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        For Mom and Dad, who made sure I packed my manners and a peanut butter sandwich in my rucksack.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            An Open Letter to the Students of Cloverdale High School in Cloverdale, IN - October, 2014

          

        

      

    

    
      Hello!

      First of all, I’d like to thank you for indulging me  at your school. It was both thrilling and terrifying in one fell swoop, and I am forever grateful. Why? Because you’ve given me some of your time – the most important commodity known to man, and have allowed me to share a snapshot of my own journey with you.

      For every single thing I got to tell you, there were ten other things to go along with each of them that I would have liked to share with you regarding being an author or, for that matter, working toward being successful in life. Probably the most difficult part of it all was choosing what information to impart to you and what to leave out. At any given time there are at least twenty different things nattering on in my head.

      So for two months, every time a thought ran through my mind, I literally had to sort out whether it was pertinent or not to what I wanted to share with you. I hope, with any luck, you found something of value to carry along with you. At the very least, I hope you’ve taken a thought or two and stuffed it in your own rucksack.

      Who knows? It may come in handy somewhere down the road.

      

      Blessings,

      Julie
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      So, You Wanna Be a Writer . . .

      

      There are a few things you should know about me before we get started. Probably first and foremost is this – I never set out to become an author. While I enjoyed writing, it was something I did throughout my career under “other duties as assigned.”

      They start asking the question as early as preschool: What do you want to be when you grow up? The results are predictably adorable, as four year olds tend to be such, but we have to admit that even the most precocious tot has a limited world view.

      For example, when I was in kindergarten I remember the choices being pretty slim. And it was not because the opportunities weren’t there…I just didn’t know about them. And they were often gender-limited back in the day. As a young girl, I remember having about five choices: a teacher, a nurse, a mommy, a waitress, or a secretary. And it wasn’t necessarily society telling me this – it was my own little world and the working women I saw around me.

      The boys, of course, had cool choices: firefighter, police officer, astronaut, businessman, pilot, farmer, doctor, soldier, teacher, president…again, only limited by how things looked in their own little corner of the world.

      Even today, as seniors in high school, students are expected to know what they want to be. But the fact of the matter is that many high school graduates enter into college and don’t realize how broad the selection of majors and careers is these days. When I was in college the first time, the World Wide Web was just a gleam in some nerd’s eye, a mega-what-if? kind of thing that had yet to be created.

      I hold two college degrees, and I say that not to impress anyone (because it won’t), but only to make the point that neither degree has anything to do with writing. When I first began college at Purdue University in the fall of 1983 I was enrolled as a psychology major. I had chosen this field not out of any great love of Pavlov’s dog or all things Freudian, but because my friends had all told me what a good listener I was.

      I knew, however, that psychology was not for me when I failed the basic psych course required of every freshman. I’d always been a good student, so this was new territory for me. Then I discovered a field that a friend of mine was studying, one where she would use press-type to make fabulous looking projects and draw out blueprints of complex mechanical whatchamajiggies and create fun projects using paints and colored pencils. She was coloring and getting A’s! I wanted to color and get A’s! So I promptly switched majors

      What was the lesson there? Not that everyone must take the coloring major to get good grades, but that you need to enjoy what you’re studying in order to do well. And though it took me three and a half years to get my little two year degree, I found where I wanted to be – at least at that point in life.

      My second degree came further down the line. I was married and had two small children and was working in a church as Christian Ed Coordinator (aka the Sunday School Lady). Feeling called into ministry, I discovered that they won’t let you into seminary unless you have a bachelor’s degree. So back to school I went. I spent two and a half years at Ball State University building on my coloring degree (thankfully the math credits transferred because I’m lousy at math), turning it into a Bachelor’s in Religious Studies.

      I thought I would spend the rest of my days working in the church, but it seems that God had other plans. The one thing that I took away from my days at Ball State was a love for Latin and a healthy appreciation for the origin of words. My professor was fond of saying that in his class you would have the equivalent understanding of the mechanics of the English language at a Master’s Degree level after a year’s study of Latin. It was the best series of classes I ever took for the simple fact that it gave me critical thinking skills I never imagined.

      

      Many of us have known what we wanted to be since kindergarten. Some of us have changed our minds several times along the way. Some of us are still trying to decide what we want to be when we grow up. Regardless of where you are in this mix, it is never too late to add another skill to your resume, to dream a new and exciting dream, or to transform yourself into something you never thought you could be. Or even realized you wanted to be!

      Such is the case with me. Up until 2005, I never thought about becoming a writer. Never in my wildest dreams would I have believed that I would be able to write one novel, let alone a fantasy series that now stands at seven books and has sold to people from places like Russia and Kuwait and Ireland and Germany and the UK. My life has been a journey that has led me to this place, opening up a new vocation that I had never even dreamed of, and yet it is one I find so incredibly fulfilling I wonder how I survived this long without it.

      My wish for you, dear friend, is that your writing will nurture your soul and fulfill you as well.
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            Life is Like a Video Game

          

        

      

    

    
      Philosophers, spiritual gurus, teachers, and those folks who write sentiments in greeting cards will tell you that life is a journey. And this is true. But I have a new axiom to add to that: Life is like a video game.

      Say what?

      Think about it. If life is truly a journey, like any hero on a quest, we gather things as we go along and stuff them in our rucksack. Sometimes we find a weapon (metaphorically speaking, of course) that we may need to protect us when things get a little rough. Other times we may find a treasure that we can trade for something of greater value down the line. Or perhaps it might be some thingamajiggy that we don’t even know what it is or why we should pick it up. So we do, if only to figure it out as we go along.

      The thing about the rucksack is that we fill it with useful skills and knowledge as well as lessons we learn along the way, such as how to do better next time, or what not to do. And regardless of how much we may use those skills and lessons, we can continue to draw on them for as long as we need to for the simple fact that they will never go away.

      As a society, we tend to place a rather high value on what we do as a career. Usually, after being introduced to someone for the first time, the inevitable question comes: So, what do you do? What follows is the response, individualized by each of us and proudly (or hesitantly) shared with those within earshot.

      My list includes: fast food cook; pizza cook; pin-striper; parts clerk; technical illustrator; architectural draftsman; desktop publisher; graphic artist; stay-at-home mom; Christian educator; salesperson; web designer; marketing director; graphic designer; and an author.

