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PLANS, PIVOTS, AND LAUGHTER
Depending on several factors, the saying “Man Plans, God Laughs” might be familiar to 
you as a Yiddish Proverb, a quote from author Michael Chabon, or the name of a Public 
Enemy Album. I’m fi rmly team third camp. 

However you know this witticism, its truth remains. Th e best laid plans are often 
waylaid by events beyond our control, and we have to pivot to make the best of the 
situation. 

Th e last month has been a remarkable example. We crafted a carefully laid plan for 
expanding our merchant store to Amazon, Etsy, Facebook, and Google. And just as we 
prepared for takeoff , our server became the target of a massive DDoS attack, our project 
management software experienced a hack to their corporate database, and a scorpion 
stung my hand. 

You read that right. Scorpion. 
Nevertheless, like all successful indie authors, we persisted. We pushed the deadlines, 

paused the campaigns and went to battle with faceless would-be hackers. 
I’m convinced that dogged persistence is part of our collective DNA. I often hear 

stories from authors that were ready to throw in the towel, but gave something one last 
try—and then they hit the jackpot. Or they took a chance on another set of editing eyes 
and discovered they were targeting the wrong genre. Or they made a TikTok that went 
viral. 

So make your plans. Th e universe might laugh and throw you a curveball or two, but 
I encourage you to laugh back. Pivot and persist. Th e next thing might just be the one 

that brings you the success you’re hoping for. 
And, if I can off er one tiny piece of advice, avoid 

scorpions. 

To your success,
Chelle
Publisher
Indie Author Magazine

From the Publisher
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From the Creative Director
As the designer on the team, I’m excited to provide you with several ways to up your 
cover game in this issue of Indie Author Magazine.

But, in another life, I am an Occupational Th erapist, and have worked with people 
with disabilities throughout my career. So I’m especially glad for our Devil in the Details 
feature this month: Disability in Fiction. In graduate school, they taught us all about 
“typical” disabilities and their presentation—but they also emphasized that out in the 
“real world,” very few people would be the classic, textbook case.

Everyone is diff erent.
Everyone is unique.
Not just in the manifestation of a disease process or congenital issue, but in the way 

that the disability added to an entire milieu for the person. Other comorbidities, family 
support and health, and many other factors would determine how the person coped or 
possibly thrived with whatever made them diff erent.

People are multidimensional, and often the thing that makes them the most fasci-
nating isn’t what’s most obvious.

As a new grad, I learned this with two patients who arrived to the fl oor where I 
worked with very similar physical diagnoses. One was a man in his 40s, the other a 
woman in her 80s. You would think the young man would have made more progress and 
adapted much better than the elderly woman.

Th e opposite was the case.
I never knew all the reasons why, and it wasn’t my role to sort that out. But from what 

I knew, it was the other stuff  in their lives that made the diff erence. Th e condition led to 
a permanent disability for the man, but not the woman. She persevered and overcame; 
he gave up and surrendered. She was still looking forward. He 
was looking back.

What will make the diff erence for your characters?
Where will they fi nd the courage to thrive?
How will they inspire the rest of us?

Alice Briggs
Creative Director, 
Indie Author Magazine
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From the Managing Editors
“Judge a book by its cover.” 

We're told not to, but we all do it.
First impressions count, and this is 

your chance. What will your cover tell 
the world about your story?

In this issue we explore some of the 
design elements that make a cover stand 
out for the right reasons. A good cover 
will cost you—either money or time. If 
you decide to do it yourself, we look at 
some tools to help you, so you can deter-
mine which one best suits your needs.

You might think TikTok is just for 
teenagers to share bad dancing attempts, 
but it is emerging as a strong platform for 
selling books. We take you through how 
to set up your account and grow your 
author brand.

At Indie Author Magazine we believe 
that inclusion is fundamentally important. 
But in fi ction, how do we avoid harmful 
stereotypes when trying to be inclusive 
of situations beyond our own experience? 
Th is month's Devil in the Details looks at 
representation of disability in fi ction. 

You only 
get one chance 
to make a fi rst 
impression—let’s 
make it a great 
one!

Erika Everest
Managing Editor

As writers, we want readers to love our 
book as much as we do, so it behooves us 
to give it the best possible cover that we 
can. Whether it’s designing one ourselves, 
purchasing a premade, or commissioning 
a custom cover, we want the cover to 
capture the reader’s attention. 

Th e cover helps us come to a conclu-
sion about the content of that book. As 
readers, we want to know if the book fi ts 
our preferences for genre, tropes, even 
heat levels, and we trust the cover to tell 
us some of that information before we 
ever get to the blurb. 

Th is month, we have articles that will 
help you with all of those things. We 
also take a look at what it means to write 
a serial. And if you’re wanting to write 
Small Town Romances, we’ve got the 
perfect recipe to get you started.

Let your cover sing and spark the read-
er’s imagination of what the story within 
contains.

