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PART ONE: SET UP YOUR SERIES

​

[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter One: Introduction
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Do you dream of writing a series of novels? Then read on.

We’re about to kick off an exciting journey. We’ll look at the what, the how, and the why of a series. We’ll take you through an actionable process so you can set up the foundation for your series and write it as you read this book.

Secrets to Writing a Series is for anyone who wants to write a series starting from a structurally sound place. Whether you’re a discovery writer (meaning you rarely outline before writing), or you love to create in-depth outlines, we’ll show you a new method to set up, outline, and write your series.

​What Is a Series?

Writing more than one novel does not necessarily mean you’re writing a series. You can write many stand-alone novels without the novels being part of a series.

A series is a group of novels connected by common characters, plot, or settings.

This book is about the connections. Once you see them and understand how they are created, you can write any type of series.

​Why Write a Series?

Perhaps you fell in love with a particular series, and that triggered your dream to write a series.

Perhaps you have a story that needs to be told in a series.

Perhaps you’ve seen that authors who write a series often make more money than an author who writes stand-alone novels.

Book series are big business. If you want to make big money in writing, writing a series seems to be a strong choice.

Why is that?

Readers like to read novels that entertain them, and when they find a novel they connect with, they want more. They want novels that are the same but different, and a series can give the reader exactly what they want.

In today’s world, where you can order a novel at the click of a button, a series gives writers a fantastic opportunity to hook readers and get them to buy the next novel instantly.

​Write a Series That Sells

Do you want to write a series that sells? If you’re reading this book, we hope that’s your goal.

Before creating a series, setting it up based on a strong structural foundation will help. This leads you to outline all or some of your series. After that, you get to start writing your series.

The outlining process we share in this book is no ordinary outlining process. It’s new. It’s creative. And it will spark your imagination. We’re going to take you through a nonlinear process that leads you to a structurally sound series.

We’ll start with the action of the story, because without a plot the characters have nothing to do.

A series demands more from a writer than a stand-alone novel. Some decisions must be made before writing your series. You’ll learn what these are and how to make them.

You’ll learn about the different types of series and decide what type you want to write.

Series unity is a concept that makes a group of books a series. You’ll learn how to find your series unity.

You’ll write skeleton blurbs for your series and for the novels within your series. This is a mind-blowing exercise.

You’ll learn about the difference between a story arc for a series and a story arc for a single novel. The story arc is the spine of a story and is flexible. Wait till you see what it can do for a series.

We’ll look at the protagonist and the external story goal to build your series outline. By focusing on the actions the protagonist takes to achieve or not achieve the external story goal, you’ll start your series on a structurally strong foundation.

We’re introducing a new concept called the Series Structure Test. Before you start writing, you’ll know whether your idea is strong enough to support a series, and if it’s not, you’ll know what to do to fix it.

Then you’ll discover how you’re going to open and close each novel in your series. This is important for the series to flow from one novel to the next.

We’ll show you how to choose what backstory to show in each novel in the series. Backstory includes the events that happen before a novel’s opening image, and backstory explains a character’s motivation to reach the story goal. If a reader has read the first novel in your series, they know all the backstory already. You’ll decide what parts of the earlier novels need to be included in the subsequent ones.

After that we’re going to show you how to take the outline and start writing. We’ll also cover subplots, and this is where you’ll learn how to weave a subplot into the main plot.

And while we’re doing that, we’re going to build a series vault together. The series vault will be your go-to guide for all novels in your series.
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​How to Use This Book

Every chapter in this book gives you actionable advice that you can apply right away. If you perform the fun series tasks presented throughout, you’ll be one step closer to becoming the author of a series.

The method we use is not genre-specific, and you can use it for any type of novel.

As you read, you can outline every scene in every novel in your series, or you can outline only the story arc scenes. You get to decide how detailed you want your outline to be. We don’t want to get in the way of your creative process. We want to nourish it by giving you the flexibility to decide when you’re ready to move from your idea to an outline to writing.