      Whew!

      Over the last thirty years, I have had four times more jobs than my father has had in his entire lifetime. But what I can say is that each and every job I’ve passed through has contributed greatly to my journey to becoming an author.

      So what have I learned along the way? Plenty!

      
        	The value of 4 am. Working as a fast food cook, I was often scheduled to work the breakfast shift. Once I got used to it, I enjoyed getting up early. My dad always said there was no one else awake to mess it up for you. While this is true, what I discovered is that when I get up at 4am to write, my mind is clear and the flow of ideas is much more prolific than if I try to sit down and write at 4pm.

        	Desktop publishing. In my second job out of college I began to do what I thought I wanted to do the rest of my life – draw exploded isometrics of gear boxes and other incredibly complex machines. I enjoyed this job immensely, but what I picked up along the way was even more valuable. I learned how to use desktop publishing to create newsletters that looked pretty decent.

        	The importance of getting it right. For a while, I had a graphics job at a major cup manufacturer where I was part of a team that set text and graphics to be printed on cups. One of my particular projects had a misspelled word on the original artwork that actually got through four stages of checkpoints and went to print before it was discovered. Not a good thing. When a book goes out into the world, it has your name on it. Make it something you are proud of.

        	The value of staying in touch with your dreams. For awhile I got to be a stay-at-home mom and it was wonderful! And while I felt incredibly blessed to be at home watching my little ones grow, my brain turned to mush and creativity went out the window. Noticing my disconnect from my formerly artistic self, my husband graciously sent me to watercolor classes and later gifted me with a copy of Julia Cameron’s book, The Artist’s Way. To say this book changed my life would be an understatement…

        	How to write. For nearly 10 years I worked for a church as Director of Spiritual Growth. I was in charge of children’s programming and was asked to write articles to be included in the monthly newsletter. It was there that I grew to love the act of writing. Feedback from the congregation was always good and they encouraged my love for the craft.

        	Building a website and a brand. While at the church I was also tasked with building the church’s first website. It was a great way to incorporate my graphics skills into the job in a meaningful way. One of our members designed a new logo for the church and I made certain it went everywhere – on the website, new stationary, sweatshirts, t-shirts…people in the community began to recognize the church through our logo even when it was incorporated in other project branding without the name.

        	Marketing and the value of being in the right job. In one of my more recent places of employment I discovered I am lousy at selling furniture. After nine months of failing miserably, my bosses found a better fit for me – web designer! I flourished in this role and later became director of marketing (mostly in title only) and built the store’s ads, in-store signage, banners, truck graphics, and any other project that rolled my way. Everything I learned about marketing in this position has dovetailed perfectly with marketing my books. From there I went on to work for an ad agency, further honing my skills in print work and digital marketing methodology.

      

      Over the past ten years I’ve become a Big Picture kind of girl. If you take all those jobs I just listed off and look at them out of context, you’ll probably think, Wow, that girl couldn’t stay put in one job if her soul depended on it! But the fact of the matter is that if one were to step back and examine not only my path, but where I am now in the proper context, the truth is crystal clear.

      Everything I’ve done throughout my career, everything I’ve learned along the way, has led me to become a self-published author. And even though I never realized my life was heading in this direction, it is abundantly clear to me now that this was God’s plan for me all along, and that His fingerprints are all over this.

      And that, dear friends, brings me great joy.
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      In order for us to become effective as writers, we must first examine which authors and works have influenced us most throughout our lives. Being a fantasy writer, one would surmise (correctly) that I had read a good deal of fantasy and science fiction growing up. But at the same time, it was not only novelists who influenced me, but screenwriters as well.

      And the one who got it all started was the earliest I can recall…

      

      Gene Roddenberry

      All right, so I guess you got me – I cut my teeth on sci-fi growing up. Well, that and The Lone Ranger. I watched Space 1999 and wondered what 1999 would look like. Needless to say, I was a little more than disappointed when ’99 had nothing like Moon Base Alpha. But Star Trek was a whole other story.

      My fondest childhood memories are of staying up late on Friday nights to wait for my dad to come home from work. He worked second shift and on some Friday nights he’d bring home pizza and we’d stay up to watch Star Trek in reruns after the news. The Indy news anchors played along, and for years they’d “beam out” of their anchor seats at the end of the newscast.

      Gene Roddenberry was nothing short of visionary, a veritable prophet and wise sage that showed us over and over again, that no matter how far out into the galaxy we ventured, folks were pretty much the same as us. Granted, the ladies usually wore tin-foil bikinis, but the issues of our day became the issues of the twenty-whateverth century. [Sorry, I'm a little rusty on my stardates]

      My point with bringing Roddenberry into the Masters mix is that even though he and his team were writers of episodic television, their stories had a profound effect on the stories I choose to tell. Roddenberry influenced me fairly early on by instilling in me one truth: No matter what my circumstances, I can always become better than I am. I can rise above any obstacle that I choose to overcome.

      What does that mean? Simply this, that Captain Kirk, through all his human faults and chinks in his armor, in the end, always did what was right. He took the moral high ground, choosing the greater good over his own personal wants and desires.

      And that ship…nothing in the universe was more important to him than that ship. Kirk’s love of the Enterprise left us wanting to have a cause bigger than ourselves, a higher calling to our lives that eclipsed our own sense of self. We wanted something worth sacrificing for.

      Even more than that, the bond shared by Kirk, Spock, and Dr. McCoy was something that I think everyone can relate to. That example of relationship has served as the basis for the underlying structure of every book I’ve written thus far. There is nothing more valuable in all the universe than true friendship. Yes, we all have friends, but to share that type of bond with someone who would do anything for you, go to any lengths on your behalf…that, my friends, is what it’s all about.

      

      J. R. R. Tolkien

      Anyone who’s ventured into Middle Earth knows whether you’ve read the novels or seen the big screen versions of his works, the name J.R.R. Tolkien is synonymous with Epic. Yes, with a capitol E. And whether today’s author plans to take advantage of it or not, each world created out of a writer’s fertile imagination has the potential to take on epic proportions.