Robyn Sarty
Managing 

Editor, 
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Conquering the “Fear of 
Missing Out”

Ah, the Fear of Missing Out (a.k.a. 
FOMO). Th at nagging panic that 
tricks us into thinking if we don’t try 

the newest, fl ashiest marketing strategy 
populating our news feeds, our author 
business will wither. It is distracting at 
best. At worst, it can plunge the unsus-
pecting author into burnout… And a 
lot of authors who burn out don’t come 
back from it. Let’s make sure that doesn’t 
happen to you.

Yes, I’ve been there, done that, got the 
T-shirt. I tried to chase the trends, to do it 
all, looking for that magic bullet (spoiler 
alert: there is no magic bullet), and I ran 
my well so dry it’s taken me three years to 
refi ll it. Th e words simply vanished. Th e 
stories fell silent. But as I’ve worked on 
building healthy habits and mindsets, I’ve 
learned how to question each new shiny 
that comes into my sphere of awareness.

I use a tool adapted from the Eisen-
hower Matrix. It’s a simple two-by-two 
grid, and here’s how I label it:

Top row: High Impact on Sales (Th is 
strategy is likely to sell the most books.)

Bottom row: Low Impact on Sales
(Th is strategy is likely to sell only a few 
books.)

Left column: Low Time Require-
ment (Th is strategy will take little time 
to implement.)

Right column: High Time Require-
ment (Th is strategy is going to take a lot 
of time to implement.)

Now it’s just a matter of looking at the 
prospective marketing strategy and asking 
“Will this have a high or low impact on 
sales? Will it have a high or low impact 
time requirement?” and seeing which cell 
it lands in:

1. Sweet Spot (top left): High Impact on 
Sales/Low Time Requirement. Th ese strate-
gies are going to be your bread and butter—
this is where your best ROI will come from. 
Move these to the “Yes, do this” list.

2. Important (top right): High Impact 
on Sales/High Time Requirement. Th ese 

O
P-ED

: SU
ZIE O

'CO
N

N
ELL

PRIORITIZE YOUR STRATEGIES FOR A 
HEALTHIER, HAPPIER AUTHOR LIFE
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strategies are worth investigating but be conscious of the 
point when the time requirement outpaces the impact on 
sales. If the strategy isn’t likely to impact sales enough 
to make it worth the time requirement, move it to the 
“Nope (not right now)” column.

3. Unimportant (bottom left): Low Impact on Sales/
Low Time Requirement. Th ese strategies are take-it-or-
leave it. If you enjoy it, put it on the “Yes, do this” list. 
If you don’t enjoy it, move it to the “Nope, (not right 
now)” list. Making time to do things we enjoy even if 
they aren’t likely to sell books is important, too, for our 
mental health.

4. Danger Zone (bottom right): Low Impact on Sales/
High Time Requirement. Th ese strategies aren’t going to 
be worth the time and eff ort. Move these to the “Nope 
(not right now)” list.

What if you don’t know how long a strategy will take 
to implement or whether it will have a high or low impact 
on sales? Ask. Find your favorite author group and ask 
those who’ve tried the strategy. Look for the keywords in 
their responses.

One more word of advice: the market changes. Fast. 
And so does the effi  cacy of marketing strategies, so it’s 
always a good idea to periodically “check in” with strate-
gies, even if you’ve moved them to the “Nope (not right 
now)” list.

Sweet. Simple. Eff ective. Th is tool has saved me a lot 
of headaches and lost time and energy that I’ve been able 
to put toward better things—like burnout recovery and 
writing my next book.  

Suzie O’Connell
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Suzie O’Connell
Suzie O’Connell is the USA Today Bestselling 
Author of thirteen small town contemporary 
romance novels, including her popular Northstar 
series. She’s also getting ready to launch a pen name 
in high fantasy because, well, the real world doesn’t 
have dragons. She co-admins the Wide for the Win 
Facebook group and in her spare time (when she 
can remember what that is), she gleefully indulges 
her Photoshop addiction and helps wrangle cats, 
dogs, cows, and chickens on a friend’s ranch. You 
can fi nd her on the web at suzieoconnell.com or get 
in touch via email at suzie@suzieoconnell.com
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Y DEAR FLOUNDERING,

Dear Indie Annie,
I’ve fi nished my fi rst book and sent it off  to my editor. While he’s ripping it 
apart, I’ve started looking into all the things I need to do to self-publish my 

book—and it’s... a lot. I’m so confused by what I need to do fi rst. And I 
often fi nd confl icting information. How do I not get overwhelmed by it all?

Th anks,
Floundering in Fairbanks

M Welcome to the world of the indie 
author. In our world, you are the chef, 
the bottle washer, the maitre d’, and the 
guy with the sandwich board on the street 
corner. You’re the chief everything offi  cer. 

Th ings can become overwhelming, 
and the best advice I can give you is to 
dig deep inside, grab your inner control 
freak and bring him or her kicking and 
screaming to the surface, for this is their 
time to shine!

You need to be organized. Above all, 
you need a checklist.
I love lists. I can spend hours, days, if 
not weeks, creating my list of things to 
do, embroidering it onto a sampler, and 
hanging it on the wall to gaze at in admi-
ration whilst I sip my tea and think about 
my next book. But, here’s a big tip for you 
in Fairbanks—that doesn’t get the work 
done.

