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Plot structure: Your story’s archetype

Marlowe analyzed the narrative arc and major turning points of your novel. Below is a visual representation of
your book’s plot shape alongside the most similar narrative archetype.' This is a key graphic, showing your book’s
major plot arc at a glance. The graph is designed to make it easy for an author or editor to see the high-level

“shape” of your narrative and how closely it matches one of the seven core archetypes.

The narrative arc provides a rough snapshot of your story and your characters’ journey. Perhaps it's a story about
your protagonist's gradual move from difficult times to happy times. Or the opposite. We've identified seven broad
story archetypes that span much of popular fiction. And while it's interesting to know what kind of tale you've
told—say, a Rags to Riches story or a Rebirth story or a Quest story—this information becomes actionable only
when comparing your story to stories with a similar arc. The bottom line is that bestsellers come with all kinds of
different plotlines. There is no optimal shape for the narrative arc (though if your narrative has no arc, that's a

problem).

== Archetype 3: The Quest === Aunt Tik's: The Killer App

Good Fortune

Bad Fortune

Narrative Time

Figure 1: Plot and storyline in Aunt Tik’s: The Killer App

Plot turns: Conflict and resolution

In addition to the overarching plotline, the beats that occur throughout the narrative are likely to be even more

important to your readers.

Marlowe has marked the major plot turns in your manuscript in the graph below. The horizontal dashed line
across the center of the graph denotes emotional neutrality. Upward slopes in the line mark moments of conflict
resolution where the story takes a hopeful or positive turn, signified by joy, excitement, love, relief. Downward dips

show the story taking a darker turn or the introduction of a progressive complication.

'For a detailed discussion of narrative archetypes, see Examples of narrative arcs in modern fiction
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Additionally, this graph shows a well-known plot that is structured in a manner similar to yours. This does not
necessarily mean that your book is at all similar in terms of subject matter or style, but it does suggest that the
emotional experience of your readers will be similar. The Da Vinci Code and Fifty Shades of Grey are very different
books, but it turns out they have very similar plot trajectories. Readers consistently describe both books as
page-turners. Knowing about other books with similar plotlines will help you understand the experience readers

will have as they traverse your narrative.

In Marlowe’s library, the book with the most similar plotline to Aunt Tik’s: The Killer App is Snow Crash by Neal

Stephenson. Here is how that novel shapes up next to yours.

== Aunt Tik's: The Killer App === Snow Crash

Good Fortune

Bad Fortune

Narrative Time

Figure 2: Plot twists in Aunt Tik’s: The Killer App and Snow Crash

How to use these data

Consider the following:

1. The peaks and valleys roughly equate to moments of conflict and resolution. The more frequent the peaks
and valleys, the more the story becomes an emotional roller coaster for the characters and for readers. The

result is often a gripping page-turner.

2. Astory that rarely veers from that center axis of emotional neutrality will not be a bestseller. A fair amount
of your story should take place both above and below that dividing line. Good fiction is about hopes raised
and hopes dashed. Henry James observed, “Plot is characters under stress.” Does your protagonist face
relentless attacks from a powerful adversary (negative valence) only to overcome them (positive valence)?

The most popular novels have many of these turns or action beats.

3. Many beginners’ novels bog down in the middle, from about the one-quarter to three-quarters mark. (Some

call it Act Two of the three-act structure.) Make sure there are highs and lows throughout, not just with the
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inciting incident in Act One and the climactic events of Act Three. Have you introduced formidable barriers
for your hero to overcome in order to accomplish a specific, difficult goal? Does your protagonist encounter
a dark night of the soul where all seems lost at the end of Act Two? Hollywood story consultant John Truby,
author of The Anatomy of Story, advises authors to pepper their stories with dozens of action beats

throughout their narrative to maximize narrative drive.

4. In romance novels, the dips in the graph might represent the moments when the lovers seem most

star-crossed, when some external force or internal conflict threatens their relationship. Each genre has its

own set of tropes and reader expectations.

5. Look at not just the number of plot turns but the height of the peaks or depth of the valleys. The higher or
lower the point, the greater the emotional intensity. Do some of the highest or lowest points take place

during the final third or climax of your work?
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Narrative beats

Marlowe produced the following graphic as her takeaway of your novel's rhythm. Novels with a driving plot tend to
have up and down beats that are fairly evenly spaced across narrative time. The peaks and valleys mark specific
inflection points, which might take the form of action scenes, plot twists, reversals, betrayals, unexpected reveals,

or major set pieces.

