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Chapter One: Introduction
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Ever heard of the saying, “Inch by Inch, Life’s a Cinch?” We love it because it’s our guiding principle for writing a novel. We don’t like feeling overwhelmed. We don’t like getting stuck. We do like making progress while creating a novel readers love.

We’re not talking about creating just any story. We’re talking about novels that follow a commercially successful structure and are written using an efficient process. Combine structure and efficiency, and you’ll write multiple novels per year.

Strong story structure is the foundation of a novel that sells. Whether you write on the discovery writer (pantser) end of the spectrum, on the plotter end, or somewhere in between, the result of your efforts must be a structurally sound novel.

Let’s shake up how you think about the writing process.

This is the most common four-step sequence:


	The Draft: Get the story written.

	Structural Editing: The big picture work, like moving chapters, deleting or adding characters, or changing the ending.

	Copyediting: Polishing the prose, including grammar, punctuation, and style.

	Proofreading: The final scan for typos and formatting errors.



It sounds logical, but there’s a secret to making this easier. It’s step 1 we’re asking you to think about. Instead of writing and hoping for the best, focus on the structure of your story before you write a single word. Yup, you heard that right. You can start working on the structure of your novel before you start writing. 

Structure doesn’t just apply at the high-level. To write a page-turner, the scene structure must also be strong. We’re going to teach you how to write sensational scenes...But a scene is only sensational if it is structurally strong AND is placed in the right position in a story AND it performs the functions needed for that placement.

Imagine that you know how each scene in your novel needs to be structured. That this knowledge is so ingrained in you that you can only write sensational scenes.

Imagine that you know where each scene needs to be placed in your novel to create the most tension, best pacing, and an unputdownable story.

And finally, imagine that you have a process to create a first draft that is as strong as another writer’s 4th or 5th draft. That you skipped the hot mess stage and went straight to a good story.

Now that you’ve imagined all that, you probably want it. Well...you’re in luck. We’re going to give you the knowledge and the process.

By the end of this book, you’ll have a process so intuitive that writing a sensational, structurally sound novel becomes your new instinct.

Any time you see this lock symbol, we are revealing a key secret to writing a novel.
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Structure is the engine of efficiency.

Making small steps forward is fun and keeps us writing. We’re going to give you those small steps. So inch by inch, we’ll take you on a scene-by-scene journey.

Our hope, our dream, is that our process and structure enables you to write multiple novels a year that actually sell. 
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Write a Sensational First Draft

Writing a book moves through a few distinct stages. First comes the spark, the idea that pops up from a memory, a random thought, or even a dream. Then there’s outlining, which some writers swear by, and others happily skip. Drafting is where the creative work happens, and the story takes shape on the page. 

Drafting is our focus. Here are the steps we’re going to take you through.


	Phase One: Before you write, make key decisions to help you write with purpose.

	Phase Two: Write and evaluate your scenes. Get your scenes written without editing.

	Phase Three: When your draft is almost complete, fill in the missing beats. 



Let’s take a deeper look.

Phase One: Before you write

Phase One has four parts. We’ll go into detail starting in Chapter Three: The Skeleton Blurb. For now, here are the highlights.


	Create a Story Vault: This is a place you’ll store any decisions you make along the way. You’ll keep this updated as you work your way through the fun tasks in this book. Refer to Appendix A: Sample Story Vault for a template.

	Establish a Word Count Goal: You’ll determine a realistic total word count based on genre guidelines and calculate daily or weekly targets to stay motivated.

	Create Your Outline: If you already have an outline, use it to identify necessary scenes, their purpose, and their placement within the story. If you don’t have an outline, you’ll create the basics before you start writing. For all you pantsers out there, we’ll show you a minimum viable outline that contains only two elements. You’ll love it. For the plotters, we’ve got a more in-depth process for outlining.

	Decide on Narrative Strategy: Choose your perspective (first or third person) and tense (past or present) before starting. You can change these later if they do not work. 



Phase Two: Write and Evaluate Your Scenes

Write Your Scenes

Each day, your gift to yourself is to write. Do this before any other tasks associated with writing your book, and you will make progress. The goal at this stage is to write what comes to you quickly by removing barriers that slow you down and change your focus.


	Refer to Your Daily Word Count Goal: This is your target for the day. Refer to your vault for that number. Don’t stop writing until you reach that word count. This is important if you want to reach the word count goal you’re going to set as part of working your way through this book.

