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PLOTS:
Main Plot, Subplots, and Ingredients

Main Plot

The main plot threads crucial events that comprise the story of
what happens (i.e., the cause) and the result (i.e., the effect).
Characters react to the events orchestrated by the main plot and

its subplots.

Subplots

Subplots support the main plot, adding more events and
characters to amplify and build out the main plot. Both the main
plot and subplots follow a logical series of events arranged based

on the Story Beats.

Ingredients

Readers expect stories to unfold in familiar patterns based on pre-
established notions of storytelling gained through TV shows,
films, and books. Structure prompts for the ingredients expected

by your target audience.
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Killer Ingredients

Like making an omelet, authors use a recipe established by the
story’s premise to blend genres, settings, stakes, secrets, and

twists.

Premise

The premise conveys the lead character, plot, theme, symbol, and
event, including a sense of the protagonist’s transformation.
« Think of the premise as true north, guiding strategically the
plot’s series of events toward the story’s conclusion.
« Your premise makes the story easy to understand and share
in a one-line description.
« This premise reduces your story to its essence so you can

make sure plot events provide the required support.

Genres

Your chosen genre influences the story’s conventions, key scenes,
problems, and themes. Because readers have read countless
books and watched even more films and TV shows, bestselling
authors understand a genre’s conventions and key scenes, and
they use those familiar patterns to satisfy the audience’s preset

expectations.
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Setlings

The right settings in a story can enhance the mood and tone,
taking on qualities akin to essential characters. A setting can
deepen every scene, help portray the story’s cast, deliver and
enrich the backstory, convey emotions, build tension, and provide
a unique reader experience. You can use settings as a motif that
influences the overall story. Also, the setting can convey a specific
meaning to the chief protagonist, primary antagonist, or

environmental opposition.

Stakes

The stakes determine what motivates the chief protagonist to
continue pursuing a goal despite insurmountable external and
internal obstacles. The story’s lead character envisions the
negatives associated with failure, motivating continued efforts to
attain some goal despite physical and emotional barriers (i.e., the
“try/fail cycle”). For example, those negative consequences (i.e.,
stakes) propel the protagonist forward because of powerful
emotions (e.g., mental anguish) and real danger (e.g., potential

physical, psychological, or professional death).
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Secrets and Twists

To satisfy reader expectations, a killer plot relies on sound yet
unexpected secrets and twists. The goal of secrets and twists is to
surprise and delight readers with fresh approaches, adding the
spices to your story omelet that can make your plot and subplots

unique.

Visible and Invisible Storylines

The main plot and subplots contain layers of visible and invisible
storylines. For example, in a murder mystery, the visible (i.e.,
surface) storyline is the discovery of a body. In a cozy mystery,
the invisible (i.e., subsurface) storyline excludes the scene of the
actual murder, leaving the details to the audience’s imagination.
Together, the visible and invisible threads of the story engage
readers. The plot structure helps to track the visible and invisible
threads of the narrative to ensure the story’s ending provides

readers with a satisfying resolution.

Plot and Subplots Example

As an example, a cozy mystery novel could contain the following
main plot and subplots:
A.Main Plot (e.g., the murder and hunt for the killer)

Grant P. Ferguson +44 WritingForEternity.com
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B. Secondary Character Subplot (e.g., the sidekick or mentor)

C. Community Conflict Subplot (e.g., people conflicts)

D. Sleuth’s Character Arc Subplot (e.g., lead character’s flaws)

E. Setting/Storyworld Subplot (e.g., influence on characters)
Cozy mysteries often weave subplots around the main plot of the
murder, setting up value reversals at the MIDPOINT and raising

stakes as the story progresses.