It gives me a beautiful list. I embroider. 
Others will create pretty journals, and 
the really disturbed procrastinators will 

devise intricate spreadsheets they can fl ip 
into graphs and pie charts. But I am not 
a fan of a pie I can’t eat. 

Th e important part is not the creation 
of the list, but the putting it into action. 
Eff ective action is all about 
prioritization. An endless 
list of “things to 
be done” is an 
energy suck. 
Far better 
to identify 
the top ten 
things you 
have to do 
and put 
them in 
order. “But, 
how,” I hear 
you cry, “how, 
dear Annie, do I 
know what should 
be in my top 
ten?”
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I wish there was a simple answer to 
this, but so much depends on your end 
goal, your genre, your potential audi-
ence, and, above all, your budget. If you 
can aff ord to pay for others to do stuff  
for you, then you can achieve more with 
your fi rst launch. Th e same applies if you 
have a long lead-in time to your launch. 

Consider Your Own Circumstances
Take stock of where you are and what 
you’ll need to get to your destination. Ask 
and answer questions designed to under-
stand the full scope of what you’ll need. 
Are you planning to rapid-release? Are 
you planning to go wide because you have 
identifi ed that most of your readers are on 
Kobo? Do you want to release paperbacks 
or ebooks fi rst? Do you have money for 
ads? Have you booked in a developmental 
edit, or are you boot-strapping the entire 
show and are self-editing with the help of 
some free software? 

First Th ings First: Focus on the Basics
I’m sure it still feels overwhelming. Focus 
fi rst on the things you must have. You 
will need an edited manuscript to upload 
to Amazon or Draft2Digital, etc. You 
will need a cover and some marketing 
materials and so on. Th ere are a lot of 
tiny important stages to work through X

Need help from your favorite Indie Aunt? 
Ask Dear Indie Annie a question at 

IndieAnnie@indieauthormagazine.com

for even the softest launch. Focus on 
producing the very best version of your 
novel and cover, and then layer on the rest 
as you’re able to. 

Don’t Reinvent the Wheel
Th e best thing you can do is to read the 
advice of some really successful indie 
authors and adapt their checklists to suit 
your needs. Th eir books will help you 
understand the rationale behind their 
release strategies, and all of them will tell 
you there’s no one right way. 

Break it all down in manageable 
chunks. 
Th is is your fi rst book, and although I 
understand you want to get it all right the 
fi rst time, you won’t. Learn things as you 
go. Back to my restaurant analogy (ooh, 
I do love a metaphor). You are an indie 
author and to make money at this game, 
you need to learn the business from the 
bottom up. One day you may be Gordon 
Ramsey, but even he started by learning 
how to chop vegetables. Start small, build 
upon successes, and soon what is hard 
now will be second nature. 

Happy writing,
Indie Annie
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WHAT’S IN A NAME?
A username is the @username other TikTok users can use to fi nd you, while 

a “nickname” is the name visible to users on your profi le. Give yourself a user-
name, or TikTok will assign one as “user” followed by a twelve digit, randomly generated 
number. 

Pro-tip: Keep your name consistent across all of your social media platforms—make 
it as easy as possible for readers to fi nd you.

In the bio section you only have eighty words to tell people who you are and what 
you do, and to ensure you stand out from the crowd. State right up front that you’re an 
[insert genre here] author. List some interests people might have in common with you 
and let other like-minded, quirky souls gravitate to you.

10 TIKTOK

TikTok is a social media app 
that allows users to create 
short videos (fi fteen or sixty 

seconds, with three-minute 
videos being beta tested). You 
can also add fi lters, background 
music, stickers, and captions to 
videos, and create split-screen 
videos with other creators.

Tips 
for
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CREATING CONTENT
To create a TikTok, you can record a video with your own camera and load 

one video, or a series of shorter videos, up to one minute long into the app. You 
can also fi lm a TikTok directly in the app. Once the video is recorded, you have menu 
options at the bottom of the screen to add sounds (background music), eff ects, text, and/
or stickers. Along the right-hand side of the screen, there are menu options for fi lters, 
adjusting clip length, voice eff ects, or to add a voice over to your video. 

Pro Tip: At time of publishing, TikTok is beta testing an option to add captions to 
your videos. In the meantime, you can download the “Th reads” app and use it to fi lm 
fi fteen second videos with captions, then compile them in the TikTok app and post as 
one video.

LEARN THE LINGO 
When using the app you will fi nd a lot of terminology that might be confusing 
at fi rst.

• Stitch: choose up to fi ve seconds of another TikTok to “stitch” or attach to your 
own video.

• Duet: someone else’s video appears side-by-side on screen with yours.
• Transitions: short eff ects between one scene and another; used to show off  a 

before and after (of a haircut, a recipe you’re making) or switch between two or 
more characters speaking in a skit you’re recording.

• A blind react: record your initial reaction to a TikTok “live,” i.e., without having 
previewed the video, so you show your genuine/authentic reaction to something 
unexpected.

