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This book is dedicated to lovers of Christian suspense.

Pack a Christian dramatic and emotional punch with your story!

In this reader-friendly book, I first introduce the Christian dramatic suspense genre, then go on to cover how to create a compelling novel by establishing and maintaining the facets of this genre throughout your story, including the pivotal plot points like riveting red herrings and persuasive peak tensions, internal and external conflict, dead on pacing, dynamic and functional setting and tone, irresistible characters, tantalizing twists, testing a character’s faith, delicately handling the hard truths of life, capturing the spiritual struggle of a Christian, articulating victory over despair/adversity, packing an emotional punch, and more. 

You will learn how to keep the reader tied into the story without being preachy or author intrusive. I provide commentary on the various aspects, themes, and tropes of the genre as I take you on a journey through one of my Christian dramatic suspense novels (Intent: Deadly Secrets) to make the experience concrete and hands-on. At the end of each chapter, you will find an exercise specially designed to implement the various facets in your own work such as increasing tension, crafting complicated twists, externalizing a character’s thoughts, and developing a believable character arc.
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​FOREWORD
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Christian Dramatic Suspense. Is that even a real thing? Why, yes, it is. So, what does it mean? In this introduction, I will give you a definition of the genre, briefly present the key traits of Christian dramatic suspense, and provide summaries of the key components of this genre before moving into the gridiron of the genre in the successive chapters.

But first, let me clarify a couple of things. What is the difference between thriller and suspense? And what makes Christian dramatic suspense different than suspense?

To address the first, both thrillers and suspense have tension, just different levels of it. In short, thrillers have an “appointment”; from the start, it is evident that something must be solved, the central or main character (protagonist) is aware of it, and each scene acts on that appointment. Suspense, on the other hand, knows something may be amiss, but the protagonist isn’t quite sure what it is. The central character is preoccupied with the drama of daily life while moments of uncertainty keep him/her on edge so that, unlike a thriller that typically engages us through high tension and evident danger, suspense novels tend to focus on the psychological reaction of the protagonist to drive the plot. 

Thrillers tend to be more explosive while suspense tends to be more implosive.

In a thriller, you expect to feel on edge for a good portion of the book and to see a plot that is heavily action-driven, whereas with suspense novels, the tension is sprinkled intermittently throughout the book with a plot that is more emotionally and mentally contained, driven primarily by the protagonist’s thoughts and reactions to the situation and to either the antagonist (who becomes an obstacle to the protagonist’s goals) or the villain (the main “bad guy”) as s/he anticipates what comes next.

So, what is Christian dramatic suspense? And is there a difference between that and straight suspense? Yes, to the latter: Christian dramatic suspense deals with issues like the struggle of the soul or at least the relevance of our connection with God as well as deeper personal issues that cause us to recognize the importance of our purpose for being alive. Now, let’s discuss the former by breaking it apart into three basic definitions.

Spiritual Christian: “Of or relating to the spirit or the soul, and in the context of a relationship with our Creator, God”

Dramatic: “Highly effective; striking”

Suspense: “A state of mental uncertainty or excitement; anxiety or apprehension resulting from an uncertain, undecided, or mysterious situation” 

But let me add a bit to these definitions. 

A spiritual Christian experience is one in which the reader is aware of something greater outside of themselves, and that life has meaning and purpose. In this context, Christianity is explored, so the spiritual aspect refers to God and Jesus and the biblical truths of God’s Word. This also means that the main character is in one of three places: of a strong faith in God, battling/doubting their faith, or coming into their faith for the first time.

The dramatic aspect of the genre means that the story does not revolve solely around Christian suspense, but integrates realistic moments of struggle as well. Emotions are heightened as are situations, dramatizing much of what the protagonist feels. In regular circumstances, this would mean that his or her feelings were, in reality, ordinary or mundane, but in this genre, the heightened senses are not actually an exaggeration and prove to be relevant senseful reactions to something that is happening, even though it is not yet clearly known. 

Suspense is anticipation that forms externally or internally. When we’re dealing with the external suspense, there is some kind of action taking place that creates tension in the plot and makes the reader aware that something vital is about to change in the story structure. Suspense stories must promise that a character’s world will be disrupted in vital ways: “Instead of asking, ‘What needs to happen?’ ask, ‘What can I promise will go wrong?’”-Brian A. Klems, Editor, Writer’s Digest.