Weave the Threads of Plot and Subplots

Consider weaving together the storyline threads of the main plot
with subplots to make the narrative more interesting, then start
each with one set of values and make decided value shifts at the
novel’s MIDPOINT. Consider this cozy mystery example.
A.Murder (Main Plot): An amateur sleuth strives to identify
the Riller and bring the person to justice, showcasing a clever
puzzle for readers to solve.
> Starting Value: Lead character resists the call to sleuth.
> MIDPOINT Shift: Lead character embraces the call to
sleuth.
B. Sidekick (Subplot 1): Best friend serves as a friendly ear but
a poor guide for change.
> Starting Value: Sidekick reduces sleuth’s confidence.

> MIDPOINT Shift: Sidekick boosts sleuth’s courage.
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C. Community Conflict (Subplot 2): The town’s police chief
gives the sleuth mixed signals.
> Starting Value: Chief encourages sleuth to find clues.
> MIDPOINT Shift: Chief hinders sleuth’s investigation.

D. Sleuth’s Character Arc (Subplot 3): Sleuth and husband
moved to the idyllic small town to pursue their dream
retirement activities.
> Starting Value: Fear (flaw) discourages her call to sleuth.
> MIDPOINT Shift: Courage (shift) inspires acceptance of

calling.

E. Setting/Storyworld (Subplot 4): The descriptions and
events make readers want to learn more about the small
town, but the environment also influences the characters.
> Starting Value: The small town and characters appear

idyllic.
> MIDPOINT Shift: The location and people take on darker

tones.

Plot and Subplot Principles

Adopt and adapt these principles of plot and subplot structuring.
« Define the plot and subplots.
« Clarify the starting values and the MIDPOINT changes.
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« Set the starting and ending times of the main plot and
subplots, shifting dates and times logically as needed. Note:
Even though the threads start at different points in the story, all
values change at the MIDPOINT.

« Increase the stakes.

« Shift the lead character’s value from want to need at
MIDPOINT. Note: Refer to the glossary for more information
about a character’s want and need.

« Introduce new obstacles to align with changed values.

« Show the MIDPOINT reversals in priority order to avoid
story lulls.

« Resolve all loose ends.

Given the number of potential story threads, use a method (e.g., a
spreadsheet) to track the many moving parts of the plot and

subplots, including the influence of each timeline.

Romance and Mystery Plot Examples

The following examples for the romance and mystery genres offer

a glimpse of using Story Beats to structure and order the plot.
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Act1: STABLE WORLD

HOOK

The first scene introduces essential aspects of the story and grabs
readers with an intense need to know what happens next. For
example:
« Romance: The potential meeting of lovers creates a need to
know: will they actually meet?
« Cozy Mystery: The discovery of a dead body raises the
question: Who did it?
Note: The story’s HOOK can appear before, within, or at the end of the
SETUP sequence.

TRIGGER

Approximately halfway through Act 1, a major event triggers the
disruption of the protagonist’s Stable World, stopping the lead
character from continuing as before. For example:
« Romance: The lovers meet, and that raises another question:
will they stay together?
« Cozy Mystery: The stakes become apparent, encouraging the
reluctant sleuth to investigate, and that creates a new

question: will the lead character investigate?
Note: The HOOK and TRIGGER are separate events.
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WRANGLE

In this sequence of scenes, the lead character wrangles with
move-forward choices, but resists the need for change. For
example:
« Romance: One lover debates whether they're right for the
other, setting in motion a series of conflicts.
« Cozy Mystery: The reluctant sleuth wrangles with choices,
facing external and internal conflicts that influence whether

to investigate.

THRUST INTO z

In this scene, the lead character acts on the choices made in the
WRANGLE sequence, thrusting the individual into an Unstable
World. For example:
« Romance: The lovers’ initial efforts to get together fail,
thrusting them into an Unstable World.
« Cozy Mystery: The lead protagonist encounters a person or
an event that encourages the investigation of the crime,

compelling the amateur sleuth to enter the Unstable World.
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Act 2A: UNSTABLE WORLD

RESPONSE

In this sequence of scenes, the chief protagonist responds to the
Unstable World, and meets someone who will help them learn
the internal theme. For example:

« Romance: One lover meets a person who can help them get
together with their soulmate (i.e., the want).