	Disable Editing Tools and Notifications: Turn off all software for copyediting, proofreading, and spell-checking to avoid distractions during the creative phase and to give yourself the room to develop your own voice.

	Start with Passion: Choose a scene you are passionate about and write that scene. Many novices believe a book must be written from Chapter 1 to the final chapter in chronological order. That’s not always the best way to write. The idea of writing out of sequence is terrifying to a beginner because they fear they will lose the thread of the story. Don’t worry, we’ll show you how to write out of order without losing the plot.



Post-Scene Daily Writing Activity

At the end of each writing session, the following gives you a process to learn from what you’ve written. You’ll become aware of what you’re naturally talented at and where you need to improve. By practicing and then fast-evaluating, you’ll quickly start to write structurally sound scenes. You’re not revising any scenes yet. This exercise is to help you learn while you write your draft. 


	Create Scene Skeleton Blurbs: Draft a short scene blurb for each scene that identifies the POV character, their external goal for that scene, and the stakes if they fail.

	Analyze Your Scene: Test if your scene structure (entry hook, middle, climax, and exit hook) is clear. Learn from this and move on. Don’t try to fix the scene. Add any updates needed to your story vault.

	Do Not Edit: Avoid the antagonist of self-correction. Capture new ideas quickly, but do not worry about perfect sentence structure or grammar in this phase. 

	Record Decisions: Update your story vault to include decisions to change what you’ve already written. 

	Record Learnings: Update your story vault with what you learned in the writing session.

	Repeat the Process: Continue writing scenes until a draft is written.



Phase Three: Reaching the Finish Line

You’ve repeated the process above until you’re confident you have a story drafted. We’ll show you in Chapter Sixteen: Phase Two Summary how to test if you’ve created a draft novel.

This doesn’t mean all the details are included. This means you have enough written that there is a story within your draft. With the story in place, adding the details is much easier and hence faster.

You’re still not editing. You’re writing the beats that you didn’t write during Phase Two. But lucky for you, you’ve kept a record of everything that needed to be done, so you can quickly go through it and finish writing your draft.

During Phase Three, you’ll:


	Decide if your story needs a prologue or epilogue.

	Write your opening and closing images.

	Use your story vault and make any changes needed.



This book gives you Your Fun Tasks throughout, so you can accomplish everything we’ve covered here and get your draft written.​

Example Novels

We’ve chosen a selection of novels covering the romance, fantasy, science fiction, thriller, and mystery genres. You may find it helpful to choose a book in your favorite genre and read it as you read this book. You don’t have to, but it will make the examples clear.

The novels are:

Romance: The Bodyguard by Katherine Center

Fantasy: Spark of the Everflame by Penn Cole

Science Fiction: All Systems Red by Martha Wells

Thriller: The Housemaid by Freida McFadden

Mystery: Mean Streak by Sandra Brown
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Chapter Two: Story Theory
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You’re here because you want to write a novel. On the surface, it sounds easy. But maybe you’ve started on a project and stalled. Perhaps you wrote a draft, and it doesn’t match the vision you had. Or the task sounds daunting enough to shut you down before you begin. 

We’re here to help. Most writers don’t fail because they don’t have the talent to write a book. It might be their approach. It might be that they’ve run out of ideas. Or it could be that the project turns into a mountain they think is impossible to climb.

No matter how complex your story is, every novel is built from these three components: chapters, scenes, and beats. If you start with these building blocks, your project looks less intimidating. You can turn that mountain into a molehill, instead of the other way around.

Think of chapters as the big containers holding smaller elements. Those are scenes, the units of your story focused on a place, a stretch of time, or an event. Within the inner workings of a scene are beats, the moving parts that live and breathe in your book, like an irrevocable decision, an emotional line of dialogue, a tender touch that breaks the tension or ratchets it up, or an impactful event that reveals, complicates, or changes the direction of the story.

When you gain the ability to see your work at these levels, you can put aside the mountain-climbing gear and conquer your writing goals a few scenes, and maybe even a chapter at a time.

[image: ]

Every novel is built from three components: chapters, scenes, and beats.
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Chapters, Scenes, and Beats

We love to be on the same page as everyone else with the terms we use, so we’ll start with how we define a chapter, scene, and beat.

Our Definitions

A chapter can consist of a single scene or multiple scenes connected by theme, plot, character, or setting.

A scene can consist of one beat or multiple beats related to the main story goal, the protagonist’s subplot goal, or a POV character’s subplot goal. 

A beat is a short section of a scene. It can include dialogue, thought, action, and description.

