THE LAST KEY

Mastering Conflict & Tension in Narrative Writing

"The rusty key felt ice-cold against her palm, its jagged teeth holding secrets that made her heart pound with both

14

dread and desire...” rtouca  Emorion

NSW Scholarship Exam Preparation In Today's Masterclass:

Week 3: Crafting narratives that captivate examiners through effective ® Creating meaningful internal and external conflicts

conflict and tension
4 Building tension through obstacles and high stakes

I~z Developing compelling rising action sequences
The Writing Prompt

"The Last Key" - Write about a character who finds a mysterious Z Mastering story pacing that keeps readers engaged

key and must decide whether to unlock the door it belongs to.

"Beyond that locked door lies either salvation or doom...
What will your character choose?"

NSW Scholarship Exam Preparation Week 3: Conflict and Tension | Page 1/8



THE ANATOMY OF CONFLICT

Building Tension Through Internal & External Struggles

& Internal Conflict 4 External Conflict

The war within the character's mind and heart The battle between the character and outside forces
"Her fingers trembled as they tightened around the cold brass key, her "The lock fought against her, rusted teeth grinding like broken glass as
mouth turning desert-dry. ToucH TASTE The key seemed to pulse with she forced the key deeper. sounp ToucH Beyond the door, something
dark possibilities, whispering secrets that slithered through her mind like heavy dragged across the floor, sending vibrations through her bones as
venomous shakes.” the putrid stench of decay seeped through the cracks.” = SMELL

Powerful Internal Conflicts: Effective External Conflicts:

> Fear vs. Curiosity: The stomach-churning terror of what lies > Character vs. Nature: Racing against a howling storm that tears
beyond vs. the gnawing ache of never knowing at flesh, while the key grows slippery with blood

> Duty vs. Desire: The suffocating weight of responsibility vs. the > Character vs. Others: Desperate hands reaching to snatch the
searing hunger for personal satisfaction key away, nails digging into skin like hot needles

> Past Trauma vs. Hope: The phantom pain of old wounds vs. the > Character vs. Society: Breaking taboos that could result in exile—
fragile flutter of possibility the sharp crack of a gavel sealing fate

Mastery Tip: Layer Your Conflicts

"As she inserted the key, her brother's hoarse scream echoed from somewhere beyond the door.  SOUND Her promise to mother—'never open it—burned in her

mind like acid ' PAIN , even as her twin's desperate cries clawed at her heart. The key turned, each click like a gunshot in the silence.”

\
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BUILDING TENSION

Creating Stories That Grip Readers by the Throat

The Tension Meter ¥ Obstacles: Make Them Suffer

r

Set a deadline with catastrophic consequences

"The key burned against her palm like molten metal Ttoucu , yet she couldn't let go. "The key grew colder with each passing second, frost creeping along its
. . . teeth. By midnight, it would shatter—along with any hope of finding her
With every step closer to the forbidden door, her lungs constricted Bopy and the sister.”

metallic taste of fear coated her tongue ' Taste . Someone—or something—was
watching from the shadows, its ragged breathing sounp matching the frantic (
rhythm of her heart.” = Physical Limitations

Force characters to overcome bodily constraints

Sta kes. M a ke Them Bleed "Her fingers, broken and swollen from the guard's hammer, trembled as
: she tried to hold the key steady. Each attempt sent shards of pain up her

. . . . arm, bringing fresh tears that blurred her vision." = PAIN
The higher the stakes, the greater the tension. Give your character something I

precious to lose.

( (
. . 3 Conflicting Loyalties
Physical Stakes Emotional Stakes 2 g Loy
"If she opens the door, the blade waiting "That key could unlock the truth about Force impossible choices between loved ones
on the other side will carve her father's her mother's disappearance—or shatter "Her brother's voice begged her to use the key; her mother's dying words
name into her flesh.” everything she believed about herself" commanded her never to open the door. Either way, someone she loved
would be betrayed.”
\ \
L
Mastery Challenge
Write a paragraph where your character faces an obstacle when
trying to use the key. Include at least three sensory details and
one visceral bodily reaction that creates painful imagery.
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CRAFTING RISING ACTION

Building a Crescendo of Tension in "The Last Key"

Clima

DiSCOVery of /
Ke
Crisis Y First /
Challenge

Complications
Building / ¢

Setup ==

The Last Key: Rising Action Examples

Discovery: "The brass key lay half-buried in ashes, its surface unnaturally cold
against her fingertips. ToucH A faint humming emanated from it, vibrating
through her bones.” ' SOUND

First Challenge: "Her brother grabbed her wrist, eyes wild with panic. "That’s
grandfather’s key. It's forbidden!” His nails dug crescents into her flesh that
welled with blood.” = PAIN

Complication: "As night fell, the key began to pulse with sickly green light. The
air around it soured, coating her tongue with the taste of corroded metal. = TASTE
From somewhere in the house, scratching sounds moved closer to her bedroom
door.”