« Cozy Mystery: The lead protagonist struggles in the
Unstable World, and while wrestling with raised stakes and
hunting for the murderer (i.e. the want), meets a person
capable of helping the lead character learn the Internal
Theme.

POWER PLAY 1

This scene shows the power of the opposing force (i.e., someone
or something) and establishes the core conflict. For example:

« Romance: The opposing force (e.g., rival lover, society,
environment, distance, obligations, secrets, lies) exerts
power over one lover or both, causing more conflict.

« Cozy Mystery: The reluctant sleuth receives a threat from

the yet unidentified killer and uncovers more clues.
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PREMISE

This sequence of scenes fulfills the novel’s premise, delivering to
readers the events and emotions they crave. For example:
« Romance: One lover or both express or show their intentions
toward the other.
« Cozy Mystery: While still somewhat reluctant, the amateur
sleuth ramps up the investigation, interviewing suspects
and narrowing down the list of potential killers, even though

the stakes continue to rise.

MIDPOINT

This scene shows the chief protagonist’s changed status,
increases the stakes, and gives the sleuth insight, shifting the
value focus from the individual’s want to need.

« Romance: One lover or both realizes a ‘need for love.’

« Cozy Mystery: The sleuth accepts the ‘need to overcome fear’

to investigate even though the stakes rise again.
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Act 2B: UNSTABLE WORLD

ACTION

In this sequence of scenes, the lead character takes action based
on a discovery, changing the individual’s trajectory (i.e., up or
down). For example:
« Romance: The lovers break up or go their separate ways
because of personal conflicts or external events.
« Cozy Mystery: Caught up in the active investigation, the
sleuth interviews suspects even though the threat of harm

increases.

POWER PLAY z

This scene hints at what is coming when the lead character
PLUNGES INTO 3, emphasizing the ever-increasing stakes. For
example:

« Romance: One lover vows to bring them together, increasing

the stakes.
« Cozy Mystery: The mystery killer increases the sleuth’s

risks.
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BATTLE 1

In this sequence of scenes, the chief protagonist battles the
opposing force and appears to win (or lose) BATTLE 1. For
example:

« Romance: The opposing force threatens to keep the lovers
apart regardless of their efforts, but somehow they stay
together for now (i.e., in this plot example, the lovers appear
to win).

« Cozy Mystery: The sleuth makes progress toward
identifying the actual killer, sensing victory is near (i.e., in

this plot example, the sleuth appears to win).

Act 3: CHANGED WORLD

PLUNGE INTO 3

In this scene (and in most stories), the victory at the end of Act 2B
is reversed, plunging the lead character into an all-is-lost state
(i.e., a looming sense of physical, professional, or emotional
death). It’s the lead character’s lowest point in the story. As
described by screenwriter Blake Snyder, it’s like that moment
when a caterpillar wraps itself in a cocoon, and it represents

death. For example:
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« Romance: The lovers break up or sense they must remain
separate, devastating one or both (i.e., an emotional death
and a reversal of the prior win).

« Cozy Mystery: The expected breakthrough in the
investigation never materializes, forcing the sleuth to take
more risks to identify the actual Riller (i.e., a professional

death and a reversal of the prior win).

PONDER

In this sequence of scenes, the protagonist ponders prior choices,
which can include goal dedication, self-worth, and personal
abilities. For example:
« Romance: One lover or both debate their prior choices,
pondering whether to get together again.
« Cozy Mystery: The sleuth reevaluates the progress to date,

questioning whether to continue.

FACE-OFF

The scene includes a face-off between the opposing force and the
lead character, brought on by prior choices. For example:
« Romance: One lover confronts the opposing force (e.g., a
rival).