Which leads us to the internal suspense. Events (the external) must promise a psychological impact on a character, typically the protagonist. Readers need to see that the action is not some disconnected series of events that barely matter to the main character, but actually shift that character’s world in significant ways.

Christian Dramatic Suspense explores life-changing moments. Specifically, the reader is able to relate to the intensity of spiritual changes, emotions, and events. Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein started this trend in 1818. C.S. Lewis enhanced the delivery of the spiritual and suspenseful world through the addition of fantastical elements, appealing to the vulnerabilities and impressionable nature of youth. Dean Koontz explores this trope in many of his novels as well.

Notable books include: nearly all of Dean Koontz’s novels such as Intensity, The Bad Place, and Lightning. His stories are filled with characters combating darkness and adversities and bringing the light into the darkness where good is ultimately victorious. He also emphasizes the intellectual capacity of his characters, who show discernment and make choices judiciously. 

Classics like Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, Bram Stoker’s Dracula and C.S. Lewis’s The Chronicles of Narnia series appeal to the Christian dramatic suspenseful genre in their own ways. All of these writers appeal to the audience by having them deeply examine their own choices and the impact of those choices.

Christian Dramatic Suspense novels have a way of hitting on those parts of life that are difficult to deal with, but they also find a way, albeit sometimes dangerously so, to resolve our inner and external conflicts.

​
Basic Aspects

Conflict is the heartbeat of Christian dramatic suspense. There has to be conflict, and this conflict derives from two things: desire and obstacle, often paralleled with the other character’s desire and obstacle. If two people agree too much, and too often, there will be little tension in the plot and little progression in the story line. And sometimes, that tension comes from a character’s internal struggle, sometimes from another character’s actions, or sometimes from another external factor, like a shifting setting. Conflict drives the plot forward.

Setting can play a huge part in creating the tone and in determining the course of action a character may take. A sudden sound of thunder, a ringing of a phone, something that jolts the character out of his mindset, can quickly take us from a moment of comfort to the edge of uncertainty. Which leads us to character.

Irresistible Characters. You may be asking, what do characters have to do with genre? Well, no one would care about the plot if they didn’t care about the characters. Irresistible means alluring. Your characters must draw us in. If they are indistinguishable from any other character, then they will fail to appeal to the reader. Every character in your story must have a reason to be there, they must stand out in their own way, they must exhibit characteristics unique only to them. These characters have to be written in ways that make the reader demand to know what will become of them. They need to be flawed in some way, compel or repel you to their perspectives, infuriate you, break your heart, make you laugh, and most of all, be memorable. In short, these are characters that invite engagement. 

Engaging the audience through a character’s emotions and actions is vital if you are to evoke empathy from your readers. If they are unable to understand what your character is feeling, they will struggle to relate; thus, they are less likely to understand the character or appreciate his or her journey. Human emotions are universal, and the ups and downs of emotions (failure, desire, loss, etc,.) accompanied by that character’s unique traits often accelerate the conflict. It’s a give-and-take relationship. Conflict amps up a character’s emotions; a character’s emotions increase conflict. Which leads us to pacing.

Pacing. The more we realize we are up against time, the more tense a scene will be, the more invested the reader is. Writers must plunge their characters into an unexpected world, where the sense of mystery and uncertainty is driven by the ticking of a clock. The plot itself continuously moves, never lingering in a frame for too long unless something major is being unpacked, like a long-awaited explanation from a character. The story is continuously moving forward, either through stream of consciousness (the character’s thoughts/feelings), dialogue, or action, and these qualities, along with the compelling nature of your protagonist, render the story credible, interesting, and entertaining.

Character Arc. One of the most pleasant experiences you can give your reader is a character who changes in some way, usually for the better. Ideally, you want to give your main characters a weakness at the onset of your story so that they have somewhere to grow. This fuels the dramatic side of your suspense story as well because the characters realize that what they felt or knew before is now insufficient once they’ve gone through their journey; they are no longer the same. Watching a character learn from his past, become stronger, more intelligent, more at peace, whatever it may be, satisfies a reader’s experience, but becomes especially satisfying when we see that character overcome something terrible.

