
S T R E T C H L E A R N  ·  W O R K B O O K

Mystery & Thriller Writing — Workbook

This workbook turns the course into a working manuscript plan. Each section maps to one course 
module and moves you from premise to a complete, fair-play blueprint: a clue ledger, an 
engineered unreliable narrator, a tension map, and a motivated antagonist. Work through it in 
order, because each tool feeds the next.

The Engine of Mystery: Clues and Misdirection
Lock in your solution, then build a fair-play clue ledger and a stable of reasoned red herrings.

Exercise: Reverse-Engineer the Solution
Before planting a single clue, commit to the answer. Write a tight paragraph stating exactly who did it, how, 
and why. You cannot lay fair clues toward a destination you have not chosen.
• Who is the culprit, and in which early chapter will they first appear on the page?
__________________________________________________________________________
• What is the single physical or factual clue that, in hindsight, makes the solution obvious?
__________________________________________________________________________
• Name three facts the reader must possess before the reveal for it to feel fair.
__________________________________________________________________________
• Where is the line in your story between honest omission (craft) and a cheat (betrayal)?
__________________________________________________________________________

Worksheet: The Clue Ledger
For each true clue, record where it is planted, where it pays off, the truth it points to, and the misread the 
reader will make instead. Keep at least two scenes between plant and payoff. Maintain this ledger for the 
whole project.
Clue (the concrete detail)
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Plant location (chapter and scene)
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Camouflage method (buried in list / attached to emotion / disguised function)
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Payoff location (chapter and scene)
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Truth it points to
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Misread the reader will make
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________

Worksheet: Red Herring Builder
Design each false trail so it has its own internal reason and a payoff line that explains it away. Aim for roughly 
two herrings per true clue in the first half. An orphan herring with no explanation is a cheat.
Red herring (the misleading detail)



__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Innocent character it implicates
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
That character's plausible motive
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Why the detail exists in the story world (its real cause)
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
The fact that collapses the false trail
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Payoff line that explains it away
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________

Checklist: Fair-Play Audit
[  ]  The culprit appears on the page within the first third of the book
[  ]  Every clue the detective uses has been shown to the reader at the same moment
[  ]  The detective solves the case by reasoning, never by accident or unearned intuition
[  ]  No clue is used in the same chapter it is planted (minimum two scenes apart)
[  ]  Every red herring has an explanation the reader can see after the reveal
[  ]  True clues outnumber red herrings as the book approaches its climax

Voice and Deception: The Unreliable Narrator
Choose your narrator's type, engineer the gap with omission rather than lies, and stage a reveal that survives 
a re-read.

Exercise: Choose Your Narrator's Type
Decide where your narrator sits on the reliability spectrum and whether they know they are unreliable. This 
single choice changes how you write every sentence.
• Which type fits your story: innocent, deluded, deceiver, biased, or naive partner?
__________________________________________________________________________
• Does your narrator know they are unreliable, fooling the reader, or being fooled?
__________________________________________________________________________
• What experience do you want the reader to have: jaw-drop reveal, mounting dread, or dramatic irony?
__________________________________________________________________________
• What is the exact gap between what the narrator tells and what is actually true?
__________________________________________________________________________

Worksheet: Engineering the Gap
For each scene where the narrator must conceal the truth, plan the technique. The deceiver may omit, 
compress, and reframe, but must never assert a flat lie to the reader.
Scene and what the narrator must hide
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Concealment technique (selective omission / double meaning / redirect with feeling)
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
The surface reading the reader takes away
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
The hidden second reading visible on re-read
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Honest breadcrumb planted here (yes/no, and what)



__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________

Exercise: Stage the Reveal
Plan the moment the gap closes so it recontextualizes everything before it and drives the plot forward rather 
than pausing it.
• At what percentage of the book does the reveal land, and why there?
__________________________________________________________________________
• What concrete image or action carries the reveal (not a paragraph of explanation)?
__________________________________________________________________________
• What immediate consequence, decision, or danger follows in the next beat?
__________________________________________________________________________
• Which earlier line will you echo verbatim so the reader catches the design?
__________________________________________________________________________

Checklist: Re-Read Survival Check
[  ]  No sentence the narrator speaks to the reader is a literal lie under the light of the secret
[  ]  At least three honest breadcrumbs to the narrator's true nature appear in the first half
[  ]  Each concealed moment uses omission or double meaning, never a flat denial
[  ]  A one-page re-read map lists five earlier scenes and the second meaning each now carries
[  ]  The reveal lands on an image or action before it is fully explained
[  ]  The reveal starts the most charged section, it is not the end of the story

Pacing, Tension, and the Page-Turn
Plan a varied hook for every chapter break, chart a rising tension map, and chain the middle as try-fail cycles.