      I read The Hobbit in 10th grade and was fascinated by the depth and complexity of the work. Well, not in those words, exactly . . . back then it was more of a “wow” kind of impression of this world that Tolkien shared with us. It was intricate and expanded much further than that one story. The more I learned of Tolkien’s work, the more impressed I was. Not only was there The Hobbit, but The Lord of the Rings Trilogy, and The Histories of Middle Earth: Volumes 1-5 was just the tip of the iceberg. 

      The complexities of the lands and societies in those imaginary places can be as familiar as our own or as foreign as we choose to make them. There is always something to learn about the political, social, and interpersonal dynamics within, and very often they reflect back upon our own humanity and inherent strengths and weaknesses.

      The heroes and villains are also an integral part of the Epic. Like us, they are damaged and flawed, which makes them more than relatable to our own lives. What makes them Epic is the lengths they will go to when the going gets tough, and the sacrifices they are willing to make, both for those they love and for complete strangers for the sake of doing what is right.

      As authors, we strive to create a world beyond that which is seen by everyday eyes – something more wondrous and incredible than the world around us. We humans tend to get caught up in the bustle of the daily grind and don’t think much beyond the routine. It is the author’s job to point out that which is often hidden right under our noses: the magic of a nearby garden, the extraordinary feats of seemingly ordinary folk, the larger than life story that threatens to sweep us all away. But it goes much further than that.

      For every part of the landscape and characters that the author allows the reader to see, there is a thousand times more of it that they don’t see. It is this unexplored territory that allows the mind of both the author and reader to wander and explore on their own. Unnamed kingdoms, unmet heroes and villains, undiscovered realms, all waiting to be released and shared with the world.

      There are hidden Epics all around us, waiting to be revealed. The possibilities, my friends, are endless.

      

      C. S. Lewis

      Friends with J.R.R. Tolkien, C.S. Lewis is another writer I admire whose works are of Epic proportions. Children especially love books where the heroes are someone they can totally relate to, and who better for them to relate to that other kids who are braver than they might have ever imagined.

      The Wardrobe has Time Lord technology – definitely bigger on the inside! And while it leads to a fantastical world that needs saving, those who do the saving are not adults, but children. Like Harry Potter and friends, they are clever, loving, and flawed. Yet in the end, they do what children always do – they grow up. And often, as Lewis discovered, they do so faster than one can write.

      

      My Dear Lucy,

      I wrote this story for you, but when I began it I had not realized that girls grow quicker than books. As a result you are already too old for fairy tales, and by the time it is printed and bound you will be older still. But someday you will be old enough to start reading fairy tales again…

      

      This letter, written to Lewis’ goddaughter, Lucy Barfield, precedes the first chapter of The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe. My favorite part is the last line: But someday you will be old enough to start reading fairy tales again…  This is where I am, both in my reading and writing.

      We can all remember the child in us…so unsure of everything – the world, our place in it, scary things under the bed. And yet, the lesson from Lewis is to let those characters be brave for us, let them make the colossal mistakes, take the consequences for their choices, then have the courage to do the right thing.

      What’s been great fun for me as an author has been the reaction of readers of all ages to The Children of Auberon series. From my now-16 year old niece to my 104 year old grandmother and adults older than myself, we’re all old enough to read – and enjoy – fairy tales again. Truly, this is the joy found in writing epic fantasy.

      We all love a good faerie tale. After all, aren’t we still children at heart?

      

      Steven Moffat

      Hello, Sweetie!

      Anyone who has watched even one episode of Doctor Who can tell you it is an intricate mish-mash of history and science and relationships between humans and aliens, both hostile and friendly. And at the center of it all stands a Time Lord with two hearts, a madman in a blue box.

      This particular Lesson is much like one of Steven Moffat’s episodes of Doctor Who, going in six different directions at once at a breakneck pace while knitting together a tale that is at once confusing as hell yet utterly simplistic at it’s core, revealing something amazing hidden in plain sight all along in its denouement: the guy is bloody brilliant!

      I started with the ninth Doctor [Christopher Eccleston] and was impressed with the pacing and character development and complexity of the story arcs as they traveled through time and space in the TARDIS. It was such an enjoyable escape as we plowed through the episodes on Netflix each night. But I found myself thinking how difficult it must be to write episodic television, and that I was glad I hadn’t chosen that route with my writing.

      All that aside, the thing I am most amazed at with Steven Moffat’s writing is that he has the ability to have the viewer excited, scared silly, breathless, and weeping all within the span of twenty minutes time. He can take you from the ninth Doctor’s first word on screen – Run! – to the Blitz of London in the blink of an eye, and have you terrified of everyday objects like angel statues, plastic trash toters, snowmen, and carrots cleaned with water, for cryin’ out loud!

      To quote the tenth Doctor [whom I didn't much care for at first when the ninth regenerated - he's now my favorite], Moffat is “brilliant!” He manages to write the Doctor and his companion into a tightly-wedged corner at a dead run, then somehow – at the last possible second, mind you – pulls up to avoid smashing the universe into smithereens. Whether it’s some crazy use of alien technology or calling in a favor from an old friend or adversary, it’s always – always – brilliant.

      Regardless of whomever the writer is for Doctor Who at any particular episode, I have noticed that each of the Doctors have this habit of chattering on like a magpie about the simplest of things that oft seem totally irrelevant. And nine times out of ten it is, but once in awhile the Companion will back them up and say, “Wait, you said…” and thus, making the irrelevant relevant. Moffat, and all his fellow writers, for that matter, are sticklers for detail. And the attention to detail is what keeps this series plugging along like a well oiled machine.

      While working on Erebos Rising I noticed that one of my characters seemed to be channeling the Doctor, finding a simple yet incredibly clever solution while understating the obvious and dealing calmly and rationally with the immense danger rapidly closing in on them. And while this character is by no means in the same league as the Doctor, to have the character work out the solution and allow me to simply write what I saw was nothing short of thrilling.

      One evening we watched A Good Man Goes to War [watch out for spoilers!] This particular episode is pay dirt, for the simple fact that long-time viewers finally learn the truth about River Song. She’s been popping in and out of the story line in a not-so-linear fashion since the tenth Doctor and Donna Noble were in the Library. And while River always helps save the day, she is a sad character whose history with the Doctor is long and rather complicated.