Audience. As with any type of genre, one of the most important aspects a writer must consider is the audience. When we write, we write for ourselves, but we also write for others. It is necessary to cherish that audience. It’s imperative that we, as writers, have a protagonist that our readers will feel safe with, someone they will have some sort of empathy for if we are to ever get them to read our stories. This does not mean that the audience must be a Christian or share the same beliefs as you. In fact, if you are only writing to those who are like-minded, you are missing out on reaching a huge and necessary part of your readership. Relatability simply means that they can invest in your characters, that they will find relatable themes (doubt, love, loss, fear, etc.). Think of your story as a conversation that you are imparting to another, a life-changing conversation, be it big or small, a story that will affect your readers for the better.

Believability/Research. Though you are writing fiction, the story still must be written in a way that the audience believes in what is happening. That doesn’t mean that everything needs to be true to life; you don’t want the story to feel too real, like you’re reading a true account, otherwise, the suspense of belief, the escapism, the vicarious world disappears. On the flip side, if certain elements don’t ring true, your audience will lose faith in the story. So, if you are including technical elements that require research, be sure to report them accurately. Take a character who has been attacked by a shark. If you personally don’t know what that’s like, then you’ll want to scour interviews on real life-victims, compile newspaper clippings, etc. Or, if your character is using a gun, be sure to know its functionality and its components to make it seem realistic. If one of your characters is a neurologist, make sure he knows what he’s talking about. In short, do your research or you will inevitably discourage some readers from finishing your book, readers who do know what it’s like to be a victim of a shark attack, who know the difference between a revolver and a pistol, who specialize in neurology. Have fun with your story, but make sure technicalities are factual. Interview a police officer friend, a teacher, a surfer, whoever would have the expertise you need to make your story both exciting and credible.

The Christian Spiritual Angle. Don’t be preachy. Incorporating God’s Word, showing who He is, does not mean forcing it on others; it does mean showing His truths and His Love, and letting others decide what to do with it. To me, it is the characters who bring a story to life—they are the ones we remember long after we have finished a book. If writers cannot give them their individuality without continuing to interfere with their own point-of-view, then readers lose out on reaping the benefits of reading fiction: for one, the opportunity to find a figment of reality and experience the adventure on their own terms. In my novel, Intent: Deadly Secrets, I strive to let the characters speak for themselves. Through the main protagonist, Raylee, I have learned to let go of myself and let her come to life on the pages. She needs to be her own person in order to best emulate a character who can reach the audience. Similarly, God is our Creator but He allows us free will; He doesn’t force us to be what He wants us to be. Thus, I do my best to remove myself from my characters by letting them form into their own personas determined by their circumstances, background, lessons learned, and interactions with others. To repeat, each character is unique and should be affected by their circumstances and interactions with others uniquely.

Number #1 bestsellers Dean Koontz and Stephen King both write truth into their fiction and distinct characters , and it is these features, I think, that make good writing because it is that freedom of expressing raw emotion and appealing characters, stories that communicate our fears and joys, that best grab the readers and keeps their attention, that is, writers who stay true to the craft by staying true to who they are.  

That said, I use the Bible because it is God’s Word and is accessible to all. It is a guide to living and includes everything from the meaning of love and understanding truth to finding freedom from slavery, to acquiring eternal salvation and peace. The Bible is useful because God’s Word is applicable to all. Unlike other works, the Bible contains information that is relevant in everyone’s lives. As a bonus, it also provides a complex narrative of literary devices: parallelisms, plot points, metaphor, parables, similes, foreshadowing, dialogue, repetition and symbolism, all which are applicable to literary writing and further promote our creative techniques.  

​Plot Points


Before we get to the novel, let’s take a look at the basic plot point structure of any novel:


	Exposition: This is where you introduce the situation, setting, and vital characters (typically the protagonist and secondary characters). It is also where you set the tone. So, in a Christian dramatic suspense, the opening of your novel (the first chapter or two) should clearly emanate with some suspense, even if it’s low key. The reader needs to sense right away that danger is amiss sometime in the future.

	Rising Action (RA): A good chunk of your story is the building of action sequences. Action doesn’t necessarily mean action in the sense of fast-paced occurrences; in fact, it typically is a slow build of moments in which the protagonist is making decisions and reacting to new, uncertain situations in an otherwise mundane environment. A lot of conflict takes place here, either internally or externally, which drives the story forward.