« Cozy Mystery: The sleuth confronts the most likely suspect.
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BATTLE 2

In this sequence of scenes, the primary point-of-view character
and the opposing force fight intensely, knowing only one will
survive the second battle. The chief protagonist must go through
this fight just as a butterfly must struggle to emerge from the
cocoon. For example:
« Romance: One conflict leads to another until one lover
selflessly sacrifices for the benefit of the other.
« Cozy Mystery: Through a series of events, the sleuth realizes
things are not as they seem, narrowing the focus, but not yet

revealing the true identity of the actual killer.

CLIMAX

This scene concludes with the lead character achieving positive or
negative results tied to both the story’s goal and the protagonist’s
need, resulting in either a win/win, win/lose, lose/win, or lose/
lose. For example:
« Romance: The scene shows one lover or both realizing the
‘need for love,’ and in this example, they will stay together
(i.e., the outcome is a win/win).
« Cozy Mystery: The scene shows that because the individual

accepted the ‘need to keep investigating despite fear,’ the

sleuth will solve the crime (i.e., the outcome is a win/win).
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RESOLUTION

The last scene ties up loose ends and satisfies readers with the
emotions they expect from the Changed World. For example:

« Romance: The lover sacrificed to receive a reward, and
together, they lived happily ever after even though the
outcome differed from the character’s initial want.

« Cozy Mystery: The lead character’s efforts result in justice,
and the lesson of overcoming fear learned by the sleuth sets

up the continuation of the cozy mystery series.

Create Memorable Story Settings

A setting can magnify the emotional tone and mood of your story,
bringing locations to life with descriptions that resonate with
readers long after they close your book. For example:

« In The Lord of the Rings, consider how the detailed
descriptions of Middle Earth amplified the story’s emotional
mood and tone.

« Take a trip down memory lane and remember your surprise
and delight at the different settings in Alice’s Adventures in
Wonderland.

Grant P. Ferguson 4164 WritingForEternity.com



4+ Story Plots Workbook +

Reflect on other books and films where the settings played
significant roles, such as Sherlock Holmes, Watership Down, and
The Wonderful Wizard of Oz.

Personify Story Settings

Similar to describing traits in a character’s profile, decide how
each setting will affect the story. For example:
« Move the story forward?
« Contribute to characters’ thoughts, choices, words, and
actions?
« Alffect the hero’s emotions, external goal, and inner need?
« Expand or exacerbate the lead character’s problems?
+ Increase the lead character’s conflicts with others or the
environment?
« Shape the lead character’s actions directed toward others?
« Showcase the influence of weather and lighting on
characters?
« Control the outcome of one or more scenes?
« Influence the characters’ senses (i.e., see, hear, smell, touch,
or taste)?

+ Create vivid images that evoke a visceral response?
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Note: Use your preferved method of recording (e.g., a spreadsheet) the key
aspects of each setting, and update as the story unfolds. If you’re writing

a series, these notes will prove valuable.

Plot and Subplots Help to Fulfill Expectations

Research the storytelling patterns your target audience expects
and fulfill their desires. It’s your story and you control what
happens (the plot events) from beginning to end. The Story Beats
offer time-tested principles of storytelling, but they’re merely a

map. You decide whether to follow the map or take detours.
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PLOTS:
Infographics

These plot illustrations highlight how a thread of crucial events
comprises the narrative of what happens within the story (i.e., the

cause) and the result (i.e., the gffect).
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Cozy Mystery Plot Example

SETUP
]

1

1

i TRIGGER
H (12%)
]

]

1

1

HOOK
(0-1%)

CONVENTIONS

(25%)

1
THRUST INTO 2

]
1
1
POWER PLAY 1

(37%)

