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Praise for Secrets to Editing Success

“One of the most frequent questions a novelist asks is “Does my draft contain a story?” Stanley and Cooke have written a practical guide that shows you how to answer that question. Secrets to Editing Success gives you actionable advice and a process to edit and revise your novel so that you can take your novel draft and turn it into a publishable book.”

Grant Faulkner, Executive Director of National Novel Writing Month

“Secrets to Editing Success is every editor’s dream. Whether you’re a new author reviewing your first book or professional editor, this is without doubt, the most comprehensive and detailed guide to editing I’ve ever had the pleasure of reading. This book will hold your hand, explain, clarify and give you step by step instructions for editing your novel. Paired best when using the incomparable developmental editing software Fictionary, this guide will change your editing life. Read it. Immediately.”

Sacha Black, Rebel Author Podcast

Kristina Stanley Dedication

To Mathew, who is my life.

Lucy Cooke Dedication

Andrew, Edward, William,

you fill my life with joy.
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Chapter One: 

Meet the Secrets
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“Editors can be great only when they understand what makes a powerful story AND have the knowledge and tools to give advice that is comprehensive, objective, and actionable.”—Kristina Stanley, CEO of Fictionary
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Editors have superpowers. They give actionable advice that turns rough drafts into structurally sound stories readers love.

To gain these superpowers, editors don’t need to be bitten by a radioactive spider or be part of some military experiment.

Instead, they need only to embrace a super editing process.

Editors need knowledge. And those with story-editing knowledge control stories.

We believe story-editing knowledge shouldn’t be a secret.

And so, we wrote this book...

The First Secret of Editing Success

You Are a Story Editor

The moment you edit your first scene, you are an editor. Just as the first time you write your first scene, you are a writer. Some of you reading this book might be at the start of your editing journey, some of you might be established editors with repeat clients, and some of you might have structural-editing qualifications.

The editing gates are open. Come on in. We are all editors—self-editors, self-employed editors, publishing-house editors, and all of us who find ways to improve a draft. That’s editing. And we are all creative story editors.

A creative story editor focuses on the structure, characters, plot, and settings of a story. The creative story editor’s goal is to give comprehensive, objective, and actionable advice that makes the story better.

“I am an editor.” Try saying it when you are at the dentist, or when you are at the hockey game or the hairdressers. People respond well when you tell them you are an editor.

Why?

Because people are in awe of stories. Quite right, too, as even the tamest of stories is full of wild monsters, magic, and wonder, and a wonderful editor is a magic wild-monster tamer.

We’re going to help you join some of the world’s best story editors: Fictionary Story Editors.

And all editors of merit, no matter our experience, have similar burning questions when we hold a new draft.

Questions for a Draft:


	Is there a great story in this manuscript?

	When is the draft finished?

	Are we holding the next award-winning, best-selling book?









Answer: Not Yet.

These two words—not yet—answer all three questions. These two words match the potential that is in the manuscript. They match our potential as editors. Editing, when done well, is one of the most powerful jobs in the world. We are saving a story’s life.

And there are secrets to performing an edit well. Secrets that—once you know them—will make you wonder why every editor hasn’t read this book and why every editor does not use this “believe in yourself” superpower.

The Second Secret of Editing Success

Story Editors need a Story-Editing Process

Story editing means evaluating a draft and making an editing plan. It is not revising the manuscript, and it is not copyediting. Revising without story editing won’t work. Copyediting before story editing won’t create a great story. 
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Creative story editing: structural editing that mixes artistry with craft knowledge to create a powerful story.
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In this book, you will find out how to structurally edit a manuscript. You will stand back and admire the story structure, then look closer and examine the scene level with a magnifying glass. Once you have edited the scenes, you will go back and review the story level, resulting in actionable edits for the draft. Don’t worry. We’ll explain how to create actionable edits. It is all part of the creative story editing process.

This process is so versatile, you can use it repeatedly. This process will make the next book easier to edit because you will know what makes a good story.

Self-editors and professional editors alike need editing plans. These plans are the blueprints, the building plans to turn the rough draft into a book of built-in beauty.

In this book, you will learn a structured process that helps you give advice that is comprehensive, objective, and actionable.

The Third Secret of Editing Success

Story Editors Create Actionable Story Edits

After you finish an edit, you should have a list of actions that the writer needs to perform for thorough revisions. We will look at these in detail later, but the good news is there are only five types of actions a creative story editor will recommend. And the edit will inform the writer which of the five actions are necessary at each place. We cannot wait to introduce these to you, but first, let’s explain why this book on structural editing is unique.

