Flash
Fiction.

a whole story
in a breath.

A complete working guide to flash fiction: the shape of a whole story told in under a
thousand words, built on one image, one moment, and one turn that recolors
everything before it, carried through a worked piece from its opening line to its last,

with a printable template to plan your own.



How to use this guide.

read it once for the shape, then keep it open while you write.

Flash fiction is the art of the whole story told small: a complete arc, situation to resonant close,
compressed into a page or two. It is not a fragment or a warm-up. It is a finished thing, and its
power comes as much from what is left off the page as from what is set on it. This guide is One
More Draft’s independent commentary on the craft; the form has no single owner or governing
body.

What follows walks the four beats of a flash piece, the compression techniques that make them
fit, the ways short-short drafts go slack, and one worked example carried the whole way through.
Two notes before you start. The beats are proportions, not sections; in a piece this short they can

share a single sentence. And flash rewards the reread, so build a turn that pays a second look.
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FLASH FICTION FOUNDATIONS

What flash fiction 1is.

a complete story, not a fragment, told in under a thousand words.

Flash fiction is very short fiction that still tells a complete story. The word count shifts by editor

and market, but the working ceiling sits around a thousand words, and many pieces land far

shorter. What does not shift is the demand for completeness. A flash piece is not a scene lifted

from a longer work, and not a mood with no event. It has a situation, it turns, and it ends

somewhere the beginning did not promise.

The form goes by several names at several lengths, and it helps to know the bands, because the

shorter you go the harder the story must lean on implication. But the labels matter less than the

principle they share. Every one of them asks for a whole story, told in the fewest words that will

still carry it, with the rest trusted to the reader.

THE WORD-COUNT BANDS

Micro-fiction: under about a hundred words. The six-word story and the hundred-word drabble
live here; the turn is often a single reversal in the final beat.

Flash fiction: roughly a hundred to a thousand words. The heart of the form, with just enough

room for a situation, an escalation, a turn, and a landing.

Sudden fiction: about a thousand to fifteen hundred words. The long edge, still read in one
sitting, with a little more air for character and place.

THE ONE-SENTENCE VERSION

Flash fiction is a complete story, a situation and a turn and a resonant close, compressed to
under a thousand words, where much of the meaning is carried by what the writer chooses to

leave unsaid.
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The discipline of compression.

one image, one moment, one turn; imply everything else.

Compression is not cutting a long story down. It is choosing a story small enough to be whole at
this size, then building it from the fewest moving parts. The most useful discipline is the rule of
ones: one image to anchor the piece, one moment to set it in, one turn to give it a reason to exist.

Anything that does not serve those ones is weight the page cannot carry.

The title is part of the story, not a label stuck on afterward, and in flash it often does a full line of
work. Beyond that, imply everything you can. Backstory, aftermath, the wider world: name each
in a single detail and let the reader build the rest. A flash piece is an iceberg, a little showing and

a great deal understood to be below.

THE RULE OF ONES

— Oneimage. A single concrete anchor the reader can see and the piece can return to. It carries the
mood and, often, the meaning.

= One moment. A single continuous scene, or close to it. Flash rarely has room to travel in time; it
earns its depth by staying put.

= One turn. A single reversal, reveal, or realization. Two turns in a thousand words tend to cancel;
choose the one that matters and aim the whole piece at it.

Throughout this guide we follow one invented flash piece, titled Just This Once. Its one image is a backyard
tomato plant heavy with fruit. Its one moment is a single early morning. Its one turn is a quiet reveal
about why the narrator, Marion, is watering a neighbor’s garden at all. Watch how little has to be said,

and how much the last line is asked to hold.



Four beats, one breath.
drop in, pull the thread tight, turn, and land.

The four beats of a flash piece sit very close together. You drop the reader straight into a charged
situation, tighten a single thread until it strains, turn on a reveal or reversal, and land on an
image that lingers. The percentages below mark where the weight falls, not where a section
begins; in a short-short they often overlap inside one paragraph. What matters is the order and
the late turn.

THE SETUP

Situation

Tighten

THE PIVOT
The Turn

THE LANDING

Resonant Ending

Notice how late the turn arrives and how little comes after it. Flash spends most of its length
loading a single thread, pivots near the three-quarter mark, and then lands almost at once. That
last tenth is not a wind-down. It is one resonant image or line, and then the white space where the
reader finishes the story for you.



FLASH FICTION THE SETUP

BEAT 01 TARGET ~1%

Situation.

one character, one place, one tension - in a sentence or two.

The first beat drops the reader straight into a charged moment. There is no runway in flash: no
weather report, no waking up, no throat-clearing. One character, one place, and one live tension,
set down in a sentence or two and already in motion. The reader should feel the strain before they

understand it, and the not-yet-understanding is what pulls them forward.

