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​Chapter 1: Let the Mystery Unfold
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Mystery writers are like magicians. They have a desire to astound and delight their audience. They begin with a surprise or twist that inspires their trick. They build on years of experience and knowledge from other magicians to create something both expected and surprisingly new.

As mystery readers, we love being the sleuths of the story. Not just putting ourselves in the protagonist’s shoes but actually solving the mystery as we read. Throughout the story, we are trying to piece together clues and determine who committed the crime and why. It’s that uncovering of the unknown that draws us in.

Then, there are the moments that give us chills. Whether the truth matches your hunch or catches you by surprise, it often feels inevitable by the end of the story, and mystery lovers recognize that moment as pure magic.

Writing mysteries is the art of crafting a puzzle that the reader wants to solve. Numerous sub-genres lead the reader to expect specific story elements in these puzzles. This makes writing mysteries readers love an exciting challenge.

To help writers build great mysteries, we have researched a range of commercially successful mystery novels to uncover their secrets. Just like at a magic store, we hope to provide the tools and tips to help make your mystery shimmer with magic. By uncovering the structure, perhaps you’ll be inspired to explore your favorite mystery novels and find their similarities and those amazing twists that make them special to you. This framework is there to support your creativity and set you up to write a commercially successful mystery.

We spent a year researching and writing this book, and now, we’ll share what we learned and guide you through a structure for your story.

[image: A black and white triangle

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

​How to Use This Book

Every chapter in this book delivers actionable advice you can use immediately to inject a pulse-pounding thrill into your writing. If you tackle Your Fun Tasks at the end of each section, you’ll be well on your way to becoming a published author of a captivating mystery novel.

As you read, you can unravel these tasks in any order you prefer. You might choose to meticulously map out every chilling clue, or perhaps you’d rather zero in on the crucial story arc moments that keep readers on the edge of their seats. We won’t dictate your creative process. Instead, we aim to nourish it by empowering you to decide when you’re ready to transition from a brilliant idea to a solid outline, and then to the thrilling act of writing. You may even be using this book to edit a draft of your mystery, ensuring it’s the best it can be.

We’ll support our approach with six examples of commercially successful mystery novels, demonstrating how a strong story arc underpins a gripping whodunit. You may want to follow all six novels or choose your favorite as you work your way through this book. We used the novels and not a film adaptation of any of the books.

This book isn’t about rigid formulas. It’s about developing your understanding of story theory, so you can adapt it to your own unique mystery novel. Some concepts will undoubtedly click with you, and that’s fantastic. These insights will help you organize your thoughts using the tools we provide. If certain parts don’t resonate, trust your inner detective. Not every tool in your writing toolbox needs to be used for every case. You get to decide which ones work best for you in your journey to write an unforgettable mystery.

This book is organized into Part One and Part Two. We’ve given actionable advice in both parts. If you’re reading Part One and aren’t ready to attack the tasks, keep reading. We go into depth in Part Two, and you’ll have all the information you need.

Like a detective gathering clues and information, mystery writers need a vault to store all of their choices and creations along the way.

Your first fun task is to create a mystery vault where you’ll store all of your decisions.

Let’s look at the novels we chose as examples.

​Your Fun Task

You’re going to make a lot of decisions as you read this book, and you need a place to not only store those decisions but also to record any changes you make to the decisions.


●  Create a document where you’ll store your decisions.
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​Chapter 2: Mystery Novels: Definition and Examples
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To enhance the process outlined in this book, we’ve meticulously dissected commercially successful mystery novels and included our findings for you. Think of us as your forensic mystery experts, breaking down the very DNA of what makes a thrilling whodunit tick. This doesn’t guarantee you’ll write a commercially successful novel, of course. Our goal is to give you enough knowledge and show you examples to clarify that knowledge, so you have the best chance at writing commercially successful novels.

First let’s talk at a high level.

​Mystery, Thriller or Psychological Thriller

“How do I know if I’m writing a mystery, thriller, or psychological thriller?” you ask. That’s a great question.

With mysteries, the lines can blur. Each of the genres, mystery, thriller, or psychological thriller, can contain elements of the others so we’ll get down to the explanations and expectations we found at the core of each type.

Mysteries are about solving a crime. This may be a theft or disappearance, but it is often a murder. Whether there is very little explicit content or a lot, the central question is whodunit.

If there is a looming threat, you are looking at a thriller. With a ticking clock and limited time for the protagonist to thwart the plans of the villain, thrillers create tension and suspense for the reader. Fast-paced and action-packed, the thriller keeps you wondering what is going to happen.

The lines may blur, but there are key differences that are clear. 

In a mystery, the protagonist works to solve a crime that has already been committed, seeking to discover both the culprit and their motive. 

In a thriller, the protagonist races against time to stop the villain from executing the crime. These stories often include the antagonist’s point of view because the threat is active and imminent. This knowledge gap, where the reader knows more than the protagonist, increases tension.

Thrillers have traditionally featured international settings and travel, but the genre also works well in domestic or confined settings, where tension and danger intensify from proximity and limited escape options.

