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THE SHINE

STORYTELLING ENGINE

Introduction

All stories demonstrate common patterns of human behavior — not because all stories are about 

humans, but because all stories are created for humans. These patterns aren’t a formula. They’re a way 

of seeing.

Shine is a storytelling engine for fiction writers. It grew out of a simple observation: writers get stuck 

not because they lack talent but because they lack a way to see what their story is trying to become. 

The cards and this companion book exist to help you find the story that wants to be told — the one 

already forming in your imagination, waiting for a structure to hang itself on.

This is not a method that tells you what to write. It’s a method that asks you the right questions until 

your own answers reveal the shape of your story.

What Shine Is
Shine is a card-based storytelling system. There are forty-one cards organized into a Setup phase and 

four Acts. Each card represents a common pattern in storytelling — a moment, a dynamic, a turning 

point that appears across stories because human minds find these shapes satisfying.

The Setup cards help you develop your story idea from a fragment into a foundation: characters, 

conflicts, worlds, themes, and a premise that holds them together. The Act cards guide you through 

the major movements of your narrative — from the shattering of your character’s world through trials, 

darkness, transformation, and resolution.

Some cards are recommended. Some are optional. All of them are, ultimately, suggestions. Your story 

has the final word.

What This Book Does
This book is organized around the Shine card set. For each card, you’ll find:

❧ The original card — a full-page reproduction so you can see the card as it was designed

❧ Teaching content — expanded discussion that goes deeper than a card ever could, exploring the 

why behind each pattern and the nuances of applying it

❧ Story prompts — the original prompts from the card, plus additional questions to push your 

thinking further
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❧ Think Outside the Box — permission and encouragement to break the pattern when your story 

demands it

You don’t need the physical cards to use this book. Everything on the cards is reproduced here. But 

if you have them, they make excellent quick-reference tools while writing — spread them on a table, 

rearrange them, pull the ones that speak to your story.

Four Ways to Use Shine
As a development tool. You have an idea but it’s raw. Work through the Setup cards to develop 

characters, conflict, world, and premise. Then walk through the Act cards to discover the shape of your 

story before you write it. This is the most common use.

As a diagnostic tool. You’ve written a draft but something isn’t working. Fan through the cards and 

look for the patterns you’re missing. Is there no clear core story focus? Is Act III pulling its punches? 

The cards can show you what’s absent.

As a creative prompt. You’re stuck. You don’t have an idea at all. Pull cards at random. Let the 

questions spark something. Shuffle, draw, and see what happens when you answer prompts for a story 

that doesn’t exist yet.

As a reference library. You know what you’re doing and don’t need to be walked through anything. 

Browse the teaching content for the specific topic you’re wrestling with — character construction, 

worldbuilding, pacing, the mechanics of a midpoint reversal — and ignore the rest.

There is no wrong way to use this. The cards serve you, not the other way around.

The Three Rules
Before anything else, know these:

1. Shine Is Not a Formula. Choose the patterns that fit your story. Discard the rest.

2. Your Creativity Wins. When your instinct conflicts with Shine’s guidance, trust your instinct. 

Always.

3. Nothing Is Literal. Every card name is a metaphor. A “cataclysm” can be lost car keys. A “dark 

night of the soul” can be a quiet afternoon where everything goes numb.

Everything in this book is optional except these three rules. They are the foundation that keeps the rest 

of the system from becoming a cage.

A Note on Structure
This book moves through Setup, then Act I through Act IV. That’s the order in which most writers will 

encounter the cards. But stories don’t always develop in order. You may find yourself jumping to Act 
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III cards while you’re still in Setup, or returning to the Shadow card halfway through your draft when 

you realize your antagonist needs rethinking.

That’s fine. The book is designed to be read front-to-back once, then used as a reference forever after. 

Dog-ear the pages. Scribble in the margins. This is a workshop tool, not a sacred text.
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The Golden Rules

Every writing system risks becoming a cage. The moment a tool starts telling you what your story must 

do, it stops serving the story and starts serving itself. These three rules exist to prevent that.

They are the foundation. Everything else in this book — every card, every beat, every structure — is 

optional. These rules are not.

Rule 1: Shine Is Not a Formula
Choose the patterns or advice that you want in your story and abandon the rest. Even cards that are 

recommended can be discarded if they do not fit your story.

This is the most important rule. Shine describes common patterns in storytelling — patterns that 

emerge because stories are made for human minds, and human minds find certain shapes satisfying. 

But common does not mean required. Your story is not obligated to follow any pattern.

Warning

If you use Shine as a story structure formula, your writing will be formulaic and boring. The patterns are 

descriptive, not prescriptive. They tell you what stories often do — not what your story must do.

Rule 2: Your Creativity Wins
Your creativity is more important than Shine’s guidance. If your story departs from Shine’s sugges

tions, go with what’s in your head. Always.

The cards exist to help you think, not to override your thinking. When a card says “this is where the 

cataclysm usually happens” and your gut says “not here, not yet,” trust your gut. The card will still 

be there if you need it later.

Rule 3: Nothing Is Literal
Shine cards are abstractions of story patterns, not concrete rules. A “cataclysm” doesn’t have to be an 

actual apocalypse. It could be something mundane but problematic, like car keys lost in a parking lot. 

A “dark night of the soul” doesn’t require literal darkness or literal souls.
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Every card name is a metaphor. Every concept bends to fit your story’s needs.

Breaking the Rules

For practiced and innovative writers:

❧ Rearrange beats, steps, and even acts

❧ Use steps and acts more than once — particularly useful for multiple protagonists

❧ Write your own cards to include your favorite dramatic patterns

❧ Discard entire acts if your structure calls for it

The rules exist so you can learn them, internalize them, and then break them with purpose.
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Three Ways to Write

The Plotter Method
Love outlines? Record brief answers to questions and story prompts as you proceed through the setup 

and main story stages. Once done, rewrite the outline in greater detail.

Benefit: Writing a much longer outline siphons off some of the difficulty of writing your first draft.

The Pantser Method
Not a fan of outlines? Take one Shine card at a time, review the card, and decide if it belongs in your 

story. Map out a loose structure in your head or just write. Come back to Shine whenever you finish 

scenes or segments and look at more cards for what’s next.

Benefit: Your plot will unfold organically as your characters make decisions. Shine exists only for 

inspiration and guidance when stuck.

The Shine Method
Jot down brief answers to questions and prompts from each card. Once done, move immediately to 

the first draft. As you write, watch for rifts between your Shine notes and the ways your characters 

will organically want to take the story.

Key Principle: When that happens, the characters win. Go back and align your Shine notes to the 

organic decisions of your characters.

Recommended

The Shine Method is recommended for new writers. It gives you enough structure to maintain momentum 

while leaving room for your characters to surprise you.

Series Writing

Novel Series: Create an outline at the series level first and divide the beats amongst the desired number 

of books. Then create Shine outlines for each novel.
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Television Series: Do a Shine outline for the series, an outline for each season, and an abbreviated 

outline for each episode.
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Story Structures

Story structure is both a helpful tool and a trap. While structure may be considered a best practice, it 

can also lead to formulaic writing if you’re not careful.

Journey of the Hero
Paradigm: Conflict (problem to be overcome)

The main character has their mundane world turned upside down by the core story focus during the 

first act cataclysm. They spend the rest of the story attempting to solve this problem and are forced to 

grow and change to do so.

Recommended Cards:

❧ Act I: Calm Before the Storm, Cataclysm, Call to Adventure

❧ Act II: The Extraordinary World, Road of Trials, False Summits

❧ Act III: Undone, Descent to the Cave, Dark Night of the Soul, End of the Inner Journey

❧ Act IV: Resurrection & Boon, The Final Battle, Resolutions

Planning Order:

1. Act I: Start with the problem. Who is your main character, what problem are they asked to solve, 

and how do they respond?

2. Act IV: Jump to the end. Is the main character able to solve the core story problem? What are the 

consequences?

3. Act III: What great change or lesson must they face to succeed or fail? How is this the most 

challenging part?

4. Act II: How is the main character unsuccessfully addressing the problem, yet learning and growing 

through trying?

Kishōtenketsu
Paradigm: Situation (perspective to be transformed)

The main character experiences a situation to be endured or understood, rather than conquered. They 

begin with a perspective and have it radically altered by a chaotic twist near the story’s midpoint.

In this form, the core story problem is the Act III twist, not an Act I cataclysm, and there is no final battle 

to defeat it. The character must reconcile what they thought they knew with the reality presented.
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The Four Acts:

❧ Ki 起: Introduction of characters and status quo

❧ Shō 承: Deepen understanding of world and characters, subtly set up the twist

❧ Ten 転: Unveil the true nature of the core story focus in a cataclysmic twist

❧ Ketsu 結: Reconcile what was thought true with what was discovered

Key Difference: It’s okay to leave a certain amount of lingering tension at the end and not wrap up 

every storyline.

Story Circle
Paradigm: Want → Get → Consequences → Change

A symmetrical and momentum-sustaining structure where a main character wants something, gets it, 

suffers the consequences, and then changes or learns something from the experience.

The Eight Stages:

1. You (Mundane World): Who is our main character, and what situation do they start in?

2. Need: What motivates them? What do they want?

3. Go (Enter Extraordinary World): What happens once they decide to go after their desire?

4. Search (Adapt): What trials do they undertake to get what they want?

5. Find (Gain Desire): How do they achieve their desire (in whole or in part)?

6. Take (Pay Price): How does achieving the desire backfire or what are the consequences?

7. Return (To Mundane): How do they adjust for mistakes or adapt to problems caused by their desire?

8. Change: What have they learned? How are they transformed?

Key Feature: Can be applied to your entire manuscript, to individual acts, to character arcs, and even 

to individual scenes.
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Tension and Release

A successfully written story requires an interplay of questions and answers.

The Components
Hook: A question that forms in your audience’s mind, such as “what is going to happen next?” Hooks 

are created when you reveal something intriguing, surprising, or exciting.

Tension: Built from the expectation that a hook’s question is about to be answered. As the number and 

potency of your hooks grow, so does the tension.

Release: When you answer one of those questions in a truly satisfying way. A great release generates 

a “wow” reaction, drains a little tension, and creates more questions that drive the cycle onward.

Pacing: The art of timing hooks and releases to keep your audience emotionally engaged. A well-

written story builds more tension than it releases until its climax.

Interwoven Storytelling
You could take each story pattern card one at a time, outline or write the associated events, and then 

move on to the next. However, this can be clunky and formulaic.

A more natural approach: interweave events from different cards organically.

The cataclysm and call to adventure could happen simultaneously — the cataclysm begins, your main 

character is immediately called to adventure, perhaps they resist the call, the cataclysm worsens, and 

the hero finally accepts.

A cataclysm could extend into Act II, interweaving elements of Cataclysm, The Extraordinary World, 

and the Road of Trials simultaneously.

Yes, But / No, And
A method for maintaining momentum through the middle:

1. Present your main character with a problem

2. Decide what they would believe to be the most intelligent and reasonable solution

3. Determine if their solution attempt is successful
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4. If successful: Say “yes, but.” Progress happens, but something else bad keeps the story moving

5. If unsuccessful: Say “no, and.” The character stumbles, and matters are worse
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Before You Begin

The ten Setup cards take a story idea — no matter how small or half-formed — and develop it into 

something you can write. By the time you finish this section, you’ll have a main character, a conflict or 

situation, a world, a shadow, an inner journey, and a premise that ties them all together.

The cards are presented in a deliberate order. Each one builds on the last: your initial idea gives rise to 

your emotional engagement strategy, which reveals your core story focus, which demands a shadow, 

which requires characters capable of carrying the weight, and so on. You can jump around, but if this 

is your first time through Shine, working the cards in sequence will give you the strongest foundation.

