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Intro	
	
Story	stakes	refer	to	what	is	at	stake	for	your	protagonist	throughout	the	novel.	Ask	

yourself,	why	should	the	reader	care	about	this	person	and	this	problem?	Think	
about	how	the	stakes	affect	your	protagonist.		

	

Let’s	focus	on	high	stakes	two	in	recent	historical	fiction	bestsellers,	and	we’ll	talk	
about	how	you	can	apply	these	tools	to	your	writing,	no	matter	your	genre.	

	

Example	1.	
	

Here	is	the	back	cover	blurb	for	The	Alice	Network,	a	New	York	Times	
bestseller	published	in	2017	by	Kate	Quinn.	
	
1947.	In	the	chaotic	aftermath	of	World	War	II,	American	college	girl	Charlie	St.	
Clair	is	pregnant,	unmarried,	and	on	the	verge	of	being	thrown	out	of	her	very	

proper	family.	She’s	also	nursing	a	desperate	hope	that	her	beloved	cousin	Rose,	
who	disappeared	in	Nazi-occupied	France	during	the	war,	might	still	be	alive.	So	

when	Charlie’s	parents	banish	her	to	Europe	to	have	her	“little	problem”	taken	

care	of,	Charlie	breaks	free	and	heads	to	London,	determined	to	find	out	what	
happened	to	the	cousin	she	loves	like	a	sister.		

1915.	A	year	into	the	Great	War,	Eve	Gardiner	burns	to	join	the	fight	against	the	
Germans	and	unexpectedly	gets	her	chance	when	she’s	recruited	to	work	as	a	spy.	
Sent	into	enemy-occupied	France,	she’s	trained	by	the	mesmerizing	Lili,	code	

name	Alice,	the	“queen	of	spies,”	who	manages	a	vast	network	of	secret	agents	
right	under	the	enemy’s	nose.			

Why	should	we	care	about	this	character	and	what	happens	to	her?	Here’s	the	
author’s	introduction	to	Charlie:	

“Nineteen-forty-seven	was	hell	for	little	bony	girls	like	me	who	couldn’t	wear	the	

New	Look.	Then	again,	1947	was	hell	for	any	girl	who	would	rather	work	a	calculus	
problem	than	read	Vogue,	who	would	rather	listen	to	Edith	Piaf	than	Artie	Shaw,	

and	any	girl	with	an	empty	ring	finger	and	a	rounding	belly.”	

	
What	is	at	stake?	Her	future.	She	will	be	forced	to	get	an	abortion	to	please	her	
family,	or	risk	being	thrown	out.	She	is	pregnant	and	unmarried	at	a	time	when	it	is	



not	culturally	acceptable.	But	from	this	bit	of	background	info,	we	know	she	doesn’t	

adhere	to	cultural	norms.	
	

In	Eve’s	1915	storyline,	based	on	a	real	ring	of	female	spies—the	stakes	literally	are	
life	or	death.	If	Eve	is	caught,	she	will	be	tortured	and	killed.	If	she	gives	information	

on	her	fellow	spies,	they	will	be	tortured	and	killed.	

	
	

Example	2.	
	
Here	is	the	back	cover	blurb	for	The	Tattooist	of	Auschwitz,	a	#1	New	York	
Times	bestseller	published	in	2018	by	Heather	Morris.	
	
In	April	1942,	Lale	(lah-lee)	Sokolov,	a	Slovakian	Jew,	is	forcibly	transported	to	the	
concentration	camps	at	Auschwitz-Birkenau.	When	his	captors	discover	that	he	

speaks	several	languages,	he	is	put	to	work	as	a	Tätowierer	(the	German	word	for	
tattooist),	tasked	with	permanently	marking	his	fellow	prisoners.	