-~
Act 1 Act 2A Act 2B Act 3

- Murder creates a puzzle - Sleuth actively investigates - Sleuth eliminates each of the - Sleuth reveals the truth
(who done it?) murder suspects about the murder
- Death is offstage and - Story introduces one or more - Killer makes it personal, - Sleuth is changed by the
discovered early subplots taunting sleuth events
- Reason for killing must be - Sleuth encounters obstacles - Sleuth doubles efforts to
plausible and conflicts reveal killer
- All clues are visible to - Unknown killer has the
readers advantage over sleuth (99-100%)
- Red herrings used to - Stakes keep rising and a (89-95%) RESOLUTION
distract audience deadline looms BATTL i
- No explicit profanity, sex, - Midpoint shifts focus from ! |
or violence “wants” to “needs” !
- Crime occurs within the (76-87%) i
community PONDER ' CLIMAX
- Killer is from the ! (96-98%)
community !
- An event forces sleuth to E

L investigate (64-74%) : FACE OFF

BATTLE 1 i (88%)
H i
' PLUNGE
(51-62%) i 9
ACTION i INTO 3 (75%)
i |
1
(38-49%) i
PREIIVIISE ! |
' g~ POWER PLAY 2
(26-36%) ! (63%)
RESPIONSE \ '
: : :
(13-24%) | MIDPOINT
WRANGLE | (50%)
(1-11%) i

— EEEEE

Murder Victim Discovered
Sleuth states External Theme
An event bonds readers to sleuth
MacGuffin is hinted

Sleuth chases true/false clues

Sidekick states internal theme
Praise of killer's strengths
Sleuth discovers MacGuffin
Sleuth exposes killer

Killer is brought to justice

®@00®e0

Loose ends tied up

Grant P. Ferguson
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Romance Plot Example

:

- A love triangle of - Opposite character traits influence the budding relationship - Moral flaws of the individuals
protagonist, love interest, - Forces oppose the relationship (e.g., secrets, rituals) cause conflicts
and rival (e.g., a person or A X X X . - The lovers must overcome
some distraction) - Secrets draw or oppose the budding relationship, causing conflict their flaws or moral failings

- Characters share moments that only they appreciate (e.g., traditions,
- Other characters help and histories, private language, inside jokes)
harm the relationship

(99-100%)

(89-95%) RESOLUTION
BATTLE i

]
]

(76-87%) .
PONDER ! CLIMAX
i i (96-98%)
1
1
1
N (64-74%) FACE OFF
BATTLE 1 (88%)

(51-62%)

PLUNGE
162 INTO 3 (75%)

]

]

]

1
(38-49%) i
PREMISE : '
s~ POWER PLAY 2
(26-36%) (63%)
RESPONSE

1
MIDPOINT

WRANGLE (50%)

(13-24%) |
i

(1-11%)
SETUP
]

1
1
POWER PLAY 1

(37%) m

The lovers meet

1

1
! TRIGGER
: (12%)
1
1
1
1

THRUS'lI' INTO 2 Lovers first kiss (intimate tie)
o

(25%)

Something disrupts meeting Acknowledge they care

@0

Draws attention to 1 or both Aresistance by 1 person

A level of resistance from 1 or both @ A break up (all is lost moment)

©)
®

@ePE®®

Looks as if they'll not get together Show love with some sacrifice

Reunite & commit or separate
J

Ve
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Thriller Plot Example

CONVENTIONS

SETUP

1
TRIGGER
(12%)

THRU(S'II' INTO 2
0y

-
Act 1 Act 2A Act 2B Act 3
- Narrative atmosphere - Brilliance of Villain revealed - Stakes show fate worth than - Story ends in either justice or
detailed and threatening by someone's talk death is damnation injustice
- A specific MacGuffin - Ruthless Villain proves to be - Villain makes it personal, - Hero is changed positively or
(Villain's object of desire) unreasonable and merciless taunting Hero negatively by the events
- Early event reveals a clue - Characters positively and - Hero becomes victim, at the
about Villain's MacGuffin negatively impact Hero mercy of the Villain /
- Excitement delivers the - Villain must be brought to
emotions readers crave justice or injustice will prevail (99-100%)
- A capable Hero tries to - Stakes keep rising and a (89-95%) RESOLUTION
thwart a powerful Villain deadline looms BATTLE H
- Lives depend on the Hero's - Hero's life is preserved when ' |
success he/she unleashes special gift H '
- Story contains elements of ~ 1
suspense (IZSNBI;&?) :
- An ever increasing threat ' 1 CLIMAX
of risk and danger i 1 (96-98%)
- Not all clues are visible to | H
readers |
g (64-74%) FACEDOFF
BATTLE 1 (88%)
'
]
' PLUNGE
(51-62%) i 9%
ACTION i INTO 3 (75%)
i |
1
(38-49%) i
PREIIVIISE ! |
! o~ POWER PLAY 2
(26-36%) ! (63%)
RESPONSE \ '
! ' :
(13-24%) | MIDPOINT
WRANGLE | (50%)
(1-11%) i T