So what is a psychological thriller? In this genre, the focus is on perceptions of reality and exploring the why behind the crimes. In a search for the truth, the reader becomes the detective. Filled with unreliable characters and often first-person narration, these stories explore the minds of the criminals and the victims. The story is usually about the fear of what is happening now. This can also include a fear of the future based on the now.
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A psychological thriller contains elements of a thriller. A thriller contains elements of a traditional mystery, and a traditional mystery contains elements of an amateur cozy mystery.

Let’s dive a little deeper.

It’s important for an author to know what their target genre is. You may market your novel in a wide variety of genres, but when you’re writing, knowing your genre will help you stay focused on the right elements.

For readers and writers, there are important differences that can help readers find what they love in a story and help writers meet the reader’s expectations.

Mysteries, like other genres, live on a spectrum. On one side sits the cozy. On the other side, sits the darker novel.

To determine where your novel best fits, ask yourself the following questions.


●  Is the protagonist an amateur or professional sleuth attempting to uncover the culprit in a crime (Mystery), someone pitted against time or an unknown enemy (Thriller), or someone who doesn’t understand what is happening in their own mind (Psychological Thriller)?

●  Does the antagonist get any POV scenes? In a mystery, it’s difficult to give the culprit a POV scene because the character would naturally think about the crime, therefore answering the whodunit and giving away the ending too early.

●  What shakes up the protagonist’s ordinary world? In an amateur cozy, we often see the protagonist discovering a murder. In a traditional mystery, there are many ways the crime can shake up the protagonist’s world. In a thriller, the protagonist starts a dangerous journey (they might not know this, but you, the author, will). And finally, in a psychological thriller, an event disrupts the protagonist’s sense of reality, perception, or stability, forcing them into a personal and disorienting conflict.

●  What questions does the climax answer? For both an amateur cozy and a traditional mystery, the reader must learn who committed the crime. Why they did it can be answered in the climax or in the resolution. A thriller shows how the protagonist neutralizes the threat. In a psychological thriller, we usually find out what crime was committed in the past that damaged the protagonist.
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​Mystery Genre Guidelines

We still have levels of genre to cover. Mystery is an umbrella genre that represents different types of crime stories. This is a story where a crime is committed, and it must be solved. The reader doesn’t discover who committed the crime until the climax scene.
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A mystery novel solves a crime by answering who committed that crime and why.

Different types of mysteries include:

Amateur Cozy: The search for clues along the journey of solving the crime is done by a novice. This is a story low on violence that is described on the page. There is a focus on using specific skills and understanding of human nature to solve the puzzle. There is also a sense that, at the end, the crime will be solved and the reader will feel that justice has been done. The world may not be back to what it was before, but it is restored.

Amateur Traditional: These stories retain the traditional arc of an orderly world thrown into chaos by the crime and then restored through its resolution but differ from amateur cozies due to the amount of graphic language, sex, and violence included on-page.

Because these stories remain centered on the amateur sleuth and show the shift in the story that maintains the genre focus on justice and restoration, we’ve adopted the term Amateur Traditional Mystery. This captures the elements identified through our research and gives writers a clear label for these works that fit within the genre’s evolving boundaries.

Detective: In a detective mystery, the search for clues is done by a professional. The story often centers on a single protagonist who may or may not have a team.

These types of mysteries all have the following in common.


●  The reader will know what the crime is either from the book jacket description or from events early in the story.

●  Neither the reader nor the protagonist knows who the culprit is at the beginning of the story.

●  The protagonist might not be in danger at the beginning of the story.

●  The protagonist solves the crime in the climax scene.

●  There will be multiple suspects until the climax scene.

●  In most novels, the antagonist isn’t known until the climax scene.



Be warned, we are going to reveal the beginnings, the middles and the endings of each novel we analyze. It’s not necessary but reading one or two of the novels beforehand will help you follow along.

Let’s quickly review what these novels are about.

We’ve selected six novels that exhibit three types of mysteries. 


	Amateur Cozy 

	Amateur Traditional 

	Detective 



These novels are commercially successful, structurally sound, and will show what makes up a mystery. You’ll be familiar with some of the authors but perhaps not all.

Amateur Cozy Mysteries

Murder in an Irish Village by Carlene O’Connor

Siobhán O’Sullivan and her five siblings run a family bistro in a small town in Ireland. Their parents were killed in a car crash, and it’s up to Siobhán to take care of them all. Life is hard, but it gets harder when they discover a dead man sitting at a table in their bistro. Siobhán’s brother is a prime suspect, and she must find out who killed the man, so her brother doesn’t go to jail.

This cozy novel shows us a single protagonist, written in a single POV, operating as an amateur sleuth.

Vera Wong’s Unsolicited Advice for Murderers by Jess Q. Sutanto

Vera Wong finds a dead man in her teahouse. Coping with a life of loneliness, Vera decides the death was no accident. It was murder. Knowing the police won’t do a good job, Vera takes on the investigation. She’s determined to find out who killed the man and why. The investigation opens up her life to friends she didn’t know she needed but also puts her new friendships in jeopardy.

We follow the single protagonist, Vera, and get to experience the story through the multiple POVs of the suspects.