We’ll show you examples of commercially successful series and illustrate how the story arc forces us to work harder at telling a great story—and the harder we work on creating a story, the better the story will be.

Showing you how we work is important to us. The Evolution series by K. Stanley and the My Fairy Assassin series by L. Cooke will be used to illustrate the process from start to finish. Both series started as stand-alone novels, and you’ll get to see how we build them into a series.

Our book is not about giving you a formula. It’s about teaching story theory that you can apply to your series. Some parts might resonate with you, which is fabulous. These parts enable you to organize your thoughts using the tools we provide. Some parts might not resonate with you, so listen to your inner artist. Not every tool in your toolbox should be used every time. You get to decide which tools work best for you.
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​Where to Next?

The next chapter is decision-making time. We’re going to show you decisions for both series and scenes. If you make these decisions early, writing your series will be easier. So let’s get started on a great adventure.
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Chapter Two: Artistic Decisions
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Always remember, you are an artist. As an artist who is setting off to write a series, you may have lows and highs, and our goal is to get you started with a strong series foundation and give you a process to write a commercially successful series. We want you to avoid the lows and gravitate to the highs. Isn’t that what every artist wants?

This chapter shows what structural decisions you’ll make, whether at the series level or the scene level, and later chapters show you how to make those decisions.

[image: ]

Every time you see this image of an open lock, we’ll share a series secret with you.
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When writing a series, you have more artistic decisions to make than when you’re writing a stand-alone novel.

Every decision you make guides you along the way to a finished series. We’re here to help you start from a place of strength, and by strength we mean a structurally sound framework. Putting in the effort now will save you time later.
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​Series-Level Decisions

Are you ready? This is so exciting. We’re going to take the first step in writing a series. When you embark on your journey, it helps to know your destination. That destination may include a fixed number or an unlimited number of novels. This leads us to the first artistic decision.

Drumroll, please.

The first series-level decision is whether the series is a closed or open series.

[image: ]

Closed Series: Contains a fixed number of novels that tell one story. The novels are connected by the plot.
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Open Series: Contains an unlimited number of novels connected by characters or settings.

The second series-level decision depends on whether you’re writing a closed or an open series.

For a closed series, this is the moment to decide on the number of novels you want to write. You don’t need this step for an open series.

For an open series, this is the moment to decide on the series’ uniting factor. Will your novels be connected by character or setting?

We’ll cover each of these later.

The third series-level decision is what each of the skeleton blurbs will show for each novel and for the whole series. And, yes, we mean more than one.

For a closed series, you’ll write a skeleton blurb for the whole series and a skeleton blurb for each novel. We’ll show you examples from the Hunger Games trilogy by Suzanne Collins and the Divergent trilogy by Veronica Roth. Please note: there will be spoilers.

For an open series, you’ll write the skeleton blurbs for the first three novels in the series. You may even find you can write a skeleton blurb template that covers each novel. This is called a generic series skeleton blurb. We’re going to show you examples of this for the Stephanie Plum series by Janet Evanovich and the Bridgerton series by Julia Quinn.

The fourth series-level decision concerns the main events in the story arc scenes. What are the series story arc patterns?

For a closed series, you’ll outline the series story arc scenes and the story arc scenes for each novel.

For an open series, you’ll create the main events for the story arc scenes of the first three novels in the series.

The fifth series-level decision is to decide whether your idea is strong enough to support a series. You’ll learn about the Series Structure Test. There is a test for a closed series and a different test for an open series.
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​Scene-Level Decisions

Once you’ve chosen the type of series you’re writing, written the skeleton blurbs, performed the Series Structure Test, and outlined the story arc scenes, you have decisions to make at the scene level.

The first scene-level decision is what the opening and closing images will show in the setup and resolution of each novel.

The second scene-level decision is what type of protagonist you’re going to use.

You’ve got three choices. The protagonist can be a single, combined, or group protagonist for each novel. In a series, you can write the novels using the same or different protagonist types. We call this the protagonist strategy.

The third scene-level decision is what point-of-view (POV) strategy you’re going to follow.