      The important Lessons I take from Steven Moffat are these:

      
        	Action! Action! Action! Then perhaps a short breather…a moment of quiet conversation, followed by yet another crisis. When in doubt, Run! The reader will be anxiously turning the pages to keep up.

        	Write your characters into impossible situations. How else will they look brilliant when they find a way to get out of the spot you’ve put them in? Let them react in your mind to whatever you throw at them and watch how they respond. More than likely, they’ll surprise you…and your readers!

        	Weave your story like you’d weave a basket. Make it beautiful, interesting to look at, woven together tighter in some areas while having more play in others. You’ll find out, if you write long enough, it’ll all be neatly wrapped up in the end.

        	Make your characters to be the kind of people/faeries/aliens/animals your readers will grow to care about. There is nothing more satisfying as a reader than reaching the end of a really, really good book and actually missing the characters when you’ve finished.

      

      On one particular street in Muncie there is a statue of an angel in the front yard of a home. I pass by there on occasion, and the other day was the first time I noticed it.

      Its head was bowed and its hands covered its face – it was weeping!  I don’t go that way anymore.

      

      J. K. Rowling

      J.K. Rowling did something utterly amazing with the Harry Potter series – she helped an entire generation of kids rediscover the joys of reading. Even better, she drew in adults as well, appealing to young and old alike. My kids grew up with Harry, Hermione, and Ron, and we have fond memories of spending hours with them, both in the book and cinematic form. They were detailed and complex and the characters were as real as if they were truly our own friends.

      While in elementary school, my daughter was reading the Harry Potter books but my son was a little young yet. One of our fondest memories as a family is of the kids and me sitting out on the patio as my husband read several of the Potter books to us one summer. It was magical, in more ways than one. Sure, we were spending time together as a family [which was not that out of the norm], but we were also enjoying the tradition of storytelling. And while the tales were written by Rowling, there is nothing like being read to by someone who loves to be expressive and slightly on the dramatic side. [Yes, he's the fun parent.]

      Rowling showed us the lengths her characters would go to for those they loved. Facing giant spiders, an enormous snake, a three-headed dog, Voldemort and so much more, Harry, Hermione, and Ron would’ve walked through hell for one another. The same was true to a slightly lesser degree with many of the other students at Hogwarts as shown in their secretive Dumbledore’s Army.

      But the most surprising of all was Severus Snape and the lengths he went to because he loved Lily so. Throughout the series, he was the instructor you loved to hate. His treatment of Harry and his friends was scary and unnerving and utterly abysmal. His intimidating voice was incredible and his demeanor never once betrayed the truth. Rowling’s use of Snape can be summed up in two words: absolutely brilliant.

      I think that’s one of the best things about any series – the readers become so invested in the characters and the story arc that when something like that happens, it makes them want to read the books all over again to see where the clues were in the first place!

      When I write, once it’s on the page I forget it, and I very often enjoy re-reading my work and finding Easter eggs my subconscious has left for me for later. They’re there; I just have to go looking for them.

      I would imagine that Rowling’s books will still be read by children of all ages a hundred years from now, because the setting and relationships are timeless.
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      I don’t know how other authors got their start. I don’t know if they sat down one day in their early years and said, I want to be a writer when I grow up. If they did, more power to ‘em.

      I know I didn’t.

      For me, writing started out as an “other-duties-as-assigned” type of thing in my position at the church. I discovered that it came easy to me, and it was encouraging that people responded so well to it. The problem, however, became that I could never remember what I’d written! Once I turned it over to the secretary, my mind was done with it. Finished. Kaput! – it was gone. So when folks started coming up to me, telling me that my article had really meant something to them, I’d thank them profusely, then go home and re-read the newsletter to refresh my memory!

      To me, this was nothing more than dabbling in the craft. I had no aspirations to become a novelist. I was still raising kids, and this was the last thing on my mind.

      Then we moved to the country.

      I love living in a rural area. There are fields all around, and our house is hidden away behind a stand of trees. I have two and a half acres to mow and only twelve cable channels. Yeah, you could say it’s a slice of heaven.

      And a little boring to someone who was used to a hundred and forty-eight cable channels and a twenty-four hour news cycle.

      The television got replaced by music, most of which at the time was by Jimmy Buffett. A prolific storyteller in his own right, Mr. Buffett played a significant part in the start of my writing career.

      With two and a half acres to mow, I set out on my lawn tractor twice a week, eager to spend some “quiet time” jamming to Buffett and letting my mind wander. Dressed for the summer weather and wearing a cowboy hat, I’d bop around on the seat of the tractor happily listening to the music. My favorite was “Desdemona’s Building a Rocketship,” and I loved the idea of flying away home to the Pleiades.

      My husband’s cousin and a mutual friend of ours work together and travelled up and down the highway frequently during the day. On one particular day I was out in the yard, dancing about with the weed whacker and singing [horribly] at the top of my lungs. At a meeting later that night, the friend pointed out that they had seen me dancing around in the yard.

      My reply?

      “That wasn’t me. That was Desdemona, my lawn girl.”

      From that point on, Desdemona showed up on a regular basis whenever I spent time on the lawn tractor. She was the one I would cast blame on if I got caught doing anything wacky. As payback, she’d lob “what-if” scenarios at me, then sit back and laugh as I tried to wrap my mind around them. Desdemona became my muse.

      After awhile, I could no longer ignore the truth: there was a story here. A story that needed telling, if only to save my own sense of sanity.

      So it began with the writing of First Wish. I started carrying around a notebook, jotting down any thought that came to light with regard to the formation of the story. This went on for most of the summer and well into the fall. Sometimes it would just be an idea. Other times it would be a full-blown scene, and the results delighted me. Characters just started to show up in my head, presenting themselves as part of the tale. Collinsville was beginning to reflect nearby Albany, Indiana, in several respects. There just might be something here…

      I set a date to begin writing the story in earnest – December 1, 2006. Not because there was a need to, mind you, that’s just how my brain works. I need a starting point. In the month or so prior to that I began to do a little research on the internet regarding another part of my setting. What I discovered became a pivotal point in the story.