1
POWER PLAY 1
(37%)

Crime of a powerful Villain
25%

) Someone states External Theme
An event bonds readers to Hero

MacGuffin is hinted

@ePE®®

Hero crosses point of no return

Ve

— EEEEE

® Hero fails to overcome Villain

@ Talk of Villain's abilities

®
@
©)
®

Hero discovers MacGuffin
False ending (win or lose)
Hero at Villain's mercy

Hero changed (+/-)

Grant P. Ferguson
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Plot and Subplots Timeline Example

Even though the Main Plot and Subplot threads start at different points in
the story, all values change at the Midpoint. Prioritize so there are no lulls
in the story and all shifts occur within the shortest possible span of story.

( Act1 X Actza X a2 ) Act3 )

Setting and Storyworld (Subplot 4);
Small town ?;md chiaracters seem idyIiIiC. ‘ Storyworld takes on darker tones.

Sleuth's Chal’:actefr Arc (Subplot 3)

Fear disbourabes sleuth. Courageiinspires acc¢eptarice of calling.

Community Conflict (Subplot 2)

Chief encourages; sleuth. PD Chief hinders sleuth:

Sidekick;(Subplot 1)

Sideki:pk zaps sleuth's confidence. Sidekick boosts sléuth'siconfidence.

Murder (Mairii Plot)

L ead character resists the call to sleuth.

—

ead character embracesi the call to sleuth.

Q@@ @

HOOK MIDPOINT RESOLUTION

—.— Represents the approximate span of time the value shift takes place.
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Parallel & Merge Plot Example

The Main Plot is a thread of crucial events that comprise the narrative of what
happens within the story, forcing characters into conflicts. The Subplots add more
events and characters to amplify and build out the main plot.

Book Example: The Wonderful Wizard of Oz by L. Frank Baum

Wants  Shows Leftin Gets
Brains  Smart River Brains
Wants  Shows Falls Scares  Gets
Courage Boldness Asleep Wizard Courage
Cyclone  Gift of Wants  Shows Unawareof Falls Dorothy Balloon Wish  Returns
Whisksto Oz Slippers Home Independence Power  Asleep Kills Witch Fails Granted Home

Wants  Shows
Heart Compassion Mice

Meet OZ.Wi" 0z D.emands 0z Gt;od
Up See  Kill Witch Reneges Witch
Them
@ Plot (Dorothy): Will Dorothy learn inner-power and return home?
O Subplot (Scarecrow): Will Scarecrow get brains?
O Subplot (Cowardly Lion): Will Cowardly Lion get courage?
© Subplot (Tin Woodman): Will Tin Woodman get heart?

O Merge (All Threads): Will they work together to achieve their goals?

The Wonderful Wizard of Oz offers an excellent example of a “Parallel & Merge Plot.” It starts
with the main plot (Dorothy) followed by three subplots (Scarecrow, Cowardly Lion, and Tin
Woodman) that merge at strategic points. The subplots influence the main plot. Dorothy
recognizes an inner strength to achieve her goal and return home.

Writing Principle: Subplots serve as support to the main plot, connecting key points and
amplifying essential details.

How-to: Begin a Parallel & Merge Plot using the 8 Story Spine beats.
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