Amateur Traditional Mysteries

Mean Streak by Sandra Brown

Emory Charbonneau is left to die at the side of a trail deep in the wilderness on a cold day. She’s taken captive by Hayes, the man who finds her. She knows someone tried to kill her but not who or why. She must figure out who tried to kill her before they try again. What Emory doesn’t know is that she’s in a marriage she doesn’t understand, and her best friend is not a friend at all.

Mean Streak, a multiple POV novel, brought us something unique. Emory is the single protagonist of the mystery plot. The man who finds Emory is the protagonist of the romance subplot.

Throughout this book, we will refer to the man who finds Emory as Hayes, even though he is not named until right before plot point 2.

A Good Girl’s Guide to Murder by Holly Jackson (US version)

Pippa (Pip) Fitz-Amobi is a high school student who reviews a cold case for a school project. When Andie Bell disappeared years ago, the press concluded that Sal Singh had killed her. Sal committed suicide not long after that (or so everyone thinks) and never had a chance to prove his innocence.

Here we’re looking at a young adult, single POV, amateur mystery.

Detective Mysteries

Everyone Here is Lying by Shari Lapena

This multiple POV novel follows Detective Gully as she tries to find a missing child. The suspects are many...and the pressure mounts when there are not enough clues to find Avery.

We chose this book because the missing girl, Avery, is actually one of the book’s antagonists and because the subplot belongs to Avery, bringing in a strong conflict with the mystery plot.

Missing, Presumed by Susie Steiner

Missing, Presumed follows Detective Manon Bradshaw as she tries to find a missing woman. Edith Hind is the daughter of a prominent surgeon to the elite, so political pressure is on to find her. Bradshaw also suffers from loneliness, and there is a strong secondary plot where she finds the family she needs but in an unexpected way.

[image: A black and white triangle

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

​Your Fun Task

We’ve arrived at your second task. The key to being successful in performing each task is to write what you can. Don’t get stuck here. 

Your first fun task:


●  Identify the type of mystery you’re writing.

●  If possible, identify the crime committed. As you develop your story, the crime will come into clearer focus.

●  Add that decision to your mystery vault.



If you’re not sure, don’t worry. As you work through the rest of this book, it will become clear. You can come back and update your vault at any time.
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​Chapter 3: Characters in a Mystery
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We know a mystery means a crime has been committed, and the reader expects to learn who committed it and why.

So who do we need to make this happen? First, let’s list the mandatory characters.

When a crime has been committed, there is a victim. Without a victim, there is no crime.

Since the reader wants to know who committed the crime, we must create a character to investigate the crime. This can be a professional or amateur sleuth.

There must be more than one suspect; otherwise, the reader will know right away who committed the crime. That’s not fun at all. 

Each suspect must have a motive, or why would they be a suspect?

And finally, there must be a character who commits the crime. Without them, there is no mystery.

Your mandatory characters are:


●  Sleuth

●  Victim (may or may not be dead before the story starts)

●  Multiple suspects

●  Culprit (antagonist)



Here’s a look at when they enter a mystery in relation to the story arc scenes.
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You can also have a cast of supporting characters. These can include:


●  A character who motivates the detective or sleuth to solve the crime

●  Sidekick or supporting characters (This might be a colleague or a friend)

●  Multiple victims

●  Multiple antagonists

●  Mentor

●  Experts in any field covered in the story

●  Characters who provide local color, especially in an amateur cozy mystery



We recommend starting with the mandatory characters and adding more as you need them.

Now, let’s look more deeply at your sleuth. This is usually your protagonist, so we’ll cover them first.

To write a compelling mystery, you need a strong foundation. That foundation starts with your protagonist, also known as the sleuth: the character whose journey the reader will follow, whose goal drives the plot, and for whom the stakes are highest. This chapter will show you how to identify this pivotal character, which is the first step in crafting an effective skeleton blurb.
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​The Protagonist

A common question we hear from writers is, “Can’t I have more than one protagonist?” Our answer is firm: a story can only have one protagonist.

While some may disagree, this isn’t just an arbitrary rule. It’s a fundamental principle of engaging storytelling. Think of it like a race: there can only be one winner. People will cheer for one person or one team to win, even if the race is a relay with multiple team members. In that case, the audience is cheering for a team and not an individual runner. Here’s a hint of what is to come. The single racer is a single protagonist, and the relay team is a combined protagonist.

Many bestselling novels feature a single, clear protagonist. Readers need someone to connect with, someone to invest in. If your reader doesn’t know who to root for, they’re much less likely to finish your book. Focus your story’s energy on one protagonist, and your readers will follow.

What Exactly Is a Protagonist?

Simply put, the protagonist is the central character in your story who is trying to achieve the story goal.

Finding Your Protagonist

It’s often surprisingly difficult for writers to identify their protagonist.

Finding your protagonist starts with a shift in perspective. Instead of thinking of a protagonist as just one character, consider them as a singular entity (like a relay team) that might be made up of one or more characters. This approach helps ensure readers know exactly who to root for throughout the story.

Types of Protagonists

Pinpointing the protagonist can be tricky, so we’ve broken them down into three distinct types:


●  Single

●  Combined

●  Group



Single Protagonist

This is the most straightforward. One main character drives the entire story. They have a clear goal, and the plot revolves around their success or failure in achieving it.