You can use the process and theory you learn in this book for main plots and subplots. A subplot is a secondary story arc with a protagonist and a goal, running alongside the main plot to enrich or complicate the primary story. There are two options:

	Protagonist’s Subplot: The protagonist IS the POV character for this subplot.








	POV’s Subplot: The protagonist is NOT the POV character for this subplot.


While you’re writing, it’s natural to write in scenes. For some scenes, you’ll know every beat, and the writing will come quickly. For others, you may only know one beat. That’s okay. We’re trying to get a flow going, so write the beat and move to the next scene. You’ll come back later and flesh out these scenes.

After you’ve written a draft, you’ll evaluate the story structure and group scenes into chapters that make the most sense for your story. Some writers know how to group scenes into chapters because they’ve created a full outline before they started writing. Others are discovering their story based on a very loose outline and won’t know how to group scenes until the draft is written. Both methods work.

The Concept of a Scene

You’re going to write your story in scenes, so we want to go a little deeper into this concept.

A scene is simply a section of a story where characters take action. Action usually means character movement or dialogue. Description and thought do not count as action. The most effective uses of description and thought are woven throughout dialogue and action.

Action and sequel scenes both have character movement and/or dialogue. An action scene will spend more time on movement and dialogue. A sequel scene, where a character is reacting to a previous event, will spend more time on reflection. The reflection can be thought or dialogue with another character.

After you’ve written a draft, you determine the appropriate starting and ending points for each scene and decide how many scenes to include in a chapter. Here’s a look at where you’re going.

Partitioning Your Story into Scenes

When you’re writing your draft, certain story events can signal a natural cue to begin a new scene. These moments often shift the reader’s focus or change the dramatic energy, which makes them good candidates for a scene break:


●  The characters move to a new location.

●  There is a jump in time.

●  The POV character changes.

●  The POV goal for the scene changes.

●  A new character enters the scene.

●  A character leaves the scene.



These changes signal natural breaks in the story and will help you define the boundaries of your scenes. Stay in your writing flow as you start a new scene. The goal here is to get your draft written efficiently and not get distracted with the overall structure.

Scene Structure: A Part of Story Structure

Just as a novel has an overall structure (inciting incident, plot point 1, middle plot point, plot point 2, climax), so does a scene. A strong scene contains these five story elements:


●  Entry Hook

●  POV Goal

●  Scene Middle

●  Scene Climax

●  Exit Hook



Each of these elements can be a beat in your scene.

Understanding these elements allows you to write structurally sound scenes. We’re going to give you a process to learn and practice writing scenes with solid structure, so we’ll come back to these story elements often.

Scene Guidelines: Essential Qualities

A strong scene does the following:

Grabs the reader’s attention: You do this with an entry hook. Ask yourself: Why will the reader want to read this scene?

Establishes an external POV goal: This comes early in the scene, so the reader can cheer for or against the POV character as they read the scene.

Shifts the story’s direction in the scene middle: This is where you can throw obstacles in the way of your POV character and make it harder for them to achieve their scene goal. This adds tension and engages the reader.

Addresses the scene goal: This is the scene climax. To address the goal, the POV character either achieves their scene goal, doesn’t achieve it, or partially achieves it. These are the three primary outcomes.  A scene goal can take more than one scene to accomplish.

Makes the reader eager to turn the page: This is where an exit hook comes in. Each scene leaves the reader wanting more because there is an unanswered question that drives them forward. 
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The story elements (entry hook, POV goal, scene middle, scene climax, exit hook) create five beats that go in every scene.

The Length of a Scene

When you’re in the flow of writing your first draft, try not to focus on the length of the scene. Write what comes naturally and move on to write the next scene. You won’t know which scenes are the most important until you have that draft written.

A Scene’s Purpose

The scene’s purpose answers the question: why is this scene in a novel?

The only reason for any scene to be in a novel is to help or hinder the protagonist in their attempt to reach the main story goal.

This holds true for subplots.

The Story Elements

Every novel, no matter the genre, is built on the same foundational story elements. A story needs a protagonist, a clear story goal, and meaningful consequences if the goal isn’t achieved. This is summarized in the story skeleton blurb. The story unfolds through five essential turning points that shape the journey and guide the protagonist’s transformation. Understanding how to use story elements will keep your writing focused.

But we go deeper than that. We view every scene through the lens of story elements.


Our Definition: The Story Elements

A story element is a fundamental component used to structure, write, and refine a story across its characters, plot, setting, and individual scenes.