HOW OFTEN (AND WHEN) SHOULD I POST?
To work this out for your audience, post four times a day for seven to ten days. 
Post at the same times every day. At the end of this test period, use TikTok 

Analytics to assess your followers’ viewing habits and pick the best times of day to 
post. Posting consistently and frequently—at least two to three times a day—is key to 
building engagement.  
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TAG, YOU’RE IT
TikTok allows you space to write a brief description of your video (150 characters). 
You can tag other creators, and use hashtags to make your TikTok discoverable.
Pro tip: Use at least six hashtags with each of your videos. TikTok will tell 

you how many views each hashtag has; include some hashtags that have views totaling 
millions or billions.

Each genre has genre-appropriate hashtags to use for their videos, but a few generic 
hashtags to get you started include #booktok, #bookish, #authorsoftiktok, #authortok, 
#writersoftiktok, and #writertok.

Pro-tip: Check trending hashtags each day to see if there are any relevant to your 
video that you can add to your description. 

KEEPING TABS ON HOT TRENDS
When you open the app, there are fi ve symbols across the bottom. Click the 
“discover” tab with the magnifying glass icon. Here you will fi nd “trends” and 
“sounds” that are currently trending on TikTok.

Th e sounds tag shows the top fi fty trending “sounds” people have used as background 
music to their videos on that day. Use one of the hottest daily sounds for your video, so 
when people search for videos with that sound, yours will be one they fi nd.

Many creators make original content, but TikTok is also based on the idea of being 
“uniquely diff erent,” adding your own spin, fl air, and creativity to something that’s been 
done before. Watch TikToks made by other authors who write similar books to you to 
fi nd what works for your genre.

ADVANCE PREP
While you cannot schedule posts, TikTok has a “drafts” folder. Take an hour 
or two and bulk record your videos, tag them with hashtags, and stack them 

all up in your drafts folder. Th en hit “post” at the right times each day. You can 
intersperse saved videos with other videos you make that come up during the week.

If you see a TikTok with a backing track or humorous voice over you’d like to use, 
click it and “save to favorites,” then it’ll be in your favorite sounds when you get time to 
recreate the TikTok you have your eye on.
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IF IT AIN’T FUN, WHAT’S THE POINT?
TikTok doesn’t take itself too seriously, so be willing to embrace the ridiculous. 

If you care too much about what other people think, this may not be the app for 
you. 

Increasing engagement and reach on the app through contributing your take on 
viral trends means more eyes on your TikToks, and more potential new readers for your 
books. Th ere is an engaged community of voracious readers on TikTok—winning them 
over is worth the time investment. 

Pro Tip: Talk to your readers, ask what they want to see from you. Before you know 
it, your readers will send you videos to blind react to, stitch, or duet, and you’ll have all 
the inspiration you need for relevant, engaging content.

Most of all, have fun—if you are genuinely enjoying yourself that will shine through 
in your videos.  

Lasairiona McMaster

COUCH TO 1K.
One thousand followers is your fi rst major goal. When you reach this mark 
(and are over eighteen years old), you can: 

• go “live” to your followers (connect directly with your followers in real time and 
share through a longer form video), and

• put a link in your bio (for example a linktree link to your website and all your 
other socials).

Pro-tip: As you near 1k, make videos talking about it, to drive up your follower 
count.

EMBRACE THE BOOKTOK COMMUNITY
Like Bookstagrammers, Booktokers can be highly infl uential on the app. 
Reviews, unboxings, and readings are all tools that can increase your visibility 

on the app. If a reader does a review of your book, or an unboxing video, duet their 
video for your own feed. Do you need ARC readers? Make a TikTok asking for volun-
teers to apply for your ARC team. Booktokers love giveaways, especially for swag and 
signed paperbacks. 

Pro Tip: If you want to stand out, off er a global giveaway. Many authors restrict the 
winners to the US/UK, so readers are positively disposed when an author extends the 
reach of the giveaway.
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BEST OF BOTH WORLDS

FROM THE ART

Andrew started out as an illustrator, finding freelance gigs 
and eventually an in-house job. He’s worked on role playing 
and computer games, designed tattoos, and still occasionally 
sees passers-by with his art printed across their T-shirts. 

His Photoshop skills date back to 1996 when he 
used the software in college. Eventually, he moved on to 
wedding photography and model shoots. Compositing 
photographs allowed him to place his models in fantas-
tical landscapes, creating new, exciting images. Designing 
book covers was the next logical step. 

It happened around 2016 when Andrew was 
contacted by Michael Anderle who commissioned him 
to create the cover for the first book of Michael’s hugely 
successful Kurtherian Gambit series.

THE WRITE STUFF

When asked about his own writing career, Andrew 
laughs. “I wrote my first book in 2013, but in 2016 I 
discovered what self-publishing was. I knew it was a thing 
but I didn't know people were making a living of it.”

In the same year, Andrew joined the 20booksto50k 
Facebook group “when it was only a few hundred people.” 

FE
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Andrew Dobell

Andrew Dobell is a highly 
regarded British designer 
whose bright and colorful 
covers are easily recogniz-
able. He’s also an author 
who straddles several 
genres, which makes him 
the perfect person to ask 
questions about how his 
writing influences his 
cover designs and vice 
versa. 
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Networking with other authors also exposed his work 
to a larger audience and helped him earn more cover 
commissions. “Th at’s when I started taking my own 
books and cover work seriously. It went hand in hand.” 