How Setup Works
For each card, you’ll find teaching content that explains the concept, followed by the card itself with 

story prompts. The prompts are questions — not assignments. Write down whatever comes to mind. 

A few words is fine. A paragraph is fine. The goal is to externalize what’s in your head so you can see 

it, turn it around, and test it.

Some writers answer every prompt for every card. Some skip prompts that don’t resonate. Some use 

the prompts as a jumping-off point and end up writing something the card never asked for. All of these 

are correct.

What You’ll Have When You’re Done
At the end of Setup, you should be able to say:

❧ This is what my story is about (core story focus)

❧ This is who carries it (main character)

❧ This is what opposes them (shadow)

❧ This is what they need to learn or accept (inner journey)

❧ This is the world it happens in (mundane and extraordinary worlds)

❧ This is the shape of the whole thing (premise)

You don’t need perfect answers. You need working answers — good enough to write from, loose 

enough to change when the story surprises you.
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The Initial Idea

Every story starts somewhere. Usually it’s a fragment — a character who won’t leave your head, a 

situation that fascinates you, a world you want to explore, a scene you can see but can’t yet explain. 

The Initial Idea card is about capturing that fragment and then deliberately complicating it until it 

becomes something worth writing.

Jot down the basic idea — no matter how small or undeveloped — that inspired you to begin this story. 

Then add ideas that complicate it and make it truly interesting.

The Five Categories
Your initial idea likely comes from one of these:

1. Characters: The human-like agents that your audience will attach to and/or be repulsed by

2. Plot: The events that happen to your characters or are caused by them

3. Setting: The world in which your characters live, breathe, and adventure in

4. Medium: The specific form by which your audience ingests the story (print, tv screen, etc.)

5. Genre: A familiar pattern your story follows (yet is not slave to), such as fantasy, horror, etc.

Often we start with just a few elements. Maybe a story about a certain person (character), a redemption 

story (plot) in a sci-fi world (setting), or a romance (genre) for television (medium). Most initial ideas 

live in one or two categories. The magic happens when you start pulling from the others.

Complication Is the Engine
A single idea is a starting point. Two ideas in tension are a story. The most important thing you can 

do at this stage is complicate your initial concept — add elements that create friction, contradiction, 

or surprise. A soldier returning from war is an idea. A soldier returning from war to find that nobody 

remembers the war happened is a story.

Don’t worry about whether your ideas are “original.” At this point in storytelling history, there won’t 

be many genuinely new combinations of ideas. It is your voice and perspective on a combination that 

will be distinctive.

CARD 01 SETUP
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The Initial Idea

Jot down the basic idea that inspired you to begin this story.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . W h a t  i s  y o u r  i n i t i a l  i d e a ?  D o n ’ t  e d i t  i t  —  j u s t  c a p t u r e  t h e  r a w  i m p u l s e .

2 . C a n  y o u  p u l l  i d e a s  f r o m  t h e  c a t e g o r y  l i s t  t h a t  w o u l d  m a k e  y o u r  o r i g i n a l  i d e a  

m o r e  e n g a g i n g ,  c o m p l i c a t e d ,  m y s t e r i o u s ,  d r a m a t i c ,  h i l a r i o u s ,  o r  e n j o y a b l e ?

3 . C o u l d  y o u  g e t  a t  l e a s t  o n e  i d e a  f r o m  e a c h  c a t e g o r y ?

4 . W h a t ’s  t h e  m o s t  i n t e r e s t i n g  c o n t r a d i c t i o n  o r  t e n s i o n  w i t h i n  y o u r  i d e a ?  W h e r e  

d o  t w o  e l e m e n t s  r u b  a g a i n s t  e a c h  o t h e r ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

H o w  c a n  y o u  t w i s t  t h i s  i d e a  t o  m a k e  i t  e x t r a o r d i n a r y ,  u n e x p e c t e d ,  a n d  fi t  y o u r  

u n i q u e  h u m a n  p e r s p e c t i v e ?  W h a t  w o u l d  h a p p e n  i f  y o u  i n v e r t e d  o n e  o f  y o u r  c o r e  

a s s u m p t i o n s ?

Now that you have an idea with some texture, the next question isn’t “what happens?” It’s “why 

would anyone care?”
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Emotional Engagement

Your story should tickle your audience’s curiosity, engage their emotions, immerse them in fantasy, 

and give them a reason to keep consuming it. This card is about figuring out how — what emotional 

channels your story will use to connect with its audience.

The Three Journeys
Every story comprises three journeys, whether the writer intends them or not:

Outer Journey: Events and situations that are dramatic, entertaining, and filled with tension. The plot 

— what happens and to whom. Write down a few big events and dramatic situations that will make 

your story dynamic.

Inner Journey: Characters with authentic motivations, emotions, perspectives and relationships. The 

character story — who they are, what they want more than anything, and what they are willing (and 

not willing) to do to get it.

Philosophical Journey: Values, themes, motifs, or philosophies — often competing — that engage 

your audience at a higher level. The thematic story — what values and themes will get your audience 

thinking?

Most writers naturally gravitate toward one of these. Plot-driven writers think in events. Character-

driven writers think in feelings and relationships. Theme-driven writers think in ideas. Shine asks you 

to develop all three, because the best stories make them resonate with each other.

Creating Tension
Tension is the presence of a question in the audience’s mind that they want answered in a satisfying 

way. The three journeys each create tension differently:

Character-driven questions: Fashion a main character your audience likes, is intrigued by, or can 

identify with. Provide motivations and desires that make them ask what will they do next?

Situation-driven questions: Craft a fascinating world, bizarre situations, and dynamic supporting 

characters. These cause the audience to ask what will happen to them next?

Theme-driven questions: Build around competing themes that challenge perspectives. These cause 

the audience to ask why did that happen and what can be done about it?
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Notice the difference. The first is about a person. The second is about a world. The third is about an 

idea. Your story will lean on one more than the others, and that’s fine — but all three should be present.

CARD 02 SETUP

Emotional Engagement

Your story should engage your audience’s emotions and give them a reason to keep reading.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . H o w  d o  y o u  w a n t  y o u r  a u d i e n c e  t o  f e e l  t h r o u g h o u t  y o u r  s t o r y ?  W h a t  a r e  s o m e  

w a y s  y o u  m i g h t  g r a b  t h e i r  a t t e n t i o n  a n d  h o l d  i t ?

2 . I s  t h i s  a  c o n fl i c t - o r i e n t e d  s t o r y  w h e r e  a  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  t r i e s  t o  o v e r c o m e  a n  

o b s t a c l e ?  O r  a  s t o r y  w h e r e  y o u r  c h a r a c t e r  e x p e r i e n c e s  a  s i t u a t i o n ,  w i t h  s t r u g g l e s  

a s  s e c o n d a r y  i m p o r t a n c e ?

3 . W h i c h  j o u r n e y  i s  s t r o n g e s t  i n  y o u r  i d e a  r i g h t  n o w  —  o u t e r,  i n n e r,  o r  p h i l o

s o p h i c a l ?  W h i c h  i s  w e a k e s t ?  W h a t  w o u l d  s t r e n g t h e n  t h e  w e a k  o n e ?

4 . T h i n k  o f  a  s t o r y  y o u  l o v e .  W h a t  m a d e  y o u  u n a b l e  t o  p u t  i t  d o w n ?  C a n  y o u  

i d e n t i f y  w h i c h  j o u r n e y  w a s  p u l l i n g  y o u  f o r w a r d ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

W h a t  m o v i e s ,  g a m e s ,  o r  b o o k s  s u c c e s s f u l l y  e n g a g e d  y o u r  e m o t i o n s  t h a t  y o u  c a n  

a n a l y z e  a n d  l e a r n  f r o m ?  C a n  y o u  c o m b i n e  t w o  o r  t h r e e  f a v o r i t e  s t o r i e s  t o  m a k e  a  

u n i q u e  s e t u p ?

You have an idea with complication. You know which emotional channels you want to use. Now comes 

the single most important card in the entire Shine system.
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Core Story Focus

Take your three journeys and wrap them around a single core story focus — the single thing that your 

story is about. Not the plot. Not the theme. The focus: the gravitational center around which everything 

else orbits.

This is the card that changes how you see your story. Before Core Story Focus, you have fragments — 

interesting characters, compelling situations, vivid worlds. After Core Story Focus, you have direction. 

Every decision you make from here forward can be tested against this single question: does it serve 

the core story focus?

What the Core Story Focus Does
The core story focus is the organizing principle of your story. It’s what makes a collection of events 

into a narrative. Without it, you have things happening. With it, you have things happening for a reason.

The outer journey details the events around it. The inner journey details the main character’s moti

vations in relation to it. The philosophical journey details its broad thematic implications. All three 

journeys orbit this center.

Often it involves your main character:

❧ Solving a problem

❧ Attaining something they desire

❧ Experiencing something incredible

❧ Simply surviving

Two Paradigms
The paradigm you choose shapes everything that follows — not just structure, but the emotional 

contract with your reader.

Conflict Paradigm: The main character faces a core story focus they must achieve, solve, or defeat. 

Stories emphasize the trauma the focus causes and how to fix it through trial and growth. This is the 

engine behind most Western storytelling — there’s a problem, and the story is about what happens 

when someone tries to fix it.

Perspective Paradigm: The main character experiences a situation, develops an understanding of 

it, and then discovers they are completely wrong when a mid-story twist changes their perspective 
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irrevocably. This is the kishōtenketsu approach — there may be no villain, no problem to solve. The 

story is about seeing differently.

Most stories lean one way or the other. Some do both. Neither is better. But knowing which paradigm 

you’re working in will fundamentally change how you use the cards that follow.

CARD 03 SETUP

Core Story Focus

The center of the story around which all patterns revolve.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . W h a t  i s  y o u r  c o r e  s t o r y  f o c u s ?  I s  t h i s  a  p r o b l e m  t o  b e  o v e r c o m e  o r  s i m p l y  a  

s i t u a t i o n  t o  b e  e x p e r i e n c e d ?

2 . W h o  i s  y o u r  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  a n d  h o w  d o e s  t h i s  c o r e  s t o r y  f o c u s  i m p a c t  t h e m ?  

C o u l d  t h e y  b e  c h a n g e d  b y  t h i s  i m p a c t ?

3 . I f  t h e  c o r e  s t o r y  f o c u s  i s  a  p r o b l e m  t o  b e  o v e r c o m e ,  w i l l  t h e y  s u c c e e d  o r  f a i l ?  

W h a t  c o u l d  b e  t h e  p r i c e  t h e y  p a y ?  W h a t  c o u l d  b e  t h e  u n e x p e c t e d  c o n s e q u e n c e s ?

4 . I f  t h e  c o r e  s t o r y  f o c u s  i s  a  s i t u a t i o n  t o  b e  e x p l o r e d ,  h o w  d o e s  y o u r  m a i n  

c h a r a c t e r  f e e l  a s  t h e  s t o r y  b e g i n s ?  W h a t  c o u l d  c h a n g e  t h e i r  p e r s p e c t i v e  a s  t h e  

s t o r y  p r o g r e s s e s ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

N o t  e v e r y  s t o r y  h a s  a  s i n g l e  c o r e  s t o r y  f o c u s .  S o m e  s t o r i e s  d e l i b e r a t e l y  f r a g m e n t  

f o c u s  —  e n s e m b l e  p i e c e s ,  b r a i d e d  n a r r a t i v e s ,  e x p e r i m e n t a l  fi c t i o n .  I f  t h a t ’s  y o u r  

s t o r y ,  t h i s  c a r d  s t i l l  h e l p s :  u s e  i t  f o r  e a c h  t h r e a d ,  t h e n  fi n d  t h e  r e s o n a n c e  b e t w e e n  

t h e m .

