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Premise and themes 

Premise1 

Chas McKinney is jobless, bitter, and newly homeless after his grad school loan was 

cancelled and his department at Five Worlds, a vast theme park resort, was downsized. It’s 

hurricane season in Florida, and Chas rushes to shelter at a decaying timeshare complex he had 

believed to be abandoned, Palmtree Resort. He soon learns that the decaying timeshare complex 

is crawling with rats, venomous snakes, and an unknown number of vagrants.2 

In the days after the storm passes, Chas remains at Palmtree and begins to associate with 

five ex-theme park workers who’ve formed a tight, codependent group. With a harsh laugh, their 

apparent leader, Horace (sometimes called “Horse”), describes them as “Spectraitors.”3 They’re 

starving, stealing, and slowly unraveling. As Chas bonds with Deidra, the group’s sharpest edge, 

he’s pulled into their world of petty crime.4 The crimes Horace plans lead to narrower escapes 

but greater rewards. He hints at a “escape plan” that would fund new lives for the Spectraitors. 

That plan is eventually revealed to be an extortion plot involving pipe bomb explosives at Five 

Worlds. Horace has drawn upon his background in park pyrotechnics to build the pipe bombs. 

They’re tucked away in a shed, which Deidra is staring at as Horace transmits recorded extortion 

 

1 This well-detailed premise runs longer than the premise and plot theme copy for a book jacket or catalog. Still, the 

detail can supplement your outline, helping you to keep the plot moving and characters developing. When it’s time to 

market the manuscript, you’ll have plenty to shape into a synopsis. 

2 The premise shows strong hook potential. Homelessness, compounded by environmental threats, could draw the 

reader into Chas’s world with a clear sense of his physical and emotional vulnerability. 

3 “Spectraitors” might be something Horace says once in anger or to make a point. It’s unclear that other characters 

would repeat or even accept the label, “traitor.”  

4 These details hint at a villainous leader and romantic interest. Such character dynamics could increase the tension as 

the plot unfolds. 
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threats using a prepaid “burner” phone.  

Another group member, Morgan, sees Horace arrested while pilfering a soda machine at a 

nearby motel. She eludes capture, rushing back to Palmtree, certain that law enforcement had 

been tipped off. Chas is seen as the likely informant. Chas deflects the accusation, warning that 

law enforcement is likely to discover all of them soon. They must move on. 

Morgan believes that the only viable option is to execute Horace’s plan. That evening, 

Chas goes to Deidra to let her know he has committed to the plan.5 Deidra collapses into tears. 

She is certain they face either jail or starvation. She doesn’t know which is worse.6 The penalty 

for extortion is “three years at most,” Chas assures Deidra. He doesn’t tell her of his intent to 

place the pipe bombs himself, alone, hours before the group was to participate.   

Betrayal, escape, and a final dash into the palmetto thickets leave Chas and Deidra 

bruised, hunted, and unsure of what comes next.78 

 

Themes 

Sleeper Cell explores poverty, desperation, and class warfare themes. Chas has dreamed 

of upward mobility. He had believed himself to be honest and a good citizen. Love, lust, and 

 
5 Chas had wanted to leave, but now is committed to the group and Horace’s plan. If that decision seems abrupt, 

consider ways to foreshadow it in earlier conversations and actions involving Deidra. 

6 Your premise sets the stage for a compelling study of human nature, as Chas’s moral compass is tested by 

intensifying emotional and ethical pressures. 

7 This ending could land with cinematic force, with the reader primed to feel the bruised, breathless uncertainty of 

Chas and Diedra’s escape.  

8 The final sequence isn’t yet clear. The sooner that’s been thought through, the easier it will be to write plot twists 

and discoveries that will lead to a satisfying ending. Not every author achieves this! 
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shared trauma change that image.9  The story asks: how far people will go when they feel 

detached from society, and what it takes to break free from a group that has become family.10 

 

 
9 The class and identity themes are a good fit with Chas’s character arc into criminal intent.Be sure to have Chas 

reveal that changed image through behavior or dialogue. Either approach shows the shift. If he only thinks about it, 

he’s telling the reader rather than showing it.  

10 Those are strong thematic questions, along the lines explored by S. E. Hinton in The Outsiders. Another potential 

theme would examine the conflict of breaking free from a group that feels like family. That could be explored if 

Deidra were to leave and return earlier in the story, that might help reinforce that theme. 