You’ll choose whether you’re writing from a single POV or from multiple POVs.

The fourth scene-level decision is whether to write the narrative in the first, second, or third person. We call this the narrative strategy.

The fifth scene-level decision is what tense you’re going to write each scene in. You’ll write in the past or present tense. You may even write in a combination of past and present tense. That’s your artistic choice.

​Your Artistic Decisions
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After the decisions are made and you’ve written the main events for the story arc scenes, we’ll cover the following:


	Backstory

	Subplots

	The title of each book

	How to start writing



​Series Vault

At the end of this process, you’ll have built your series vault. A series vault differs from a stand-alone novel’s vault (commonly referred to as a story bible). You’ll use the series vault to keep track of the series and scene-level decisions.

​Decisions You Don’t Have to Make Yet

As you go through this process, and as your novels are published, you may find that new ideas arrive on your doorstep. Keep track of these ideas but don’t let them distract you from finishing your series. At this moment you don’t have to decide whether you’re going to write a


	prequel

	sequel

	character spin-off

	setting spin-off



These decisions can all come later.
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​Your Fun Series Task

Throughout this book you’ll see sections called Your Fun Series Task.

To get the most out of this book, complete each fun series task before going on to the next section. We really mean this. By the time you finish this book and you have completed the fun series tasks, you’ll have created the foundation for your series.

After each fun series task, we’ll show you how we’ve updated the Evolution and My Fairy Assassin series vaults, so you can build your series vault along with us.
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​Where to Next?

We’ll take you through each of the artistic decisions, and you’ll work on your series as we do this. When you’ve finished reading this book, you’ll have created the foundation for a commercially successful series. You’ll also have started writing that series. Doesn’t that sound exciting?

Let’s take a deeper look at series types.
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Chapter Three: Types of Series
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In fiction, a series is a group of novels connected by common characters, plot, or settings.
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Each novel in a series uses plot, characters, or settings to tie the novels together.

​Types of Novels

Before we get into the details of how to create a strong foundation for your series, let’s define the types of novels. The novel types need to be categorized; otherwise, it will be difficult to move forward and write a series. Here’s how we look at novels.

Stand-Alone Novel: an individual novel that is not part of a series.

Closed Series Single Novel: an individual novel that belongs to a closed series.

Open Series Single Novel: an individual novel that belongs to an open series.

You’ll notice that in the definitions we used the word novel and not story. A novel is book-length narrative prose that represents a fictitious story.
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​Two Types of Series: Closed and Open

We’re at the first series-level decision. Are you going to write a closed or open series? We recommend you don’t move on to the next chapter until you make this decision. This one decision will influence every decision you make from here forward.

Our goal is to take the complicated art of storytelling and make it clear. Writing a series needs clarity, a process, and a goal, and that is what we’ll do together. To know which decision is right for you, we’ll share a detailed definition of a closed and open series.

[image: ]

A closed series is one story told over multiple novels.
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An open series has one story told per novel in the series.

You, the artist, get to decide what you’re writing, and once you do that, it’s time to follow through. Many other decisions can be changed as you write your series, and we’ll show you which ones.

​Closed Series versus Open Series

There are six major differences between a closed series and an open series.

The following table will help you decide whether you want to write a closed or open series. The uniting factor might be a new concept for you, and we’ll cover it in “Chapter Four: Series Unity.”
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Genre does not define whether a series is open or closed.
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​Closed Series: Definition & Examples

A closed series contains a fixed number of novels with a continuous plot that spans all the novels in the series. This means a single story arc represents the entire series, and a closed series entails a series story goal and series story stakes.
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In a closed series, the series story goal must be addressed by the end of the series and cannot be addressed before the final novel.

Each novel in a closed series contains a complete story. This means each novel has its own story arc, story goal, and story stakes.
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In a closed series, each novel’s story goal must be addressed by the end of the novel.

A popular type of closed series is a trilogy. A trilogy is a series that contains three novels and tells a full story over the course of the novels. Once the decision is made to write a closed series, it’s hard to change to an open series without rewriting the early novels in the series.

