover the healing magic.

The novel is a fantasy novel because there is magic in the story

A Court of Thorns and Roses by Sarah J. Maas

The magic realm of Prythian is divided into seven courts: the Spring, Summer, Autumn, Winter, Day, Night, and Dawn courts. Mortals live in the south and west of Prythian. The protagonist, Feyre, kills a fairy and as penance must live forever in Prythian. Her goal is to escape and return home.

The novel is a fantasy novel because it contains magic as well as mythical creatures. 

Legendborn by Tracy Deonn 

This urban fantasy is set at the University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill campus. In the opening scenes, the protagonist is notified that her mother is dead. Bree enters a college underworld of magic and is determined to find out who killed her mother. 

The novel is a fantasy novel because magic and mythical creatures are in the story. There are Shadowborn creatures that the Legendborn must guard against.

A Game of Thrones by George R. R. Martin

The realm of the seven kingdoms is set in the continent of Westeros. The Westeros history is vast. This is a complex story where the kingdoms must come together to fight against the White Walkers. The mythical creatures have long been in hiding and are now coming to annihilate the humans. This is an epic battle of humans against mythical creatures.

The novel is a fantasy novel because there are magic and mythical creatures in the story.

​
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Chapter Two: Speculative Fiction and Fantasy
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There are many types of stories, and genres give the reader a hint of what type of story they are about to read.

Each reader brings their own experience to the story and may read the book as one genre when the author intended it as another. And that’s ok. Genre descriptions are flexible and open to interpretation. Think of genre as a spectrum; some stories are slap bang in the center of a genre, others are to one side or the other. But they all have something that unites them.

Our goal as authors is to write the story we want to tell and use genre guidelines to help us write a story that readers want to read.

Speculative fiction is a story that takes place in an unknown world. Something exists in the fictional world that does not exist in the world we (humans) live in. This includes magic, mythical creatures, or technology.

Fantasy, horror, and science fiction fall into the speculative fiction category. The story within the pages transports the reader to a world filled with wonder, excitement, and thrills. Yet, a fantasy novel differs from a horror novel, which differs from a science fiction novel. 

In fantasy or horror novels, the reader assumes that the natural laws of Earth don’t apply. 

In science fiction, when technology is used that doesn’t exist in our world, the reader will assume the natural laws of Earth apply.

Fantasy should take the reader on an adventure. It’s often about a world where something is terribly wrong. That’s where the story begins. Fantasy can contain a rational magic system or an irrational one. A rational magic system means we can understand it. Irrational means we can’t. 

Horror should frighten the reader with the unknown. The story is often about a monster that doesn’t exist in the world today. The goal of the protagonist is to survive. Horror usually contains an irrational magic system.

Science fiction should intrigue the reader by using technology. It looks at what could be in our world but isn’t. New technology plays a large part in this story. If characters use technology that doesn’t exist on Earth today, the story is science fiction. In pure science fiction, only existing life on Earth can be found in the book. 

One story can contain all three genres, and the genres blur into one another. This book shows how to write a fantasy novel. We won’t cover science fiction, horror, or a combination of genres.

Let’s start by looking at our definition of the supernatural.
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The Supernatural: Our Definition

These are our definitions, and we created them, so we all have the same understanding of the concepts. If you don’t agree with them, that's ok. It’s more important that you know how we’re thinking about the terms.

What Is Supernatural in a Fantasy Novel?

In this book, when we refer to the supernatural, we mean magic, mythical creatures, or both. Within magic, we include powers such as telekinesis, levitation, precognition and extrasensory perception.
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A novel must include magic, mythical creatures, or both; otherwise, it’s not a fantasy.

Readers are reading for this aspect. When you write your fantasy, monitoring the supernatural plot is key to unlocking your story’s potential. 

A compelling supernatural system in a fantasy novel requires several key ingredients. Readers want to see protagonists grapple with the fundamental principles and control of magic or mythical creatures.

The supernatural is a journey of discovery, both for the reader and the protagonist. This journey, however, thrives on structure. Defined rules for the supernatural create a sense of wonder.

Magic

This is not a book on how to create magic or mythical creatures. It’s about the structure of a fantasy novel that is often found in bestsellers. 

That said, as the author, you hold the power to define the very essence of magic in your world. Here are some key decisions to consider:


●  The source of the magic.

●  Magic limitations.

●  Magical costs. Magic shouldn’t be priceless. 






Mythical Creatures

Not every fantasy world relies solely on magic systems to create their supernatural element. Some authors weave their wonder through mythical creatures. From dragons and unicorns to fairies and werewolves, these fantastical beings make the novel part of the fantasy genre.