Do the establishing work through the charged moment itself, not around it. A practiced action
shows character and world at once; a single loaded detail can hint at the tension you are about to
pull. Trust the first line to carry weight. In a piece this short it is not an introduction to the story,

it is already the story, arriving mid-stride.

ON THE PAGE

= Open inside the tension, not before it. The first sentence should already have a temperature.

= Establish through action and detail, never summary. Show the character doing the one thing that

matters here.

= Plant the question the turn will answer. Let one detail feel slightly off, and leave it unexplained.

WATCH OUT
The slow entrance. Flash has no patience for a character waking, commuting, or remembering
their way into the scene. Cut every line before the one where the tension is already live, and

open there.

JUST THIS ONCE - MARION

Six in the morning, before the street is awake. Marion sets her coffee on the fence post, steps over the low
rail into Dot’s yard, and turns on the hose. The tomato plants stand heavy and green, taller than she is
now. She waters slowly, close to the roots, the way Dot likes it. Then she looks up at the dark kitchen
window and lifts a hand, the way she has every morning for forty-one days.
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FLASH FICTION THE SETUP

BEAT 02 TARGET ~40%

Tighten.

one thread, pulled tighter - no subplots.

The middle of a flash piece is not a second event but the same thread pulled tighter. A single
escalation, or even a single sharpening detail, raises the stakes or deepens the unease the
situation set down. There are no subplots here and no room for them. You have one thread; your

only job is to increase the tension along it until the turn can release it.

Escalation in flash is often quiet. It can be a fact that lands harder, a detail that recolors slightly, a
clock that starts to tick. Resist the urge to widen the story to raise the stakes; widen the pressure
instead. And you can begin to seed the turn here, dropping a phrase or an image the reveal will

later pay off, so the pivot feels earned rather than sprung.

ON THE PAGE

- Tighten, do not branch. Raise the pressure on the one thread; never add a second.

= Prefer a sharpening detail to a new event. A single fact landing harder can escalate more than

action.

= Seed the turn in passing. Plant the phrase or image the reveal will pay off, quietly enough to miss
the first time.

WATCH OUT
The subplot. A thousand words cannot hold two stories. If you find yourself introducing a new

problem to raise the stakes, stop and press harder on the one you already have.

JUST THIS ONCE - MARION

This week a sign went up in the front yard, red letters on white: FOR SALE. A man with a clipboard walked
the lot and wrote down numbers. Marion waters longer now, and later into the morning. On the south
vine, one tomato has finally begun to turn, a blush of red at the shoulder. She tells the window about it,
quietly, the way she tells it everything. Just this once, she had said, back in the spring.
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FLASH FICTION THE PIVOT

BEAT 03 TARGET ~70%

The Turn.

the reveal that recolors every line before it.

The turn is the whole reason the piece exists. It is the pivot, a reversal or a reveal or a realization,
that recolors everything that came before. All the loading is done; this is the release. In flash the
turn usually lands late, near the three-quarter mark, because the reader needs the full weight of

the setup behind it for the recoloring to hit.

The strongest turns change meaning rather than merely adding information. After the turn, the
reader should want to look back and see the opening differently, the same image now carrying a
second charge. Plant it honestly. A twist that cheats the first read to shock is a trick; a turn that
was there all along, waiting to be seen, is a story. Aim for the reveal that feels inevitable in

hindsight.

ON THE PAGE

= Land it late. Give the setup its full weight before you pivot; an early turn has nothing to recolor.

= Change meaning, not just facts. The best turns make the reader reread the opening, not just learn
a new thing.

= Make it inevitable in hindsight. The seed you planted should click here: surprise first, then

recognition.

WATCH OUT
The empty twist. A reversal that exists only to startle, with no feeling underneath, reads as a
gimmick. The turn should deepen the piece, not just spring a surprise; if it does not recolor, it

does not count.

JUST THIS ONCE - MARION

Dot has been dead since April. She went into the hospital on a Tuesday, and over this same fence, the fence
she and Marion had leaned on for thirty years without ever quite becoming friends, she asked Marion to
water the tomatoes. Just this once, she said. Just until she was home. She did not come home. Marion has
not missed a morning since. The wave is not for a woman at the window. It is a promise she cannot find
the end of-
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FLASH FICTION THE LANDING

BEAT 04 TARGET ~90%

Resonant Ending.

the image that lingers; imply the rest.

The last beat lands on the image or the line that lingers after the piece is closed. It does not
summarize, and it does not explain what the turn meant. It shows one last concrete thing and lets
the meaning rise off it. The resonant ending is where flash trusts the reader most, handing them

the aftermath rather than narrating it.

The last line does the emotional accounting, so give it your best image and your cleanest
sentence. Often it returns to the opening image, now changed by the turn, so the piece closes a
loop the reader can feel. Then stop. The temptation is one more sentence that spells out the
feeling, and that sentence is almost always the one to cut. End on the image, and leave the white

space for the reader to fill.