14% 38% 56% 75%

Beats

6% 26% 47% 68%
Narrative Time

Figure 3: Narrative beats in Aunt Tik’s: The Killer App

Page-turners tend to have steady “beats”—turning points that are regularly spaced across the narrative. These
beats occur in places where significant points of conflict are resolved and normalcy is restored (positive beats) or
where new conflict is introduced and characters are sent into new turmoil (conflict beats). Books such as The Da
Vinci Code and Fifty Shades of Grey succeeded, in part, because of the way that Dan Brown and E.L. James
manipulated conflict to create an almost rhythmic beat of conflict and conflict resolution. In their novels these

beats are evenly spaced at intervals of about 10%.

We learn in The Bestseller Code: “Though bestsellers can take many shapes, a remarkably high number of the
biggest hits from the last thirty years share a plot shape with a regular beating rhythm. The model showed . . . that

a carefully manipulated emotional ride can lead to high global sales.”

Tips:

1. Make sure you have an action beat with a peak or valley early in your novel. You need to hook your reader in
the first twenty to thirty pages—and probably in the first or second chapter, given today’s time-strapped
reader. Have you infused your opening with enough emotion and drama? Have you raised the stakes for
your characters and set the protagonist and antagonist(s) on a collision course in the first quarter of your

story?

2. Many editors and successful authors recommend a major turning point or inciting event no later than the
25% mark, propelling your protagonist into the long middle build of your tale. Bestsellers often have a major
peak or valley near the 50% mark. This midpoint shift is where the protagonist changes from reactive to
proactive. And many stories unveil a final twist or big reveal toward the end—the ending payoff. Are your
turns and action beats taking place at the right points for your genre? Are they well spaced out? You can

tweak your story and submit the revised version for a fresh assessment by Marlowe.
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Positive beats

Positive beats associated with conflict resolution in your narrative occur near the following sentences:

The tailoring of his tux was so precise it looked glued on; the graying at the temples of his otherwise dark brown
hair seemed professionally rendered as if by a makeup artist. ... “Paul Castro?” ... The stranger stuck out his right
hand and clapped Paul behind his shoulder with his left. (~14%)

Andy was now obviously disappointed that he didn't have all the answers. ... “I've never really run into anything
like that or heard anyone talk about it on the message forum.” ... “That's okay, Andy. (~38%)

The lieutenant picked up after two rings. ... “... Lt. Brooks, glad | caught you—Paul Castro, the criminalist
supervisor working with Homicide. (~56%)

“We know Eastman was a cell captain when the old czar, James Marshall, was murdered. ... Marshall’'s e-mail
reveals a serious issue with Eastman just before his death. ... Nothing yet proves that Eastman is Marshall's
killer. (~74%)

Conflict beats

More conflict-oriented beats in your narrative occur near the following sentences:

He inherited a big chunk of change from a relative, or so I'm told. ... His family is one of the sponsors of
Saturday’s charity ball.” ... “You don't see that too often,” | said. (~6%)

Getting him a list of those was going to be my next task. ... The good thing is that | won't have anyone looking
over my shoulder asking me to account for my time.” ... That gave me an opening to tell Eve, as Marci listened in,
about my conversations with Steve at the federal detention facility. (~26%)

There was a long stretch where he did daily challenges to get his points as high as possible.” ... “Do you think we
could persuade him to help us out?” ... “| doubt it. (~46%)

Marci sent e-mails to Eve, Paul, and Bob that Aunt Tik's ... dismembered Steve. ... She added that they hadn't
punked him yet, that she knew of (~68%)
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The pacing of your story

Marlowe produced this Pacing Model, which simulates the experience readers have as they move through your
narrative. The graph helps you see where your readers will be turning pages most quickly (peaks) as well as the
slower moments (valleys) of foregrounding and scene setting. Key changes in pace are marked by dotted vertical

lines and a percentage showing where in your story the change takes place.

0% 17% 28% 39% 51% 57% 66% 88% 100%

Relative Pacing

Narrative Time

Figure 4: Pacing and action in Aunt Tik’s: The Killer App

How to use these data

Some authors like to open their novels with a languid pace to establish characters and setting before signaling the
core conflict at the heart of the story. Others prefer jumping right into the action, in media res. While there's no
single right way to begin a novel, the most successful writers vary the pace of their story to provide variety—and
also to provide relief to the reader. No one wants to read a thriller with sixty chapters of nonstop action and no

letup.

We've observed at least two major ways in which authors use pacing to great effect. One pacing technique is
through the use of language. Shorter sentences read faster than longer ones. Active conflict, such as a kidnapping
scene, will have fast pacing while a scene of intense suspense will typically move slower as the reader is prepared

for some revelation.