	Climax: This is the moment where everything the protagonist believed to be true comes crumbling down. The climactic moment forever changes the direction of the story. It is the peak moment when the lingering confusions and uncertainty start to unravel and when the protagonist must rethink everything she thought was true. It is also one of the most intense moments in the story as it serves as a life-changing moment.

	Falling Action (FA): All that building up is now coming down; the FA is like a mirror image of the RA; it is where the disentanglement of the climax occurs, which leads us to the conclusion. In the FA,  we get a different level of suspense, often more intimately intense, as the proximity of truth reveals itself.

	Resolution: The final moments, the conclusion. The ending tone you desire for your readers will determine what kind of resolution is created. There may be a happily ever after (HEA), an ambiguous situation, or even a cliffhanger, which can then lead to the next book if yours is a series.









​Tension Tags


There are some tropes (recurring distinctive features) that belong to this genre as well, that I like to call “tension tags”. Here is a short guideline into ways tension is built:


	Foreshadowing: clues given usually early on that point to something seemingly insignificant, which later becomes quite important.

	Paranoia: Oftentimes, nobody believes the protagonist and/or he deals with the issue alone, leading to internal conflict.

	Red Herrings: an intentionally misleading 



clue that unknowingly throws you off from figuring out “who’s behind the mask”. “Readers want to predict what will happen, but they want to be wrong.” –Brian A. Klems.


	Clues: Evidence can be physical or symbolic. 



They point to the truth of the hidden culprit, though these clues aren’t necessarily salient.


	Deadlines: Each minute counts, especially as 



we get closer to the truth. There’s the necessity of building tension within boundaries of time, and to make those events believable, get your heart pounding and your breath bated.


	Slow build: Each chapter doesn’t have to 



have suspense or even dramatics. In fact, you want to give the reader breaks in between. The slower that suspense builds, the more tense the situation, the more tension we ourselves feel, and the longer we feel it.


	Setting: Dark and eerie, uncertain, unfamiliar. Conversely, setting can seem innocent, familiar, safe, but deceivingly so.

	Dialogue and Non-verbal cues (body language like gestures or expressions): Reveals relevant traits of a character. The insignificant becomes significant; the known becomes the unknown or questionable.

	Relatable emotions: The character’s deepest fears, her haunting past, her desires, her insecurities.

	Relatable circumstances: the closer the protagonist gets to danger, the more the reader apprehends what will happen next.

	There is always the Good vs. Evil trope. A spiritual baseline will make that even more clear.

	Hero/Heroine: S/he experiences significant growth spiritually, mentally, and emotionally through tense moments and conflict.

	Villain: She contributes to the intensity of events, emotions, and spiritual changes; the villain is often unsuspected.

	Life and Death Trope: The protagonist often needs to control his environment and experiences the difficulty of dealing with life and death as constant obstacles (persons, events) oppose him.

	Chapter endings: You want to end a chapter when there’s some kind of turning point. This could be a character realizing something, so the next chapter is devoted to unraveling that. It could also mean that the time is changing—a new day or even jumping forward a few months. But ending on a strong emotion or major insight will help ensure that your audience is still engaged and will turn the page.

	Cliffhangers (a more intense type of chapter ending): One way to keep your readers engaged is to let an unresolved matter linger at the end of a chapter. Audiences love a good mystery, wondering what is going to happen next, especially if you throw something new at them all of a sudden. This will keep them turning the pages.


*NOTE:

While I use my novel Intent: Deadly Secrets, which is a little over 200 pages, as a baseline, the Christian dramatic suspense formula can work for longer novels as well.

For the purposes of both simplicity and variety, I alternate between “protagonist” and “main/central character”; and for the protagonist’s antecedent, I alternate between the pronouns “she” and “he”.
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​CHAPTER ONE
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Raylee Johnson was bored.  In her twenty-one years, she’d never had a serious boyfriend and, worse, she felt her only gift in life was taking food orders. She’d accepted the truth—her fate was set. She’d be stuck in Silver Canyon forever.