Combined Protagonist

A combined protagonist involves two main characters who share the same story goal and story stakes. They don’t have to experience every event together or appear in every scene, but each event will impact them the same way. If an event takes one character farther away from the story goal, it takes the other farther away too. The same is true for events that take a character closer to achieving the story goal.

Whether they experience the same events or not, they are affected by the event in similar ways. But that doesn’t mean that they don’t face their own internal conflicts. These characters should have distinct personalities to keep things interesting and to generate the necessary friction that pushes the story forward.

This type is more challenging to write than a single protagonist. You need to ensure both characters are unique enough to be engaging yet aligned enough to pursue the same goal with the same negative consequences if they fail. It’s like having two athletes playing couples tennis, but each having their own style of play.

Group Protagonist

In this type of novel, three or more characters strive to achieve the story goal. A group protagonist usually appears in stories with multiple points of view (POVs) or an omniscient narrator. Here, the individual POV characters might experience events differently. One could benefit while another suffers from the same situation. The catch is that every event takes all the characters (the group protagonist) closer to or farther away from achieving the story goal. In essence, the author is telling related individual stories that, together, define the protagonist as a larger entity: a team, a family, a community, or even an entire society.
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Every event takes each character in the group protagonist closer to or farther away from achieving the story goal.

This is the most complex type of protagonist to handle. You’ll be juggling multiple POVs, finding ways to connect readers with each character, maintaining a cohesive story that doesn’t feel like a series of disconnected episodes, and ensuring readers understand how each character contributes to or opposes the central story goal.

Editing a group protagonist story is also demanding. It requires a deep understanding of story structure and strong analytical skills to ensure all the pieces fit together and the story works as a whole.

In the crime genre, this is often a heist story. A heist story centers on a calculated, high-stakes theft. It’s more than just a simple robbery. It’s an intricate scheme, often executed by a team of specialists. The thrill comes from watching a seemingly impossible plan unfold.

Why Only One Protagonist?

Readers are inherently curious about the lives of others, and stories allow them to experience different realities. When a reader dives into a book, they vicariously become the protagonist. 

With the protagonist, they experience the journey to the story goal and experience the joy or despair that comes in the climax as the story goal is achieved or not. Just as there is only one protagonist, there is only one story goal. There is a main journey that drives the story for the protagonist and the reader.

Since a reader is one person, they can only truly embody one character at a time. Asking them to inhabit multiple protagonists simultaneously can disconnect them from the story.

Multiple POVs are perfectly fine. Readers love to see different perspectives and the gaps between what characters say and do. But even with multiple POVs, the reader still wants to follow one main journey. We’re going to get to POVs in Chapter 11.

Now that you understand these three protagonist types, we challenge you to define the protagonist entity for your story, no matter the genre. If you’re still struggling, try focusing on your story’s goal and the stakes first. Then, revisit who the protagonist is. The next section will guide you through a process to pinpoint that crucial character.

We’ll take you through our example novels and explain the protagonist types.
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​Example Novels: The Protagonist

Murder in an Irish Village

Siobhán O’Sullivan is the single protagonist.

Siobhán is the protagonist for both the mystery story and the secondary plot. Her secondary plot of keeping the bistro open to provide for her family creates conflict as she works to solve the mystery.

Vera Wong’s Unsolicited Advice for Murderers

Vera Wong Zhuzhu is the single protagonist.

Vera’s external story drives her investigation by creating a deep wound that is healed as she uncovers the killer.

Mean Streak

Emory Charbonneau is the single protagonist of the mystery.

Hayes is the single protagonist of the romance subplot.

In Mean Streak, we see a strong single protagonist for the mystery, supported by a single romance protagonist. They have different goals and stakes, but the subplot strongly supports the mystery plot.

A Good Girl’s Guide to Murder

Pippa (Pip) Fitz-Amobi is the single protagonist.

Pippa is the single protagonist for both the mystery and secondary plots. In this book, Pippa’s secondary plot begins by initiating the investigation, but it creates tension as it both helps and hinders her ability to discover who killed Andie.

Everyone Here is Lying

Detective Gully is the single protagonist.

Avery Wooler is the protagonist for the subplot.

Detective Gully is the single protagonist for the mystery plot. She drives the investigation. Although there are others who want Avery found, they provide support and obstacles for Gully’s investigation.

William is in the marketing story blurb (the description on the back cover) as a key character. He opens the story, but he is not the protagonist. His goal is to hide his affair and that he hit Avery. This is not the mystery goal, so he can’t be the protagonist.

Additionally, this story has a thriller subplot that uses the victim in the mystery as the protagonist for the thriller. The shift and weaving of these plots create a complex and exciting story for the reader. We’ll look more deeply at this story as we explore Weaving the Story Arc Scenes in Chapter 9.

Missing, Presumed

Detective Bradshaw is the single protagonist for both the mystery and secondary plots. This allows the reader to understand and empathize with her deeply.

While Edith’s mother, Miriam, seems to have the same story goal as Detective Bradshaw for the mystery plot, she is not a combined protagonist. The story stakes are very different for Miriam, something we see through her POV.
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​Protagonist Patterns

Single Protagonist

In the books we have studied, a single protagonist is driving the mystery plot.