Story elements are used to outline, write, edit, and revise a novel. While some elements apply to all stages of the writing journey, others are stage-specific. We look at story elements in the context of:

●  Overall story structure

●  Characters

●  Plot

●  Setting



We’ve already shown you that a scene is structured using five story elements: the entry hook, POV goal, scene middle, scene climax, and exit hook. These are examples of story elements. 

Throughout this book, we’ll show you what each story element is and how you can apply them to writing a sensational novel. We won’t cover the story elements that apply only to editing or revising a solid draft. Things like opening or closing type balance or the number of characters in a scene are often better handled during a structural edit, so they don’t slow down the initial creative flow.​

​

PHASE ONE: BEFORE YOU WRITE
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Chapter Three: The Skeleton Blurb
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A skeleton blurb is a one-sentence summary of your story’s core promise: who the protagonist is, what concrete goal they’re pursuing, and what’s at stake if they fail. It’s the simplest, most structural expression of your novel, the foundation every outline and draft will build on.

Creating a skeleton blurb means you’re starting the journey of writing a novel. No matter which outlining option you choose in the next chapter (see Chapter Five: Outline Your Novel), you’ll need at least one skeleton blurb. Some novels require two or more.

Every novel readers love shares one universal factor: it is structurally sound. Outlining is the most efficient phase to build this structure into your story. The process begins by defining your story promise.

Writing a draft quickly without a plan may be fun but editing it won’t be. We’re setting you up so you can write a good first draft, and when it’s time to edit, you’ll have more fun (and spend less time) perfecting the story.

The skeleton blurb has three parts.


	
Who is the protagonist? This character is the main entity who tries to achieve the story goal and has the most to lose if they fail.

	
What is the external story goal? This must be a specific, measurable objective that drives the action in every scene.

	
What is at stake? These are the high-stakes consequences that the protagonist will face if they fail.



The structure of this sentence is: [Protagonist] must [Story Goal]; otherwise, [Story Stakes].

We’ve got three strong reasons that we hope will convince you to write a skeleton blurb.

Forms the Foundation of the Outline: It serves as the starting point (Outlining Step 1) and the foundation of the entire outlining process, ensuring the subsequent full outline keeps that initial promise.

Keeps You Focused: By capturing the story promise in a short format, it helps you maintain a tight and strong core concept for the entire story, leading to a structurally sounds story.

Helps You Make Story Decisions: When you’re outlining or writing a scene, evaluate the scene against the skeleton blurb. We’ll get into this later.

Don’t get stuck here. You’ll revise the skeleton blurb as you discover more about your story. Save each version. It will be fun to compare it to the later versions as you work your way through the process.

Your Protagonist’s Goal

What makes a good story goal?

Addressable: This means the protagonist can either achieve or not achieve the goal. It must be tangible. By the end of your story, the reader can answer the question: Did the protagonist achieve their story goal?

Relatable: If the reader can’t relate to the story goal, they’ll put the book down. Don’t make your protagonist’s goal something that doesn’t make sense. For example, why steal a car just to get a cup of coffee?

Specific: The reader must know what the protagonist is trying to achieve. If the reader can’t figure out the character’s goal, they can’t cheer for that character. And if they can’t cheer for that character, they won’t be interested in reading the book.

Are The Stakes Strong Enough?

Now that you know what the goal is, ask yourself: If the protagonist doesn’t achieve the story goal, what happens? Will the reader care?
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Stakes are important to the reader if they are important to the character.

Stakes are important to a character when that character cares about the outcome. Whether large or small, stakes matter when the outcome meaningfully impacts the character’s life. Perhaps they want to create a birthday card for a dying friend. Or maybe they need to save the world from a fate worse than death. Whatever the scale, the stakes must match genre expectations. What matters in a cozy mystery will differ from what matters in a thriller or a romance.
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Main Plot and Subplots

We’re going to take you into the world of main plots and subplots because you need to know the purpose of a scene in each plot to make it sensational. You’ll create skeleton blurbs for each plot in your novel, so let’s learn a little more. 

You’ll decide if you need a subplot. If a subplot is not helping or hindering the protagonist achieve their main plot story goal, it doesn’t belong in the story.