Since then, Andrew has written several series in 
the genres Urban Fantasy, Cyber Punk, Sci-Fi, and 
Post-Apocalypse. Recently, after watching the fi rst 

season of True Detective, he wrote a 
police procedural under the pen name 
A.L. Fraine. 

His Th rillers play in the same world 
as his Urban Fantasy, and there might 
even be some crossing over of characters 
in future works. Andrew is adamant, 
however, that his thriller protagonists will 
not have any magical powers. 

Andrew loves moving from genre to 
genre and not having to comply with 
anybody’s expectations; it means he 

never gets bored. Such is the freedom of the indie author, 
“to be like a magpie and go for the next shiny thing,” as 
Andrew calls it, tongue-in-cheek.

FINDING BALANCE

Andrew is very strict about the two halves of his creative 
existence. In the mornings, he writes for several hours 
until lunchtime. Th en he moves on to digital commis-
sions. His clients are mainly in the United States which 
fi ts his schedule perfectly. “Th ey don’t usually get up 
until UK lunchtime,” he quips. 

His wife has taken on the marketing side of things. 
Andrew admits that his strength is the creative work. 
Analyzing ads is not his thing, whereas his wife enjoys it. 
Because of the collaboration, the income stream from his 
writing is increasing. But for the time being, his design 
business still pays most of the bills. 

He’s worked on role 
playing and computer 

games, designed 
tattoos, and still 

occasionally sees 
passers-by with his art 

printed across their 
T-shirts.
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His greatest challenge when designing his own 
covers is one that he has in common with every 
writer. “It’s harder to be objective about my own 
work. Sometimes it’s easy, and I get an idea and 
it works. Other times, I have to go through a few 
covers to fi nd one that works.” 

Th at’s when he steps back and takes a break 
before he can create a suitable piece of artwork. 
It gets easier with experience. “Th e fi rst series 
is your baby and you throw everything at it. It 
can be a mess because writers tend to throw all 
their ideas at the fi rst story. Further on, they 
become more objective, think of who they’re 
writing for.”

HOW TO CHOOSE A COVER 
(DESIGNER)

When asked about what authors need to consider 
when commissioning cover art, he off ers some inter-
esting insights. Most importantly, cover designers 
need to understand the genre tropes. For example, 
an Academy novel is likely to have a female central 
fi gure dressed in a school uniform in front of a 
gate with a school building in the background. 
Th at doesn’t mean that the story has any of these 
elements in it. But that’s what the reader looks for 
when they’re browsing through digital stores.

So when an author approaches Andrew, he 
engages the client in a two-way conversation, 
usually through email. What genre is the story? 
What colors does the author envision? What other 
covers has the author found that he likes? 

Th ere’s often some coaching involved if the 
author is inexperienced. Andrew helps them 
understand covers are not literal interpretations 
of what’s in the book. Instead, the cover needs 
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to convey quickly what genre the story belongs to. It 
needs to fit in with the competition and look good as a 
thumbnail. 

But above all, a cover’s function is to sell the book. 

KNOW THE GENRE

When asked if cover designers need 
to read a book before getting to work, 
Andrew laughs. “No, cover designers 
don't need to read the book.” He 
explains all he needs to know is the 
genre, a description of the main char-
acter, if there’s magic, and what kind 
of weapon the character might hold. If 
it's Urban Fantasy, the background will 
probably be a city. 

Some authors have very specific 
ideas. Others are more open to sugges-

tions. It also depends on the genre. Andrew has designed 
Romance, Western, Urban Fantasy, Sci-Fi, and many 
more. He monitors design trends in the various genres. 
Some covers are easier to create than others. 

Thriller covers might not have any characters or just 
have a silhouette against a background. If it’s set in a specific 
city, he uses the city’s skyline plus some text. Others are far 
more involved and demand his skills as a designer, using 
digital painting techniques or 3D creations.

Andrew has some very specific suggestions for begin-
ning authors who may not have the funds to commission 
bespoke covers. Thriller covers are simple enough that the 
writer could do them themselves, if they have any rudimen-
tary digital design skills. “It’s not too hard to find a stock 

“It’s harder to be 
objective about 

my own work. 
Sometimes it’s 

easy, and I get an 
idea and it works. 

Other times, I have 
to go through a few 

covers to find one 
that works.” 

“
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photo and put some text on.”
Covers for speculative fiction require a skill set that 

surpasses most authors’ abilities. There are plenty of 
designers, however, who offer premades. According to 
Andrew, they come in a wide price range, some of them 
very affordable, and still with excellent artwork. “Find 
something that’s close, and as you put your book out, 
you can always revisit and change it.”

AN EYE TO THE FUTURE

Lately, Andrew has been experimenting with 3D soft-
ware like DAZ and Blender. He says, “3D is fascinating. 
For a long time, I’ve been wanting to do 3D. I’ve always 
known that 3D could blast the doors off and give many 
more options.” In his opinion, DAZ is an easy software 
to learn compared to other programs. It has led him to 
creating covers that he couldn’t do before. 