As we examined the books, we considered whether there might be a combined protagonist for the detective stories in particular. Someone close to the victim who gives the emotional attachment and personal incentive for the detective to pursue the case.

After deep analysis, we discovered that the second character had a slightly different story goal and very different story stakes.

For example, in Everyone Here is Lying, we considered whether Erin (victim’s mother) was part of a combined protagonist with Detective Gully in the mystery. Both wanted to find Avery. However, Gully wanted to find who had taken Avery and bring them to justice as much as she wanted to save Avery. From the start, Gully was aware that Avery might already be dead, and the case would continue until the culprit was caught. For Erin, the goal was the return of her daughter. She makes this clear from the beginning of the story. Her stakes are also much more personal, as the grief and loss of her daughter would be unbearable for her.

In Missing, Presumed, Miriam (victim’s mother) was a strong contender to be part of a combined protagonist with Detective Manon Bradshaw. They both wanted to find Edith. So, what were the key elements that showed that this is not a combined protagonist?

First, Miriam wants only the return of her daughter. She is less interested in the story behind her disappearance or even in discovering who was responsible. This is particularly clear when she goes to get Edith, and they discuss Edith’s disappearance and her husband’s imprisonment.

Second, the reader and Miriam know what happened to Edith long before the detective gets to the climax scene where Edith returns to the station to explain her story. Here we can see that there is an event that brings Miriam closer to finding Edith, but it does not bring the detective closer to her goal.

We read extensively and discovered that books we had at first considered as combined protagonists were not. These essential characters provide strong emotional connections to the victim, increasing the stakes for the protagonist.

Sometimes they aided the investigation, as when the victim’s mother, Miriam, gave Detective Bradshaw the secret phone from her husband’s study. Sometimes, they cause obstacles, as in Everyone Here is Lying, where the victim’s mother, Erin, attacks the prime suspect, Ryan, and when she canvases the neighborhood to find the anonymous witness.

As important and impactful as these characters are, they are not the protagonist. What an amazing realization. As you write your story, you get to decide on your protagonist.

In a mystery, the protagonist drives the investigation. This is most often a single protagonist.

We know that there are examples of combined and group protagonists in mystery stories. Skillful writers can make all varieties of possibilities work for their stories.

We’d like to make a suggestion for new mystery writers: consider using a single protagonist. From our research, this gives you the structural strength needed to hold all the complexities of a mystery. By giving your reader one clear, single protagonist, they get to play sleuth alongside that character.

Mystery novels have characters with motives and alibis galore. Your culprit will have a full story that they are hiding throughout the novel. Consider using a single protagonist to focus your mystery plot. There are so many other parts to weave in to add complexity to your plot puzzle.

Reason to Investigate

It may seem obvious to state, but we’re going to state it anyway. The protagonist needs a reason to investigate the crime. Without a reason, they will take the easy way out and not investigate, and there is no story. Think of this like the concept of close proximity in a romance novel. In a romance, the love interests must have a reason to spend time together; otherwise, they can’t get to know each other, and there is no romance.

[image: ]

The protagonist must have a reason to investigate the crime; otherwise, they won’t, and there is no story.

Murder in an Irish Village: Siobhán must investigate who killed the man in her bistro because her brother is the main suspect.

Vera Wong’s Unsolicited Advice for Murderers: Vera must investigate who killed the man in her teahouse because she’s lonely, and she uses the death to make friends.

Mean Streak: Emory must investigate who is trying to kill her because she must save her own life.

A Good Girl’s Guide to Murder: Pippa must investigate the cold case because it’s part of her school project.

Everyone Here is Lying: Detective Gully must investigate the missing girl case because it’s her job.

Missing, Presumed: Detective Bradshaw must investigate the missing woman case because it’s her job.

You’ll see how we can use this information to create mystery skeleton blurbs for each of the novels. Knowing the reason will also help you choose a protagonist.
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​Your Fun Tasks


Hold these tasks loosely for now. You can come back at any time and update the mystery vault.  

●  Define Your Cast: Before writing anything else, start a list of the four roles your mystery novel requires. Include the sleuth, the victim, multiple suspects, and the culprit. Use place holders if you don’t know yet who these characters are.

●  Commit to a Protagonist Entity: Determine the specific type of protagonist (Single, Combined, or Group) that will drive your story. This commitment ensures a clear focus for the reader, providing a single character (or single unified entity) for the audience to connect with and root for.



Add what you have to your mystery vault, knowing that as you write your story, you’ll update this section.
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​Chapter 4: The Mystery Skeleton Blurb
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A skeleton blurb is a one-sentence description of the plot that is the novel’s core promise. It’s important to identify your novel’s core promise. This is the reason readers will pick up your book. Now that you know who the protagonist is and why they must investigate the crime, you can write your skeleton blurb for the mystery plot in your story.

Begin by distilling your full blurb into a skeleton blurb. This skeleton blurb will crystallize your protagonist’s driving goal, the heart of your story promise.

Secondary Plot vs. Subplot

The combined skeleton blurb helps distinguish between a secondary plot and a subplot by identifying who is at the center of the additional blurb.

A secondary plot shares the same protagonist as the mystery. The combined blurb for Murder in an Irish Village shows this perfectly: Siobhán has two goals: to solve the murder and to keep her bistro open. These are two separate but related goals for the same protagonist, and the combined blurb shows how one goal adds pressure to the other.