ON THE PAGE

= End on an image, not an explanation. Show the last concrete thing and trust it to carry the
meaning.

= Return to the anchor. Close on the opening image, now recolored, to shut the loop cleanly.

= Cut the line after the ending. The sentence that explains the feeling is the one to delete.

WATCH OUT
The over-explained ending. A final paragraph that tells the reader what to feel refunds the turn
you just earned. Trust the image; if you have built the piece well, it will do the work without your

help.

JUST THIS ONCE - MARION

The moving truck came on a Saturday. Marion picked the one ripe tomato, warm and full in her palm,
and set it on Dot’s back step, in the square of light beneath the window. Then she stepped over the low rail
for the last time. By noon the sign read SOLD, and the tomato sat where she had left it, small and red and

certain, a kept word catching the sun.
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Compression technigues.

four tools that let a single page carry a whole story.

IMPLICATION, OR THE ICEBERG

Most of a flash piece lives below the waterline. Name a thing once, in a single detail, and let the
reader construct the rest: the years of a marriage in a chipped mug, a whole grief in a garden still
being watered. Implication is not vagueness. It is precision aimed so that one clear detail implies
the mass behind it. When in doubt, show less and choose better.

THE RESONANT LAST LINE

In a story this short, the last line carries a disproportionate share of the meaning. It is the reader’s
final beat and the one they will hold, so it should be your cleanest sentence and your strongest
image. Aim it to reverberate rather than conclude, to open a small space in the reader rather than

close the door. A last line that lingers is worth a hundred that merely finish.

THE TITLE AS A LOAD-BEARING ELEMENT

The title is a free line of story, and in flash it should earn its place. Let it carry information the
prose does not repeat, set a frame the piece pays off, or, best of all, mean one thing on the first
read and another after the turn. Just This Once sounds like a small favor at the top of the page and

lands as a lifelong promise at the bottom. Make your title work twice.

ENTER AT THE LAST POSSIBLE MOMENT

Find the latest point at which the story still makes sense, and start there. Almost every draft
opens too early, with arrivals and preludes the reader does not need. Cut into the scene when the
tension is already live, trust the reader to catch up inside a sentence or two, and spend the words

you saved on the turn and the landing.



Seven ways flash falls flat.

read this list again before you call a piece finished.

1. The fragment. A mood or a scene with no turn, where nothing changes. Fix: find the pivot; if
nothing reverses, reveals, or dawns on someone, you have a vignette, not a story.

2. The joke with no story. A setup built only to deliver a punchline. Fix: make the turn carry

feeling, not just surprise; a reveal that recolors beats a line that only zings.

3. Over-explaining. Spelling out the aftermath the ending should imply. Fix: delete the closing
sentences that explain, and trust the final image to do the accounting.

4. Too many characters. A crowd the word count cannot hold in focus. Fix: one character, two at

most; every name is rent the story must pay in words it does not have.

5. The wasted title. A title that labels the piece instead of adding to it. Fix: give the title a line of
story the prose does not repeat, and let it recolor on the second read.

6. The slow entrance. Runway before the charged moment: waking, arriving, remembering. Fix:
enter at the last possible instant, mid-tension, with the first line already hot.

7. The twist for its own sake. A reversal that cheats the first read to shock. Fix: plant the turn
honestly so it feels inevitable in hindsight, earning a reread instead of a groan.

THE MASTER DIAGNOSTIC

Read your piece twice. On the second pass, does the opening mean something new? A true flash
turn recolors the beginning and reframes the end, so the reread is a different experience from
the first. If the second read feels exactly like the first, you have written a scene, not a story. Go
find the turn.



Your flash template.
print this page. one line each is enough to begin.
THE ONE IMAGE

THE TITLE'S JOB

THE ONE MOMENT

TARGET WORD COUNT

THE TURN

ONE-LINE PREMISE

THE LAST LINE



Keep going.

the paper version ends here; the fill-in version doesn’t.

This template exists as a free interactive planner at One More Draft, with the same four beats and
a text box under each one that saves as you type. Read the beat, draft your piece’s version of it

right on the page, and walk away with a full flash blueprint in a single sitting.
onemoredraft.com/quides/flash-fiction

One More Draft is a complete workshop for writers: a distraction-free manuscript editor,
industry-standard screenplay formatting, story planning tools for characters, beats, and worlds,
and Quill, your resident story editor, for when you want a second read. The editor is free, and

there is a free desktop app for Windows.

MORE FREE FIELD GUIDES

— How to Write a Short Story - the complete craft, start to finish
= The Short Story Arc - the five-part shape of short fiction

— Three-Act Structure - the load-bearing classic

= How to Outline a Novel - from premise to chapter plan

= The Novella - the long-story form, structured

All free, all fill-in-able, at onemoredraft.com/guides.

ONE MORE DRAFT