Worksheet: Chapter Hook Planner
Plan the final beat of each chapter, rotating the hook type so the technique never feels mechanical. Aim for 
short chapters (roughly 1,500 to 2,500 words) so there are more decision points.
Chapter number
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Hook type (cliffhanger / revelation / question / decision / reversal / dangling image)
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
The final line or beat
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Approximate chapter word count
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
The unanswered question pulling the reader to the next chapter
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________

Worksheet: Tension Map
Rate every scene's tension on a 1 to 10 scale and confirm each scene turns a value from plus to minus or 
minus to plus. Three consecutive equal ratings signal a plateau to cut, compress, or escalate.
Scene number and position (percent of book)
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Scene purpose
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Central conflict
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Tension rating (1 to 10)



__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Value at start (e.g. safe, hopeful, ignorant)
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Value at end (the turn)
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________

Exercise: Suspense vs. Surprise Decisions
For each major threat, apply Hitchcock's distinction. Decide whether to hide the bomb (surprise) or show it to 
the reader while characters stay ignorant (suspense). Suspense is usually the stronger tool.
• List your three biggest threats. For each, do you want surprise or suspense?
__________________________________________________________________________
• For the suspense threats, how do you show the danger approaching while the protagonist stays unaware?
__________________________________________________________________________
• Where will you reserve pure surprise because shock itself is the point?
__________________________________________________________________________
• Where can you combine both: let the reader dread a known threat, then surprise them with how it strikes?
__________________________________________________________________________

Checklist: Anti-Sag Checklist
[  ]  Every scene ends with a value changed, no flat scenes survive
[  ]  The overall tension line trends upward, with only deliberate, brief dips
[  ]  A major midpoint reversal sits near the 50 percent mark with new stakes
[  ]  The middle is chained as try-fail cycles using 'no, and' or 'yes, but', never a flat 'no'
[  ]  Stakes rise after each setback so the cost of failure keeps climbing
[  ]  No three consecutive scenes share the same tension rating

The Antagonist and the Polished Opening
Give the villain a coherent secret timeline and motive, then revise an opening that delivers the genre promise 
on line one.

Worksheet: The Villain's Secret Timeline
Write out the crime exactly as the antagonist committed it, in order and in private. The detective's 
investigation is the slow excavation of this buried sequence; every clue is a fragment of it surfacing.
Step in the crime (in chronological order)
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
What the villain did
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
When and where
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Why (the motive served by this step)
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Cover-up action taken
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________
Which clue in your ledger this step generates
__________________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________________



Exercise: The Villain's Confession
Write one to two pages in the antagonist's own voice, explaining the entire scheme as if to the detective at 
the end. If it is gripping and logical on its own, your plot has a sound spine.
• What does the villain want concretely (money, freedom, revenge, a protected secret)?
__________________________________________________________________________
• In what way does the villain believe they are justified?
__________________________________________________________________________
• What mistake undoes the plan, and how does it arise from character rather than convenience?
__________________________________________________________________________
• What genuine virtue does the villain have, so they read as a person, not a function?
__________________________________________________________________________

Exercise: Opening-Page Surgery
Find the first sentence in your draft where something is actually wrong, then cut everything above it. Write 
one new sentence before it that establishes voice and place.
• What is the first real disturbance in your current opening, and on which page does it appear?
__________________________________________________________________________
• What throat-clearing (weather, alarm clocks, waking up, commute) can be cut?
__________________________________________________________________________
• What concrete dramatic question does your new first line pose?
__________________________________________________________________________
• How does your opening signal the genre and establish a distinctive voice immediately?
__________________________________________________________________________

Checklist: Final Assembly Checklist
[  ]  The villain's secret timeline is written and generates every true clue
[  ]  The villain's motive is comprehensible, even sympathetic, never cartoonish
[  ]  The clue ledger and red herrings are derived from the timeline, not invented separately
[  ]  The narrator type is chosen and the fairness audit has passed on the opening chapters
[  ]  Every chapter break has a planned, varied hook and chapters are kept short
[  ]  The opening starts at the disturbance and auditions the voice on the first line

Your Action Plan
1.  Commit the solution: write the who, how, and why before drafting anything else.
2.  Write the villain's secret timeline and a one-to-two-page confession to fix the plot's logic.
3.  Build the clue ledger from the timeline, marking each true clue's plant and payoff at least two 
scenes apart.
4.  Add roughly two reasoned red herrings per true clue in the first half, each with its own internal 
cause.
5.  Choose the narrator and reliability type, then run the fairness audit on the opening chapters.
6.  Lay out chapters of 1,500 to 2,500 words, each with a planned and varied chapter-end hook.
7.  Chart the tension map, install a midpoint reversal near 50 percent, and chain the middle as try-
fail cycles.
8.  Decide suspense versus surprise for each major threat and stage the reveal to recontextualize 
earlier scenes.
9.  Revise the opening to start at the first disturbance and establish voice on line one.
10.  Draft toward an 80,000 to 90,000 word target, updating the ledger and tension map as 
discoveries change the plan.
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