A subplot involves a different protagonist or a separate character with their own goal. In Mean Streak, the mystery skeleton blurb focuses on Emory, but the romance subplot focuses on Hayes. The distinct protagonists in the two blurbs show that Hayes’s goal is an additional element that supports or complicates Emory’s main story, rather than being a core part of her own journey.

The skeleton blurb for your mystery plot is often an external goal for the protagonist.

Specifically for a mystery, a skeleton blurb does the following:


●  Show who the sleuth is.

●  Identifies the central mystery or crime the sleuth must solve.

●  Answers what’s at stake if they don’t achieve their goal. Frequently, the stakes include failure to solve the crime, the perpetrator escaping justice, or the protagonist facing personal danger or ruin.



You’ll end up with a sentence like this:

[Protagonist] must [solve the crime]; otherwise, [stakes of failure/danger/injustice].
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​Example Novels: Skeleton Blurbs

We wrote skeleton blurbs for the mystery and secondary plots. Keep in mind that this is our summary of the novel. The authors most likely had their own version. These are the blurbs we used to analyze each novel.

Murder in an Irish Village

Mystery Blurb: Siobhán must find out who killed Niall; otherwise, her brother will go to jail for the crime.

Secondary Blurb: Siobhán must keep her bistro open; otherwise, she won’t be able to support her siblings.

Vera Wong’s Unsolicited Advice for Murderers

Mystery Blurb: Vera must discover who murdered the man in her shop; otherwise, Vera might die.

Secondary Blurb: Vera must learn to be honest with others; otherwise, she will live a life of loneliness.

Mean Streak

Mystery Blurb: Emory must figure out who is trying to kill her; otherwise, she will die.

Romance Subplot Blurb: Hayes must keep Emory alive; otherwise, he won’t get his Happily Ever After moment with Emory.

A Good Girl’s Guide to Murder

Mystery Blurb: Pippa must find out who killed Andie; otherwise, the wrong person stands accused, and she might die.

Secondary Blurb: Pippa must complete her graduation requirements and submit her early decision application; otherwise, she won’t get into Columbia University.

Everyone Here is Lying

Mystery Blurb: Detective Gully must discover who took Avery; otherwise, Avery Wooler may never be found.

Domestic Thriller Subplot Blurb: Avery Wooler must change the power dynamics with her father; otherwise, he will continue to abuse her.

Missing, Presumed

Mystery Blurb: Detective Manon Bradshaw must find Edith Hind; otherwise, she will fail at her job.

Secondary Blurb: Manon must create a family; otherwise, she will never be happy.

Each novel has two skeleton blurbs. The first blurb is for the mystery plot. The second blurb is a secondary plot or subplot that helps or hinders the protagonist from reaching their goal in the mystery plot. Did you notice that? 
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The secondary plot or subplot exists to make it easier or harder for the protagonist to solve the crime.
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​Pattern: Story Goal

In all six of our example novels, the mystery story goal is to solve a crime. To be successful, the protagonist must uncover the culprit.

In five of the novels, the protagonist must find out who committed the crime.

For example, in A Good Girl’s Guide to Murder, Pippa’s goal is to find out who killed Andie. This is a cold case, and the town has decided that Sal was the murderer. Pippa is looking for who truly committed the crime.

However, in Missing, Presumed, Detective Bradshaw is trying to find Edith. She is a high-risk missing person. As a missing adult, the police must consider that she may have been taken or she may have left. This means they are not specifically looking for a kidnapper.

Here we can see the difference between the story goal for a missing adult compared to a missing child. In Everyone Here is Lying, Avery is a child. Gully’s story goal is to find who took Avery.

There is a question implied in each mystery goal.

Murder in an Irish Village: Who killed Niall?

Vera Wong’s Unsolicited Advice for Murderers: Who killed Marshall?

Mean Streak: Who is trying to kill Emory?

A Good Girl’s Guide to Murder: Who killed Andie?

Everyone Here is Lying: Who took Avery?

Missing, Presumed: What happened to Edith?

Building a Mystery Story Goal:

Both the victim and the culprit are important as you develop your story goal.

Consider:

If it is a murder, why has someone killed this person? What would push the culprit to kill?

If it is another crime, why was this victim targeted? What’s the culprit’s plan?

Having this information makes it easier to create your plot as the sleuth drives toward discovering this motive. You might even create a blurb centered on what drove the culprit. The culprit must commit this crime otherwise...What are the stakes that have motivated this crime?

Think about those key questions: who, what, where, why, when, and how...and be ready to twist it up.
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​Your Fun Task

This is a big one. Creating the skeleton blurb could be considered the most important task. Don’t worry, you’ve got this. 


●  Write the Mystery Skeleton Blurb: Draft a skeleton blurb that distills the entire mystery plot into one focused sentence. Did you notice we said, “Draft”? That is because you can and most likely will update this as you progress through the fun tasks in this book.

●  Check for the Three Mandatory Elements: The protagonist, the goal, and the stakes.



Add the mystery skeleton blurb to your vault.

Remember, you may change and adapt the mystery skeleton blurb as you work through the book and as you write your novel. 