      Interested in setting part of the story in the arts community of Key West I began to research the area and discovered you can find a lot of amazing things on the internet. Having never been there before, I was intrigued by the whole string of keys going down A1A.  Reading up on them, I found the perfect place for my character, Desdemona, to disappear – No Name Key.

      My husband decided that a “research trip” was in order, so we left for the Florida Keys in late January of 2007. Our research included trips to No Name Key, the No Name Pub on Big Pine Key, and Key West. Including landmarks like the pub, Blue Heaven, and Mallory Square in the tale lent a sense of authenticity to the story.

      Over the course of the next two years I worked on the book. It was great fun, and I loved how sometimes ideas would just pop into my head and I’d rush to jot them down. Because the writing process is not linear for me, I wrote the entire book out of sequence, then put it together like a jigsaw puzzle. On occasion I would have to go back and fill in holes that occurred along the way, but the process felt natural as the tale basically wrote itself.

      I completed First Wish on my daughter’s sixteenth birthday. Thrilled with my accomplishment – it is a 448 page book – I set out at once to seek an agent through whom I might introduce the world to the greatest novel of all time. I researched agencies online. I wrote query letter after query letter. I sent out digital synopses like they were ecards.

      The response?

      Less than enthusiastic, I can assure you.

      What was wrong? The book had gotten glowing feedback from everyone who’d read it. Even my friend whom I trusted to be brutally honest with me and I knew would tell me if it stunk had good things to say about it. So what was the deal?

      The only explanation I have is that my timing was off. It was the dawn of the teenage vampire novels, and, at least in my view of the publishing world, if you didn’t write about vampires or dead teenagers, there was no way you were going to get published. The publishing houses were making money hand over fist with those types of books and had little time for a novel about a grown woman and her imaginary friend come to life.

      With seemingly no options left, I put First Wish in the drawer, where it sat for two years…
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            The Kindle

          

        

      

    

    
      There is no denying it: nothing has changed the landscape of how the world reads than the Amazon Kindle. And while it is not the only e-reader on the market, it has become the standard by which all others are measured.

      I purchased my first Kindle in January of 2011. It was an amazing little gadget, a wonder to behold, and I was in love with it. It would be great to start reading again. Maybe I would even get back into writing if the urge struck.

      Then, out of the blue, my husband sent me an email with a link to an article about Amanda Hocking. She was a twenty-six year old self-published author in Minnesota who had sold over $1 million in ebooks over the course of ten months. Amazing!

      And I thought to myself, Maybe I should do that…but where to begin?

      Why, Google, of course!

      The most valuable resource I found straight away was The Taleist, blog of journalist and author Steven Lewis. At the time, it was focused on helping other authors to self-publish for Kindle, and included a membership program with a book and videos on his blog as well.

      That same guide, How to Format the Perfect Kindle Book, is still available on Amazon. It goes through the formatting process in small steps, making it easy to make your manuscript for Kindle. Granted, I had to read through the book twice, but halfway through it [the second time] I finally got it. And best of all? When I format my books for Kindle and get it right [which is most of the time], I feel like a rocket scientist.

      After a month’s work, First Wish was completed. I was so excited I sent Steven a thank you note, telling him I was planning to launch my book on June 1. He asked if I would mind if he featured me and my experience with his book in an article on his blog. Of course I was thrilled and said yes. It was somewhat of a no-brainer since Steven’s blog was read by people all over the world. He told me that if I chose to publish my book a couple of days ahead of schedule he would link to my book in the article as well.

      So I hit the button, texted everyone I knew, and waited for the dough to roll in.

      [Cue the chirping crickets…]

      And then it hit me – I only knew two people who owned Kindles, and one of them was me! In other words, no one I knew would be able to read my book without purchasing a Kindle.

      So back to the drawing board I went, spending another month re-editing the manuscript and formatting for the paperback version. When I was finished, I sent it off to CreateSpace for printing.

      I cannot say enough good things about the folks at CreateSpace. They are amazing! From the ease of set up to the incredible customer service to the high quality finished product, it has been a tremendously positive and affirming experience for me as an author. When I go to a book event, I am always proud of the quality of my finished product.

      

      Ok, so I’ve written this book that is absolutely fabulous – it’s gotten good buzz from the folks who have read it, it’s been picked up by a local bookstore, and it’s sold on Amazon.

      So why am I not on the New York Times’ Bestseller list yet?

      Then I read another article that echoed the truth espoused by so many other authors – every successful author has a backlist! In other words, they are prolific and have more than one novel in them.

      Problem was, I wasn’t sure I had another book in me…
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            Inspiration in the Garden

          

        

      

    

    
      In the summer of 2010 I volunteered to work at a local event, Faeries, Sprites, & Lights, at Oakhurst Gardens on the Minnetrista Cultural Center campus in Muncie, Indiana. My husband had been employed there for two years, and our entire family had become entrenched in the goings-on at Minnetrista. This event had become hands down my favorite.

      My daughter and I dressed as faeries and spent two evenings painting watercolors in the garden. It was there that I’d first heard of Elisabeth Ball and her love of faeries. She believed that faeries lived in the gardens behind her house, Oakhurst, where she lived until her passing in the 1980s.

      The idea for a simple faerie tale about Elisabeth’s fae friends lay dormant until October of 2011.It was then I decided to do some research into Elisabeth and her family. What started out as a nice little story quickly took on a life of its own.

      What I discovered about Elisabeth Ball was that, because she was a sickly child, folks thought her odd. But through reading some of her own writing, and letters between her and her parents, I found that she was probably braver than anyone gave her credit for. She was a philanthropist, following in her parents’ footsteps, and a collector of china and children’s books. She traveled extensively and was a public speaker as well.

      Events within the storyline I was working on took an unexpected turn, and it wasn’t long before scenes began to write themselves. Characters would show up again and react to what was playing out in my head. It seemed I couldn’t write fast enough.

      Then came November. NaNoWriMo was a lifesaver. With a daily goal of 2000 words per day being easier to meet than I had anticipated the story started to come along. At the time I was working forty hours a week, writing a blog daily, and meeting my 2000 word goal. It was crazy! It would have been easy to just quit, but like any junkie I began to crave the time I got to write instead of just slogging through it all.

      Instead I wrote on, managing to publish five books over the course of two years.