Genres and Plots

A genre-specific goal in a romance novel is to find the Happily Ever After moment. For fantasy, it’s a goal related to the supernatural and answering the question: Will good triumph over evil? Thrillers have the protagonist trying to prevent a future crime. Psychological thrillers dive into a character’s mind to discover what really happened in the past. In a mystery, the goal is to discover who committed the crime and why. Science fiction often depicts the protagonist attempting to solve a problem or survive using advanced technology. Horror is related to fighting a monster and staying alive.

[image: ]

To qualify for genre fiction, a novel must have a genre-specific plot. These plots have specific scene requirements that will make every scene sensational.
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The Genre-Specific and Subplot Story Arcs

The Importance of the Story Arc

A plot requires five scenes for its story arc. These scenes are the inciting incident, plot point 1, the middle plot point, plot point 2, and the climax.

Story arc scenes have specific duties, and to write a sensational story arc scene, you need to know the duties.
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Without all five scenes, there isn’t a complete story.

Genre Story Arcs

As you read through the examples below, (and feel free just to read the examples in the genre you’re writing in), you’ll see how a subplot supports a genre-specific plot. You’ll also see why you’ll need a skeleton blurb for each.

Romance

In most cases, a subplot is required to keep the love interests connected. This is often called close proximity. We often refer to this type of subplot as an external plot.

The Bodyguard by Katherine Center

In The Bodyguard, Hannah (bodyguard) is hired to protect actor Jack Stapleton from a stalker. Hannah poses as his girlfriend at his family’s ranch while grappling with a meet-cute that blurs their professional lines.

Hannah is the protagonist of the main plot (romance) and of the protagonist’s subplot (thriller). This romance and thriller plot creates a romantic suspense novel. Both plots are written from Hannah’s POV.

Romance Plot: Hannah must learn to love herself; otherwise, she won’t find her Happily Ever After moment with Jack.

Protagonist’s Subplot: Hannah (the bodyguard) must protect Jack (a famous movie star); otherwise, a stalker may kill him.

If Hannah is not assigned to Jack as his bodyguard, she has no reason to meet him or spend time with him (forced proximity), and there can’t be a romance. Therefore, a subplot is needed.

Fantasy 

In a fantasy, it’s common for there to be two plots because the protagonist doesn’t understand or know about the supernatural goal early in the story, so they need a clear external goal to drive the story forward.

Spark of the Everflame by Penn Cole

In Spark of the Everflame, Diem must find her missing mother, but her adventure uncovers a secret far more dangerous than she ever imagined. As she navigates the treachery of the Descendeds, she is forced to embrace her forbidden heritage as the Daughter of the Forgotten.

Diem doesn’t know she must become Queen so she can protect both Mortals and Descendeds. Without knowing this, imagine trying to write three goal attempts between plot point 1 and the middle plot point. When the protagonist doesn’t know the goal, they can’t try to achieve it. It’s her external goal to find her mother that leads her through the fantasy plot. Both plots are written from Diem’s POV.

Fantasy Plot: Diem must learn and accept that she is the Daughter of the Forgotten; otherwise, she won’t become queen.

Protagonist’s Subplot (External Plot): Diem must infiltrate the palace; otherwise, she won’t find her mother.

Science Fiction

All Systems Red by Martha Wells

In science fiction, we’re often trying to answer the question: What impact will advanced technology have on humanity? In All Systems Red, the novel explores the humanity of an android.

The protagonist is an android that calls itself Murderbot. Its external mission is to protect a group of scientists on another planet. Its genre-specific goal is to prevent humans from overwriting its system every time it completes a mission.

Murderbot needs a reason to connect with the scientists, or they won’t help it control its own systems. The external plot gives the scientists time to get to know Murderbot. Both plots are written from Murderbot’s POV.

Science Fiction Plot: Murderbot must control its own systems; otherwise, humans will overwrite its memory after every assignment, and it will cease to exist.

Protagonist’s Subplot (External Plot): Murderbot must protect a group of scientists on a survey mission; otherwise, they will all die.

Thriller

In a thriller, the protagonist doesn’t understand what they are up against, so they need a clear external goal to set up the story framework that puts them in danger.

The Housemaid by Freida McFadden

Fresh out of prison and desperate to stay free, Millie must keep her new job as the Winchesters’ housemaid or risk violating her parole. Her struggle for stability turns into a fight for survival when she realizes Andy Winchester is hiding a sinister identity.

Both plots are written from Millie’s POV.

Thriller Plot: Millie must uncover who Andy actually is; otherwise, she will die.

Protagonist’s Subplot (External Plot): Millie Galloway must keep her job at the Winchesters’; otherwise, she will go back to prison.
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