The Three Journeys Aligned
Once you have your core story focus, the three journeys snap into alignment:

❧ Outer Journey: The chronicle of characters’ actions — what happens, who does what, the plot as 

event sequence. Emphasize this for a plot-driven story.
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❧ Inner Journey: The narrative of the main character’s feelings, growth, and motivations — how 

they change in response to what happens. Emphasize this for a character-driven story.

❧ Philosophical Journey: The moral and philosophical implications of both — what the story says 

about being human. This journey is always present whether you intend it or not. Readers will find 

meaning. You can choose to guide that meaning or let it emerge.

The Secret

The best stories don’t choose between outer and inner and philosophical. They find a core story focus that 

naturally generates all three. When your focus is right, the plot creates character pressure, the character 

growth illuminates theme, and the theme deepens the plot. It’s a flywheel. Core Story Focus is the axle.

Your story has a center. Now it needs friction. Every focus implies resistance — something that makes 

the focus matter by making it difficult.
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The Shadow

The shadow darkens your main character’s world, opposes them in their efforts, or complicates their 

story. From the classic antagonist to an impending doom, the shadow adds tension to your narrative.

The word “shadow” is deliberate. It’s broader than “villain” or “antagonist.” Not every story has a 

bad guy. But every story has something that creates pressure, resistance, or darkness — something the 

main character must contend with, even if they can never defeat it.

Types of Shadow
Opposing Force: Stands in the way of, or actively works against, the main character’s efforts. Common 

when the core story focus involves overcoming an obstacle or achieving a goal.

Inevitable Force: Drives the situation the main character is experiencing, but must ultimately be 

accepted rather than overcome. Common for situation paradigm stories.

The shadow can be:

❧ A person (the proverbial “bad guy”)

❧ An object (an asteroid about to obliterate the planet)

❧ A concept (the main character’s repression or mistreatment by society)

❧ Internal (the main character’s own fear, addiction, or self-destructive pattern)

Stakes Must Be High
The more a shadow is terrifying, fascinating, or worthy of respect, the more tension it creates. The 

main character and their world must stand to lose everything.

Test: If a shadow is so physically, mentally, or emotionally overwhelming that you, as the writer, aren’t 

sure how you would handle it, then you’ve done your job well.

The Shadow and the Core Story Focus
The shadow should have a direct relationship to the core story focus. It may be the cause of the focus, 

an obstacle to resolving it, or a mirror of it. The tighter this relationship, the more naturally your story’s 

tension will build.
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CARD 04 SETUP

The Shadow

The shadow darkens your main character’s world, opposes them, or complicates their story.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . W h a t  o p p o s i t i o n a l ,  d a n g e r o u s ,  o r  o t h e r  n e g a t i v e  f o r c e s  e x i s t  i n  y o u r  s t o r y ?  A r e  

t h e y  o p p o s i n g  f o r c e s ,  i n e v i t a b l e  f o r c e s ,  b o t h ,  o r  s o m e t h i n g  e l s e ?

2 . W h a t  i m p a c t  d o e s  t h e  s h a d o w  h a v e  o n  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r ’s  i n n e r,  o u t e r,  a n d  

p h i l o s o p h i c a l  j o u r n e y s ?  O n  t h e  c o r e  s t o r y  f o c u s ?  O n  o t h e r  c h a r a c t e r s  o r  t h e  w o r l d  

a t  l a r g e ?

3 . W h a t  a r e  t h e  c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f  t h e  s h a d o w  a n d  i t s  a c t i o n s ?  W h a t  a r e  t h e  c o n s e

q u e n c e s  o f  f a i l i n g  t o  o v e r c o m e ,  b y p a s s ,  o r  a c c e p t  i t ?

4 . W h a t  i s  t h e  s h a d o w ’s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  t h e  c o r e  s t o r y  f o c u s ?  A r e  t h e y  t h e  c a u s e ,  

a n  a g e n t ,  a  s y m p t o m ,  o r  a  m i r r o r ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

C a n  y o u  d e v i s e  a  s h a d o w  y o u r  a u d i e n c e  i s  t e m p t e d  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  o r  a g r e e  w i t h ?  

C o u l d  t h e  s h a d o w  h a v e  y o u r  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r ’s  b e s t  i n t e r e s t s  a t  h e a r t  —  e v e n  i f  

t h e i r  m e t h o d s  a r e  d a n g e r o u s ?  C o u l d  t h e r e  b e  m o r e  t h a n  o n e  s h a d o w ?

You have a focus and a shadow. Now: who populates this story? The next two cards — Characters 

and Main Character — work as a pair. Characters gives you a framework for building anyone. Main 

Character applies that framework to the single most important person in your story.
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Characters

Character development begins with these questions but does not end until you’ve written your 

manuscript. Characters are not built in Setup and then frozen. They are discovered through writing 

— through the choices they make under pressure, the words that come out of their mouths unbidden, 

the moments where they surprise even you.

What Setup gives you is a starting point: enough understanding of who these people are to begin 

writing them. The rest they’ll tell you themselves.

The Five Aspects
Every character can be understood through five aspects. No one is only one of these. The tension 

between them is what makes a character feel real.

1. Inner Nature — How we behave alone. The recursive thoughts that arise when we are in our own 

head, the feelings that consume us in quiet moments, and the vulnerabilities we fear to expose.

2. Social Mask — How we behave around others. How we communicate and relate, the social identity 

we wear as armor to protect our vulnerabilities, and our relationships. Often in conflict with inner 

nature.

3. Stress Response — How we think, feel, and behave under intense pressure — including the extremes 

of what we are capable of. Conflicts with inner nature and social mask, causing complex behavior that 

depends on circumstance.

4. Desires & Needs — Desires are what we want from the external world and cause us to take action. 

Needs are internal, often barely understood, and are at the core of our inner world. Both conflict with 

the other aspects to create the great engines of character: motivation and internal conflict.

5. Arc — Where we come from (family, culture, experiences), where we are as the story begins (status, 

class), and where we are going. The key question: will the character experience a meaningful change 

or shift in perspective?

The Gap Between Mask and Nature
The most interesting characters have a visible gap between who they appear to be and who they 

actually are. This gap is where story lives. A confident leader who is privately terrified. A gentle person 

capable of shocking violence under the right pressure. A liar who desperately wants to be honest.
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Your audience doesn’t need to see all five aspects spelled out. But you need to know them, because they 

determine how a character behaves when the story puts them under pressure — and story is nothing 

but pressure.

CARD 05 SETUP

Characters

Character development begins with these questions but does not end until you’ve written your 

manuscript.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . H o w  d o e s  t h i s  p e r s o n  t h i n k ,  f e e l ,  a n d  b e h a v e  w h e n  t h e y  a r e  a l o n e ?  W h a t  m a k e s  

t h e m  v u l n e r a b l e ?

2 . H o w  d o e s  t h i s  p e r s o n  t h i n k ,  f e e l ,  a n d  b e h a v e  i n  t h e  p r e s e n c e  o f  o t h e r s ?  H o w  

d o e s  t h i s  s o c i a l  m a s k  c o n fl i c t  w i t h  t h e i r  i n n e r  n a t u r e ?

3 . H o w  d o e s  t h i s  p e r s o n  t h i n k ,  f e e l ,  a n d  b e h a v e  w h e n  u n d e r  i n t e n s e  p r e s s u r e ?  H o w  

m i g h t  t h e y  a c t  i n  a n  u n e x p e c t e d  w a y ?

4 . W h a t  e x t e r n a l  d e s i r e s  d o e s  y o u r  c h a r a c t e r  h o p e  f o r ?  W h a t  p o w e r f u l  i n t e r n a l  

n e e d s  d o  t h e y  h a v e ?  W h y  h a v e n ’ t  t h e y  r e a c h e d  o u t  a n d  g r a b b e d  t h i s  d e s i r e  b e f o r e  

n o w ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

C a n  y o u  w r i t e  a  b r i e f  d i a l o g u e  b e t w e e n  o n e  o f  y o u r  c h a r a c t e r s  a n d  s o m e o n e  c l o s e  t o  

y o u ?  W h a t  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  a r e  i m p o r t a n t  t o  y o u r  s t o r y ?  D o  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  i n  t h e s e  

r e l a t i o n s h i p s  h a v e  c o n fl i c t i n g  a s p e c t s ?

Now apply that framework to the one character who matters most.
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The Main Character

Your main character serves two important roles: the lens and the driver.

The Driver
The main character’s desires and motivations provide the velocity and direction of the story’s outer 

journey. Their inner needs become the core of the inner journey. Without a character who wants some

thing, a story has no forward momentum. Without a character who needs something (often something 

different from what they want), a story has no depth.

The Lens
Your audience witnesses the story through the main character’s eyes, experiences their feelings, and 

shares in their triumphs and tribulations. To do this, the main character must be someone the audience 

can make some connection to: unique, relatable, and authentic.

“Relatable” does not mean “likeable.” Some of the most compelling main characters in fiction are 

difficult, abrasive, morally compromised, or deeply flawed. What makes them work as a lens is 

authenticity — the audience believes in them. They feel like a real person, not a construct.

Making a Relatable Main Character
Sympathetic: Someone the audience likes, identifies with, can understand, or is intrigued by.

Potential: An external, often limiting identity and an internal, often powerful, inner nature. They are 

often unaware, afraid of, or refuse to accept this underlying nature.

Fallible: Self-limiting beliefs that prevent them from achieving desires or potential. Often this weak

ness masks a strong inner nature or hinders their inner need, becoming the focus of the inner journey.

The interplay of these three — someone we root for, who could be more than they are, but who gets in 

their own way — is the engine of most compelling fiction.

CARD 06 SETUP
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The Main Character

Your main character serves two roles: the lens through which your audience witnesses the story, and 

the driver whose desires propel the plot.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . W h o  i s  y o u r  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r ?  A r e  t h e y  r e l a t a b l e  e n o u g h  t h a t  y o u r  a u d i e n c e  w i l l  

a t t a c h  t o  t h e m  a n d  w i t n e s s  t h e  s t o r y  t h r o u g h  t h e i r  l e n s ?

2 . H o w  d o  y o u r  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r ’s  d e s i r e s  d r i v e  t h e  b u l k  o f  t h e  p l o t  ( o u t e r  j o u r n e y ) ?

3 . H o w  d o  y o u r  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r ’s  i n n e r  n e e d s  d r i v e  t h e  b u l k  o f  t h e  i n n e r  j o u r n e y ?

4 . W h a t  i m p a c t  d o e s  y o u r  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  h a v e  o n  t h e  t h e m a t i c  o r  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  

j o u r n e y ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

C a n  y o u  fi n d  a  w a y  t o  h a v e  m o r e  t h a n  o n e  l e n s  c h a r a c t e r ?  C a n  y o u  t e l l  a  s t o r y  f r o m  

m u l t i p l e ,  d i v e r g e n t  p e r s p e c t i v e s ?  C a n  y o u  g e t  y o u r  a u d i e n c e  t o  r e l a t e  t o  c h a r a c t e r s  

w h o  o p p o s e  y o u r  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r ?

You know who your main character is, what they want, and what opposes them. But there’s a deeper 

question: what do they need? And will they be able to accept it?
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The Inner Journey

Inner journeys reflect the emotional rollercoasters, inner processes, and powerful lessons a character 

faces. Inner drives are the well that external desires come from — needs ultimately determine the 

direction a character takes.

The inner journey is what separates a story from a sequence of events. Events happen to a character. 

The inner journey is what happens inside them as a result.

Motivations
The inner journey is the internal story of your characters’ needs, emotions, motivations, inner conflicts, 

and perspectives.

Needs are universal to all people, fundamental to the human condition, often subconscious, and 

something we cannot live without.