When asked about his future plans, Andrew envisions 
his writing eventually outperforming his design business 
financially. “I'd never give up doing covers. I enjoy it. It’s 
a nice break to get away from the writing. They’re both 
creative outlets, but in different ways.”

Andrew’s work can be found on his author website 
for speculative fiction https://www.andrewdobellauthor.
co.uk. His thriller alter ego can be found on https://
alfraineauthor.co.uk, and his cover design business lives 
on https://www.creativeedgestudios.co.uk.  

Marion Hermannsen

Covers are not literal 
interpretations of what’s in 

the book. ”
“
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What’s Your Type?

T ypography is more than letters spelling out your 
title. It’s the music to your lyrics. The frame for 
your painting. The signboard for your reader’s 

journey. Together with your title, author name, and 
cover image, the magic of type draws readers irresist-
ibly into your book.

Typography evokes feelings. It adds tone, atmo-
sphere, and the richness of history to the written 
word. Typography instantly identifies what the 
reader can expect without ever reading a word 
inside. Properly done, it confirms the book’s genre, 
and makes the promise of a polished, professional 
work. When used improperly, it can give the reader 
the impression that the work is amateurish and 
therefore they won’t trust the work to be worth 

their time. 

COVER ART WIZARDRY

In general, a book cover design uses a maximum 
of two or three different fonts out of the hundred 
thousands available for commercial use. How do 
you narrow them down? That’s where font categories 
come in. 

The emotion, 
atmosphere, and 

history packed into 
every font might be 

conflicting with your 
cover image.

HOW TO USE THE MAGIC 
MELDING OF LETTERS AND 
ART TO SELL MORE BOOKS
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CHOOSE DISPLAY FONTS. 

Fonts designed for the outside of your book are display fonts. A display 
font is a category of fonts designed to attract attention and be easy to 
read at a large size. By contrast, a text font is designed for reading long 
passages.

Keep your fonts from picking a fight by choosing from very similar or 
contrasting categories—Serif, Sans Serif, Script, and Decorative. https://
www.nickkolenda.com/font-psychology/ 

J Caleb Designs*

Bailey Cover Boutique*Covers by Combs*Nicole Lecht

Vivid Covers*Story Wrappers*

Above: Serif Title and Austhor Name

Below: Sans Serif Title and Author Name

*Covers courtesy of the Cover Designer Directory

Click on 
any cover 
for more 
information 
about the 
designer
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Once you’ve chosen your font(s), guide the reader’s 
eye with a clear hierarchy in order of importance: title, 
author name, then subtitle, blurb, or tagline. Th e font 
categories take care of the contrast in structure and form. 

Diana TC / Triumph*

A Raven Design*Alt 19 CreativeStunning Book Covers*

Cover Culture*Th e Cover Counts

Above: Script Title

Below: Decorative Title

*Covers courtesy of the Cover Designer Directory

Click on 
any cover 
for more 

information 
about the 
designer
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In Th e Non-Designer’s Design Book, Robin Williams describes how to 
use weight, contrast, size, structure, form, direction, and color to help 
the reader know what to read fi rst, next, and last ... until the cover story 
is told. Th e highest-ranking characters get the full treatment—generous 
font size, bold weight, intense color—and the sidekicks get the opposite. 
Extreme diff erences are better than sliding into murk.

Fantastical Ink*

Th e Cover CountsRaven Ink*Melody Simmons*

Moonstruck*Alt 19 Creative

Above: Unusual Direction

Below: Color

*Covers courtesy of the Cover Designer Directory

Click on 
any cover 
for more 
information 
about the 
designer
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When you’ve finished your cover design, take a tip from other 
publishing houses: hang it on the wall and see if it catches people’s eyes 
when they walk by. Did you nail your type? After a few days, you’ll 
know.

For a clear contrast, choose font sizes that differ noticeably from 
each other. 

The Cover Design Studio https://www.coverdesignstudio.com/
font-point-size-book-covers/ recommends  “three point sizes. One 

Fenix Designs*

Cozy Cover*Kingdom CoversAuthor Packages*

Psycat*Alt 19 Creative*

Above: Contrast

Below: Weight

*Covers courtesy of the Cover Designer Directory

Click on 
any cover 
for more 

information 
about the 
designer
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size for the … title (usually 48 or higher), a second size 
for the author name and subtitle (anywhere from 18-36 
points), and a third for blurbs, promos, and descriptive 
text (usually 10-12 points). If needed, a fourth size can 
be used for less signifi cant words in the title, such as the 
and of.”

CHOOSING FONTS BY GENRE

Sometimes your cover image will be spot on for your 
genre, but you’re still getting mixed reactions. Th e 
emotion, atmosphere, and history packed into every font 
might be confl icting with your cover image. Th e example 
covers in this article use the same two images, but they 
illustrate how typography changes the cover’s message. 

Th e blocky san serif font in the fi rst example signals 
the thriller genre. Th e title displayed in two directions 
adds drama—it feels like the action is coming at our 
heroine from all sides.

In the second cover, the same image is matched with 
a swirly, decorative script title font and the author name 
is set in a nicely contrasting old style sans serif font. Th e 
decorative script has an even thickness throughout. Th e 
contrast between the two fonts make the design look 
purposeful. Th is cover would work for the romance genre.