A second technique comes when an author interposes a slower, reflective scene bhetween higher-intensity action
scenes. You can think of it as injecting a series of breathing spaces into your story. In 1965 author Dwight Swain
coined the term “sequel” to refer to this unit of transition connecting two scenes, which can be as short as a

paragraph or as long as a chapter.

In the Major subjects section of this report (below), we observe that bestsellers often touch on human connection

and shared bonds. In The Firm, Grisham'’s young lawyer returns from his interview in Memphis, picks up Chinese
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takeout and a bottle of wine, and takes it home to the woman he is closest to, his wife Abby. It's an exciting
moment for Mitch, but Grisham slows down the pace with sips of wine and mouthfuls of noodles to let his readers
latch onto these moments of casual intimacy and closeness. When the pace picks up later on, and our lawyer hero

is on the run, we relate to him more deeply because we've seen him and Abby in these intimate moments.

Your pacing graph should show a variety of ups and downs, often corresponding with the turns or action beats
noted in the previous section. Just make sure the valleys aren’t too long or your readers may put down your book

and turn on Netflix.
Fast pacing

The fastest-paced sections of your narrative occur near the following sentences:

“Oh, yes, one of those truly tragic things. ... Which one are you calling about?” ... “Which one? (~18%)

“Of course,” Vanessa replied. ... “We have rules you and your members must accept before launching a
franchise. ... Those rules override anything else. (~38%)

Since we've not worked together before, let's share some of our careers and credentials.” ... Marci, Eve, and Paul
spoke briefly about themselves and their exploits. ... Bob then took the floor. (~58%)

Our SWAT team knows what they're doing, and CHiP has eyes on Strickland—how hard could this be?” ... Paul
sighed. ... “Remind me never again to discount the politics that go with something like this.” (~88%)

Slow pacing

The slowest-paced sections of your narrative occur near the following sentences:
The first punk...'s players would never know they were seeing the same finale shown to the actors in the second.

... The cell czar would ensure that the view of the runaway truck video posted for public downloading was only
generically labeled with the date, that it was morning, and that it happened on Mission Hill Ridge. (~28%)

“Please continue; I'll catch up in a few minutes.” ... Once she left the room, | leaned toward Steve and said
quietly, “Everyone has things on their computer they wouldn’t want their parents to know about. ... We deal with
that all the time. (~50%)

“Do we know yet how the killer left the scene?” ... Eve asked. ... “Forensics found strap marks on the front wheels
and tires,” Marci replied. (~66%)
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Your characters’ personality traits

Marlowe is still figuring out people. She's just beginning to evaluate human interactions. Below is her attempt to
extract information about how your characters act and their particular agency in your novel. In this graph,

Marlowe ascribes personality traits to as many as four of your main characters.” Marlowe may not have enough
data to draw definitive conclusions, but it's worth considering her high-level takeaway and asking yourself, Is my

protagonist too reactive? Is my antagonist too agreeable or not physical enough?’

Eve Louis
26% 31%
13% 16%

personality

Active, Hard-working

9% Agreeable, Responsive

Calm, Level-headed
Narrator Paul Confident, Bright

Dynamic, Energetic

Happy, Positive

37% 19% Perceptive, Intuitive
7% 16%
. -
4% 12%

Figure 5: 4 major character(s) in Aunt Tik’s: The Killer App

Remember, these are traits that Marlowe has assessed based on your characters’ actions. “True character is
revealed in the choices a human being makes under pressure-the greater the pressure, the deeper the revelation,”

writes Robert McKee, the author and story consultant. We concur.
How to use these data

Authors are well-advised to create some contrast in character temperaments in order to develop a gripping story.

Marlowe's character traits snapshot shows a quick overview of four of your main characters based on the actions

?To qualify for inclusion, a character's name must appear often enough in the book that Marlowe can get to know her (or him). We're
still teaching Marlowe about shifts between first, second, and third person POV.

*Note: Occasionally the same character can appear twice in a graph. This can happen when a character has a nickname (“Matt” instead
of “Matthew"), but it can also occur when the character is referred to by first name, last name, or first and last name.
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they're taking. If your antagonist is supposed to display physical prowess, make sure that characteristic shows up

or you may need to beef up your bad guy.

A good tactic is to look at the personality graphs alongside the Major subjects graph we discuss below. Can you
develop key qualities of a character with some further description, or perhaps dialogue, which centers on a key
theme? Can you position those themes in the places along your plotline that our graphs have shown to be a bit too

flat or perhaps too steep?