When needs are unmet, we frame that discontent as either:

❧ Desire: I want something

❧ Aversion: I want to be rid of something

Longing: The most powerful desire is something we cannot have. Often a character cannot have what 

they desire due to self-limitation, and much of the tale is about overcoming that limitation.

Hatred: An aversion we cannot get rid of. These stories are often about conflict or acceptance.

Lessons and Transformations
If the only constant in life is change, then what unites all characters are the changes that shaped them 

in the past, the changes they face in the present, and the changes they will face in the future.

Every inner journey is centered around this dynamic. Change can be challenging, forced on a character, 

or sought out. Many narratives center around a character initially resisting change, then finally 

succumbing to it.

This is what the Act cards will put pressure on. The inner journey you sketch here is the one that will 

be tested, strained, and ultimately resolved (or not) by the end of Act IV.

CARD 07 SETUP
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Inner Journey

Inner drives are the well that external desires come from.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . A s  t h e  s t o r y  u n f o l d s ,  h o w  d o  y o u r  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r ’s  n e e d s  d r i v e  o r  h i n d e r  t h e m ?  

W h a t  f o r c e s  p r e v e n t  t h e  n e e d  f r o m  b e i n g  m e t ?

2 . H o w  d o  y o u r  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r ’s  n e e d s  t r a n s l a t e  i n t o  e x t e r n a l  d e s i r e s ?

3 . H o w  d o  e a c h  m a j o r  c h a r a c t e r ’s  n e e d s  i m p a c t  t h e i r  s t o r y ?  H o w  d o e s  i t  i m p a c t  

t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r ’s  s t o r y ?

4 . H o w  w o u l d  y o u  l i k e  t h e s e  n e e d s ,  e m o t i o n s ,  p e r s p e c t i v e s  t o  c h a n g e  t h r o u g h o u t  

t h e  s t o r y ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

W h a t  h a p p e n s  t o  a  c h a r a c t e r  w h o  n e v e r  o v e r c o m e s  t h e i r  r e s i s t a n c e  t o  c h a n g e ?  C o u l d  

y o u  r e v e r s e  t h e  p a r a d i g m  a n d  h a v e  a  c h a r a c t e r  f e e l  t h e  n e e d  t o  c h a n g e ,  o n l y  t o  

d i s c o v e r  t h e y  s h o u l d  r e m a i n  t r u e ?

You have your people. You have their inner lives mapped. Now: where does all of this take place? The 

next two cards — Worlds and Settings — work as a pair. Worlds gives you the narrative function of 

your setting (how it shapes the story). Settings gives you the craft of building it.

38





THE SHINE

STORYTELLING ENGINE

Mundane & Extraordinary Worlds

The Mundane World
The main character’s world or situation before the arrival of the core story focus. Their status quo — 

comfortable, known, and understood.

Most stories begin in an ordinary setting or situation. Even if they have a hard life, this is the life they 

understand or are accustomed to. This quasi-normalcy creates contrast with the rest of the story.

The mundane world isn’t just a backdrop. It’s a promise to your audience: this is what normal looks like. 

You establish normal so that when you shatter it, the audience feels the break.

The Extraordinary World
The world or situation after the arrival of the core story focus turns everything upside down.

Once exposed to the core story focus, things are never quite the same. The main character is left in a 

literal or figurative place where old patterns, comforts, limitations, and rules no longer apply.

The new world is unfamiliar, exciting, and terrifying — full of danger, mystery, fear, and uncertainty, 

but also full of opportunity and excitement.

Often, the resolution of the core story focus at the end destroys this extraordinary world, and a new 

mundane world takes its place — similar to the first, but irrevocably changed.

The Contrast Is the Point
These two worlds don’t have to be literal different places. In a contemporary drama, the “mundane 

world” might be a marriage that functions, and the “extraordinary world” might be the same house 

after an affair is discovered. Same kitchen table. Completely different world.

CARD 08 SETUP

Mundane & Extraordinary Worlds
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Two worlds define the shape of your story.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . W h a t  i s  y o u r  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r ’s  s i t u a t i o n  a s  t h e  s t o r y  b e g i n s ?  D o e s  i t  b o t h  

c o m f o r t  a n d  l i m i t  t h e m ?

2 . I f  y o u  w a n t  t o  s t a r t  “ i n  t h e  m i d d l e  o f  t h e  a c t i o n , ”  h o w  w i l l  y o u  i n t r o d u c e  w h a t  

i s  “ n o r m a l ”  f o r  y o u r  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r ?

3 . W h a t  a r e  s o m e  d e fi n i n g  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  t h e  e x t r a o r d i n a r y  w o r l d ?  H o w  d o e s  

t h i s  r e a l i t y  u n i q u e l y  c h a l l e n g e  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r ?

4 . W h a t  i s  t h e  fi n a l  r e s o l u t i o n ?  W h a t  i m p a c t  d o e s  t h e  r e s o l u t i o n  o f  t h e  c o r e  s t o r y  

f o c u s  h a v e  o n  t h e  w o r l d ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

I s  t h e  m u n d a n e  w o r l d  t r u l y  m u n d a n e ,  o r  d o e s  i t  h a v e  i t s  o w n  d a n g e r s ?  I f  y o u r  c o r e  

s t o r y  f o c u s  i s  s u b t l e ,  c a n  y o u  fi n d  a  w a y  t o  m a k e  t h e  e x t r a o r d i n a r y  w o r l d  d y n a m i c  

a n d  c o m p e l l i n g ?

Now that you know the function of your world — how it shapes and is shaped by the story — the next 

card gets into the craft of making that world feel real on the page.
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Settings & Worldbuilding

Your settings place your characters into a physical and social context. Every world, even if you’re 

writing about our own, has details that matter and “systems” that detail the rules characters must 

follow. A well-crafted setting can be like another central character who impacts the story.

Settings as Character
Worldbuilding is the art of building settings for your story. Detailed settings add richness and possi

bility that your audience will want your main character to explore. They are another way to add tension 

and drive the story forward, just as any other character would.

Worldbuilding occurs through artful and slow revelation using one of two methods:

❧ Create deep and detailed rules that immerse your audience

❧ Limit explanations, disregard logic, and entice your audience to use their imaginations to fill the 

gaps

Both approaches work. The choice depends on your story. A hard science fiction novel needs concrete 

rules. A fairy tale needs mystery. Most stories fall somewhere in between.

Systems & Textures
Worlds are a rich mesh of two primary ingredients:

Texture: The detail and feel of the world — sensory images of the place and unique personalities of 

the people. Make textures unique but with familiar details your audience can latch onto.

Systems: Complex systems that affect realism and immersion — magic, science and technology, 

cosmology. Also anthropological systems: societal groupings, languages, mores, hierarchies.

❧ Systems with concrete rules let your audience manipulate those rules in their imaginations to solve 

problems

❧ Systems with fewer rules evoke endless possibility or mystery
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The Worldbuilding Trap
A warning: worldbuilding is seductive. It’s possible to spend months building a world and never write 

the story that lives in it. The world serves the story, not the other way around. Build what you need. 

Discover the rest as you write.

CARD 09 SETUP

Settings & Worldbuilding

Your settings place your characters into a physical and social context.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . W h a t  w o r l d  d o e s  y o u r  s t o r y  t a k e  p l a c e  i n ,  a n d  w h a t  a r e  i t s  m o s t  c r i t i c a l  d e t a i l s  

a n d  s y s t e m s ?

2 . W h a t  m i n i m u m  i n f o r m a t i o n  d o e s  y o u r  a u d i e n c e  n e e d  t o  b u y  i n t o  t h e  w o r l d ?

3 . W h a t  m o o d  d o e s  y o u r  s e t t i n g  c r e a t e ?  W h a t  a r e  y o u r  w o r l d ’s  e s s e n t i a l  s i g h t s ,  

s o u n d s ,  s m e l l s ,  a n d  t e x t u r e s ?

4 . W h a t  a r e  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  s y s t e m s  i n  y o u r  w o r l d ,  a n d  h o w  d o  t h e y  i n t e r s e c t ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

C o u l d  y o u r  s e t t i n g  g r o w  a n d  c h a n g e  o v e r  t i m e ,  l i k e  y o u r  c h a r a c t e r s ?  W h a t  w o u l d  

y o u r  w o r l d  l o o k  l i k e  i f  i t  w e r e  a  c h a r a c t e r  w i t h  i t s  o w n  a r c ?

You’ve built the pieces. This final Setup card asks you to hold the whole thing in your hand and state, 

simply, what it is.
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Premise & Story Structure

Write a clear premise for your story and optionally choose a structure to guide you.

Find a Premise
By now, you should be able to draft your story’s premise: a single sentence that states what the story 

is about.

Template

When [main character] experiences [core story focus], they take action [outer journey], internally feel [inner 

journey], the theme of [philosophical journey] is explored, and in the end [how the story resolves].

The entire point of a premise is so you can hold in your head the basic understanding of the story 

while writing the manuscript. It’s a compass, not a cage. Your story will evolve, and your premise may 

evolve with it. That’s fine. A working premise now is better than a perfect premise never.

Story Structure
Story structure is a tool using known patterns that have worked for other writers. It is both helpful 

and a trap — it can lead to formulaic writing if you’re not careful.

You may optionally choose from:

❧ Journey of the Hero — Conflict paradigm, problem to overcome

❧ Kishōtenketsu — Situation paradigm, perspective to transform

❧ Story Circle — Want → Get → Consequences → Change

Or you can ignore structures entirely and choose which pattern cards work for your tale. Review each 

pattern card, one act at a time, and select those that fit.

See Part One for detailed breakdowns of each structure and which cards they typically use.

What Comes Next
You now have a developed story idea with a core focus, characters, a shadow, inner journeys, worlds, 

and a premise. The Act cards that follow will help you shape this raw material into a narrative arc — 
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from the shattering of your character’s mundane world through trials, darkness, transformation, and 

resolution.

You can approach the Act cards the same way you approached Setup: sequentially, reading the teaching 

content and answering prompts that resonate. Or you can scan ahead, pull the cards that speak to your 

story, and work with those. Both approaches work. The story knows what it needs.

CARD 10 SETUP

Premise & Story Structure

Write a clear premise and optionally choose a structure.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . W h a t  i s  t h e  p r e m i s e  o f  y o u r  s t o r y ?  C a n  y o u  r e d u c e  t h e  k e y  p o i n t s  t o  a  s i n g l e  

s e n t e n c e ?

2 . W h i c h  s t o r y  s t r u c t u r e  t e m p l a t e  a r e  y o u  g o i n g  t o  u s e ?  O r  w i l l  y o u  s k i p  t h i s  s t e p  

e n t i r e l y ?

3 . R e a d  y o u r  p r e m i s e  b a c k  t o  y o u r s e l f .  D o e s  i t  e x c i t e  y o u ?  I f  n o t ,  w h a t ’s  m i s s i n g ?

4 . C a n  y o u  s t a t e  y o u r  s t o r y ’s  p r e m i s e  t o  a n o t h e r  p e r s o n  i n  t h i r t y  s e c o n d s  a n d  s e e  

t h e i r  e y e s  l i g h t  u p ?  I f  n o t ,  w h a t  w o u l d  m a k e  i t  l a n d ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

D o e s  y o u r  s t o r y  h a v e  t h e  s a m e  p r e m i s e  i n  i t s  fi r s t  h a l f  a s  i t s  s e c o n d ?  D o e s  y o u r  

s t o r y  h a v e  t o  b e  t o l d  u s i n g  s t r u c t u r e  a t  a l l ?
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Calm Before the Storm

Most stories begin with a look at your main character and the mundane world they inhabit. The main 

character provides a focal point for your audience — they view the world, events, and implications 

through these characters. As your characters feel and react, so will your audience.