Structurally, mythical creatures need to be introduced to the reader in the same way any character is introduced.

Here are some key questions to answer:


●  Does the protagonist know about the mythical creatures?

●  Do the mythical creatures help or hinder the protagonist in their attempt to reach the external or supernatural story goal?

●  What limitations do the mythical creatures have?
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Fantasy Novel Structure Explained

What is Story Structure?

Story structure is the order in which you place the scenes in your novel. But that’s not all. Strong story structure is about placing the right scenes in the right place, where each scene performs the right duties.

Story structure is about form and not about formula, and it starts with the five story arc scenes. The five story arc scenes form the foundation of your plot. These are the inciting incident, plot point 1, the middle plot point, plot point 2, and the climax. If one of the five story arc scenes is missing, there is no story yet.

We have the biggest secret of all when writing a fantasy. 
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Fantasy novels all include an external and a supernatural story.

All stories have an external plot. The protagonist has an external story goal with external story stakes if they don’t achieve that goal. In a fantasy, there is another plot line. The same protagonist must also have a supernatural story goal with supernatural story stakes. 

This means there are five story arc scenes for the external plot plus five story arc scenes for the supernatural plot. By the time you’ve worked through this book, you’ll create all the scenes your story needs.

To do this, you’ll create the main events for both the external and supernatural story arc scenes. By weaving the external and supernatural scenes, you’ll create a fantasy novel structured in a way that readers will remember your story.

Before we cover the genre-specific patterns, let’s define a scene.

A Scene

A scene is a unit of story where characters engage in action and dialogue. In each scene, you’ll find a purpose and a POV character. The POV character has a goal for the scene. A powerful scene begins with an entry hook that draws the reader into the scene. Each scene ends with the reader knowing if the POV character achieved the POV goal or not. 

Here is the rundown of how a scene should be structured.

At the start:


●  An entry hook draws the reader into the scene.

●  The POV goal shows the reader what the character will try to achieve in the scene. 



In the middle of the scene:


●  The action changes direction and possibly includes an obstacle for the protagonist to overcome.



At the end of the scene:


●  The reader discovers whether the POV character achieved their scene goal. 

●  An exit hook propels the reader into the next scene.



The Purpose of Each Scene 

A scene’s purpose is the reason the scene exists in the story. We’ll go one level deeper and show you the purpose of scenes specific to a fantasy novel.
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Every scene in a fantasy novel must have a purpose related to the external or supernatural story goal. 
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External and Supernatural Plots

Let’s take a moment to review definitions because a common understanding is key to success.

The External Plot

The external plot contains scenes where the protagonist:


●  Is given a challenge.

●  Accepts the adventure caused by the challenge. 

●  Experiences a false victory or defeat. 

●  Faces dark forces.

●  Addresses the challenge for the final time.



These five scenes show the function of the external inciting incident, plot point 1, middle plot point, plot point 2, and climax.

The Supernatural Plot

The supernatural plot contains scenes where the protagonist:


●  Gets an inkling that the supernatural elements exist or an inkling they can influence the supernatural. 

●  Believes in or uses the supernatural to try to attain the story goal. 

●  Proactively uses the supernatural.

●  Discovers the supernatural has limitations. 

●  Uses the supernatural in their final attempt to achieve the supernatural story goal. 



These five scenes show the function of the supernatural inciting incident, plot point 1, middle plot point, plot point 2, and climax.

Take a moment to digest what this means. You’ll be writing a story that contains two story arcs. Isn’t this empowering?
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Example Novels: External and Supernatural Plots

The easiest way to summarize a plot is to create a skeleton blurb. This is one sentence that shows who the protagonist is, what their goal is, and what’s at stake if they cannot achieve the goal.
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A fantasy novel needs an external and supernatural skeleton blurb.

Let’s look at our six novels. These are the skeleton blurbs we wrote for each book.

Fourth Wing by Rebecca Yarros

External Plot: Violet must use her intelligence to fight other students in the Riders Quadrant; otherwise, she won’t survive her first year as a cadet.

Supernatural Plot: Violet must learn to control her signet; otherwise, she can’t protect Navarre’s borders from evil mythical creatures and all inside the borders will die.

Twilight by Stephenie Meyer

External Plot: Bella must learn to live with her father in a new town; otherwise, her mother will not have a new life.

Supernatural Plot: Bella must learn to live among vampires; otherwise, she will not find her “Happy Ever After” life with Edward.

The Unbroken by C. L. Clark

External Plot: Touraine must choose the winning side in the battle between the empire, her homeland, and the Shālan; otherwise, she will die.            