@ Crisis Point Must-Have

S —

Final Push

Techniques for Building Rising Action

©

e

Escalate the Consequences

"First, the key burned her palm; then, it leaked black fluid that dissolved her
fingernails; finally, it began whispering her dead mother's secrets."

Intensify Physical Sensations
"The key's temperature plummeted until her fingers turned blue, blackened with
frostbite, and finally cracked like brittle twigs when she tried to grip it." = PAIN

Accelerate Pacing
"She approached the door. Heart racing. Sweat dripping. Key trembling. Blood
pounding. Now. NOW!" ' BODY

"Her hand seized around the key, muscles contracting involuntarily as it burned symbols into her palm. ' PAIN Through tears of agony, she saw shadow figures

gathering outside the window, their hollow eyes fixed on what she held. The stench of her own scorched skin made her gag sSMELL as the house shuddered

around her."
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MASTERING PACING

Controlling the Rhythm of Terror and Anticipation

The Heartbeat of Your Story When to Speed Up vs. Slow Down
Pacing controls how quickly events unfold, influencing your reader's
emotional response. Like a conductor, you determine when to quicken SPEED UP SLOW DOWN
or slow the tempo of your narrative. e During action sequences e To build dread
e To create urgency e For important decisions
Fast Pace et Dace e For shocking revelations e During emotionally intense
/ / Fast.Pace / - e During chase/escape moments moments
\ \ e To emphasize pain or suffering
Slow Pace
Slow Pace
The Pacing Toolbox R
Exemplar: Pacing in "The Last Key"
Sentence Length Sensory Details . , ,
_ . SLOW - "Each step toward the forbidden door seemed to take an eternity. The
S SR prgent. Fragments. Linger on'the k=t ,Of sele ancient floorboards released low, pained moans beneath her feet sounp , while
Heartbeat quickens. brass against fevered skin. N ) . .
the key grew heavier in her palm, its metal surface slick with her sweat TOUCH .
The corridor stretched before her like a throat waiting to swallow her whole,
wallpaper peeling from the walls like diseased skin.”
Action Verbs Internal Thoughts FAST - "The key jerked. Pulled. Her hand thrust forward against her will. A
e R e S et e S it e scream caught in her throat. The metal bit into her flesh. Blood welled. Dripped.
gasped, recoiled. possibilities behind the door. The lock loomed closer. Shadows writhed on the walls. Something scratched
from behind the door. Louder. Closer. Now. PAIN ”
Mastering Rhythm
The most effective narratives alternate between fast and slow pacing to
create a rhythm that keeps readers in a constant state of tension. Like
breathing—constrict, then release, only to constrict again more tightly.
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SYMBOLISM IN CONFLICT

Deepening Tension Through Metaphor & Imagery

The Power of Symbolic Objects Techniques for Symbolic Conflict

4

P Keys & Locks 1. Physical Transformation of Symbols
All bolic objects to ch flict int ifies.
More than mere tools—keys represent power, secrets, access, and S S e e

LElLEen. "As her decision approached, the key grew scalding hot, its brass surface blistering her
palm | PAIN . The metal began to warp, teeth elongating into needle-sharp points that
"The key hung heavy in her pocket, its jagged teeth seeming to gnaw pierced her skin. By midnight, it had fused to her hand, brass veins threading beneath

through the fabric rToucH , drawing blood from her thigh with every step her flesh, becoming part of her ' BODY .”

toward the forbidden door. This was no ordinary key—it was the corroded
truth that would unlock generations of family poison.”

2. Contrast & Contradiction

\
; Create tension by giving symbols contradictory meanings.
l Doors & Thresholds The key represents: The door represents:
: - : - Freedom from family secrets - Truth and revelation
Represent choices, transitions, and points of no return. - Enslavement to their consequences - Trauma and destruction

"The basement door breathed like a wounded beast, expanding and
contracting with slow, wheezing groans ' Sounp . Black fluid seeped from .
3. Sensory Symbolism

beneath it, bitter and acrid like bile ' SMELL . To open it would mean ' . '
, , . , ” Connect symbols to visceral sensations that evoke reader emotions.
entering a new reality—one where innocence could never be reclaimed.

"The lock’s mechanism fought against the key, grinding with the sound of breaking

| bones ' SOUND . With each turn, the air thickened with the copper tang of blood that
wasn't there ' SMELL . Her vision blurred as memories not her own flooded her

consciousness—her grandmother’s screams as she was dragged through that same door,

fingernails splintering against the frame ' PAIN .”

Master Technique: Symbolic Resonance

When your symbol echoes throughout your narrative, appearing in different
forms but carrying the same emotional weight:

"She'd spent her life collecting keys—to her diary, to other people’s secrets, to locked
doors in abandoned houses. All leading to this moment, this key, this door. The universe
had been preparing her, molding her fingers to this shape, training her to unlock what

should remain sealed.”