Unique to This Book

In this book, we’ll use examples from professional editors.

“What’s so unique about that?” you ask.

A few years ago, thirteen editors edited the same novel using Fictionary software to prove that Fictionary software works. Some of the editors were already story editors and some were copy editors making the transition to story editing. One story editor was early in the learning to edit process.

[image: Background pattern

Description automatically generated]

We have included advice from both the experienced and inexperienced editors to give you a view of what actionable and unactionable advice looks like.

[image: A picture containing graphical user interface

Description automatically generated]

Throughout this book, we’ll show examples of these real-life edits. You’ll see what the thirteen different editors said about the draft novel Evolution, which Kristina wrote one fall in National Novel Writing Month (NaNoWriMo). Evolution was written with intentional story errors with characters, plot, and settings to give a flawed story for the thirteen editors to edit.

We’re going to give you actionable advice you can apply to a story. The theory is important, but only if you know how to use it. We’ll use theory as a backdrop to our main event—a process that you can use again and again.

It is rare to see how a group of editors edited the same novel. This is what makes this book unique.

What This Book Is

Story editing is a process. This book gives you a process to follow and the insights behind why you should follow some—or all—of the process.

This book is your tool to hone your story editing skills.

What This Book Is Not

Writing is a craft, a great, exhilarating craft. This book is not a how-to-write book. It is a book about creative story editing using a process that generates comprehensive, objective, and actionable advice.

The art of beautiful prose comes after story editing. Beautiful prose contains the artist’s voice plus the style that fits the genre of the story. This book is not a book about copyediting. It’s a book about creative story editing.

Making sure all the words gleam with the letters in the right place on the page, and that all the punctuation points are placed perfectly, is a proofreader’s passion. This is not a book about proofreading. It’s a book about creative story editing.

Editing a story is about having a structured process that allows you to see a story. There is no point in perfecting prose, copyediting, or proofreading until the deep story structure is set.

A clear process will make you efficient.

Editing, especially for the novice editor, is time consuming as it is, so no one wants to waste time revising prose that might not make it into the final story.
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Throughout this book, I, Kristina Stanley, will be giving my Top Editing Advice. I will spill the TEA, and I have lots of Top Editing Advice to spill with all my editing experience.
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Story Editors Are Artists

The most important aspect to remember is that you are the artist. Story editors edit the structure of a story. They make artistic choices throughout the process. We will demonstrate the process, but you’re in control and get to decide the direction of the edit.

Let’s Edit Your Future into a Success

Reading this book, learning from this book, and using the advice from this book ensures your future as an editor will be a success story.

Let’s get started.
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How to Use This Book

You have a manuscript ready to edit! You are a story editor, and you are going to make an editing plan with actionable advice. The writer will use this advice to revise the story.

Fantastic.

Or maybe you have a draft, and you’re not sure if it’s ready for a story edit.

Also, fantastic.

Together, we’re going to help you figure out if there is a story in the manuscript. We’ll figure out if the story is ready to edit.

And then we’re going to make it the best story it can be.
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You can use this book on its own. Or you can use the Fictionary software if you want to make the story editing process faster and the learning easier.

Fictionary gives you a structured method to keep track of the vast amount of information involved in a story edit. It saves time with visual insights that show you where a story is or isn’t working. And we’re going to show you how to apply this brilliance to your story.
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Follow a Structured Editing Process

Why have you opened this book? You want to edit a draft and create a story every reader loves. Everything else—the fame, the fortune—all come from the book’s connection with the reader. And that connection can be found in this book.

To become a creative story editor, you need to know what a great story is. Then you will need to learn how to edit on a scene-by-scene basis. In editing, there is a process to follow, and in reading this book, there is a process, too.

The creative story edit is based on editing a story structure and then editing each scene using the 38 Fictionary Story Elements. We cover each of the 38 Fictionary Story Elements later in this book.

Once you understand the process, you will understand the 38 Fictionary Story Elements intuitively, and then you will also know how to use them.

Difference between Editing and Revising

Editing

The editor reads the story and does the following:
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Editors edit the story, making notes that are comprehensive, objective, and actionable.
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Did you notice we didn’t say make changes to the text?

These notes range from larger recommendations such as splitting scenes or even cutting whole sections to smaller recommendations such as pointing out that the scene must be anchored. A full structural edit, a creative story edit, addresses the protagonist, the story goal, and the stakes in every scene. Editing looks at the story to see if the key scenes are present and in the best place for the story.