Readers and editors prefer characters who can drive a plot, appeal to our hearts and minds, and can make
something happen within the conventions of the book’s genre. Weaker characters are often passive, more likely to
respond rather than initiate, more likely to hope rather than act. Make sure your main characters don't just think
and desire but take decisive action! Make them three-dimensional. The strongest characters in fiction appeal to

the emotions, the mind, and spirit of readers.
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Dialogue vs. narrative

Marlowe examined the amount of dialogue in your novel and compared it to the narrative. At its most basic level,
dialogue occurs when your characters are actually speaking®, while narrative is the running commentary and
storyline in a novel that tells the reader what is happening. Marlowe created the following donut chart to break
down the ratio of dialogue versus narration as well as the specific percentage of each in your manuscript. The bar

chart shows you how dialogue and narrative are distributed across your novel in narrative time.

. Dialogue

Narrative

- Dialogue . Narrative

1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1 1
0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%
Narrative Time

Figure 6: Narrative and dialogue in Aunt Tik’s: The Killer App

How to use these data

Narration and dialogue are both important ingredients of your story.

While narration can jump around, dialogue pinpoints the activity to the specific moment in time when that

conversation is occurring. Dialogue can slow the pace of a novel. That's often necessary. Used effectively, dialogue

“Marlowe requires quotemarks to derive this. Note that in some stories, such as The Handmaid's Tale, the author leaves out quotemarks,
which presents a challenge that we're working to resolve.
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provides texture and backstory to a scene and adds complexity and nuance to your characters' relationships. It can

heighten emotional stakes and help the writer show rather than tell.

There is no magic formula for the right percentage of dialogue. While every novel differs in the amount of

interaction between characters, most popular novels contain between 25% and 35% dialogue. If your manuscript
falls outside of that range, ask yourself if the story warrants that amount of dialogue. Look at the chart that shows
the distribution of dialogue. Is it evenly spaced through the manuscript? Or is your beginning or end too heavy (or

light) on dialogue? Compare the amount of dialogue in your novel to that of your favorite authors.

Here are some questions you can ask yourself as you look at this data.

1. How do my gaps in narrative beats (above) correspond with my dialogue graphs?
2. Do | have too many dialogue scenes in a row? If so, consider adding in some action or narrative scenes.

3. Are my characters constantly telling each other things that are mere info-dumps? Then replace that through

action or interior monologue.

4. Is my dialogue too sparse? If so, consider turning your characters’ inner thoughts into conversations that

introduce conflict or raise the emotional stakes.
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A color wheel for primary emotions

Robert Plutchik (1927-2006) was professor emeritus at the Albert Einstein College of Medicine and an adjunct
professor at the University of South Florida. Plutchik proposed a psychoevolutionary classification approach for
general emotional responses. He considered there to be eight primary emotions: anger, fear, sadness, disgust,
surprise, anticipation, trust, and joy. Plutchik also created a wheel of emotions to illustrate different emotions, and

to describe how emotions are related.

He suggested eight primary emotions, each with its corresponding opposite: joy versus sadness; anger versus fear;
trust versus disgust; and surprise versus anticipation. Like colors, primary emotions can be expressed at different

intensities and can mix with one another to form different emotions.

In the plot below, Marlowe provides her assessment of the distribution of Plutchik’s eight primary emotions in Aunt
Tik's: The Killer App.

Anger
Anticipation
Disgust
Fear

Joy
Sadness

Surprise

Trust

Figure 7: Fundamental emotions in Aunt Tik’s: The Killer App

How to use these data

Emotions in the graph above are labeled using Plutchik’s classification scheme. But a label is just a label and

emotions are far more nuanced than simply fear or joy. Here is a table to help you see some of that nuance:

https://authors.ai Proprietary & Confidential ©2024 by Authors A.l.



Marlowe Analysis (A.l. v 2.0) Page 14

Table 1: Nuance of emotion

Primary label  Related terms

Anger rage, destruction, enemies

Anticipation uncertainty, suspense, apprehension

Disgust distrust, rejection, revulsion

Fear terror, danger, threats

Joy ecstasy, love, serenity

Sadness grief, isolation, regret

Surprise overcoming, excitement, amazement
Trust friends, sharing, understanding

When you step back from your manuscript, do these classifications roughly correspond to what you expect to see
in your story? Or are one or more emotions more pronounced than you anticipated? Perhaps you'll want to keep
these high-level impressions in mind as you revisit your manuscript during the revision process. Or perhaps you
can ask your editor or beta readers whether you need to dial back the negative or positive temperatures to a more

balanced result.
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