The Main Character
In fiction, the main character is often the audience’s window to the story. Even when alien, diabolical, 

or mysterious, your audience needs something to connect to.

Your main character begins in a world they understand and are vaguely comfortable with, even if it is 

a dangerous or difficult life.

For many stories, one of the most important elements is giving them a motivation — something they 

want more than anything. In most cases, there is a reason they have not pursued this motivation before 

now.

The Mundane World
The purpose of starting in some kind of status quo is to contrast with the fear and excitement that will 

develop later. It also gives us an impression of our main character on a “normal day” and sometimes 

exposes areas where they are discontent or limited.

The Opening Image
Stories often have an opening scene or image that makes certain promises to your audience as to what 

this story is about and how it will be told. This opening image is often matched with a similar closing 

image at the end of the story.

STEP I ACT I

Calm Before the Storm
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Introduce your main character and their mundane world.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . W h o  i s  y o u r  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r,  a n d  h o w  a r e  t h e y  i n t r o d u c e d ?  W h a t  i n t r i g u e s  y o u r  

a u d i e n c e  a b o u t  t h e m ?

2 . W h a t  d o e s  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  d e s i r e  a b o v e  a l l  e l s e ?  W h a t  h a s  k e p t  t h e m  f r o m  

a c h i e v i n g  i t ?

3 . W h a t  a b o u t  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r ’s  w o r l d  w i l l  t h e  a u d i e n c e  i d e n t i f y  w i t h ,  a n d  

w h a t  a b o u t  t h i s  w o r l d  i s  l i m i t i n g  t h e m ?

4 . W h a t  i s  t h e  o p e n i n g  i m a g e  o r  s c e n e  o f  y o u r  s t o r y ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

C a n  y o u  i n t r o d u c e  a  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  w h o  i s  c h a l l e n g i n g  t o  y o u r  a u d i e n c e ’s  a f f e c

t i o n s ,  b u t  s t i l l  m a n a g e s  t o  h o l d  t h e i r  a t t e n t i o n ?
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Cataclysm

The cataclysm is the moment when your main character is abruptly forced to deal with something 

that shatters their mundane world. This inciting incident reveals the core story focus as a problem to 

be solved.

Change Comes
An event occurs that presents the main character with the core story focus or problem that the rest 

of the story is about. These can include external events or the realization of internal desires or needs. 

Cataclysms can be problems, opportunities, or both. Either way, this is a difficult or demanding 

situation.

This cataclysm — directly or indirectly — destroys the main character’s status quo and pushes them 

into a place of fear and uncertainty. If the situation is an opportunity, remember that change is hard. 

Even a tough main character is going to feel something.

Often you can find a glimpse of their inner essence and qualities in the main character’s reaction. You 

also will see their flaws.

Structure Notes

Story Circle and Kishōtenketsu don’t require this card in Act I, but you can still include it. In Kishōtenketsu, 

any inciting incident will never be as explosive as the Act III twist.

STEP II ACT I

Cataclysm

The moment that shatters the status quo.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . I s  t h e  c a t a c l y s m  a n  i n t e r n a l  r e a l i z a t i o n  o r  a n  e x t e r n a l  e v e n t ?  H o w  d o  t h e y  

r e a c t ?
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2 . I n  w h a t  w a y  i s  t h i s  c a t a c l y s m  t i e d  t o  t h e  o p p o s i n g  f o r c e ?

3 . W h a t  i s  t h e  p r o b l e m  t h a t  t h e  p r o t a g o n i s t  i s  n o w  e x p e c t e d  t o  s o l v e ?

4 . H o w  d o e s  t h e  c a t a c l y s m  e x p o s e  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r ’s  p o t e n t i a l  o r  i n n e r  f e e l i n g s ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

C a n  y o u  c o m e  u p  w i t h  a  m u n d a n e  c a t a c l y s m  ( s u c h  a s  l o s i n g  o n e ’s  c a r  k e y s )  a n d  

t h e n  e x p l o d e  t h a t  i n t o  a  m u c h  b i g g e r  p r o b l e m ?  C a n  y o u  b r e a k  u p  y o u r  c a t a c l y s m  

i n t o  m u l t i p l e  p a r t s ?
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Call to Adventure

The call to adventure is the moment when our main character is called to take some kind of action due 

to a cataclysm or inciting incident. This is when our main character steps outside their status quo and 

goes on a journey worth reading about.

The Call and Its Refusal
In Journey of the Hero, two things happen when protagonists encounter the core story focus: they 

are mentally and emotionally tested, and they are presented with a huge problem to fix, an enormous 

opportunity, or both.

While accepting the call to adventure is often the definition of a hero, even the bravest hesitate before 

doing the right thing. It is common for there to be some reluctance — they may resist, clinging to the 

hope that “this will all just go away.”

Structure Variations
Kishōtenketsu: Typically no cataclysm in Act I, but there still needs to be movement and tension. 

These stories build more slowly, adding depth to characters and situation.

Story Circle: There is something the main character wants. That want can be wanting to fix the 

problem, wanting to obtain something, or subtle — a journey without knowing why.

STEP III ACT I

Call to Adventure

The moment of decision.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . W h a t  p r e s s u r e s  p u s h  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  t o  p u r s u e  t h e  c o r e  s t o r y  f o c u s ?  W h a t  

p r e s s u r e s  c a u s e  t h e m  t o  h e s i t a t e ?
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2 . H o w  i s  t h e  c a l l  t o  a c t i o n  t h e  r i g h t ,  m a t u r e ,  o r  g e n e r a l l y  p r e f e r a b l e  a c t i o n ?

3 . I f  o u r  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  h e s i t a t e s ,  w h y ?  W h a t  fi n a l l y  p u s h e s  t h e m  t o  m o v e  f o r w a r d ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

W h a t  w o u l d  h a p p e n  i f  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  n e v e r  a n s w e r e d  t h e  c a l l ?  H o w  w o u l d  t h a t  

a f f e c t  t h e m  a n d  t h e  s t o r y ?

57





THE SHINE

STORYTELLING ENGINE

Prologue

A prologue sets the tone, foreshadows your story’s main focus or conflict, or introduces major themes 

before you meet the main character. Leave it out if you don’t have a compelling reason to have one.

Giving the Story Context
The prologue is an optional tool that sets up or foreshadows major themes and struggles — all before 

meeting the main character. Focus on creating questions in your audience’s mind for which they will 

want answers.

Questions about your characters will often motivate your audience to keep reading better than detail 

about the world. Avoid filling your prologue with too much worldbuilding and backstory.

In Medias Res
Stories begin, for the sake of engaging the reader, in the middle of tension in some form. This doesn’t 

strictly mean starting with violence or action. Too much action in opening scenes results in characters 

and situations that have little meaning or interest.

Balance is the key: Grab attention without leaving your audience completely confused about what is 

happening.

OPTIONAL ACT I OPTIONAL

Prologue

Sets tone and foreshadows before the main character arrives.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . W h a t  t h e m e s  o r  c o n fl i c t s  a r e  y o u  f o r e s h a d o w i n g ?

2 . W h a t  t o n e  a r e  y o u  s e t t i n g ?

3 . H o w  i s  y o u r  p r o l o g u e  a d d i n g  t e n s i o n  r a t h e r  t h a n  p o s t p o n i n g  i t ?
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4 . W h a t  q u e s t i o n s  d o  y o u  w a n t  y o u r  a u d i e n c e  t o  a s k  t h a t  p u s h  t h e m  t o  c o n t i n u e ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

D o  y o u  r e a l l y  n e e d  a  p r o l o g u e ?  C o u l d  y o u  f o l d  t h e  t o n e  s e t t i n g ,  w o r l d  i n t r o d u c t i o n ,  

a n d  e n g a g i n g  a c t i o n  a f t e r  i n t r o d u c i n g  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r ?
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Herald

A herald is someone or something that forewarns or foreshadows the coming core story focus or 

problem. They either know or suspect that the main character’s mundane existence is about to end.

In the beginning, particularly in conflict paradigm stories, the main character is often like a child who 

doesn’t know they are about to become an orphan. The herald signals that their life is about to change 

— though the message is not always received or understood.

What Can Be Foreshadowed
❧ The main character’s inner journey

❧ Significant themes

❧ Future relationships

❧ Larger glimpses of a coming conflict

❧ Some inevitable event

In Kishōtenketsu: Foreshadowing is often integral as it slowly and subtly hints at the Act III mega-

twist. The key word is subtle. The twist is wasted if your audience predicts it.

OPTIONAL ACT I OPTIONAL

Herald

Someone or something that forewarns of the coming change.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . W h a t  p e r s o n  o r  e v e n t  p o r t e n d s  t h e  c o m i n g  c o r e  s t o r y  f o c u s ?

2 . D o e s  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  u n d e r s t a n d  o r  h e e d  t h e  w a r n i n g ?

3 . W h a t  o t h e r  s t o r y  e l e m e n t s  o r  t h e m e s  a r e  f o r e s h a d o w e d  h e r e ?

4 . W h a t  a b o u t  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r ’s  c o m i n g  i n n e r  j o u r n e y  i s  h i n t e d  a t ?
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THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

C a n  y o u  c o m e  b a c k  t o  t h i s  c a r d  a f t e r  w r i t i n g  m o r e  o f  y o u r  o u t l i n e ,  a n d  i n s e r t  

s u b t l e  h i n t s  t h a t  f o r e s h a d o w  l a t e r  e v e n t s ?
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Threshold

Our main character crosses a literal or metaphorical threshold as they pass from the world they knew 

to a strange new reality. Sometimes, the first big step on the path is one where they have to prove 

themselves.

Approaching the Threshold
The threshold is the transition between the main character’s old reality and the new, extraordinary one.

Literal thresholds: Stepping out of your door into the hellish landscape of your neighborhood wrecked 

by a tornado.

Thematic thresholds: Your main character’s close friends treating them as a pariah after the cataclysm 

of a terrible choice.

The Threshold Guardian
Like the first punch in a boxing match or the first day on a demanding new job, your main character 

will have to take their first step in facing the core story focus.

This first task is sometimes symbolically referred to as a threshold guardian — a difficult task, a signif

icant sacrifice, or someone telling the protagonist to give up. The main character’s ability to manage 

this first obstacle demonstrates their worthiness, grit, or commitment.

OPTIONAL ACT I OPTIONAL

Threshold

The transition from mundane to extraordinary.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . A s  a  r e s u l t  o f  t h i s  d e c i s i o n  t o  m o v e  f o r w a r d ,  w h a t  i s  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r ’s  c l e a r l y  

s t a t e d  d e s i r e ?
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2 . W h a t  i s  t h e  i n i t i a l  p l a n  t o  t a c k l e  t h e  c o r e  s t o r y  p r o b l e m ?

3 . W h a t  i s  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r ’s  fi r s t  b i g  c h a l l e n g e  o n  t h e  p a t h ?

4 . H o w  a r e  t h e y  c h a l l e n g e d  t o  s h o w  t h e i r  r e s o l v e ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

W h a t  s y m b o l i c  fi r s t  s t e p  m i g h t  a  c h a r a c t e r  t a k e ,  a n d  w h o  m i g h t  t h e y  b e  p r o v i n g  

t h e m s e l v e s  t o ?

66



P A R T  F O U R

Act II

Explore and escalate





THE SHINE

STORYTELLING ENGINE

The Extraordinary World

Whether Act I involved a literal cataclysm or not, as our main character enters Act II, they experience 

a marked change in their reality. Something is different, and that difference matters.

A Dangerous New Reality
Having survived the drama thus far, the main character has a moment to take a breath and look around. 

They are struck by the sheer scope of how much their life has changed in a short time.

This world, created by the core story problem and stripped of comforts and known patterns, is called 

the extraordinary world. The hero will have to survive here until the core story focus is resolved.