Revising

The writer takes the editing suggestions and uses them to improve the draft.
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Only the writer should revise. An editor who is not self-editing would not revise a draft.
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Editing and revising are two distinct tasks and should be kept apart. Edit the whole manuscript first, then revise the whole manuscript second. If one scene is edited and revisions are performed on that scene, these revisions might not make sense after the full manuscript edit is complete. This can also waste time if a scene ends up being cut.

The major reason to separate revision from editing is efficiency. If there is an investment of time on a revision, then when the recommendation to cut comes, there might be more resistance to that edit.
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Edit first. Revise second. Keep them separate.
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Start by Becoming a Creative Story Editor

Use This Book to Learn an Editor’s Process.

One key to great story editing is to give actionable advice with every suggestion. Editors don’t judge. They seek out weaknesses and find ways to support the story. A creative story editor wants to strengthen the stories and the writer’s skills.

The process is:


	Passing the story test

	Scene-by-scene editing

	Actionable advice



1. Passing the Story Test







A story synopsis is a tool you can use to determine if there is a story in the draft manuscript. We’re going to use it to test for a story. Once you’ve read this book, you’ll be able to look at a manuscript and determine whether a full story exists. This is the most important check you will make.

This book shows you in clear steps how this is possible: Chapter 3: Meet the Story Promise, Chapter 4: Meet the Fictionary Story Test, Chapter 5: Meet the Story Arc and Chapter 6: Meet the Working Synopsis, show you how to perform a story test.

Part A of the Story Test: Create a Skeleton Blurb.

The blurb is critical to editing success. Please don’t be tempted to skip this step. The blurb keeps the edit focused and on track. You’ll use it with every step on the path to an edited story.

We’re going to show you a quick, easy way to write a skeleton blurb.

Part B of the Story Test: Identify the Story Arc Scenes.

We’ll show you how to do this, too. It’s not as hard as it seems.

The five story arc scenes are proof that the story exists and is strong.

Let us state that again, as it’s the basis for this entire book.
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The most important step in story editing is to make sure a story exists.
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If not, rewriting to create a story must happen before the next step in the editing journey.

Part C of the Story Test: Identify the Ending.

A synopsis is not complete without the ending told.

When you add them together you have your skeleton synopsis: 

Skeleton Synopsis = Skeleton Blurb + 5 Story Arc Scenes + Resolution

Story test passed. Now what?

2. Scene-by-Scene Editing

Once you’re confident the draft contains a story, it’s time to roll up your editing sleeves and start editing every scene. Chapters 7 through 12, all the “Learn” chapters, explain how that is done.
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38 Fictionary Story Elements: the fun begins. How to edit with the 38 Fictionary Story Elements is all explained here. You will either edit the whole book one element at a time, making thirty-eight passes, or you will edit scene by scene with all thirty-eight story elements. Or you’ll end up somewhere in between. No matter which way you edit, the results will be the same.
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After the story test is done, we’ll show you how to edit the scenes and structure of the story to create actionable advice.

3.  Actionable Advice

Actionable advice entails specific recommendations to revise the draft after the edit is over.

An insight is a visual drawing of the structure of a novel. This can be the story arc, word count per scene, or scenes per chapter. We’re going to show you how to examine visual insights to determine whether the story structure is strong. Chapter 13, Action the Visual Insights, shows you how to use insights to edit a story.

The actionable advice will be directed at the story level and then at the scene level, and then back to the scene level again.

The list of actionable advice for the draft is your editing plan, and that editing plan is the how to for revisions.

Revision will take less time for the author, as the editing advice will be actionable and specific.

Conclusion

When you apply the process covered in this book, you will have a fully edited draft, where every part of the structure will have passed through the creative story editor’s rigorous evaluation process.

You’ll have edited every scene and will have a wealth of revision advice for the writer, who may be yourself, and the draft will be ready to be revised.

This is what we mean by a creative story edit.

Only Three Steps to a Full Story Edit?

Yes, and when you take the steps with us, you will see the thoroughness of each step, and you will thoroughly enjoy each step, because this method is helping you create the strongest possible story.
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A story that readers will love! A story that could be a bestseller!
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Creativity is a huge factor in story editing, and great art comes from knowing how to harness your creativity. Turn the page, and we’ll look at the art of creative story editing.