Th e last example with this image has a few subtle 
diff erences from the romance cover. Th e lightweight 
script font looks like handwriting. Th e title is the same 
size or even smaller than the author name. Th e author 
name is set in an important looking serif font in the same 
color as the title. All these clues hint that the story is 
about the author: it’s a memoir.

In the fi rst cover with a sunset image, the font has an 
even thickness with no transition from thick to thin. Th e 
big, solid font hints at big action. It’s another thriller.

Th e same image gets a makeover with a red, slashy 
title font paired with a light gray san serif giving the cover 
a mood to match the horror genre.
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In the fi nal cover, the curly, script font for author 
name and title reframes the same image to make a cover 
suitable for a romance, or chicklit. A book you want to 
take to the beach with you.

Looking at comparable titles or the top books in your 
categories in online stores can help you identify current 
trends in your genre. Use the Font Squirrel https://www.
fontsquirrel.com/ or What Font Is https://www.what-
fontis.com/ websites to identify the font names. 

For example, science fi ction titles currently do well 
with bold, modern fonts. Cozy mysteries tend to mix 
handwritten and decorative fonts. Romance fonts might 
be script or decorative. Legibility is especially important 
for young readers, but there’s also an emphasis on fun, 
hand-drawn lettering. Th rillers favor bold, blocky fonts.

You can also choose appropriate fonts by focusing on a 
core emotion, a setting, or a moment in history. Remember 
to narrow your search to display fonts. Keeping track of 
the broader categories (Serif, Sans Serif, Script, Deco-
rative) can remind you to choose diverse fonts that will 
complement each other.

Once you’ve done your research, you can make 
informed choices from the commercial fonts that are on 
off er. Some of them are free, but remember to check the 
license agreements for limitations around ebooks, print 
books, and merchandise. You don’t want to get your 
cover fi nished and fi nd out that your chosen font won’t 
embed in the fi le.

Does your type need a matchmaker? Check out 
the suggested font pairs at Typewolf, Font Bundles, or 
Canva’s free guide.

THE FINE-TUNING CREATES UNITY—LIKE 
THE SOFT PEDAL ON A PIANO.

Once your well-matched fonts are arranged in a clear 
hierarchy, check for legibility and adjust the kerning and 
leading. Kerning is the space between letters and leading 
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FONTS BY GENRE
SCIENCE 
FICTION

COZY 
MYSTERY

ROMANCE

FANTASY

CHILDREN'S

https://thebookdesignblog.com/design-articles/
free-fonts-sci-fi-book-covers 

https://www.1001fonts.com/science-fiction-fonts.html 

https://www.1001fonts.com/mystery-fonts.
html 

https://www.1001fonts.com/romantic-fonts.html 

https://www.creativindie.com/wp-content/
uploads/2020/06/bestfantasyfonts-scaled.jpg

https://bashooka.com/freebie/
free-fonts-for-legendary-childrens-book-covers/   

https://indesignskills.com/inspiration/
free-fonts-childrens-books/ 

Eevi Jones best fonts for kids’ book covers:  
http://www.eevijones.com/CoverFonts 

NON-FICTION https://kindlepreneur.com/
book-cover-typography-font/ 
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is the space between lines. A title with 
curved text or multiple fonts is a prime 
candidate for both. 

What marketer and philosopher Seth 
Godin wrote in 2011 still holds true: “The 
choice of a typeface, the care given to 
kerning and to readability—it all sends a 
powerful signal … you’ve just told people 
how they ought to think about you.” Or 
about your book.

As a busy author, it may feel like too 
much trouble to learn about type. Under-
standing a few key principles will make 
it easier to communicate with a cover 
designer (or create a workmanlike cover), 
set the right expectations, and attract the 
right readers. Learning to express your 
style with type won’t hurt your social 
media posts or website either.  

Laurel Decher

Once your well-matched 
fonts are arranged in a clear 

hierarchy, check for legibility 
and adjust the kerning and 

leading.

For additional links 
and resources 
including helpful 
websites, books, 
blogs, and more, 
click here.
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Le ing Your Cover Do the Talking

In the May issue, we talked about how authors 
generate trust by having their covers refl ect 
the story within. We pulled several bold and 

rather red action adventure covers together to 
compare and contrast the elements to illustrate 
how the bold designs, font, and red suggested 
action and resulted in a more eff ective cover.  

Th is month we’re going to dive deeper into 
this technique, called a comparable board. 

Th is excellent tool is the refi ned digital 
version of the artist’s morgue, a collection of 
references and inspirations artists collect to 
brainstorm their concept, visualize the tone 
and theme.

Authors take this a step further and use 
them to confi rm that their cover is on track. 

Combine this with color mapping (iden-
tifying the colors present in the image) and 
color psychology, and you have a powerful tool 
in this alchemy of words and ideas that we call 
cover design. 
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This excellent 
tool is the 

refi ned digital 
version of the 

artist’s morgue, 
a collection of 

references and 
inspirations 

artists collect to 
brainstorm their 

concept, visualize 
the tone and 

theme.