In this book we’ll outline and start writing the Evolution series, a closed series in the murder mystery genre with a subgenre of paranormal. We’ll take you through our journey of outlining this series and even share a scene with you.

We first outlined the Evolution series as a stand-alone novel. We’re now taking this novel and turning it into a series. This process changed the story in many ways, and it was a surprise and delight to see how outlining a series brought us to a new story.

Examples always help clarify an idea, so here are some of our favorites.

Closed Series:

Young Adult Dystopian: Divergent (three books) by Veronica Roth

Young Adult Dystopian: Hunger Games (three books) by Suzanne Collins

Adult Fantasy: Broken Earth (three books) by N. K. Jemisin

Adult Fantasy: Game of Thrones (five books) by George R. R. Martin

Adult Political Thriller: Jason Bourne (three books) by Robert Ludlum

Adult Horror: The Realm (three books) by L. Marie Wood

Open Series:

Adult Historical Regency Romance: Bridgerton by Julia Quinn

Adult Amateur Sleuth: Stephanie Plum by Janet Evanovich

Adult Cozy Mystery: Agatha Raisin by M. C. Beaton

Adult Romance: The Wedding Date by Jasmine Guillory

Adult Romance: Cottonwood Cove by Laura Pavlov

Adult Thriller: Jack Reacher by Lee Child
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​Open Series: Definition & Examples

An open series consists of an unlimited number of single novels. Often an author doesn’t know how many novels will be in the series when they start writing it.

An open series can be read in any order. A reader can pick up any novel in the series, read only that novel, and understand the story fully.

Each novel contains a complete story. There is a story arc for each novel in the series with a story goal and story stakes. Each story goal must be addressed at the end of each novel. The protagonist may be the same in each novel but doesn’t have to be. Likewise, the setting may be the same in each novel but doesn’t have to be.

The novels in an open series constitute a series because they are connected by common elements. Usually this means they follow the same character or take place in the same setting.
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In an open series, there is no series story arc, series goal, or series stakes, although these can follow a pattern throughout the series called the generic series story arc.

Once you start writing an open series, it will be difficult to change it to a closed series, because you have not set up a series story arc like you would for a closed series.

The list of open series below shows the number of novels in each series (as of the writing of this book). Later we’ll show you the uniting factor for some of these series and why the group of novels is considered a series.

The Bridgerton series by Julia Quinn is an example of a romance genre open series with eight novels.

The Stephanie Plum series by Janet Evanovich is an example of a mystery genre open series with thirty novels.

The Agatha Raisin series by M. C. Beaton is an example of a cozy mystery genre open series with thirty-five novels.

The Chestnut Springs series by Elsie Silver is an example of a romance genre open series with five novels.

The Jack Reacher series by Lee Child is an example of a thriller genre open series with twenty-nine novels.

The Roy Grace series by Peter James is an example of a detective genre open series with nineteen novels.

In this book, we’ll outline and start writing the My Fairy Assassin series by L. Cooke. It is an open series in the young adult fantasy genre.
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​Your Fun Series Task

You have enough information to decide whether you’re writing a closed or an open series. We recommend you decide this before moving forward. Over to you . . .


	Decide if your series is open or closed.

	Add that decision to your series vault.



This task may seem small, but it’s important, because you’re going to build your series vault as you read this book, and each task will bring you one step closer to writing a commercially successful series.
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​Evolution & My Fairy Assassin Series Vaults

Here’s the start of the series vault. You’re going to love how much this helps you write your series. As we progress, we’ll keep each of our series vaults updated.

We’ve decided that Evolution is a closed series, and My Fairy Assassin is an open series. Below you see the vault heading along with what we decided for Evolution and My Fairy Assassin.
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​Where to Next?

You’ve decided whether the series you’re writing is a closed or open series. Next you’ll learn what factor unites your series.
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Chapter Four: Series Unity
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​What Is Series Unity?

A series is a group of novels that are connected in some way. Series unity comes from the elements of story that make a group of novels a series.