“Editing advice that is specific, and therefore actionable, means a writer will know how to revise any scene.” —Kristina Stanley, CEO of Fictionary
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Chapter Two: 

Meet the Process
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“If a scene does not impact the protagonist or their main story goal, it might not be needed in the story.” —Kristina Stanley, CEO of Fictionary
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Creative Story Editing: The Path to Great Books

We believe every story editor should learn the tools that they can use to edit creatively.
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Creative editing is form not formula.

[image: A picture containing graphical user interface

Description automatically generated]

Creative story editing is an equal mix of artistry and craft knowledge. Take a painter: the tools of their trade are the canvas, the brushes, and the paint. A painter’s decision for each will affect the end masterpiece.

When a painter squeezes their paints onto their palette, they don’t stick to the primary colors in each tub. They combine the colors, a little from one color and a little from another. Their knowledge and understanding of which colors combine to make the color they are looking for comes from experience, as does the placement of the colors with their subtleties on the canvas and the effect of different brushes and brushstrokes.

It is the same with creative story editing, and creative story editors make an editing plan with actionable advice using the tools of the craft.

The Creative Story Editor’s Tools

Any story editor can edit creatively if they know how to use their tools.

A creative story editor’s canvas is the manuscript, the paints are the 38 Fictionary Story Elements, and the brushes and brushstrokes are the creative story editor’s advice to a writer.

Let’s meet the actions in the creative story editor’s portfolio. Should we have fanfare this early in the book?

Always!

Cue the trumpets.
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The Actionable MARCS:

Move or Add or Revise or Cut or Split a scene

[image: A picture containing graphical user interface

Description automatically generated]

Actionable editing advice is full of action! This means we should be looking to move, add, revise, cut, or split. It is as easy as that.

Each time something in the edit is not smooth, ask, “Does this need Moving, Adding, Revising, Cutting, or Splitting when considering the whole manuscript or to make a scene more powerful?”
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MARCS turn your edit into actionable advice.
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What Is a Great Story?

It’s a story readers love. And don’t we all want that for every story we edit?

And we can all create a story readers love—if we edit creatively.

Does a love of stories resonate with you? Read on.

What Is the Point of a Great Story?

Storytelling is old. Storytelling makes us human. The human instinct to tell stories has existed since humans learned to communicate with each other. We all love a good story. Stories for children, stories for adults—all stories can make your heart quicken and your tears fall, make you laugh and draw a smile. A great story reminds you of your humanity.

Here’s a bold statement: the form of story humans love to experience has not changed since The Epic of Gilgamesh was told somewhere between the eighteenth and twelfth century BC. It’s so long ago, the exact date isn’t known.

Our point is humans have been fighting monsters, falling in love, growing up, and figuring out mysteries since the beginning of time.
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Stories honor human experiences.
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The irony is that stories are about change and yet the story-structure building blocks have not changed since Gilgamesh, and this is not lost on us.

Story structure is the story’s DNA. And DNA building blocks don’t change; rather, the way those DNA building blocks combine is what makes life unique. Story structure is the same: the combinations in a story’s deep structure are what story editors are looking at, working with, and figuring out.

This Book’s Promise

By the time you finish this book, we’ll have proven this story-structure form, and you’ll know how to edit any story you have written or are asked to edit. How amazing is that promise?

This book takes the mystery out of story editing and shares the secrets of experienced story editors.

This book helps you perform a story edit on any story, be it a novel, novella, or narrative non-fiction story.

This book helps all story editors know how to quickly apply form to help a story work for a wide audience.
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Readers read for great stories, and only stories with solid structures are great.
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Some artists suspect that form leads to formulaic stories. We don’t believe that. Writers all create their own stories in a unique way. Just look at all the different ways Romeo and Juliet has been told. Or compare the monster from a lake in Beowulf with the shark that terrorizes a town in Jaws over a thousand years later.

Story editors help make each unique story strong.

We will be using creative story editing techniques together with a process and tools that make story editing comprehensive, objective, and actionable. By the time you finish this book, both the modern self-editor and professional editor will know the secrets to editing stories.

Beautiful prose is part of a story. Yet, without a sound structure, the most beautiful prose in the world won’t matter. Because people won’t read the story.

[image: Background pattern

Description automatically generated]

People connect first with the story’s structure; then they fall in love with the prose.
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An Organized Process Works in Creative Story Editing

A creative story editor is organized and has a process. But that does not mean that every edit results in the same cookie-cutter story.

Far from it. Having an organized process in the editing world means having a method to discover every last territory of the story world.

We’ll show you the fastest, most comprehensive route to a robust creative story edit.