Particularly in Journey of the Hero, everything is strange and new. Further, perhaps for the first time, 

the main character may see that there is something positive that could come from the trauma of the 

Act I cataclysm.

Fear Takes Form
In myths and some fiction genres, this extraordinary new world may be a metaphor for the main 

character’s fears, the conflict with the opposing force, a personification of the core story focus, or the 

change the main character will need to undergo in Act III.

STEP I ACT II

The Extraordinary World

The new dangerous reality after the status quo shatters.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . H o w  d o e s  t h i s  w o r l d  l o o k  n o w  t h a t  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  t a k e s  a  m o m e n t  t o  l o o k  

a t  i t  f u l l y ?

2 . W h a t  d o  t h e y  s e e  t h a t  i s  p o t e n t i a l l y  p o s i t i v e  i n  t h i s  e x p e r i e n c e ?
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3 . I s  t h e  e x t r a o r d i n a r y  w o r l d  a  r e fl e c t i o n  o f  t h e  s t o r y ’s  c o n fl i c t s ?  O r  t h e  m a i n  

c h a r a c t e r ’s  i n n e r  f e a r s ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

H o w  m i g h t  y o u  h i g h l i g h t  t h e  c h a n g e  i n  r e a l i t y  i n  a  t h o r o u g h l y  s u r p r i s i n g  a n d  

d r a m a t i c  w a y ?  C a n  y o u  c o m e  u p  w i t h  a n  e x t r a o r d i n a r y  w o r l d  t h a t  i m p a c t s  y o u r  

a u d i e n c e  a s  m u c h  a s  i t  i m p a c t s  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r ?
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Road of Trials

During the Road of Trials, our main character takes a series of actions related to the core story 

focus. These actions can vary wildly and include exploration, investigation, gathering strength, initial 

attempts to resolve the core story focus, and generally exploring the extraordinary world.

Trial, Exploration, and Growth
The Road of Trials is the heart of Act II and involves our main character exploring the new situation 

presented in Act I.

In stories where the main character needs to rise to the challenge of the core story focus, this is where 

they begin to develop the strength to do so. In stories exploring a theme or idea, we deepen that 

exploration here.

Act II is also where the fun happens — if fun is to be had. Adventures can be exciting and highly 

addictive. They can involve all kinds of challenges, opportunities, and travels.

Structure Variations
Journey of the Hero: The main character chips away at the core problem. Some beats are successes, 

some are failures. The protagonist may lose minor battles without losing the entire war.

Kishōtenketsu: Focus on developing the story, idea, or theme. Build tension and have characters 

develop an understanding of the core story focus. Important: their understanding will be entirely 

wrong.

Story Circle: The main character is chasing something they desire and have been thrown into an 

unfamiliar situation.

STEP II ACT II

Road of Trials

Exploration, testing, and growth in the extraordinary world.
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STORY PROMPTS

1 . I s  y o u r  A c t  I I  a b o u t  y o u r  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  b e i n g  t e s t e d ,  f a i l i n g ,  a n d  i m p r o v i n g ?

2 . W h a t  n e w  a b i l i t i e s ,  s k i l l s ,  o r  k n o w l e d g e  d o e s  t h e  p r o t a g o n i s t  g a i n ?  W h a t  i n t e r

e s t i n g  a l l i e s  d o  t h e y  m e e t ?

3 . H o w  d o e s  y o u r  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  a p p r o a c h  t h e  c o r e  s t o r y  f o c u s  i n  A c t  I I ,  a n d  h o w  

d o e s  i t  f a l l  s h o r t ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

W h a t  m i x  o f  s u c c e s s e s  a n d  f a i l u r e s  w i l l  k e e p  y o u r  a u d i e n c e  e n g a g e d  w h i l e  s t i l l  

b u i l d i n g  t o w a r d  t h e  n e c e s s a r y  A c t  I I I  c r i s i s ?
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False Summits

At the end of Act II, your main character may experience a situation that gives them hope for a 

resolution of the core story focus. However, this apparent impending victory is false.

The purpose of this pattern and Act III’s “Undone” is to set up the mid-story twist, reversal, or change.

Setting Up the Reversal
As the act draws to a close, the main character may either feel they are winning or see a path to solving 

the core story problem.

However, in the next act, they will discover that the core story problem was more challenging or 

different than expected, or that their desire was incomplete or ill-advised.

What the main character has not realized yet is that they must change in some significant way via the 

inner journey before they are worthy or eligible to solve the core story problem.

In Kishōtenketsu: This is the moment immediately before the incredible twist or perspective shift. All 

will seem well.

STEP III ACT II

False Summits

Apparent impending victory — before everything unravels.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . W h y  d o e s  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  f e e l  t h e y  c o u l d  r e s o l v e  t h i s  s t o r y  n o w ?

2 . W h a t  c a n  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  a t t a i n  t h a t  f e e l s  l i k e  t h e y  h a v e  a c h i e v e d  t h e i r  

d e s i r e ?

3 . I n  w h a t  w a y  a r e  t h e y  t r a g i c a l l y  w r o n g ,  e v e n  i f  t h e y  d o  n o t  y e t  s e e  i t ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX
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W h a t  m i n u t e  d e t a i l  c a n  y o u  p r o v i d e  t h a t  f o r e s h a d o w s  t h e  c o m i n g  d o w n f a l l  w i t h o u t  

g i v i n g  t h e  t w i s t  a w a y ?
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Planning

In this story pattern, a person or situation informs our main character that they need a plan to proceed. 

Even if our protagonist has been taking action, efforts are either misdirected or unfocused. This creates 

for your audience a roadmap of what is potentially to come.

This story pattern works in narratives where the main character is aimless, lacks focus, or spends their 

efforts on the wrong actions.

OPTIONAL ACT II OPTIONAL

Planning

Someone or something communicates the need for direction.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . D o e s  y o u r  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  h a v e  a  p l a n  a t  t h i s  p o i n t ?  H a s  i t  b e e n  n u l l i fi e d  o r  

d o o m e d  t o  f a i l u r e ?

2 . O r  i s  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  o n  a u t o - p i l o t ,  a c t i n g  w i t h o u t  c l e a r  d i r e c t i o n ?

3 . W h o  o r  w h a t  e x p l i c i t l y  s t a t e s  t h e y  n e e d  t o  fi g u r e  o u t  a  p a t h  f o r w a r d ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

C a n  y o u  i n d i c a t e  t o  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  t h a t  t h e y  n e e d  a  p l a n  w i t h o u t  t h e  b a s i c  

t r o p e  o f  s o m e o n e  t e l l i n g  t h e m  s o ?
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Scale of the Thing

While every beat during the road of trials should be important, not every beat will specifically involve 

the core story focus or the opposing force. The main character, however, will need to be reminded of 

the power and danger these present.

If the story is about solving a problem: They are reminded of the difficulty of the task.

If it involves defeating an enemy: The enemy strikes back in a potent way. The counterattack should 

be more significant than expected, though not yet to full strength.

If it’s a situational paradigm: This pattern could involve a reminder of the difficulty of coming to 

terms with the core story focus.

OPTIONAL ACT II OPTIONAL

Scale of the Thing

A potent reminder of the overwhelming challenge ahead.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . I s  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  r e m i n d e d  o f  t h e  p o t e n c y  a n d  d i f fi c u l t y  o f  t h e  c o r e  s t o r y  

f o c u s ?

2 . W h a t  i s  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h i s  r e m i n d e r ?  H o w  i s  i t  s t i l l  n o t  t h e  f u l l  s p e c t r u m  o f  

w h a t  t h e y  f a c e ?

3 . H o w  b a d l y  i s  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  c h a s t i s e d  b y  t h i s  d i s p l a y  o f  p o w e r ?

4 . H o w  i s  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  h a n d l i n g  t h e  e n o r m i t y  o f  t h e i r  p r o b l e m ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

C a n  y o u  r e m i n d  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  o f  t h e  c o r e  s t o r y  f o c u s  i n  a  s u b t l e  w a y  —  

o n e  t h a t  i n s p i r e s  d r e a d  i n s t e a d  o f  a w e ?  I f  y o u  p l a n  o n  a  m i d - s t o r y  t w i s t ,  c a n  y o u  

f o r e s h a d o w  t h a t  h e r e ?
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Undone

Our main character experiences a reveal, twist, reversal, or change of the core story problem that 

completely resets the tone and direction of the narrative.

Twists & Reversals
However the main character feels about their progress at the midpoint, this act often begins with the 

rug being pulled out from underneath them. The main character is further from success than ever 

before.

Sometimes Act III is about the main character realizing that their goals or desires in Act II are super

ficial, problematic, or a trap. You can even change the core story focus and have the main character 

realize something else is more important.

In a situational paradigm story, the twist demonstrates that the perspectives of the main character or 

those around them were fundamentally wrong.

Types of Twists
Reveals: New information changes the story entirely.

Twists: Situations that cast previous events in a new light.

Setbacks: Events that demonstrate the main character is further from resolving the core story focus 

than ever before.

STEP I ACT III

Undone

Everything the character built comes apart.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . H o w  d o e s  t h e  s t o r y  m o r p h  h e r e ?  I s  t h i s  a  s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d  s e t b a c k  o r  a  p l o t  t w i s t ?
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2 . I s  t h e  t w i s t  i m m e d i a t e l y  a p p a r e n t ,  o r  d o e s  i t  t a k e  t h e  r e s t  o f  t h e  a c t  t o  

u n d e r s t a n d ?

3 . H o w  d o e s  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  r e a c t ?  D o  t h e y  c h a n g e  o r  l e a r n  a n y t h i n g ?

4 . H o w  i s  t h i s  a c t  g o i n g  t o  s t r a i n  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

C a n  y o u  t e l l  y o u r  s t o r y  s o  t h a t  t h e  a u d i e n c e  k n o w s  a  v a s t  t w i s t  h a s  h a p p e n e d  b u t  

k e e p  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  i n  t h e  d a r k ?  C a n  y o u  s t r e t c h  o u t  t h e  u n r a v e l i n g  a c r o s s  

t h e  e n t i r e  a c t ?
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Descent into the Cave

The main character has just experienced the big Act III change, twist, or revelation. Things are harder, 

stranger, more complex, or darker than ever before.

Descent into the Underworld
Literally interpreted, the descent into the cave involves a journey to a dark place — physically, mentally, 

or emotionally. Some caves are literal. Most often, they are metaphorical:

❧ Forced to make an impossible choice

❧ Forced to survive a beat down by the opposing force

❧ Forced to endure misfortune

❧ Self-inflicted, such as refusing to accept some terrible truth

Either way, the story is no longer fun and games (if it ever was).

STEP II ACT III

Descent into the Cave

Journey to the darkest place.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . I s  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r ’s  c a v e  a n  a c t u a l  p l a c e  o r  a  m e t a p h o r  f o r  a  d a r k e n i n g  

m i n d s e t ?

2 . A r e  t h e y  f a c i n g  d e s t r u c t i o n ,  a  t i t a n i c  c h a n g e  i n  i d e n t i t y ,  a n  i m p o s s i b l e  c h o i c e ,  

o r  a  t r a g i c  l e s s o n ?

3 . W h a t  t h e m a t i c  q u e s t i o n s  i s  y o u r  a u d i e n c e  p e r c e i v i n g  i n  t h e  g a t h e r i n g  g l o o m ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

C a n  y o u  r a t c h e t  u p  t h e  t e n s i o n  w i t h o u t  t a k i n g  i t  s o  f a r  t h a t  y o u r  a u d i e n c e  s i m p l y  

s t o p s  r e a d i n g ?
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Dark Night of the Soul

As Act III draws to a climax, our main character is beaten down by the difficulty of the story. Often, 

they are stripped bare of misconceptions so that they are ready for the great lesson or change.