In the next chapter, you’ll uncover your secondary plot skeleton blurb.

​
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​Chapter 5: Secondary Skeleton Blurbs
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You know who is solving the mystery and what the stakes are. Now comes more fun. How can you add misdirection and depth beyond the conflict added by your suspects, including the culprit? In our example novels, we discovered essential secondary plots or subplots.

If the same character is the protagonist for both the mystery plot and the secondary plot, we have combined the skeleton blurbs. This shows the integral part the secondary plot plays in the protagonist’s story. 

Where there is a different character who is the protagonist for an external plot, it is a subplot.

This is exciting. Each story is unique. How you decide to explore and use the secondary plot will drive your story in your own creative way.

[image: ]

Both secondary plots and subplots must help or hinder the protagonist in achieving their mystery story goal.
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​Example Novels: Secondary Skeleton Blurbs

Murder in an Irish Village

Secondary Blurb: Siobhán must keep her bistro open; otherwise, she won’t be able to support her siblings.

Vera Wong’s Unsolicited Advice for Murderers

Secondary Blurb: Vera must learn to be honest with others; otherwise, she will live a life of loneliness.

Mean Streak

Just a little reminder here that Mean Streak is the novel where the external plot is not driven by the mystery protagonist, meaning it’s a subplot. Hayes, whose name is not revealed until near plot point 2, is the protagonist.

Subplot Blurb: Hayes must keep Emory alive; otherwise, he won’t get his Happily Ever After moment with Emory.

A Good Girl’s Guide to Murder

Secondary Blurb: Pippa must complete her graduation requirements and submit her early decision application; otherwise, she won’t get into Columbia University.

Everyone Here is Lying

Everyone Here is Lying follows Detective Gully’s mystery plot. We don’t learn her first name. It’s as if the writer is trying to hint that being a detective is the most important part of Gully’s life, so we don’t get a secondary plot for her.

There is a subplot for the antagonist, Avery.

Subplot Skeleton Blurb: Avery Wooler must change the power dynamics with her father; otherwise, he’ll continue to abuse her.

Missing, Presumed

Secondary Blurb: Manon must create a family; otherwise, she will never be happy.
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​Your Fun Task

If you are writing a secondary plot or a subplot along with your mystery plot, you’ll need an additional skeleton blurb.


●  Check for the Three Mandatory Elements: Be sure you include the protagonist, the goal, and the stakes.

●  Write the Additional Skeleton Blurb: Draft a skeleton blurb that distills the entire secondary plot or subplot into one focused sentence. As with the mystery skeleton blurb, you can update this as you work through this book.



Add the skeleton blurb to your vault.
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​Chapter 6: Combined Skeleton Blurbs
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A combined skeleton blurb is a writing tool used to show how a story’s mystery plot is directly intertwined with a character’s personal or secondary goals. It merges the mystery skeleton blurb with a separate secondary or subplot skeleton blurb into a single, cohesive sentence. This highlights the pressure, stakes, and motivation driving the protagonist.

​Example Novels: Combined Skeleton Blurbs

Using our mystery and secondary or subplot plot skeleton blurbs, let’s see where there is a combined skeleton blurb driving the story.

Each novel has two blurbs. The first blurb is for the mystery plot. The second blurb is a secondary plot or subplot that helps or hinders the protagonist from reaching their goal in the mystery plot.

Murder in an Irish Village

Mystery Blurb: Siobhán must find out who killed Niall; otherwise, her brother will go to jail for the crime.

Secondary Blurb: Siobhán must keep her bistro open; otherwise, she won’t be able to support her siblings.

Combined Blurb: While keeping her bistro open to support her siblings, Siobhán must find out who killed Niall; otherwise, her brother will go to jail for the crime.

The secondary skeleton blurb combines with the mystery skeleton blurb to add pressure and stakes as Siobhán works to solve the mystery.

Vera Wong’s Unsolicited Advice for Murderers

Mystery Blurb: Vera must discover who murdered the man in her shop; otherwise, Vera may die.

Secondary Blurb: Vera must learn to be honest with others; otherwise, she will live a life of loneliness.

Combined Blurb: While learning to be honest with others, Vera must discover who murdered the man in her shop; otherwise, others she loves may die.

Notice the shift in the stakes. In her quest to overcome her loneliness, she finds she loves all the suspects. As the investigation deepens, Vera develops strong feelings for everyone involved. This increases the stakes as she has a personal bond with those who are in danger.

Vera’s secondary plot creates the drive for her to take on the investigation. Only by attaining both her mystery and secondary goals will Vera be truly happy.

Mean Streak

Mystery Blurb: Emory must figure out who is trying to kill her; otherwise, she will die.

Romance Subplot Blurb: Hayes must keep Emory alive; otherwise, he won’t get his Happily Ever After moment with Emory.

Since each blurb has a different protagonist, the romance blurb works as a strong subplot that adds both help and obstacles as Emory tries to figure out who is trying to kill her. This also means there is no combined blurb because that requires the same protagonist.

A Good Girl’s Guide to Murder

Mystery Blurb: Pippa must find out who killed Andie; otherwise, the wrong person stands accused, and she might die.

Secondary Blurb: Pippa must complete her graduation requirements and submit her early decision application; otherwise, she won’t get into Columbia University.

