THRILLERS WITH HEART by CJ Lyons
Thriller fiction is Hot! Why do readers love it so? What makes it different from straight mystery or suspense? How to keep the action going and still make room for romance?
What is a Thriller?

One of the first thriller stories was told aloud by the poet, Homer, almost 3,000 years ago.  He spun a stories that were epic in their scope, describing feats of battles that impacted his audience’s known world, highlighting the struggle of heroes who struggled against not only men, but also gods and monsters.

Yet, the heart of every tale told by Homer is the story of one man and one woman and their need for each other.

Thrillers combine these poignant personal stories against the canvas of larger, epic tales where the fate of the world hangs in balance.

Part of the allure of thrillers comes from not only what their stories are about but how they are told.  High stakes, non-stop action, plot twists that both surprise and excite, settings that are both vibrant and exotic, and an intense pace that never lets up until the adrenalin packed climax.  These are the universal components of thriller novels.

As the International Thriller Writers’ website puts it: “By definition, if a thriller does not thrill, it is not doing its job.  Thrillers pull no punches. Happy-ever-after endings are, as in life, never guaranteed. “ (www.internationalthrillerwriters.com)
How to give a Thriller HEART?

No, I’m not about to try to define romance!  But many thriller novels have as their emotional core a developing relationship between a hero and heroine.  In these Thrillers with Heart, it is just as important to save this relationship as it is to save the world.  Often in doing so, the main character finds what he needs to save himself (or herself) as well.

Unlike traditional romances, the relationship is not the sole focus of the story, but neither can it be removed from the Thriller with Heart.  The balance between thriller plot and romance can vary widely, but to be a true Thriller with Heart you need both elements—and they must both be interwoven and dependent on the other.  

In other words, the hero and heroine would never realize the value of their relationship or move to the next level without the events of the current crisis to propel them.  And, in a good Thriller with Heart, neither can they achieve their ultimate goal without the lessons learned because of their relationship.

To use the example of Homer’s Odyssey, there are thrills galore.  Every new day brings new peril to Odysseus and his crew.  But what drives him?  His love for Penelope.  What keeps him journeying through danger?  His need to reach her.  And, in the end, when does he find the strength, cunning and wit needed to defeat her suitors and regain his home?  
When he realizes how strong her love for him is--even after twenty years. 

How to keep a taut action-packed thriller from losing its edge when you introduce the “mushy” stuff?

Simple.  Raise the stakes until the success of the relationship IS just as important as the fate of the world.  To do that, the hero and heroine need to face and eventually defeat ever-increasing obstacles to their relationship.  They should be risking more than mere personal injury—everything they value must be in jeopardy by the climax of the story. 

Then offer them an awful choice—a true dilemma.  Do they save themselves?  Their loved one?  Or the world?

Facing that choice should give them the answers they need to succeed beyond their wildest imaginings (and therefore the readers’ as well).  By forcing them past their breaking point, into a world where consequences are deadly, your main character will discover what they value most.

In a Thriller with Heart, what they value most will be love.  And the choice they make will be based on that.  They may chose to save the world and sacrifice themselves, they may decide to sacrifice the world to save their love, or they may team with their significant other and together decide to sacrifice everything for the greater good.  Whatever they decide, it will be based on the lessons learned by daring to explore the uncharted depths of their relationship.

Because, although thrillers are about life and death situations, often magnified until the fate of the world rests in one person’s hands, who would care about the fate of the world if it didn’t include the promise of love?

And thus is born the ultimate Thriller with Heart.
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