Writing Challenge

Create a paragraph where the physical state of the key reflects your character's emotional conflict. Include at least three painful sensory details that symbolize their
inner turmoil.
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ADVANCED TECHNIQUES

Elevating Your "Last Key" Narrative for Scholarship Success

HIGH IMPACT Micro-Tension in Dialogue

Subverting Expectations Create friction between what's said and what's left unspoken.

Build tension by setting up reader expectations, then deliver a twist.
”'Did you find it?’ Her mother’s voice was honey-sweet, but her eyes were fixed on
PREDICTABLE: SUBVERTED: Sarah's pocket where the key made a slight bulge. = SIGHT
The key was old and rusty. She was afraid The key was pristine and modern—the 'Find what?’ Sarah replied, feeling the brass burn against her thigh like a brand.
to use it because the door might have only new object in the abandoned house. p—
something scary behind it. It didn't belong here. As she lifted it, a
drop of still-wet blood slid down the silver Her mother’s smile tightened, cracks appearing at the edges. 'You know exactly what,
shaft. darling.’ Her fingers flexed, nails suddenly looking like claws in the dim light.
L THREAT
) '1don’t have anything of yours.” The lie tasted like corroded metal on her tongue.
TASTE
Nested Conflicts It was never mine to begin with.” Her mother took a step closer, the floorboard's
Layer multiple conflicts at different levels to create complexity. screech matching the tension in Sarah’s chest. ‘And it was never meant for you.’

External Physical Conflict:
"The door's ancient lock fought against the key, the mechanism grinding like broken
glass in a wound."  PAIN

External Social Conflict:
"Behind her, footsteps—her stepfather, whose rules she was breaking. She could already
feel the sting of his belt across her shoulders." = FEAR sensory Contrasts

Create tension through jarring sensory oppositions.
Internal Emotional Conflict:

"Her brother's desperate pleas echoed in her memory—'Find the key, open the door.' But

could she trust him after his betrayal?" ~DOUBT TEMPERATURE SOUND
"The key's metal burned with unnatural "Absolute silence filled the hallway, so
| cold, yet the lock it entered radiated complete she could hear her own
scorching heat that blistered her heartbeat—then shattered by the /ock's
f fingertips on contact." | TOUCH mechanism screaming like metal being

tortured." ' SOUND

The Ticking Clock

Add urgency by establishing a deadline with devastating consequences.

"The key pulsed in rhythm with the grandfather clock’s pendulum, its brass surface
growing translucent with each swing. ' SIGHT Seven chimes until midnight. Each toll NSW Scholarshi p Exam ination | nsig ht
reverberated through her bones, a countdown to the inevitable. A SOUND
Six chimes. The door’s surface rippled like disturbed water. Examiners consistently reward narratives that demonstrate sophisticated
Five chimes. A child’s weeping seeped through the wood grain. handling of conflict and tension. These techniques signal advanced writing
Four chimes. The key trembled violently, drawing blood where it cut into her palm. abilities that set top-scoring responses apart.

PAIN

Examiner Tip

internal dimensions (character dilemmmas) to demonstrate layered narrative
construction.

Ensure your conflict has both external manifestations (physical challenges) and
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YOUR CHALLENGE AWAITS

Final Assessment: Crafting "The Last Key" Narrative

Creative Writing Assignment

;
The Task:

Write a 500-word narrative based on the prompt "The Last Key,"
incorporating the techniques we've studied to create compelling
conflict and tension.

"She had found many keys in her lifetime—Dbrass ones, silver
ones, ancient ones with teeth like jagged mountains. But this
one... this one hummed with malevolent energy, its metal
refusing to warm to her touch, as if it existed partly in another
world where heat had no meaning and time flowed backward.”

Success Criteria:

Create both internal and external conflicts that escalate
logically

Build tension through at least three sensory-rich obstacles

Develop rising action with at least one unexpected
complication

Vary pacing effectively between fast and slow moments

OO0 00 0O

Include at least one symbolic element that deepens conflict

Mastery Toolkit

Techniques You've Mastered:
Internal Conflict External Conflict Rising Action Pacing Control

Sensory Description Symbolic Objects Painful Imagery Nested Conflicts

Sensory Contrasts Ticking Clock

NSW Scholarship Success Strategies

® What Examiners Reward: A Pitfalls to Avoid:
e Original treatments of familiar e Overused horror tropes without
concepts subversion
e Sophisticated control of language e Unearned resolutions to conflict
e Deliberate structural choices e Unbalanced pacing (all fast/all
e Emotional authenticity and Slel))
impact e Neglecting sensory engagement

Extension Challenge:

For those seeking further challenge, incorporate a parallel timeline where the
same key appears in two different time periods, creating tension between
past and present consequences.

Next Week

Week 4: Character Development - Creating Protagonists with Depth and Agency

"Even the most gripping conflicts mean nothing without characters readers can invest in emotionally."
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