Supernatural Plot: Touraine must learn Shālan magic; otherwise, her people will die.

A Court of Thorns and Roses by Sarah J. Maas

External Plot: Feyre must find a way to leave Prythian; otherwise, she will never see her family again.

Supernatural Plot: Feyre must break an ancient curse; otherwise, she will doom her lover’s world, and she will die.

Legendborn by Tracy Deonn 

External Plot: Bree must search for the truth about her mother’s death; otherwise, she won't understand her heritage and how to live among the supernatural.

Supernatural Plot: Bree must combine root magic with Legendborn magic; otherwise, the ancient ones will destroy the world.                  

A Game of Thrones by George R. R. Martin

External Plot: The humans must choose who will sit on the throne; otherwise; the kingdoms will fall apart.

Supernatural Plot: The humans must leverage the supernatural; otherwise, they can’t beat the White Walkers, and they all die.

Skeleton Blurb Patterns

Five of the novels have stakes that are personal to the protagonist in the external plot and have larger stakes related to the world in the supernatural plot. 
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Chapter Three: Meet the Process
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We’ve created a process specific to the fantasy genre that will help you at every stage of story creation. Our process is not meant to dictate the order you work.

Why Have a Process?

A process to write a story is critical to keep you on track with the story, with your time, and with your creativity. 

What a Process Is Not

A process is not a formula. The process we are showing you is a form that you can use to create the story you want to write. If there are aspects to the process that don’t resonate, then remember, you are the artist. Understand you have the final word for what goes into your story. 

We’ll show you the why and the how, and you choose what part of the process resonates. We must say, we have cut the process to what we know as the necessities for a strong structure. 

If you find a part of the process tough, ask if it is because you don’t have the answer yet. If that is the case, then that’s ok. You can either hold the answer you have right now loosely and give yourself permission to change your mind later on, or you can move on to the next stage, coming back when inspiration arrives.
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Understanding the Why 

Understanding that a fantasy novel needs both an external and a supernatural plot gives you a solid foundation and will help you unlock your story.

Fantasy is a perfect balance of an external plot, which is universal to any narrative, and a supernatural plot. These two plot lines are woven together.
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A story without an external plot is not a story. A story without a supernatural plot is not a fantasy.

If your creative muse is all about the external plot, follow that creative call. Once that’s outlined, create the supernatural plot. For a different story, it could be the magic and mythical creatures that inspire you, and that plot line appears before you even sit down to write it. Please start with that one.

Whether you’re writing about magic or mythical creatures, the supernatural, they need structure. The reader needs enough information to believe and understand the supernatural aspect of the story.

This book is going to take you through fun tasks, so work along with us, and you’ll create a strong foundation for your fantasy novel.

You’ll create:


●  An external plot skeleton blurb

●  A supernatural plot skeleton blurb

●  The external plot story arc scenes

●  The supernatural plot story arc scenes

●  A combined skeleton blurb



And when you’ve done all that, you’ll weave the story arc scenes. After the story arc scenes are woven, it’s time to consider the genre-specific patterns.

Decision: How much of the supernatural will you explain?

As the writer, you know everything about the supernatural world in your story. The reader only knows what you show them, and that means their experience differs from yours, but you can still control that experience. You decide what level of detail is important to your story.

Decision: Who controls the supernatural?

Which character can control or influence the supernatural elements in the story? The stronger the supernatural structure, the more a character can control it. The more difficult the supernatural structure is to understand, the more the characters have to rely on their convictions, strengths, or intuition. 

In Fourth Wing, each cadet controls unique magic through their dragon.

In The Unbroken, the healers control the healing magic.

In Twilight, Bella is protected from the vampires because of her relationship with Edward.

In A Game of Thorns and Roses, the fairies have magic and humans don’t.

In Legendborn, descendants of Arthur or of the women with root magic control the magic.

In Game of Thrones, different characters control different supernatural elements.

Each novel is set up differently, and yours will be too. Once you make decisions, be careful to stay consistent. 

Decision: How will you show the supernatural in a series?

This is not a book about how to write a series, but since many fantasy novels are part of a series, we thought we should share a tip. In every new book in a series, the protagonist needs a new hurdle to overcome relating to the supernatural. If you show everything about the supernatural in book one of your series, there is nothing new to show in future books.

In book one, the protagonist might want to live with the supernatural, then in book two the protagonist might have to try to live without the supernatural. This is the Twilight series structure.

