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            Author’s Introductory Rambling Chapter

          

        

      

    

    
      Unlike most of you, I came at modern fiction through a distinctly roundabout and confusing path that I wouldn’t recommend to anyone who wants to be sane at the far end. (No comments from the peanut gallery, please.)

      In the beginning, I was a poet. Long-form, un-rhyming, not following to any formal structure. (Technically, in the very beginning, I was an actor, and learned to breathe the words before I worked myself up to writing them, but that’s a story that requires you ply me with alcoholic beverages to hear.)

      I don’t rhyme. I write as I speak, using the turn of the language and the spaces on the page equally to impart a lesson. I’ve even published some of it for folks who wish to partake. The Forestal is a long piece. Epic and dark. Written over the course of about two years when I was in grad school, out in the nasty lands. You can see the sudden transition to desert as a motif for me being in a new land. Plus an imperial shit-ton of anger, unrelated, but nonetheless present.

      Later, (much later, as we measure the miles), I gave up writing formal stuff and contented myself with table-top role-playing games (and the characters therein). That assuaged my creative needs. I did write a few stories in those days, but most of the interesting stuff was contained in an RPG I created in the late 90’s that will never see the light of day, because then I’d have to share royalties with someone. (I’m currently in the process of giving the man that thing he wants most from this world. The Last Word.)

      Later, I started writing stage plays. No, I don’t know why either, except that J9 gets most of the blame there. She deserved it. Along the way, I had written several bad one-act plays, but I was using them to work out other things, so they served their purpose.

      Then I met a dude who taught screen-writing. I worked with him for several years. (One of these days, we might even stumble into five million dollars or twenty-five, and make some of them into actual movies. Again, another story for another time.)

      I learned the craft of screen-writing from him, which is entirely different from genre fiction, because it is primarily an auditory thing, with visuals a distant second and the written work a vague afterthought.

      So when the woman who would become Wife #2 (Fabulous Publisher Babetm) convinced me to start writing for publication, I came at it a different way. Different analysis. Different format. Different structure.

      That’s because I started out in the Three Act Dramatic Structure for telling a story, something she hadn’t really ever been exposed to all that much. Writers are taught to do it a different way, but I never learned those lessons, so I still see structure in Acts.  (She’s finally gotten used to me talking about any current story in terms of which Act I am currently pursuing.)

      Later, she explained to me Lester Dent’s 7-Point-Plot-Structure, which was totally foreign, but underpins the basis of genre fiction. I had to write The Beginning Storyteller just to make sure I understood everything. (If it makes any sense to anyone else, that’s just a bonus.)

      But she suggested that my understanding of Acts and such was foreign to many of you, and would be a useful tool in your toolbox. That’s all anything is. You learn words and put them together in new ways. You learn new ways to organize your thoughts on the page and paragraph differently as an exercise in mind control. (Stephen King is the reigning master of mind control.)

      As the 7-Point-Plot-Structure (hereinafter 7PPS) is a tool, so is the Three-Act-Dramatic-Structure (hereinafter 3ADS, because I’m lazy and they aren’t paying me by the word here.) It is a different way to think about your plot, and your story arcs, following the most visual methodologies you will find when you watch a movie or TV show.

      Hopefully, it will help make you a better writer.
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            What is the Three-Act Narrative Structure? Why Three Acts?

          

        

      

    

    
      The Three-Act-Dramatic-Structure (3ADS) takes a story and breaks it into three distinct pieces. (Obviously.) However, depending on the story, they are not usually the same length. Frequently, Act II is the longest, for reasons we’ll go into when we get there.

      So why three acts? I have no idea. And most people who tell you THE TRUTH probably don’t either.

      Historically, they could be all sorts of lengths. Shakespeare frequently did crazy things that were brutally long, (think eight acts), in order to tell some massively grand story.

      As to the why of that, think about the days when you didn’t have cars or television. Going to a stage play required a major effort on your part. Take the entire day off or use a Church holy day. Travel on foot to a theater that was showing one play. Find a good vantage point. Maybe buy a hot roll from a vendor. Settle in and be entertained for a significant chunk of your day, before making the long journey home before dark.

      Or maybe you had lots of money. That entitled you to a private box, or, more likely, a private performance, possibly involving Important People, and it needed to be good.

      Either way, you wanted to get your money’s worth out of the play, since it was either your entire day, if you were a peasant in an open-topped stage like The Globe, or a candle-lit interior (with freaking expensive candles, mind you) or at least torches everywhere costing money to burn.

      But a good story really moves in three parts:

      
        	The hero does something, but it is not enough.

        	The villain does something in response, and almost wins.

        	The hero must summon previously-untapped reserves of awesomeness and overcome the villain.

      

      As a lovely example, I’ll point you at two places, and let you see how the writer did it.

      Star Wars, by George Lucas.

      The hero must be found, and thrown into the story, just barely surviving, but meeting all the key players. That’s Act One, with Luke heading down into Mos Eisley, that wretched hive of scum and villainy.