	

Imprisoned	for	over	two	and	a	half	years,	Lale	witnesses	horrific	atrocities	and	
barbarism—but	also	incredible	acts	of	bravery	and	compassion.	Risking	his	own	life,	

he	uses	his	privileged	position	to	exchange	jewels	and	money	from	murdered	Jews	

for	food	to	keep	his	fellow	prisoners	alive.	
	

One	day	in	July	1942,	Lale,	prisoner	32407,	comforts	a	trembling	young	woman	
waiting	in	line	to	have	the	number	34902	tattooed	onto	her	arm.	Her	name	is	Gita,	

and	in	that	first	encounter,	Lale	vows	to	somehow	survive	the	camp	and	marry	her.	

	
Why	should	we	care	about	this	character	and	what	happens	to	him?	
	
Here	is	the	author’s	introduction	to	Lale:		

	
“He	doesn’t	know	how	many	wagons	there	are.	His	back	and	legs	ache.	His	face	

itches.	The	stubble	reminds	him	that	he	hasn’t	bathed	or	shaved	since	he	boarded	
two	days	ago.	He	is	feeling	less	and	less	himself.	When	the	men	try	to	engage	him	in	

conversation,	he	responds	with	words	of	encouragement,	trying	to	turn	their	fear	

into	hope.		We	stand	in	shit	but	let	us	not	drown	in	it.	Abusive	remarks	are	muttered	
at	him	for	his	appearance	and	manner.	Accusations	of	hailing	from	the	upper	class.	

“Now	look	where	it’s	gotten	you.”	He	tries	to	shrug	the	words	off	and	meets	the	

glares	with	smiles.	Who	am	I	trying	to	kid?	I’m	as	scared	as	everyone	else.”	
	
What	is	at	stake?	His	life,	and	later	the	life	of	the	woman	he	loves.		From	this	
introduction,	we	know	Lale	cares	about	others.		

	



The	takeaway	from	this	is	empathy.	Make	us	empathize	with	your	main	character	so	

that	we	care	about	what	happens	to	them.	They	don’t	have	to	be	a	perfect	person	for	
the	reader	to	be	invested	in	them—they	should	be	human	and	three-dimensional.	

	
Why	have	there	been	so	many	best	selling	WW2	novels	recently?		
Some	of	these	have	sold	over	4	million	copies:	

	
The	Book	Thief	
All	the	Light	We	Cannot	See	
The	Nightingale	
Beneath	A	Scarlet	Sky	
The	Only	Woman	in	the	Room	
The	Lost	Girls	of	Paris	
The	Lilac	Girls	
	
Let’s	look	at	why	they	work:	
	

There’s	an	inherent	sense	of	good	vs.	evil.	This	paradigm	is	often	used	
because	it	works.	Think	of	superhero	movies!	

There	are	many	fascinating	real-life	stories	that	haven’t	yet	been	told	in	full.	
True-life	stories	create	a	jumping	off	point	for	compelling	plots.		
	

The	lessons	ordinary	people	learned	during	World	War	II	are	still	applicable	
today.	People	putting	their	lives	at	risk	and	fighting	for	those	who	are	marginalized,	
and	what	is	right,	will	always	make	for	good	storytelling.	

	
In	conclusion	
	

Create	characters	your	reader	will	care	about,	and	give	your	characters	
problems	big	enough	that	they	can’t	just	walk	away.	

Lahlee	can’t	walk	out	of	Auschwitz.	Rather	than	keeping	to	himself	and	
obeying	the	Nazis,	he	chooses	to	further	put	himself	at	risk	by	helping	fellow	

prisoners	in	need,	and	loving	Gita	while	they	endure	the	unimaginable.	

Charlie	St.	Claire	refuses	to	walk	away	from	her	cousin,	who	disappeared	in	
the	aftermath	of	WWII.	Everyone	assumes	Rose	is	dead,	but	Charlie	doesn’t	

want	to	give	up	on	her.	She	can’t	ignore	her	pregnancy	either,	and	realizes	if	

she	becomes	a	single	mother,	she	will	have	no	support.	

	
	