Where to Next?

Perhaps you need more convincing on the whys and the hows; perhaps you are convinced already; perhaps you want to learn more about us. Let’s look at why learning this process is so important.
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Meet the authors

We are Kristina Stanley, the creator and CEO of Fictionary, who needed an app to help edit her award-winning books, and Lucy Cooke, who is a Fictionary Certified StoryCoach Editor, and a business development manager at Fictionary.

To build Fictionary, Kristina used all the secrets to editing that she had discovered over her years of writing and editing. And this book is packed full of these secrets.

And it is not just the two of us guiding you. There are also those thirteen editors whose edits we will be researching further in the book.

Thirteen Creative Story Editors Reveal How They Edit

That means there will be fifteen creative story editors teaching you. Kristina and Lucy will talk you through the process and review the edits completed by the thirteen editors.
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In 2020, I had the amazing experience of working with thirteen professional editors from around the world. They all performed a story edit on the same novel, and they did this individually but at the same time. The novel was Evolution, which I wrote one fall in NaNoWriMo for the purpose of training editors interested in story structure.
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Throughout this book, we use examples taken from the creative story editors who worked on that draft. You will see how, with the training laid out in this book, an editor can be comprehensive, objective, and actionable in their advice. We are committed to writing the best book on creative story editing.
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It’s your turn to commit to becoming the best creative story editor and to following the process that we will lay out.
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But why learn to creative story edit the Fictionary way?

The modern world and modern technological advances have leveled the publishing industry. Anyone can publish anything. When a book is published, the competition is fierce. Only the great stories are going to push through.

Self-publishing has been fabulous for both writers and editors, but it has also increased the competition for a reader’s attention.

Authors need to publish more frequently and therefore write—and edit—faster, all while producing a great story every time. By learning the creative story-editing process, you can move one step ahead of the competition. Not only will your editing process be faster, more comprehensive, and actionable, but you will also have published stories that readers will flock to.

Remember, we wrote this book because the knowledge of how to story edit should not be a secret.

Let’s Get Started with the Basics

You already know creative story editors make an editing plan with actionable advice. The editor does not revise the story, the writer does. You also know actionable advice means advice that enables MARCS. An editor gives actionable advice, so the writer can Move or Add or Revise or Cut or Split a scene.

Before an edit can begin, there must be a blurb. We’re going to show you how to create a skeleton blurb. You’ll use that blurb as a reference during the story edit. We guarantee the blurb will help you perform a better edit.

“Editing a story is a journey that is made more enjoyable when you are using a map and you have signposts along the way.” —Kristina Stanley, CEO of Fictionary
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Chapter Three: 

Meet the Story Promise
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“There’s no story to tell if it is not affecting the POV character.” —Brigitte Lavoie, Fictionary Certified StoryCoach Editor
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Promises, Promises, Promises!

At the start of a story, in fact, even before the start of the story, the writer makes a promise to the reader. This promise has a name in the publishing world: a blurb.

The blurb is the first promise to the reader. When reading the blurb, the reader knows what the story is about. It is the author’s intent. The author’s promise.

A blurb is an important tool, and all creative story editors must have a blurb before they start editing.

The Creative Story Edit Starts Here

You are going to love creating blurbs just as much as we do.

We know that’s not the normal emotion when people talk about blurb creation. When you understand what a blurb is and follow the three steps, then creating a blurb is easy.

But even when it’s easy, don’t underestimate the power of the blurb. The full blurb will show you in under two hundred and fifty words whether there is a possibility of a story in the draft. The super-fast skeleton blurb can do it in fewer than twenty words.

And here’s a little foreshadowing of where we’re going after the blurb. A blurb shows what the story is about. A synopsis shows you whether there is a full story in the draft.

Let’s get started on teaching you what a skeleton blurb is. And then we’ll show you how editors use this tool. Remember, you must have a blurb if you want to be successful at creative story editing. So next, we dissect the blurb.

The Three Questions a Blurb Answers

A blurb answers three simple questions. And after you know these three questions, then we will show you an even easier way for getting a twenty-word skeleton blurb.

So how do you build a blurb? It is beyond easy, but first, we’ll cover the three questions a blurb must answer. These are:


1. Who is the protagonist?

2. What is the story goal?

3. What is at stake?



The answers to these questions are found in every story. If you cannot answer them from the draft, then we can tell you the story promised is not there yet. And the draft is not ready to be edited.

What Does a Blurb Do?