      The villain responds by threatening everything, and nearly killing the hero. Luke does escape the Death Star, but Ben’s dead, and the Imperials are now coming for Yavin, where they will destroy the Rebellion, unless Luke can save them. Act Two.

      Confrontation between Luke and Vader. People killed. Betrayals. Ticking clock. Han rides in at the last moment and saves Luke, who then blows up the Death Star and saves the day at the absolute last moment. Act Three.

      Got that? Now, consider the movie trilogy.

      Star Wars. The Rebellion has survived and managed to score a major blow against the Empire, but they are still on the run. Act One.

      Empire Strikes Back. Sounds like the villain’s turn, doesn’t it? Ends with everything screwed up, as black as it can possibly get. Sets up the final confrontation. Act Two.

      Return of the Jedi. The big battle. Rebellion versus Empire for all the marbles. Luke versus Jabba the Hutt. Luke versus Vader. Han and Ewoks against Imperial Stormtroopers. Vader versus the Emperor. The day is saved. Act Three.

      In both instances, a 3ADS is used. I can imagine other places you’ll see the same thing, once you start paying attention.

      After you have basics of 3ADS down, the longer movies and plays are really just extra bits thrown in. Maybe you are telling a historic tale, and need to have some modicum of accuracy to what really happened, with all the squishy, messy parts.. Maybe you have a big troupe and want everyone to have a big role. Dunno.

      Hero. Villain. Victory.

      I’ll talk about some of those bits in later chapters, but I wanted to help you wrap your head around the 3ADS by making a comparison to a very useful writing tool an editor once taught me, for producing short, powerful, genre fiction.

      He called it 1-2-3:

      
        	One problem.

        	Two characters.

        	Three thousand words.

      

      That’s it.

      Your plot has one and only one problem. If you include an AND in your description, you’ve already gone too long.

      You have two characters. Again, two people in conflict. Not three, and not six thousand. Two.

      Three thousand words. Hard, sharp, fast. Editors like 3,000 word stories because it allows them to have more writers (and each of their fan bases) represented. It lets them more easily hit a target length for their publication. Etc.

      But let’s go back to drama.

      One problem. Two characters. They must go head to head and solve it.

      Hero.

      Villain.

      Victory.

      Like we covered above.

      Dunno about you, but the shortest way to hammer that home turns into three acts. Hero. Villain. Victory. That’s the basis for a tight, compelling short story, and play. Anything else you do frequently involves walking to the story (at the front) or harrowing the shire (at the back), neither of which contribute meaningfully to the story.

      Do you even need them?

      So what goes into each Act? Let’s turn the page and find out.
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      The beginning of any literary piece is always going to be Act One, unless you screwed up in the previous chapter and introduced some long-winded prologue that you thought was necessary to explain everything. They usually aren’t, but I’ll use them anyway from time to time, usually to bring in something that otherwise would have happened entirely off stage and have to be explained in dialogue. (Or worse, a dream sequence or flashback.)

      The point of Act One is to introduce the hero and the world. Going back to the 7PPS from Dent, you need a character, in a setting, with a problem.

      Hero.

      But the hero needs sidekicks. She needs location. She needs feelings. And she needs a problem.

      So you introduce them here. Slowly, so that everyone has a chance to be something more than a two-dimensional cardboard cutout. You might start in a bar, like every good RPG campaign. Or a meadow, watching an alien starship appear out of the night sky that then hits you with a tractor beam that drags you off. What you do sets your pace.

      Let’s go back to my favorite fantasy movie. We start with a space battle, desperately uneven as a tiny little ship tries to flee from a big one, but he’s not getting away. I remember the end of that scrolling text suddenly giving way to a desert planet horizon, and then boom. I was hooked.

      Evil warlord captures fair maiden (White robes. You were paying attention, right?), but she manages to send off her two assistants with a secret message for the old wizard.

      So already, we’ve got world, we’ve got villain, and we have mission: save the princess.

      Now we introduce the hero, by putting him into a context of a dead-end world (kid can’t even go into Toshi Station to play video games with his buddies) and introduce the quest. Turns out he’s hiding from evil here, but you don’t learn that until much later. Kid stumbles across the wizard, and gets recruited to help save the galaxy.

      But along the way, the villain is still looking for the magic scroll. He would have wiped out the kid, had he been there. Those were the droids they were looking for.

      Kid’s in trouble. Whole Empire after him, for reasons he really doesn’t understand yet. But he’s going forward.

      So now, we’re on the road and looking for how we get somewhere and do something. More characters are introduced, and we find out just how badass the old guy is. And we meet some pretty rough-looking characters.

      The Empire is closing in, so we have to blast our way out of the system, but we’ve escaped. All is good.

      Of course we know better.

      The purpose of Act One is setting everything up. Drawing, the reader into the story and compelling them to stay with it.

      We aren’t happily-ever-after when Luke
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