For a closed series, the plot is the uniting factor.

For an open series, the characters or settings are the uniting factors.

Subplots can strengthen series unity for both closed and open series.

The unity in the Hunger Games closed series comes from the main plot. The series unity is strengthened by a subplot. One subplot in the Hunger Games series is the romance between Katniss and Peeta.

The unity in the Stephanie Plum open series comes from the character. Stephanie Plum, a bounty hunter, is the protagonist in every novel in the series. The series unity is strengthened by the subplot, which is the love triangle between Stephanie, Joe, and Ranger. At the time of writing, this subplot has engaged readers for thirty novels. That’s quite an accomplishment for a subplot.

The unity in the Bridgerton open series comes from the setting. The societal constraints mean that in every story the reader comes back to find out how each character navigates the societal constraints. Another part of the series unity occurs because each member of the Bridgerton family is the protagonist for a single novel, and the main plot is a romance. The reader comes back to the series to see whether each protagonist will find their one true love when society is set up to make them fail.

When we—as readers—read a series, we don’t think about series unity, as we trust the writer. When we—as writers—write a series, series unity should be at the forefront of our minds.

A series with structural unity built in from the start exudes confidence. A reader trusts a story because the author has demonstrated control over the series.
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A series, whether it is closed or open, must have unity or it is not a series.

​Closed Series Unity: Plot

In a closed series, the plot is the obvious uniting factor. There will be a plot that starts at the beginning of book one and ends at the end of the final book in the series. The plot is the series protagonist trying to achieve the series story goal.
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At the end of each novel in a closed series, the reader should be left wondering whether the protagonist will achieve their overall series goal. In each novel, the climax scene must show the reader whether the protagonist achieved the story goal for that novel, but not the series story goal.

Because we know what the end of each novel must do, we need to decide how many novels we will have in our closed series.

There are two ways to make this choice.

The first is to research genre expectations. Are trilogies what readers prefer in your genre? That is great. Then meet your readers’ expectations with a series that fits their desires.

The second is to write the number of novels that your story demands. Go with what resonates with you as a writer.

​Open Series: Character-Based Unity

An open series based on character unity is a series where each novel is connected by a character or characters.

The Stephanie Plum series written by Janet Evanovich is an open character series. The protagonist is Stephanie Plum, a bounty hunter who solves a crime in each novel.

Because this is such a tight series, we can create a generic series skeleton blurb that works for each novel.

A series skeleton blurb looks like this:

[A protagonist] must [do something]; otherwise, [something bad will happen].

The following skeleton blurb can be applied to every novel in the Stephanie Plum series:

Stephanie must catch a crook on the run; otherwise, she won’t make money as a bounty hunter.

In an open series, the protagonist may or may not change much by the end of the series. Stephanie Plum doesn’t change much from novel to novel. In fact, many readers follow the series because she is humorous and always gets into trouble. This keeps the reader engaged with the character.

The Roy Grace series by Peter James is an open character detective series.

The Jack Reacher series by Lee Child is an open character thriller series.

In the Stephanie Plum and the Roy Grace series, the secondary series unity is based on setting. In the Stephanie Plum series, the setting is her hometown. The hometown could be changed and the series would still be about Stephanie Plum. In the Roy Grace series, the setting is in Brighton. Any other city in England would do for the series to work. Because the setting can be changed, setting is not the primary uniting factor.

In the Jack Reacher series, setting is not a secondary series uniting factor, because Jack Reacher, being a drifter, ends up in a new location in every novel in the series.

​Open Series: Setting-Based Unity

A setting series is a group of novels set in the same location.

The Bridgerton series by Julia Quinn is an open series historical romance connected by setting. The Regency society that the Bridgerton family lives in unites the stories in the series.

Our analysis of the Bridgerton series is based on the original published version. The original novels all include one prologue and one epilogue. Julia Quinn later updated the novels to include a second epilogue because her fans wanted to know more about the characters. We chose to analyze the original version because that version made the series commercially successful.