      
        	Published The Guardian of Oakhurst in May of 2012

        	Began writing The Embers of Ravensforge in July of 2012; Published in October 2012

        	Began writing Erebos Rising November 2012; published in early May 2013

        	Began writing The Secrets of Oakhurst in June 2013; published in November 2013

        	Began writing Midst the Dragon’s Fire in January of 2014; published in May 2014

      

      I guess the point here is don’t ever use “I don’t have the time to write” as an excuse. There is always a sliver of your day you can devote to writing if you really want to. As a society it has become acceptable to glorify being busy.

      If you are driven to write, always choose to write.
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            The Map

          

        

      

    

    
      The Map has got to be my secret weapon. Call it an outline, jots, notes, call it what you will, but it has changed how I write. It has become the most useful tool I’ve picked up in my writing and I absolutely swear by it.

      It all started when I read an article on a blog called Ghostwoods, about an author who could write novels over a three day period. Highly influential English author Michael Moorcock was writing sword-and-sorcery in the sixties and seventies, and could crank out 60,000 in three days’ time.

      While I have never come close to 60k over three days, I did once put in 10,000 words in a weekend while finishing up Midst the Dragon’s Fire. It was, at once, thrilling and exhausting. I was glad I did it but have no desire to do it again any time soon.

      While I’m not cut out to write a complete book in a weekend, the takeaway from that article was to have everything you need at the ready. That way you don’t waste time trying to figure out which way the story will go next, or what to write about. It is, hands down, the best way to alleviate the spectre of writer’s block. By writing out quick descriptions of the scenes already running around in your head, you free your mind to move on to create something else

      This is a tremendous time saver. When my children were very small, I would paint while they napped. And though I loved the watercolors, as the children grew the paints got pushed to the side, shuffled about, and sent to the craft closet or some other such place where I would “remember where they were when I needed them again.” Ha! The fact of the matter is, when I would have the time to paint, it would take me the entire time I had available to find the supplies I needed. It was frustrating, and ultimately why I gave up painting.

      I don’t want that to happen with my writing.

      I began mapping while working on Erebos Rising. Because I’d left readers hanging at the end of The Embers of Ravensforge, there was already a story there, I just needed it to progress. The best part was that there were also leftover chunks of the story that I’d already fleshed out into usable scenes. They didn’t make Embers simply because the tale had not yet progressed that far. This is a tremendous boost to your confidence when you first start to build the book and suddenly you’re at thirty six pages or so.

      When building my map, here’s what it includes:

      
        	A Character list – Includes the recurring characters as well as new characters. Because the Map is a living document of sorts, changing day to day until the story takes hold of you, keeping it fresh keeps your writing moving forward. I also included those who showed up only briefly in the other books that might return just so I wouldn’t need to go back and look them up. You’d be surprised how many times I’ve had to do that!

        	Settings – This gives your tale direction. After all, isn’t that what a map is for? It tells you how to get where you’re going. So let it!

        	Tools – What kind of skills or tools are in your hero’s rucksack? What do they know how to do? How are they going to save the day at the end of your tale with that amazing thing they can do that you alluded to in chapter two?

        	Chunks – This is my favorite part of the Map. I was never very good at writing synopses, but I was always able to write out quick paragraphs that gave the flavor of a scene in a nutshell. This is why I carry notebooks with me all the time. You never know when inspiration will strike! Sometimes a character would say something in my head that was worth quoting, and I would quickly jot it down. I have never regretted that. It’s so much better than wracking your brain, trying to remember what that character said to you at three am that you’ve since forgotten. And it was, of course, brilliant.

      

      By taking these few simple steps, you can save yourself the frustration of wasting your allotted time for writing on trying to figure out what to write. Whether it’s your daily writing routine or you’re gearing up for NaNoWriMo, the Map will guide you on your way and make the writing experience all the more satisfying.
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            The Rucksack

          

        

      

    

    
      Building a book takes more than just writing an incredible story. It takes a great deal of thought and effort and attention to detail. It is a challenging task, but if done with care it can be one of the most rewarding things you’ll ever do. There was a time when self-publishing had a stigma attached to it, but that time has come and gone. Self-publishers are entrepreneurs, building writing careers and living the dream in their spare time. And those who work really hard at it and throw in some business savvy are the ones who find success.

      So we’re on our journey – our quest, if you will – and as we go through life picking up skills, learning new things, making new friends, and finding fantastic tools to aid us in our endeavors. It’s easy to miss these things in day to day life, but looking back on the big picture of your life – regardless of your age – you’ll be astounded at the things you’ve already learned that can be useful to you!

      These are the tools I’ve found incredibly helpful in my own quest:

      
        	The Map – As I discussed in the previous chapter, this can be your most valuable asset in your Rucksack. Even if you’re not an organized person (I am most definitely not), you can do this. You already have ideas running around in your head, otherwise you wouldn’t be thinking about writing a novel. Let the Map provide you with your starting point each and every time you sit down to write and your mind will be free to run wild.

        	The Merriam Webster Dictionary and Thesaurus –There is no greater tool in an author’s arsenal than this. Words are powerful, and when used properly, can change the world. Not only does the thesaurus aid in context, definition and origin of the word, but it offers up a cacophony of words to use in lieu of plain old everyday words. And it’ll make you look brilliant.

        	The word whom – Again, learn to use this word properly if for no other reason than to look brilliant. We Americans have become lazy in our speech over the decades, and using proper English is a civilized thing. Always choose to be civilized.

        	Word processing software – While in college the first time I had to write papers on a typewriter. I cannot in my wildest dreams imagine writing and editing a novel today using a typewriter, electric or otherwise! And all the paper! Now we can simply email or upload our work. Whether you choose Microsoft products or are running on a Mac, get a program you enjoy working with.

        	Music – Nothing is better to relax your mind and prepare it to wander than a good movie soundtrack or classical music. Whether you’re writing epic fantasy or a romantic comedy, music will set your mood and open your mind to possibilities like you never dreamed!

        	Templates – Don’t reinvent the wheel unless you absolutely have to. CreateSpace has templates for both book covers and interiors. I have used these from the very beginning and swear by them. Yes, I’ve tweaked them somewhat, but it’s my nature to try to improve upon what I’ve already got.