The hands on the clock didn’t seem to be moving and neither did the line to her register. Raylee looked down into the cash drawer. The slot for nickels was empty. She slowly tore the wrapper off a new roll and several coins fell onto the floor. She nudged them against the counter base with her foot as was her habit whenever she dropped anything, which seemed to be a lot these days. The tile made a sticky sound beneath her feet from the permanent stain of spilled soda. She sighed, feeling like she would never go beyond the walls of this building. 

Here, we get a clear picture of the exposition: the setting (Silver Canyon, a restaurant, and Raylee). We also get the tone which initially is Raylee’s boredom and feeling trapped in a small town, setting us up for a huge dynamic in what later becomes unexpected tension, the exact opposite of this mundanity. 

In high school, Raylee had been somewhat reserved. She’d never gained the confidence that many girls did once they reached their senior year. That had been in 1994. In the four years since, most of her classmates moved away to do bigger and better things. Some of her friends had gone off to college or joined the military or started a family. Raylee had done none of these things. She didn’t know what she wanted to do with her life, but she did know she didn’t want to do it in Silver Canyon.

We get a good understanding of Raylee’s inner conflict: she feels like she doesn’t belong anywhere, like she hasn’t found her purpose, and she is unsure how to acquire the confidence that everyone else seems to have.

She watched the line at her register grow longer as she neared the end of her shift. While she appreciated her job at Kim’s Burgers, Raylee couldn’t help but feel less confident in her abilities knowing the reason she got the job was because her aunt was the owner. She almost felt like her aunt’s “pet project” to mold her into a responsible adult. Raylee knew her aunt wasn’t intentionally condescending when she spoke to her, and maybe it was her own feelings of inadequacy, but it always rubbed her the wrong way.

“Doing a great job, kiddo!” Kim called out as she rushed by in a blur, heading to the office. Her aunt always moved like that—in a hurry, on a mission, but with no time to talk. She turned to give Raylee a thumbs up and a quick smile as she continued to the back of the store. Kim always had some place to go. Raylee looked around at the stacks of cups and napkins on the counter. She had nowhere to go.

Aunt Kim gives us a nice contrast to Raylee’s insecurity as she floods the page with excitement and confidence; a bit like a foil character, Kim’s positive attitude highlights Raylee’s dismal viewpoint.

Turning back to the line, Raylee noticed how large many of the families were. Most parents had at least two children, some more than three. One father was wrestling around with a boy and a girl, about a year apart, maybe five and six. They had happy smiles on their faces, like life was a big candy cane that never stopped tasting sweet. Raylee never grew up feeling that way, much less with the close, unique bond of a sibling. Her heart ached as she stared at them.

Raylee was an only child and the focus of her parents her whole life. That fact had its benefits as she found herself being the center of her parents’ praise and boasting over her high GPA or one of her latest accomplishments. Learning to ride a bike or play basic piano got the utmost recognition. Her friends were a bit jealous of the special attention she got when they had to vie for theirs against their younger siblings. But there was a downside to being an only child. 

For one thing, Raylee didn’t like being center stage. She thought that her accomplishments were, at best, marginal. After all, most of her peers had achieved the same feats. Her parents still felt the need to make a big old fuss over them anyway. But being in the spotlight also meant that her faults were highlighted. Ironically, only Raylee seemed to notice them. She felt that her parents thought she was a lot smarter and more capable than she actually was. And they were apparently quite content living in this small town. 

Raylee had liked growing up here, but by the time junior high rolled around, she found herself wanting more, needing more. Her stomach ached just thinking about how far away she was from feeling satisfied. The pain was deep and dull and seemed to press itself into the center of her stomach, her body’s way of dealing with stress. 

This is her main conflict—her “wanting more, needing more”, and it will become the driving force behind much of what takes place in the coming days.

The father and his kids came up to the register. “Two kids’ meals, please,” he said with a soft French accent. He had bright blue eyes that sparkled when he talked. He was a bit on the heavy side, had a full white beard, and reminded her of Santa Claus. His smile was big and contagious.

She listened for his accent again as he bent down to speak to his son. She enjoyed listening to the cadence of his words.

One thing Raylee knew for certain was that she loved languages. What that meant for her over the long term, she didn’t know. But she’d taken a bold step in the spring and enrolled in Silver Canyon Community College’s advanced Russian program. Her teachers were encouraging, but it wasn’t long before Raylee felt that familiar feeling kicking in—the one that made her uncertain about herself. She liked learning, but she often struggled to understand the material. She took meticulous notes and studied for hours, yet actually taking a test was enough to send her into a full-blown panic attack.  