Before starting a story edit, an editor needs to know there is the potential for the draft to contain a story. An episodic group of scenes is not a story. A manuscript not related to the blurb is not the right story. The blurb is the first test we use to see if there is a story.

[image: Background pattern

Description automatically generated]

Whether you’re editing your work or someone else’s, the blurb keeps the edit on point. While you read every scene, you’ll have this blurb handy.

[image: A picture containing graphical user interface

Description automatically generated]

A draft can be a beautiful collection of sentences without a story. A blurb shows there could be a story worth editing. Because without a story, what’s the point of performing a story edit?

A Super-Fast Skeleton Blurb Method

If there is no blurb written yet, this can be addressed in under ten minutes. First things first, talk to the writer. If you are self-editing, this is easy: find a mirror. If you are editing someone else’s work, then get them to write out this blurb statement.
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In the next few pages, we will look in depth at what a protagonist is, what a story goal is, and what the stakes are.

This is vital.

Without a clear protagonist, it’s hard to get a reader engaged in a story, because they don’t know whom to follow. Without a story goal, the protagonist has nothing to do, so there is no story. Without something at stake, the reader won’t care what the protagonist does. All three elements of the blurb are critical to the success of a story.
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The First Promise in the Blurb

The story will be about one protagonist. That protagonist will have a story goal, and there will be stakes involved.

You’ll learn in this chapter how to create a skeleton blurb. The first step in writing a blurb is to decide who the protagonist is. Brace yourself. This may be more difficult than you think.

Know Your Protagonist

A common question we get is, “I have more than one protagonist. How do I handle that?”
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“There can be only one protagonist,” we answer.
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Not all writers and not all editors like this answer, so the answer deserves an in-depth discussion.

What Is a Protagonist?

The protagonist is the main character of a story.

But, of course, it’s not as simple as that. Remember Highlander? “There can be only one!” We are sure that the Kurgan was talking about story when he said his immortal line. . . anyway, get outside and shout at the top of your lungs: There can be only one—one protagonist, that is.

Identifying the Protagonist

It can be hard to identify who the protagonist is in a story. When we ask a writer who the protagonist is, the answer varies. Sometimes the answer is that there are two protagonists. Sometimes it’s more than two.

The difficulty with these answers is that most commercially successful novels have one protagonist. The reader must connect with a protagonist and know whom to cheer for in the story. If they don’t, there is a good chance they won’t finish reading the book.

So how is it possible to have one protagonist in stories like A Game of Thrones: A Song of Ice and Fire or in a movie such as Thelma & Louise?

Although Thelma & Louise is a movie, it’s a great example of when there are two lead characters but one protagonist, so we couldn’t resist using it. We’ll get into these stories later.
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By the time I perform a story edit for a writer, their draft is written, and I’ll edit the story by analyzing the following:

Was the best character chosen as the protagonist?

Does the protagonist have enough page time?

Does every scene impact the protagonist (even if they are not in the scene)?
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What Is a Protagonist Beyond the Main Character?

The protagonist is the main character who pursues the story goal and has the most to win or lose.

The next sentence is super important:
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The first step in finding the protagonist is to think of the protagonist as an entity that can be made up of one or more characters.
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This is slightly different from how we usually look at a protagonist: an entity versus a character. We’re doing this, so the reader knows whom to cheer for.

Types of Protagonists

Sometimes it’s hard to determine who the protagonist is, so we’ve categorized a protagonist into three types:


• Single

• Combined

• Group



Single Protagonist

A single protagonist means there is one main character in the story. They will have a main goal for the story, and they either succeed or fail at achieving that goal.

This is the easiest to write, so if you’re a first-time novelist, we recommend trying this before going on to more complex styles.

For an editor, this is also the easiest type of story to perform a story edit on.

Combined Protagonist

This means there are two main characters, and both characters want the same thing, meaning their goal for the story is the same.

In their struggle to achieve the goal, they will both suffer or benefit from the same events. This doesn’t mean there won’t be conflict between the two. There should be. The two characters should also have different personalities.

This is more difficult to write than a single protagonist because the writer must ensure the characters are different enough to be interesting and cause conflict but also similar enough to want the same goal.
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With the single goal, they can be considered two characters combined into a single protagonist.
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A creative story editor has the extra work of making sure the two characters are balanced in page time, the conflict between the two doesn’t feel forced, the conflict drives the story forward, and each scene impacts the characters in the same way.