It might be that in book one, characters meet the supernatural and understand how to wield it in a particular way. Then in book two, the rules change, and these new complications mean that the protagonist must learn all over again. This is the structure of the Fourth Wing and Iron Flame books from The Empyrean series.
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Genre-Specific Patterns

We’ve given you a high-level process. Now we’ll focus on what is needed to finish the rest of the novel. Before we move forward, let’s look at the genre-specific patterns. You’ll work on scenes that contain these patterns after you weave the external and supernatural story arc scenes.

The order of the scenes is dictated by their purpose. You decide where you want the scenes to be. You may find that some scenes listed below can be combined into one scene, or that they need multiple scenes to serve the story. For now, we’re looking for the main event that happens in these scenes. Later in this book, you’ll see how these scenes are woven into the six novels we’ve chosen. 

The following shows the scenes required for both the external and supernatural plots. Some of these will be the same scenes for both storylines. For example, there can be only one opening image and one closing image. 
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Every novel has only one opening image and one closing image.

Opening Image

Lead-Up to the External Inciting Incident

EXTERNAL INCITING INCIDENT: The Challenge

Reaction to the External Inciting Incident

Resistance to the External Story Goal

Lead-Up to the Supernatural Inciting Incident

SUPERNATURAL INCITING INCIDENT: Inkling the Supernatural Exists

Reaction to the Supernatural Inciting Incident

Resistance to the Supernatural Story Goal

Lead-Up to External Plot Point 1

EXTERNAL PLOT POINT 1: Adventure Accepted

Reaction to External Plot Point 1

Lead-Up to Supernatural Plot Point 1

SUPERNATURAL PLOT POINT 1: Believes In or Uses the Supernatural

Reaction to Supernatural Plot Point 1

Goal Attempt 1

Goal Attempt 2

Goal Attempt 3

Lead-Up to the External Middle Plot Point

EXTERNAL MIDDLE PLOT POINT: False Victory or Defeat

Reaction to the External Middle Plot Point

Lead-Up to the Supernatural Middle Plot Point

SUPERNATURAL MIDDLE PLOT POINT: Proactively Uses the Supernatural

Reaction to the Supernatural Middle Plot Point

External Pressures 1

External Pressures 2

External Pressures 3

Lead-Up to External Plot Point 2

EXTERNAL PLOT POINT 2: Dark Forces

Reaction to External Plot Point 2

Lead-Up to the Supernatural Plot Point 2

SUPERNATURAL PLOT POINT 2: Supernatural Limitation

Reaction to the Supernatural Plot Point 2

Protagonist Understands the Story Goal

Lead-Up to the External Climax

EXTERNAL CLIMAX: Achieves External Goal or Not

Reaction to the External Climax

Lead-Up to the Supernatural Climax

SUPERNATURAL CLIMAX: Uses the Supernatural to Achieve Goal

Reaction to the Supernatural Climax

Resolution

Closing Image
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The Fantasy Vault

Part of the process is to keep a record of your decisions. These decisions should be kept in a safe place for you to come back to after you’ve outlined, written, edited, or even published your novel.

We recommend that you create your fantasy vault along with us. This will be your guide should you want to revisit your story with a sequel, a prequel, or another book based in this world or with these characters. 

You’ll start with decisions you make while outlining, then add new decisions while you’re writing, and add more decisions while you’re editing. Your fantasy vault is an ever-evolving space. When your book is published, you’ll have a record of every decision you’ve made for your story.​
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Chapter Four: The External Plot
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Every story must have an external plot. The reader must understand that the protagonist is striving for something external and learn if the protagonist is successful or not at the end of the story. Create a strong external story goal, and the reader will think, Yep, I want to find out if the protagonist is successful or not.

An external plot shows the protagonist’s movement through the story. The stakes are the reason they put themselves in tension-filled situations and why they risk everything to achieve their story goal. It’s not enough to hook a reader. If the protagonist fails to achieve the external goal, there must be consequences.

In Fourth Wing, the stakes are clear in the first pages. Violet will die if she doesn’t achieve the external story goal.
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Create an External Plot Skeleton Blurb

Creating a skeleton blurb is the first step. Please don’t skip it. You can update the skeleton blurb as your story changes, but for now, it’s your starting point.

Skeleton Blurb Definition

Skeleton blurbs are a tool for you, the writer. A skeleton blurb is the shortest version of a story blurb that answers:


	Who is the protagonist?

	What is their goal?

	What is at stake?



The Protagonist:

This is more complicated than it first seems. The next section shows you how to determine who the protagonist is and what type of protagonist they are.

The Story Goal:

This is what the protagonist wants to achieve in the story. The goal must be clear enough that the reader can answer whether the protagonist reached that goal in the climax scene.
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