Again, we get the reinforcement of her lack of self-esteem. In the exposition, we need to have a good feel for where the characters are, where they are starting emotionally and mentally, so that we can see what may or may not be in the way of them reaching their goals and later come to appreciate their character arc. 

Raylee glanced outside as the sun descended into an October night. Hues of crimson, orange, and violet skirted across the horizon, but the beauty of the sky was already fading behind a shadowy bank of clouds. 

She looked at the clock as she turned to fill a soda for a customer. It was almost 6:00 p.m. and she couldn’t wait to get out of there so she could go home and be bored there.

A burst of thunder roared outside, causing Raylee to jerk back from the counter. The cup fell from her hands, spilling soda across her shoes and the floor.

Though seemingly trivial, her reaction to the storm is a clue into her psyche. Something about the thunder puts her on edge; this is also the moment when the tone slightly shifts from an ordinary one to one layered with edginess as the storm itself acts as a symbol of her state of mind. Slowly, we are being pulled into a new environment.

She sighed, pulling a rag out of her apron as a group of giggling teenagers approached her register.

The leader, a slim-faced girl wearing a Pearl Jam T-shirt, stepped forward. 

“We’d like to get four half-pounders and four chocolate shakes,” she said and turned to her friends to say something about a concert. The girls started laughing and speaking so fast it seemed to Raylee they were competing in a talking marathon. 

They reminded her of the cheerleaders in high school. None of them seemed to have a care in the world and acted as though everything was going their way, a satisfaction Raylee longed for. 

Strangely, though, these girls were a refreshing change to her day. Many of her earlier customers had been tired and worn out from a long day at work. There had been couples fighting, parents chasing their kids, toddlers throwing temper tantrums, but these girls were so at ease.

As she gave the teen her change, she wondered if these girls would be stuck here too. Silver Canyon was a small town where nothing spectacular ever happened and no one expected it to. She hoped these girls would find something better than this place.

To Raylee, other girls had been handed the chance to do whatever they wanted, like nothing stood in their way. She didn’t have the self-confidence, much less the courage, to take a chance outside the only world she’d ever known. She had been humiliated enough in high school by the popular crowd and she certainly didn’t intend to look like a bigger fool by setting herself up for failure.

During most of her ninth-grade year, there had been an ongoing bet between the popular guys— discovered and relayed to her by a close friend of hers—over who would dare ask her out. No one ever did, but they made sure to snicker whenever she was near. They really just wanted to tease her, having nothing better to do.

This little bit of backstory helps us understand the struggle she is still dealing with; it is  a weakness that may interfere with her ability to confront what comes next. 

If it were at all possible, she became even more isolated as a sophomore, finding that approaching a majority of the students proved a task more intimidating than she dared to risk. Fortunately, Paul McCoy sat next to her in history class later that year and had been her best friend ever since. He was one of those rare people who cared about everybody.

Paul was dependable and trustworthy, and someone she really could be herself around. She knew her sense of humor was “weird” by the standards of most of her peers, but Paul didn’t care. One of the first things he told her was that people were just cruel and that her weird humor was actually really weird, but that was beside the point. 

We get our first taste of Paul, one of the main characters, another aspect of Raylee that gives us a bit more insight into her background.

Outside, lightning sizzled in the blackening sky. A sudden torrent of rain swept across the parking lot, blurring the windows of Kim’s Burgers. Raylee’s heart burst like a firecracker as she stared out at the storm.

With this second mention of the storm, Raylee’s anxiety is further emphasized. Undoubtedly, she is uncomfortable with storms, cueing us with a little mysterious side of her. You don’t want to throw everything at the reader all at once; this is known as an ‘information dump’. It’s too much and it quickly separates the readers from the character while also taking them out of the story. It also takes away from the mystery and suspense. By giving the audience pieces at a time, the suspense is also sustained.

The teenage girls continued laughing and talking. With shaking hands, Raylee pulled their orders and brought the trays to the counter. The girls took them, continuing their chatter as they searched for a table.

Finally, the line slowed
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