We also wrote a generic series skeleton blurb for the Bridgerton series.

A Bridgerton family member must overcome societal obstacles; otherwise, they won’t find true love.

The secondary series unity for the Bridgerton series is character unity. Each novel revolves around one of the Bridgertons. This is secondary because, without the Regency society, the series doesn’t work.

The Dublin Murder Squad series by Tana French is a setting-based series in the psychological mystery genre. The mysteries all take place in Dublin. This series does not have a secondary series unity. The protagonists are different members of the Dublin Murder Squad.

In a setting-based series, readers love to come back to a series for the emotional impact of the locations. They come back because the writer made the fictional world real.
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​Your Fun Series Task

You’ve already decided whether you’re writing an open or closed series. Now we’re going to add to that.

Remember: The second decision depends on whether you’re writing a closed or an open series.

For a closed series, this is the moment to decide on the number of novels you want to write. If you don’t know the number, choosing to write a trilogy is a good place to begin.

For an open series, this is the moment to decide on the series uniting factor. To find the uniting factor, we’re going to work on the first three novels in the series. For both a character-based and a setting-based series, the first three novels in the series are enough to show how to create the uniting factor for a longer series.

The second decision for a closed series:


	Decide on the number of novels in your series.

	Add that number to your series vault.

	Set the uniting factor to plot in your series vault.



The second decision for an open series:


	Decide whether the series’ uniting factor will be character or setting.

	Add that decision to your series vault.
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​Evolution and My Fairy Assassin Series Vaults

Deciding that Evolution is a closed series means the uniting factor is the plot. There will be one story that starts at the opening image of book one and ends at the closing image of the final book in the series. We’ve also decided the Evolution series will be a trilogy.

We decided My Fairy Assassin is an open series, and the uniting factor will be character. We don’t know how many novels will be in the series.
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​Where to Next?

Now you know the basic foundation for your series. The next chapter shows how to create skeleton blurbs for the novels in the series and for the series as a whole. It will be difficult to do that without knowing whether your series is closed or open and what the series’ uniting factor is, so it’s critical to complete your fun series task for this section.​
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Chapter Five: Meet Your Skeleton Blurbs
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Are you still deciding whether you’re writing a closed or open series? As they say, “Stop the presses!” We really, really, really recommend that you make that decision before moving forward. Without that decision, you won’t know what skeleton blurbs to write.

​What Is a Skeleton Blurb?

A skeleton blurb is one sentence that reminds you who the protagonist is, what their goal is, and what’s at stake if they don’t achieve the goal.

It looks like this:

[The protagonist] must [strive for a goal]; otherwise, [something bad will happen].
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A closed series needs a series-level skeleton blurb; plus each novel needs its own skeleton blurb.
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An open series can have a generic series skeleton blurb, and each novel needs its own skeleton blurb.

​Why You Need Skeleton Blurbs

The skeleton blurb is your first creative expression, a promise to yourself that your story has potential, and it kicks off outlining and writing each novel in your series.

If you’re a discovery writer, the skeleton blurb will give you the tool to determine whether each scene you write is related to the story you want to tell. Without a skeleton blurb, it’s hard to know what the story is, and you may end up writing scenes that don’t belong in the story.

For writers who love to outline, the skeleton blurb lets you evaluate whether every scene belongs in the story before you even write it. Without a skeleton blurb, you might find it hard to outline quickly.

After you’ve written your novels, you can use the skeleton blurb to write the story blurb that goes on the back cover of your novel. Skeleton blurbs are your friends. They are a tool for you to use until you submit your novel for publication.

If you’re writing a closed series, it will be a tremendous help if you create a skeleton blurb for each novel and for the series itself. The number of novels will determine how you’re going to structure the series story arc and determine how many skeleton blurbs you need to write.

If you’re writing an open series, you don’t need to create a skeleton blurb yet for every novel in your series, But we recommend you create the skeleton blurb for at least the first three novels. We’re going to challenge you with writing a generic series skeleton blurb that could be applied to each novel.
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