Group Protagonist

This is most likely a story with multiple points of view (POVs). It could also be an omniscient story. The POV characters will suffer and benefit separately. One event may cause one character to suffer and the other to benefit. In this case, the author will be telling multiple stories that are related; hence the protagonist becomes a group, the world, or the society the characters live in.
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The group protagonist is one entity, hence a single protagonist.
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This is the most difficult type of protagonist to write. It will involve multiple POV characters, so the writer must make sure the readers are connected with each character. They must ensure the story doesn’t feel episodic. And they must ensure the reader doesn’t lose track of who each character is and how they are contributing to or against the main story goal.

This is also the hardest type of story to edit, because it takes strong story knowledge and analytical skills to ensure the story works.

Reason for One Protagonist

Readers are human, and stories unite people. We all are searching for answers to our lives, and readers are a little nosier than non-readers of stories. Readers live vicariously through a story’s protagonist.

The reason for only one protagonist is that the reader is only one person. While they read, the reader becomes the protagonist. And if you have more than one character as the protagonist, you are asking the reader to be more than one person. Multiple POVs are fine, but the reader wants to follow one protagonist, as they are just one person.

For any of the protagonist types, the story can have multiple POVs. Who doesn’t like to know what others are thinking of them and see the disconnect between others’ words and actions.

Now that you know what the three types of protagonists are, we challenge you to define one protagonist no matter the genre of the story.

If you can’t define the protagonist yet, state the story goal and story stakes, then come back and look again at who the protagonist is. The next section of this chapter gives you a process to find the protagonist.

Let’s get to know the protagonist better.
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Did You Have Trouble Finding One Protagonist?

We’ve given you the first step to having only one protagonist, so now let’s look in more depth at a way to figure out who that protagonist really is.

Remember, the first step is to think of the protagonist as an entity that can be made up of one or more characters.

Think of a protagonist as an entity more than a character. The reader must always have someone to cheer for.

Single Protagonist

As stated above, a single protagonist means there is one main character in the story. They will have a main goal for the story, and they either succeed or fail at achieving that goal.

The single protagonist is the easiest to find.

If you’re using Fictionary, you have awesome resources to help you figure out who the protagonist is.
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Which character is in the greatest number of scenes?

The Fictionary Scenes per Character insight shows you the answer in a second.

Which character is the POV character for the greatest number of scenes?

The Fictionary POV Character insight gives you the answer to both questions in a second.
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Use the answers to these questions to find the character who does the following:


	Who drives the external story goal?

	Who has the most to lose if the goal fails?

	Who is in the greatest number of scenes?

	Who is the POV character with the greatest number of scenes?



This is a sure-fire way to find a single protagonist.

Combined Protagonist

A combined protagonist entails two main characters who both want the same thing, this means their goal for the story is the same. In their struggle to achieve the goal, they will both suffer or benefit from the same events.

The combined protagonist is harder to find than a single protagonist. You have the tools listed for the single protagonist, but there’s more to it. Let’s add in the internal story goal.

Internal Story Goal

The protagonist will have an internal story goal as well as an external story goal stated in the blurb.

Later in this book, we will cover the POV character’s external and internal goals for every scene. What we’re talking about here is the protagonist’s overall external and internal story goals.

Let’s look at Thelma & Louise by Joe Escobar as an example.

The external story goal is to escape from the police. Their freedom is at stake. But which one is the protagonist?
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The characters Thelma and Louise are a combined protagonist. They have the same external story goal AND the same internal story goal.
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The internal story goal is to form an intimate relationship with another human being. They fail at the external goal of escaping the police, but they succeed at the internal goal of forming an intimate relationship with another human. It’s not the human they expect; that’s part of what makes the ending powerful.

Criteria for a Combined Protagonist

The two characters must do the following:


	Have the same external story goal.

	Have the same internal story goal.

	Both fail or succeed at obtaining the external story goal.

	Both fail or succeed at obtaining the internal story goal.



Romance novels are where we get the most resistance to this theory. Writers and editors argue that a romance has two main characters; therefore there are two protagonists.

The way to figure out whether your protagonist in a romance novel is single or combined is to look at whether the inner goal is the same or different for both characters.

If it’s different, then one of the characters is the protagonist. Go back to the single protagonist section and use the questions to help you decide which one is the protagonist.

Group Protagonist

The group protagonist entails multiple characters treated as one entity. This group of characters has the same external story goal.

The group protagonist differs from the combined protagonist in that each character has a different inner goal even though they have the same external goal.

Our favorite example of a group protagonist is Game of Thrones, by George R.R. Martin.