        	Photo editing software – The adage “Don’t judge a book by its cover” is sheer and utter bunk. We all do it. In order to draw readers to your writing, they first must be intrigued by your cover. Armed with a graphics background but only willing to pour a little money into this endeavor at the time, I started out with Photoshop Elements. Elements is very user friendly and helpful if you’ve never done photo editing before. It is also less expensive that the full-blown version of Photoshop, but can still be a pretty powerful tool. If software is not in your budget Gimp is another alternative. It’s free.

        	Good html editing software – When it comes time to format your manuscript for Kindle you’ll need one. The one I use is fantastic, but I cannot recommend it for the simple fact that when I recommended it to another author I was coaching along we discovered that it had a fraudulent credit card link. Do a search online, read the reviews, and purchase one within your budget. They’re pretty simple and can do some amazing things. And they make you look like a rocket scientist.

        	Kindle formatting software – If there’s one thing I’ve learned over the years it’s that people don’t notice good formatting unless it’s lousy. And that is how it should be – your formatting just makes your book look…well, like a book! Amazon has an array of formatting software – everything from formatting novels to children’s books to comic books - on their kindle direct publishing site. You can upload directly from a Word document, but that can be dangerous in terms of quality control. Other programs and services are out there, but again, if you want to look good and have creative control over the process, this is the way to go.

      

      I have recently upgraded to a Mac and have discovered a fabulous formatting tool called Vellum. You simply take your completed manuscript in Microsoft Word, import it into Vellum, and voila! You end up with a beautifully formatted ebook in Kindle, Nook, Kobo, iBooks, Google Play, and Generic EPUB formats – in about a quarter of the time! They have recently added an upgrade that allows you to save it as a print version as well, but there are [to date] several issues and limitations with the program that cause me to hesitate to use that version for print. While dropcase, swashy first letters in each new section of the book look utterly spectacular in the ebook versions, I am not yet willing to compromise the continuity of my print books in other areas in order to integrate the “pretty stuff.”

      
        	A good editor – No, I’m not suggesting you stuff a real-live person in your rucksack. That could get cumbersome – and complicated! But as you go along your journey, you’ll meet people who can assist you. Stay in touch with your high school English teacher. Join a writing group in college. Pick your English professor’s brain. You never know what kind of networking opportunities you’ll have.

        	An artist or two – Again, no real people in the rucksack. If you have little to no graphics skills, find a friend who does! They’ll be happy to have a book cover to add to their portfolio (and some cash in their pocket), and hopefully you’ll have a cover you both can be proud of.

        	A camera – Cameras are everywhere these days. We’ve all got them in our pockets, and some of them rival the more expensive digital SLRs on the market. A good friend of mine actually used a photo she took with her iPhone for her book cover and you wouldn’t know it by looking at it!

        	A photographer – Again with the people! While we can take selfies all day long, shooting a good quality author shot for use on the back cover and/or your website can be a daunting task at best. Find someone with whom you’re at ease and can enjoy yourself. Most of all, find someone who makes you laugh. Your shots will look more natural… more like you!

        	Website building software – It’s everywhere. If you choose to build a website there are some good services out there. Wix has a free and premium option, and GoDaddy offers web hosting as well. It all depends on how serious you’re willing to get.

        	Relevant skills you’ve learned throughout life – We all have them. Even at a young age we all have something we’re good at.

        	Perhaps you have an eye for color and layout. Or maybe you love using fonts to convey different moods. Use these skills to help design your book cover or website.

        	Do you enjoy writing about life in general? Blogging is nearly essential to anyone hoping to make a name for themselves as a writer these days. Many authors build blogs to use as their author site. Most blogs are free, but you can upgrade as needed. There are several options out there. WordPress is the one I’m familiar with, filled with free templates as well as some really neat ones for a little bit of money. Blogger has come a long way over the years, and their site looks to be quite colorful and user friendly. Of course, one should use good practices when blogging, taking care not to infringe upon the privacy of others, impugn folk’s integrity, or otherwise say things you wouldn’t say in front of your grandmother.

        	Are you good at annoying folks? Use that skill for good instead of evil and channel your dogged persistence into marketing your work. Don’t drive folks crazy (or away) by talking about it every minute of the day. Instead, use proper channels such as Facebook and Twitter and Instagram and drive interest to your work.

        	Maybe you’re good at cooking – invite someone who can help you along in your quest to have lunch with you. The journey is so much better when you have a friend along.
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      I never meant to become a publisher. Heck, I never intended to be a writer either, yet here I am. Building the book can be an amazing experience, and is just one more step in my evolution to becoming a great novelist. By taking charge of my creative process from start to finish, I am the master of my destiny where my writing is concerned. Is there room for improvement? Always. But I make the best of it each and every day, adding new knowledge, skills and tools to my rucksack as I go along.

      Listed below are some of the resources that got me started when I had no idea which way to go. You’re probably at that same place – you’ve written a fantastic novel but don’t know the first thing about what comes next. These are the websites, organizations, and people who have made an impact on my quest:

      

      NaNoWriMo – Are you looking for a way to jumpstart your writing? Boost your productivity? There is no better way on planet Earth than to compete in NaNoWriMo. During the month of November writers from around the world sign up to be a part of the worldwide community of writers. Each participant sets a goal of how many words per day they intend to write, then track their progress on the website. The object of NaNoWriMo is twofold – help you write 50,000 words over the course of the month, and build a community of like-minded crazy people who happen to be writers.

      The community thing is especially important because they are good at encouraging you in the process, offering helpful tips and loads of encouragement. We’ve all suffered writer’s block. We’ve all been stuck on figuring out what comes next. This is the place where they say, “Hey, I’ve been there! Here’s how I got out of it!”

      

      1001 Free Fonts – Although the photo or cover art is very important, no tool conveys mood on a book cover better than a great font. It can mean the difference between your cover looking professional and your cover looking like your little sister in third grade created it. And while I’m sure your little sister is extremely talented, using the wrong font can give readers the wrong impression about what’s between the covers.

      

      Pixabay – Looking for just the right photo for your book cover without having to pay huge royalties? This site has incredibly high quality photos for free. There are opportunities to show your appreciation to the photographer, and I highly recommend that you do, because the caliber of work there rivals the photos on other stock photography sites that charge an arm and a leg. And if you’ll read in the fine print on those sites, their photos are not to be used for print-on-demand works such as books on CreateSpace. Keep it legal, and show appreciation for the art that it is while creating an awesome cover.