Stripped Bare
Conflict, failures, betrayals, and other nasty events keep piling on until they hit rock bottom.

The external and internal struggles are indelibly linked — unless our main character solves the internal 

problem, they will never be able to solve the external ones.

The Purpose of Being Stripped
When we are stripped of our pride, ego, comfort, and thoughts of frivolous things, we are most open 

to whatever lesson the universe is trying to cram down our throats. They must give up something — 

identity, happiness, comfort, cherished beliefs, loved ones, or their own life — to be fertile ground for 

the lesson or change.

They have to be raw and stripped of all resistance to the transformation.

In Kishōtenketsu: The perspective change has the power to strip the main character of their under

standing of the entire world.

STEP III ACT III

Dark Night of the Soul

Stripped bare, rock bottom.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . W h a t  s i t u a t i o n  o f  i n t e n s e  p r e s s u r e  a r e  y o u  p u t t i n g  y o u r  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  i n t o ?

2 . H o w  i s  t h e  h e r o  fi n a l l y  r e d u c e d  t o  r o c k  b o t t o m ?  W h a t  h a p p e n s  w h e n  t h e y  t r u l y  

f e e l  a l l  i s  l o s t ?
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3 . W h a t  h a s  b e e n  s t r i p p e d  a w a y  t h a t  w a s  p r e v e n t i n g  t h e m  f r o m  s e e i n g  r e a l i t y ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

W h a t  o t h e r  c h a r a c t e r s  c o u l d  b e  e x p e r i e n c i n g  t h i s  p h e n o m e n o n  i n  A c t  I I I ?  O r  i n  

o t h e r  p a r t s  o f  y o u r  w o r k ?
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End of the Inner Journey

Eventually, the main character must succumb to the great change, learn the great lesson, or reconcile 

the great truth at the core of the inner journey.

Facing the Ogre
In Journey of the Hero, the end of the inner journey is the bridge between Acts III and IV. The main 

character finally overcomes the internal block, weakness, or issue that kept them from solving the core 

story problem.

Often this block has been there from the beginning, and they either did not want to face it or did not 

know it existed. The main character must change, learn, or surrender. The raw and emotional state 

caused by Act III’s trials is called “facing the ogre,” and it will be one of the hardest things they have 

ever done.

New Understanding
Kishōtenketsu: The end of the inner journey is often in the fourth act. Characters reconcile what they 

thought they understood with the new realizations presented in the Act III twist.

Story Circle: The main character’s full realization, change, or lesson is the final stage of the cycle.

STEP IV ACT III

End of the Inner Journey

The great change or lesson.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . W h a t  i s  t h e  t h i n g  t h a t  k e p t  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  f r o m  o v e r c o m i n g  t h e  c o r e  s t o r y  

p r o b l e m  f r o m  t h e  b e g i n n i n g ?

2 . H o w  i s  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  n o w  r e a d y  t o  u n d e r g o  t h e  c h a n g e  r e q u i r e d  o f  t h e m ?
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3 . W h a t  i s  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h i s  s i g n i fi c a n t  c h a n g e ?  W h a t  l a s t - s e c o n d  a t t e m p t s  a t  

r e s i s t i n g  o c c u r ?

4 . C o u l d  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  h a v e  h a d  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  s e e d  f o r  t h e i r  n e w  s e l f  a l l  a l o n g ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

C o u l d  t h e  i n n e r  j o u r n e y  r e s o l u t i o n  f o r  a  s e c o n d a r y  c h a r a c t e r  b e  j u s t  a s  p o w e r f u l  

a s  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r ’s ?
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Radicalization

Under pressure, your main character is radicalized into a warrior mindset. At first this seems positive 

— militant, disciplined, aggressive. But as pressure mounts, they may take things too far, developing 

radical views and extreme actions. Their desperation forces them to darker paths and a “win at all 

costs” mentality.

OPTIONAL ACT III OPTIONAL

Radicalization

Warrior mindset, extremes under pressure.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . H o w  w i l l  y o u  s h o w  t h a t  t h i s  c o n fl i c t  i s  n o w  d e a d l y  s e r i o u s ?

2 . H o w  d o  t h e y  t r y  t o  p u l l  o u t  o f  d e s p a i r  t h r o u g h  m i l i t a n t  t h i n k i n g ?

3 . W h a t  d e s p e r a t e  a c t s  o r  e x t r e m e  m i n d s e t s  w i l l  t h e y  a d o p t ?

4 . H o w  d o  t h e s e  m i n d s e t s  f r a c t u r e  r e l a t i o n s h i p s ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

W h a t  k i n d  o f  m i n d s e t s  e x i s t  i n  y o u r  c h a r a c t e r ’s  w o r l d  t h a t  t h e y  c o u l d  s l i p  i n t o  

u n d e r  e x t r e m e  p r e s s u r e ?
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Pertinax Innocentia

Stubborn Innocence

Our main character refuses to accept the reversal of fortune, climactic twist, or change that launches 

Act III. They cling to the notion that their original goals from Acts I and II were correct.

In Kishōtenketsu, this pattern is pervasive — characters develop an understanding in Acts I and II, 

then have it shattered. This card fits a character who refuses to accept the twist.

OPTIONAL ACT III OPTIONAL

Pertinax Innocentia

Refusal to accept the events that launch Act III.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . W h a t  h a p p e n e d  t h a t  a l t e r e d  t h e  c o r e  s t o r y  p r o b l e m ,  a n d  w h y  i s  t h e  m a i n  

c h a r a c t e r  s o  a t t a c h e d  t o  t h e i r  o r i g i n a l  v i e w s ?

2 . W h a t  a c t i o n s  d o  t h e y  c o n t i n u e  t o  t a k e  t h a t  s h o w  t h e i r  l a c k  o f  a c c e p t a n c e ?

3 . W h e n  t h e y  fi n a l l y  r e a c h  r o c k  b o t t o m  a n d  a c c e p t  t h e  r e a l  p r o b l e m ,  h o w  w i l l  b e i n g  

s o  w r o n g  a f f e c t  t h e m ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

C a n  y o u  t r i c k  y o u r  a u d i e n c e  i n t o  s t u b b o r n l y  r e s i s t i n g  a l o n g s i d e  y o u r  m a i n  c h a r

a c t e r ?
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Induratus Stultum

Hardened Foolishness

Your main character stubbornly refuses to accept the coming lesson or transformation at the end of 

Act III. They are so determined to avoid this change that they will go to almost any length — often 

incredibly destructive to themselves and those near them.

The pattern is similar to addiction: it’s only when they hit rock bottom do they even have the ability 

to accept reality and change it.

OPTIONAL ACT III OPTIONAL

Induratus Stultum

Fear and avoidance of the coming change.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . W h a t  i s  y o u r  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  w i l l i n g  t o  d o  t o  a v o i d  t h e  c h a n g e  c o m i n g  a t  t h e  

e n d  o f  t h i s  a c t ?

2 . W h a t  i s  i t  a b o u t  t h i s  c h a n g e  t h a t  t h e y  c a n ’ t  h a n d l e ?

3 . W h a t  u l t i m a t e l y  p u l l s  t h e m  i n t o  a c c e p t a n c e ?  O r  w i l l  t h e y  r e s i s t  t o  t h e  e n d ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

C a n  y o u  m a k e  t h e  c h a n g e  s o  o n e r o u s  t h a t  y o u r  a u d i e n c e  u n d e r s t a n d s  t h e  r e s i s t a n c e ?  

C o u l d  y o u  m a k e  t h e  c h a n g e  a c t u a l l y  h a r m f u l ,  m a k i n g  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  c o r r e c t  i n  

a v o i d i n g  i t ?
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Mors Certa

Certain Death — Going Down Fighting

Your main character does not expect to succeed (or even survive) and thus chooses to die well. This 

connection with death evokes strong feelings about mortality, their past life, and the impermanence 

of all things.

The more a person faces annihilation, the more things like friendships, love, family, heritage, and 

legacy become precious. The main character will often desire connection, substance, and meaning like 

never before.

OPTIONAL ACT III OPTIONAL

Mors Certa

Going down fighting.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . W h a t  d o o m  i s  t h e  h e r o  f a c i n g  t h a t  m a d e  t h e m  d e c i d e  t o  g o  d o w n  fi g h t i n g ?

2 . W h a t  m e a n i n g  i s  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  s u d d e n l y  c o n n e c t i n g  w i t h ?

3 . H o w  d o e s  i t  m o t i v a t e  t h e m  t o  h a n d l e  t h e  i n c r e a s i n g  d a r k n e s s ?

4 . W h a t  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  i s  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  s u d d e n l y  r e a d y  t o  g r a b  h o l d  o f ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

E v e n  i f  y o u r  s t o r y  i s  n o t  a b o u t  c o n fl i c t  a n d  d e a t h ,  i s  t h e r e  a  d r a m a t i c  n o n - v i o l e n t  

e q u i v a l e n t  t o  d y i n g  w e l l ?
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Desperatio

Despair

Your main character despairs so greatly over their failures that they consider quitting entirely. This 

distress manifests as raw feeling: “I miss home,” “Why me?,” “What was it all for?”

The key: Something must exist to bring the main character back into the story.

OPTIONAL ACT III OPTIONAL

Desperatio

Despair and thoughts of quitting.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . W h a t  i s  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r ’s  a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  p a t h ?  W h a t  c o n s e

q u e n c e s  c o m e  f r o m  q u i t t i n g ?

2 . H o w  a r e  t h e i r  e a r l y  s u c c e s s e s  r e n d e r e d  h o l l o w ?

3 . H o w  d o  t h e i r  f e e l i n g s  m a n i f e s t  a s  a c t i o n s ?

4 . W h a t  c o n v i n c e s  t h e m  t o  k e e p  g o i n g ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

C a n  y o u  fi n d  a  w a y  f o r  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  t o  g i v e  u p  b u t  t h e n  f o r c e  t h e m  b a c k  i n t o  

t h e  s t o r y  t h r o u g h  s o m e  e v e n t ?
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Gemini

Parallel Journeys

The main character and another character — often the opposing force — are shown to be on the same 

inner journey. Like two sides of the same coin, they share something in common and face the same 

critical choice. The key difference is that they make different choices.

The differences and similarities between the two inner journeys intensify the emotion of their conflict.

OPTIONAL ACT III OPTIONAL

Gemini

Parallel journeys with the shadow.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . W h o  i s  o n  a  p a r a l l e l  j o u r n e y  w i t h  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r ?

2 . W h a t  s i m i l a r i t i e s  e x i s t  b e t w e e n  t h e m ?  D o e s  t h i s  p u t  a  m o r e  h u m a n  f a c e  o n  t h e  

o p p o s i t i o n ?

3 . D o e s  t h e  o p p o s i t e  c h a r a c t e r  s t a y  t h e  c o u r s e  o r  r e c o n s i d e r  a n d  b e c o m e  a n  a l l y ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

C a n  y o u  m a k e  t h e  o p p o s i n g  f o r c e ’s  i n n e r  j o u r n e y  u n d e r s t a n d a b l e  a n d  r e l a t a b l e ?  

C a n  y o u  c r e a t e  a  s i t u a t i o n  w h e r e  s o m e  a u d i e n c e  m e m b e r s  r o o t  f o r  t h e  o p p o s i t i o n ?
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Paragon

The main character meets with a powerful, if flawed, paragon of some desired virtue, ability, or situ

ation. This paragon is someone they admire, desire, or wish to emulate — at least until they discover 

the flaw.

Paragons, like all ideals, can inspire both positive and negative actions. Their role is to teach the 

protagonist that there is something wrong with being so attached to a picture of simplicity, virtue, or 

perfection.