Criteria for a Group Protagonist

The characters do the following:


	Have the same external story goal.

	Have a different internal story goal.

	Fail or succeed as a group at obtaining the external story goal.

	Fail or succeed individually at obtaining their internal story goal.



The group protagonist is the human society: the society in the kingdoms.

A Game of Thrones: Song of Ice and Fire

Let’s take a deeper look at a group protagonist and analyze A Game of Thrones. This book has eight POV characters.

The external story goal: humans must beat the White Walkers.

The internal goals of the eight POV characters are:


	Eddard Stark: reconcile family safety with the success of the realm.

	Catelyn Stark: protect her children at all costs.

	Tyrion Lannister: be accepted for who he is.

	Jon Snow: make Eddard Stark proud.

	Bran Stark: be as strong as his brothers.

	Sansa Stark: please those around her.

	Arya Stark: be independent.

	Will: live.
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The protagonist entity achieves the external goal because the White Walkers die.
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Some characters who belong to the protagonist entity succeed, and some fail at achieving their internal goal.


	Eddard Stark: fails.

	Catelyn Stark: fails because most of her children die (Robb dies in front of her).

	Tyrion Lannister: succeeds as he becomes a leader in winning the war against the White Walkers.

	Jon Snow: succeeds, joining the Night Watch and becoming a leader there. Jon also discovers his inner goal to make his father proud was the wrong goal. It was to make himself proud.

	Bran Stark: succeeds as he becomes more powerful.

	Sansa Stark: succeeds because she discovers her need is to be strong and lead, and the goal to please others was the wrong goal.

	Arya Stark: succeeds as she becomes a warrior in her own right.

	Will: fails as he is beheaded by Eddard Stark (this was a great bit of foreshadowing that Eddard was going to lose his head, too).



Where to Next?

Now that we are confident with the one protagonist (or one entity), let’s look at the story goal. The blurb should have one strong external story goal that the readers can connect with.

[image: A picture containing text

Description automatically generated]

The Second Promise in the Blurb

By now you’ve determined who the protagonist is. That was the first step in creating a blurb. Now we’ll make sure we understand the story goal before moving on to the story stakes.

The story goal, the second promise, will be achieved or not by the protagonist by the end of the story.
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If the reader doesn’t discover if the story goal was achieved or not, the story is not over.
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Know the Story Goal

The story goal is what the protagonist “must” do in the story. The word “must” is nonnegotiable in a story goal, because it adds a level to the conflict.

The story goal is the purpose of the story. And as a creative story editor, this knowledge is profound. A story must have a protagonist, and there must be a clear story goal. A reason for the reader to read.

Readers read with the purpose of being immersed in a story. The reader expects the protagonist to have a purpose, too, and that purpose is to achieve the story goal.

The story goal propels the protagonist through the story from chapter to chapter just as a POV character’s scene goal propels the reader from scene to scene. If the protagonist “must” do something, it sets off questions inside the reader’s head. Will they achieve their goal? Oh, I better keep reading to find out.

And that’s why the story goal should be clear from the start. The story goal is about keeping the reader glued to the story. They need to find out if that story goal will be achieved.

What Is a Story Goal?

From the last section, you know if the protagonist is a story-worthy protagonist. The draft must have a worthy story goal, and that story goal must be in the blurb.

A worthy story goal must be about something, and something physical is better. Yes, the internal goals are important, but the main external story goal gets the protagonist to move. And that movement drives the story from the first page to the last. The main external story goal is the fuel that the reader uses to keep their reading engines fired up.

The story goal must be powerful, and the reader must wonder how the character can possibly achieve the story goal.

There are some questions you can ask to test the strength of the story goal.


	Can the reader visualize the story goal?

	Will the reader care about the story goal?

	Can reader see that there is a possibility of success or of failure?



We cannot emphasize enough that the story goal’s possibilities are reasons for the reader to read the story. And as the story goal is the fuel that propels the reader through the story, the story goal has to matter. The story goal has to be understandable. And the story goal must be achieved or not at the end of the story.

The story goal sets up the climax scene.

The climax scene answers the story goal.

If you’re editing the story, and you need to find the story goal quickly, read the climax scene.
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In Fictionary this is easy enough to do. Pull up the Story Arc visual insight, click on the climax scene, and read.
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If you’re working on pen and paper or a spreadsheet, then chapter 4 (“The Fictionary Story Test”) explains how to find the climax scene. The climax scene must show if the protagonist achieves the story goal. How it answers it is not important, not yet.
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