      

      Creative Market – Truly, a treasure trove filled to overflowing with amazing tools to create about anything your little heart could dream up. Sign up for their email updates and every Monday they’ll send you links to free items. Fonts, map building elements, images, templates…I could go on and on, but it’s much more fun if you check them out.

      

      How to Format Perfect Kindle Books: How to format an ebook on a Mac or a PC – I cannot stress how helpful this book was to me early on in the process. Steven Lewis’ guide on formatting is not only straightforward but easy to understand. Now, granted, I had to read it twice to wrap my noggin around it, but when the light bulb came on, I was utterly thrilled with the results. I still go back to it and reference commands each time I build a new Kindle book.

      

      Blogs – I would have never figured this out had it not been for the army of authors who came before me. Their knowledge and insights into the publishing industry at a time when it was just beginning to shift was huge, and it continues even today.

      Passive Guy – Author of The Passive Voice, Passive Guy is my go-to guy and daily source for all the news that is relevant in the world of publishing. Well, actually, he comes to me via my email inbox. He is not only good at pulling together the most recent pieces, but has been accessible when questions arise.

      Joe Konrath – Nobody tells it like it is like Joe Konrath. Originally a traditionally published author, Joe’s blog, A Newbie’s Guide to Publishing hammers home the fact that self-publishing makes a ton of sense to anyone who wants to get their work out into the world. He is a successful self-published author of mystery, thriller, horror, and sci-fi novels.

      Amanda Hocking – This is where it all began for me – reading about this young author who had burst onto the self-publishing scene and become what seemed to be an overnight phenomenon. What most folks don’t realize is that a great number of overnight success stories are the result of a lot of hard work and setbacks beforehand. Amanda’s blog has transformed over the past few years as her success has grown, but is a great insight into her work.

      Listed below are a few other blogs that have been helpful to me along the way.

      Writer Beware: The Blog

      The Self-Publisher’s Notebook

      The Book Designer

      

      Marketing Tools

      I recently had the opportunity to speak with an aspiring author at a local event. She was excited about the prospect of working hard on her novel during NaNoWriMo and spoke fondly of the prospects of getting her work published by one of the big five remaining publishing houses. Her expectation was that they would do all the marketing for her once she “made it big.”

      I told her every author wants that. I told her that that was how things worked fifteen to twenty years ago.

      Then, I told her the truth: that version of the realm of traditional publishing no longer exists.

      Even traditionally published authors are expected to do their own marketing, handle their own social media presence, and make arrangements for their own book signings. Unless you are a big name or have become a stunning overnight success, the only one creating marketing opportunities for your work is you.

      But there are ways to do this that cost little to no money!

      

      Covervault – Stunning marketing templates done by Mark Monciardini are available for free. Simply comment and you can use Mark’s beautiful templates at will. They work in tandem with Photoshop, but taking the time to invest in and learn that program will definitely pay off in how great you can make your books look!

      

      CoverActionPro – Another of Mark’s products, this one will cost you, but it looks to be a good investment. CoverActionPro one gives you a myriad of choices for making ads for your books that don’t require a professional photoshoot. Plus, it gives you fifty cover templates, making it easy to create the cover you’ve been dreaming of without the added cost of hiring a designer. I just recently purchased it and am over-the-moon excited about the possibilities presents. Mark has created those special elements like reflections and shadows and lens flares that make your covers and ads over-the-top fantastic. Because it works in tandem with the full version of Photoshop, there is additional investment that, in this author’s humble opinion, will definitely be well worth the money.

      

      Website – In this digital age, every author needs a website. Though there are a number of web hosts out there, my personal favorite is Wix. They have beautiful templates and it is very user-friendly. One of the things I love, but have yet to take advantage of, is the fact that they are continually upgrading their services that are available, making it ridiculously easy to make your website look fantastic and giving your visitors a full range of options.

      

      Story mapping software – Even George R. R. Martin admitted it: it’s difficult to remember all the details of all the characters and locations and plot twists! And if you’re like me, once you’ve put it to page, it’s out of sight, out of mind. Archivos is an innovative new web service that can not only help you organize your story details, but can also serve as a powerful marketing tool when it’s all said and done. As readers, if a book has fully engaged us and captured our imagination, it becomes something we want to continue to relish, delving into the backstory details and nuances of the characters and their personalities. After all, isn’t that what being a fan is all about? As the author, you can give your readers those minute details you were first thinking of when you developed your heroes and heroines.
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            Your Beginning

          

        

      

    

    
      So here you are, ready to embark on a new and exciting journey! Your Rucksack is packed, and this could quite possibly be the most important step you take. Whether you have already written your novel or are just starting out, know that you will experience both triumphs and setbacks along your way. Remember that every hero’s story is filled with challenges and heartbreak as well as victories. Above all else, make the most of your quest, using it to grow.

      J.R.R. Tolkien’s Top Ten Tips for Writers is something I found while writing this little project. What I liked most about this post was the fact that it offers much in terms of perfecting our craft but being humble about our work, and most importantly, writing out of the things we love. This will bring life to your writing. Writing about something you don’t really care about simply because it’s the “in thing” brings nothing but flat, lifeless tales and characters that few will care about.

      Care about your characters and their stories, and others surely will too.

      

      Best of luck to you!

      J. Wolf Scott
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      J. Wolf Scott lives in the rural Midwest with her husband and two children, who tolerate her addiction to writing. She was part of the 2014 Author’s Avenue at Gen Con as well as numerous events locally, and enjoys meeting readers and aspiring authors alike. She is looking forward to having her works at both Indy Comic Con and Gen Con in 2015.

      Available for public speaking engagements, she can be reached through her website, www.jwolfscott.com .
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must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen-fixed.png





OEBPS/images/social-twitter-screen-fixed.png





OEBPS/images/ruck-title-vellum.jpg
iThe

WRITER'S

RUCKSACK

A Survival Guide to Self-Publishing






OEBPS/images/vellum-created-fixed.png





OEBPS/images/social-facebook-screen-fixed.png