Combined Blurb: While completing her graduation requirements and submitting her early decision application to get into Columbia University, Pippa must find out who killed Andie; otherwise, the wrong person stands accused, and she might die.

In this novel, the secondary skeleton blurb gives Pippa agency to investigate, as well as creating strong secondary pressures for her during the investigation. Here, the combined blurb works to show the integration that drives Pippa throughout the story.

Everyone Here is Lying

Mystery Blurb: Detective Gully must discover who took Avery; otherwise, Avery Wooler may never be found.

Subplot Blurb: Avery Wooler must change the power dynamics with her father; otherwise, he will continue to abuse her.

The different protagonists make it clear that there is a subplot. This subplot adds conflict for the protagonist and makes the ending work. The mystery ending concludes with Gully’s discovery of who took Avery. Mystery readers want that sense of justice, that feeling that things ended as they should. Thanks to the strong subplot, they already know Avery is guilty, so when the ending hints she’ll be held accountable, it’s satisfying.

Missing, Presumed

Mystery Blurb: Detective Manon Bradshaw must find Edith Hind; otherwise, she will fail at her job.

Secondary Blurb: Manon must create a family; otherwise, she will never be happy.

Combined Blurb: While creating a family, Detective Manon Bradshaw must find Edith Hind; otherwise, she will fail at her job and be unhappy in life.

As with Vera, the combined skeleton blurb adds depth through strong character stakes. In this case, Detective Bradshaw must reach both her mystery and secondary goal to attain true happiness.
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​Patterns: Combined Skeleton Blurbs

Secondary or Subplot Used to Add Character Flaws

Vera Wong’s Unsolicited Advice for Murderers: Vera’s loneliness drives her to become involved in a murder investigation.

Missing, Presumed: Detective Bradshaw’s unhappy personal life uncovers her flaw of keeping herself separate from others, including her own family. As she becomes more open, Detective Bradshaw’s ability to see the value and love in family makes her decision to let Miriam bring Edith back believable.

Secondary or Subplot Used to Create A Reason or Give Agency to the Investigation

Murder in an Irish Village: Siobhán’s duty to care for her siblings makes the need to prove James’s innocence and to catch the real killer believable. Her love for her family drives both the mystery and secondary plots.

A Good Girl’s Guide to Murder: Pippa’s senior year and desire to go to college offer her an opportunity to explore a cold case that has concerned her for years. Sal was a hero to her, and she is frustrated with the cruelty in Fairview. The secondary plot combines seamlessly with the mystery plot while also creating conflict and deadlines.

Subplot Used to Add Tension and Conflict

Mean Streak: The strong romance subplot creates an ally in the investigation through Hayes. At the same time, this subplot creates a distraction from the investigation and a false sense of security for Emory.

Everyone Here is Lying: The subplot driven by Avery creates strong opposition for Detective Gully. It also creates a knowledge gap for the reader. The reader knows more than the protagonist knows.
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​Your Fun Tasks


With this fun task, you have options depending on whether the same character is the protagonist for the mystery plot and the secondary or subplot.

●  Determine Plot Hierarchy: If the two goals belong to the same protagonist (mystery goal and the secondary goal), you have a strong secondary plot like Siobhán needing to solve the murder and keep her bistro open. If the goals belong to different main characters (mystery protagonist’s goal plus another character’s goal), you have a subplot like Emory’s mystery goal alongside Hayes’s romance goal.

●  Create a Combined Skeleton Blurb: If you have the same protagonist for the mystery and secondary plot, merge your mystery plot’s goal with your protagonist’s personal/ secondary goal and stakes into one cohesive sentence. If not, you’ll use two skeleton blurbs to track your story.

●  Verify the Secondary Plot or Subplot Helps or Hinders the Protagonist Achieve their Mystery goal: The combined blurb serves as a test: if your secondary goal doesn’t complicate, hinder, or motivate the protagonist in achieving the main mystery goal, it should be adjusted or removed to maintain a tight, focused narrative.



Add any decisions you make to your mystery vault.

​
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​Chapter 7: Mystery Story Arc Scenes
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Now that we’ve learned what a mystery novel is, what characters are needed to support the story, and how to write skeleton blurbs, it’s time to dissect the structural DNA. Commercially successful whodunits, regardless of their specific flavor, tend to adhere to a fundamental structure. 

The following five critical story arc scenes are the non-negotiable signposts that guide the reader from the discovery of the crime to revealing who the culprit is. By including these story arc scenes, you ensure your novel meets reader expectations and delivers the satisfying puzzle they’ve come to solve.

Let’s take a look.

Inciting Incident

A crime is committed, or the protagonist learns about the crime. The mystery is who committed the crime. This usually occurs in the first fifteen percent of the novel.

Plot Point 1

The protagonist accepts the goal of finding the person(s) who committed the crime. Try to fit this somewhere between twenty and thirty percent into your novel.

Middle Plot Point

The protagonist comes to an understanding of the importance of reaching the story goal. This propels them to go from reactive to proactive. There is a false victory or defeat. Often another body is discovered. We know this is obvious, but the middle is placed between forty-five and fifty-five percent, near the middle of your novel.
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