OPTIONAL ACT III OPTIONAL

Paragon

Meeting a flawed ideal.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . W h o  i s  t h i s  p a r a g o n ,  a n d  w h y  a r e  t h e y  e x t r a o r d i n a r y ?

2 . W h a t  i s  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  w i l l i n g  t o  d o  t o  b e  l i k e  t h e  p a r a g o n ?

3 . W h a t  s h a t t e r s  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r ’s  f a i t h  i n  t h e  p a r a g o n  a n d  t h e i r  i d e a l ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

C o u l d  y o u  m e r g e  t h e  P a r a g o n  w i t h  t h e  o p p o s i n g  f o r c e ,  g i v i n g  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  

a n  u n c o m f o r t a b l e  a t t r a c t i o n  t o  t h e  v e r y  t h i n g  m a k i n g  t h e i r  l i f e  d i f fi c u l t ?
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Resurrection & Boon

Act IV opens with your main character reborn from the challenges, changes, and lessons of Act III — 

with a new opportunity to resolve the core story focus once and for all.

Resurrection
The main character has done it: they have survived the twist, performed the transformation, learned 

the lesson, or accepted the sacrifice. They have died and are ready to be reborn a changed person.

The Boon
The result of the main character’s inner journey is that they walk away with a boon — the gift they get 

for accepting the necessary internal change. The boon is often knowledge, an item, ability or strength, 

or understanding.

In a conflict paradigm story, the boon gives the main character a leg up in the final battle. Sometimes 

they possessed this unique quality all along, but it was hidden, suppressed, or undeveloped until now.

STEP I ACT IV

Resurrection & Boon

Rebirth and the gift of change.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . A f t e r  A c t  I I I ,  w h a t  s t a t e  w a s  o u r  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  l e f t  i n ?

2 . W h a t  b r i n g s  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  b a c k  t o  l i f e  a n d  b a c k  t o  t h e  fi g h t ?

3 . W h a t  i s  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  b e n e fi t  f r o m  t h e i r  A c t  I I I  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX
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C a n  y o u  fi n d  a  w a y  t o  m a k e  t h e  b o o n  s o m e t h i n g  n o t  s o  o b v i o u s ?
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The Final Battle

Our main character tackles — for the last time — the core story focus, the opposing force, or both.

The Final Battle Begins
Three things to wrap up:

1. Physical/worldly goals: Will they achieve them?

2. Emotional/relationship states: Will they reach what the audience wants for them?

3. Themes: Will the final efforts highlight the story’s philosophy?

Using the Boon
This is typically where our hero uses the boon gained at the bridge from Act III to IV. The boon is a 

prize they went through hell to get, and it is the key to this final effort.

Maintaining Tension
Despite any preparation — and as tough as Act III was — this final effort is still the most challenging 

part of the entire story. There must still be a significant chance of failure.

STEP II ACT IV

The Final Battle

Last effort against the core story focus.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . W h a t  s t e p s  d o e s  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  t a k e  t o  i n i t i a t e  t h i s  fi n a l  b a t t l e ?

2 . H o w  a r e  t h e s e  c h a l l e n g e s  e v e n  m o r e  d i f fi c u l t  t h a n  A c t  I I I ?
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3 . H o w  d o  y o u  c o n v e y  t o  t h e  a u d i e n c e  t h a t  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  j u s t …  m i g h t …  

m a k e  i t ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

E v e n  i n  a  s t o r y  t h a t  d o e s  n o t  r e l y  o n  c o n fl i c t ,  c a n  y o u  r e q u i r e  y o u r  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  

t o  t a k e  o n e  m o r e  s u p r e m e l y  c o n s e q u e n t i a l  s t e p  b e f o r e  t h e  s t o r y  e n d s ?

113





THE SHINE

STORYTELLING ENGINE

Resolutions

“Resolving” the core story focus doesn’t always mean overcoming an obstacle. Sometimes what is 

resolved is the main character’s understanding of the situation, of their world, or of themselves.

Denouement
Your resolution is the culmination of three primary foci:

1. Theme: The philosophical implications

2. Emotions and relationships: The impact on characters and their connections

3. Events: The plot threads and sequences

As your story concludes, ensure all questions your audience asks are well resolved.

Pacing the Ending
Too quick: Stories that end immediately after the final effort feel abrupt and can leave incomplete 

threads.

Too slow: Stories that go on too long after the climax can ruin an otherwise fantastic narrative.

Consequences
Actions have consequences. For an ending to be authentic, we must understand what those are.

Intended consequences: The outcomes characters were trying to achieve.

Unintended consequences: A great way to spruce up an ending. These can keep your ending from 

being too rosy, or add positive notes to tragedies.

STEP III ACT IV

Resolutions

Wrapping up all threads.
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STORY PROMPTS

1 . W h a t  i s  t h e  u l t i m a t e  r e s o l u t i o n  o f  t h e  c o r e  s t o r y  f o c u s ?

2 . I s  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  a b l e  t o  s o l v e  t h e  p r o b l e m ,  o r  f o r c e d  t o  r e c o n c i l e  w i t h  

i n e v i t a b i l i t y ?

3 . H o w  h a s  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  g r o w n  o r  c h a n g e d  t o  a l l o w  t h e m  a  c h a n c e  f o r  

v i c t o r y ?

4 . W h a t  s t a t e  i s  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  i n  a s  t h e  s t o r y  d r a w s  t o  a  c l o s e ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

C a n  y o u  r e s o l v e  t h e  v a r i o u s  t h r e a d s  o f  y o u r  s t o r y  i n  a  s a t i s f y i n g  y e t  s u r p r i s i n g  

w a y ?
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End of the Extraordinary World

As our main character resolves the core story focus, they are effectively destroying the extraordinary 

world. This can be more than metaphorical and result in actual destruction to make way for a new 

mundane world.

Having mastered this extraordinary world, the main character now gifts the world with a new 

mundane situation. It’s not the same world from Act I — that can never return — but it’s something.

OPTIONAL ACT IV OPTIONAL

End of the Extraordinary World

Destruction and new mundane.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . I s  t h e  d e s t r u c t i o n  o f  t h e  e x t r a o r d i n a r y  w o r l d  a n  e v e n t  i n  i t s e l f ?

2 . W h y  c a n  t h e  o l d  m u n d a n e  w o r l d  n e v e r  b e  c o m p l e t e l y  r e s u r r e c t e d ?  H o w  i s  t h e  

n e w  o n e  d i f f e r e n t ?

3 . H o w  a r e  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  a n d  t h e i r  a l l i e s  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  s h a p i n g  t h i s  n e w  

w o r l d ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

I f  y o u ’ r e  t h i n k i n g  a b o u t  s e q u e l s ,  c a n  y o u  c o m e  u p  w i t h  a  n e w  m u n d a n e  w o r l d  t h a t  

a l r e a d y  h a s  t h e  s e e d s  o f  t h e  f o l l o w i n g  s t o r y  b u i l t  i n ?
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Refusal of the Return

The main character does not want their adventure to end. Something about the extraordinary world 

attracts them and they don’t want things to return to mundane.

Refusing to let go of the excitement is akin to selfishness. The main character must, to maintain mental 

and emotional health, let go and move on to the next stage of their existence.

OPTIONAL ACT IV OPTIONAL

Refusal of the Return

Resistance to ending.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . H o w  d o e s  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  f e e l  a b o u t  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  s t o r y ?  W h a t  p r e v e n t s  

t h e m  f r o m  l e t t i n g  g o ?

2 . W h a t  r e a s o n  c o u l d  t h e y  h a v e  t o  fi n a l l y  a l l o w  t h e  s t o r y  t o  e n d ?

3 . H o w  w i l l  y o u  m a k e  i t  i m p o r t a n t  t o  y o u r  a u d i e n c e  t h a t  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  s h o u l d  

l e t  g o ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

W h a t  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  t h e m e s  c a n  y o u  t i e  i n t o  t h e  e n d i n g  o f  t h e  e x t r a o r d i n a r y  w o r l d  

a n d  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s ’  r e a c t i o n s ?
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Master of Two Worlds

The Veteran’s Alienation

Like any veteran of tragedy or conflict, the main character is left to reconcile their trauma while 

adapting to the new mundane world they helped create. A wall tragically appears between our main 

character and the new reality they helped to forge.

Everyone else is blissfully unaware of the sacrifice required to bring that peace. They are also often 

unaware of or do not understand the main character’s continuing pain.

OPTIONAL ACT IV OPTIONAL

Master of Two Worlds

Alienation of the veteran.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . H o w  d o e s  t h e  m u n d a n e  w o r l d  r e a c t  t o  t h e  p r e s e n c e  o f  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r ?

2 . H o w  d o  t h e  r e s i d e n t s  t r e a t  t h e  s t o r y  v e t e r a n ?  D o  t h e y  k n o w  w h a t  h a p p e n e d ?

3 . I n  w h a t  w a y s  c a n  t h e  h e r o  n o t  f u l l y  “ c o m e  h o m e ” ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

W i l l  y o u  e n d  y o u r  s t o r y  w i t h  t h i s  t e n s i o n  h a n g i n g  a s  a  s t a t e m e n t ,  o r  w i l l  y o u  t r y  

t o  r e s o l v e  i t ?
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The Return

Post-Resolution Peril

Just because the core story focus has been resolved doesn’t mean the action is done. The main character 

is put into danger due to successes or failures in the resolution.

Main characters often leave everything on the field of the final battle and are vulnerable as a result. 

Who or what will step in and ensure they survive to see the new mundane world?

OPTIONAL ACT IV OPTIONAL

The Return

Post-resolution peril.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . W h a t  u n i n t e n d e d  c o n s e q u e n c e s  m i g h t  e n d a n g e r  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  a f t e r  t h e  

fi n a l  e f f o r t ?

2 . I s  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  i n  a  c o m p r o m i s e d  s t a t e ?

3 . W h a t  a l l i e s  a r e  a r o u n d  t o  b r i n g  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  o u t  o f  d a n g e r ?

4 . W h a t  r e m a i n i n g  o b s t a c l e s  m i g h t  s t i l l  e x i s t  a f t e r  t h e  fi n a l  e f f o r t ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

S h o u l d  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  b e  s a v e d  a t  a l l ?  W o u l d  t h e i r  d e a t h  p r o v i d e  a  m o r e  p o t e n t  

d r a m a t i c  r e s o l u t i o n ?
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Tragedy

Not every story ends happily. A tragedy usually follows one of two paths:

1. Success then doom: The main character succeeds but then dies or meets a horrible fate.

2. Failure and consequences: The main character fails and is forced to live with the consequences.

Undone by Our Mistakes
A main character’s final downfall is often self-inflicted — caused by a flaw in their character, a mistake 

made earlier in life, or a mistake made earlier in the story. The flaw directly leads to the tragic outcome.

OPTIONAL ACT IV OPTIONAL

Tragedy

Failure, death, or mortification.

STORY PROMPTS

1 . D o e s  y o u r  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  s u c c e e d  b e f o r e  m e e t i n g  t h e i r  e n d ?

2 . W h a t  i s  t h e  c a u s e  o f  t h e i r  d o w n f a l l ?  A fl a w ?  A m i s t a k e ?

3 . I f  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  i s  k i l l e d ,  h o w  d o  t h e i r  a l l i e s  r e a c t  o r  c a r r y  o n ?

4 . D o e s  t h e  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r ’s  l o s s  s t a t e  a  v i t a l  t h e m e ?

THINK OUTSIDE THE BOX

C a n  y o u  r e v e r s e  t h e  p o l a r i t y  a n d  h a v e  a  m a i n  c h a r a c t e r  s e e m i n g l y  e n d  i n  t r a g e d y  

b u t  m a k e  i t  f a v o r a b l e  t o  y o u r  a u d i e n c e ?
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