HOW COLOR MAPPING AND 
PSYCHOLOGY CAN HELP YOUR 
COVER STAND OUT
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Th is applies to non-fi ction as well as fi ction. 
Th ere will be examples of both as we walk 
through brainstorming, visualization, and 
confi rmation steps. 

HOW DO YOU GATHER ALL YOUR 
IDEAS TOGETHER? 

Th at great notebook you write bits of dialogue 
in you don’t want to forget or that idea that’s 
not quite ready to be a story. Or maybe it’s 
a scrapbook fi lled with cutouts of magazines, 
comics, sketches, stickers, ticket stubs, and 
programs? Or the tech-inclined among you 
that just opened your Pinterest account and 
already have a board of each character, loca-
tion, and weapon (if applicable). Or simply 
that portion of the wall with all the post-it 
notes? 

If you said yes or smiled as you thought 
about your own collection method, then you 
have already completed the fi rst step: 

Have a reliable place to collect the covers 
that align with the story you’re telling—and 
check it often. 

During the brainstorming and outlining 
phase, the more images you collect, the better. 
Explore, but focus on covers in the same genre 
that generate the same emotions you want to 
elicit. 

Th e shape of your story and the details you 
want to reveal to the reader may change from 
the outline to the fi nal edit. So as your story 
becomes more concrete, look through your 
board and remove images that directly serve 
the story and use them to create a new board. 
Th is way you stay on track without losing 
future inspiration. 

Have a reliable 
place to collect 
the covers that 
align with the 
story you’re 
telling—and 
check it often.
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WHAT’S THE IDEA THAT RECURS IN 
YOUR NOVEL? THE IDEAL THAT’S 
DIFFUSED THROUGHOUT EVERY 

PART OF THE STORY? 

It’s okay if you don’t know, sometimes you 
have to feel through it.

But what if you’re creating a non-fi ction or 
a memoir that’s unique and there’s just isn’t 
anything quite like your book out there? 

In that case, focus on how you want your 
reader to feel when they see the cover and the 
message you want them to leave with. Th at is 
achieved by setting the mood with color.  

BRINGING THE TONE AND THEME 
TO LIFE

Brands spend a lot of money and research 
fi nding the perfect colors to engage their audi-
ences. And that makes sense—color is one of 
the strongest communicators, reaching us on a 
subconscious level, evoking anything from joy, 
to frustration, to isolation, and triumph. 

With the right combination of images 
and colors, your readers will create strong 
emotional reactions and associations with your 
cover, compelling them to buy.

Th is is referred to as Color Psychology, and 
while it can be complex, the process can be 
condensed into a few simple steps. 

1. Choose a color that relates to the 
emotional pull of your story (consult the 
images and covers you collected). 

For example, red is the color of action, 
danger, and energy. It boosts the heart rate and 
promises a story that gets the blood pumping. 

Color is one of 
the strongest 

communicators, 
reaching us on 
a subconscious 

level, evoking 
anything from 

joy, to frustration, 
to isolation and 

triumph.
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Darken it a bit and it signifies passion, danger, and 
opulence.

Yellow motivates the brain and encourages critical 
thought. Many non-fiction books use yellow, orange, or 
gold for this reason.

Blues calms the brain and invites the reader to relax 
and ponder.

There are several great books on color psychology, 
including Newberry Color Theory by Michael Newberry 
and The Secret Lives of Color by Kassia St Clair. Canva, 
the online graphic art program, also has a comprehensive 
guide that provides the history and meanings of hundreds 
of colors.

2.	 Add no more than two dominant colors that 
enhance the overall tone without clashing or being 
too cluttered or noisy. 

If that seems a bit daunting, consider a palette creation 
program like Coolors or Canva’s Color page. Sites like 
these will create a palette for any image that you upload 
and even create graphics based on the palette. 

3.	 Note how the combinations you’ve chosen are used 
in other books in your genre. 

Fantastical Ink*Nicole LechtArcane Coovers*
*Covers courtesy of the Cover Designer Directory
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Let’s look at some palette examples using a Sweet 
Romance, a Paranormal Mystery, and a Business Nonfi c-
tion, from left to right. 

Notice they all use a primary color that evokes a mood. 
Underneath the Mistletoe’s blue tones combined with the 
snowfl akes soothes while the cookies evoke thoughts of 
innocence. Th ere is no spice level here. 

Alternately, Carrots has a darker green tone usually 
used on magical and Urban Fantasy novels. Th e pop of 
orange (and the gun) promises action, but is less aggres-
sive than red. 

Speaking of red, against the white background—
which clears the mind and symbolizes isolation—the 
large red print of Start is aggressive and compels us to do 
just that - start, now. 

Using these tools from the very beginning helps you 
and your designer pull together stylish and marketable 
covers that turn browsers into readers. 

Chrishaun Keller-Hanna
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For the latest on news and 
events pertinent to the Indie 
Author community, please 
check out our interactive 

calendar here:

Got news or events to share with 
the Indie Author Community? 

Let us know at 
news@indieauthormagazine.com.

INDIE AUTHOR 
NEWS & EVENTS
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You Can’t Escape Paying for 
a Good Cover

The book cover is the first impression 
potential readers will have of your work 
and is what stops them scrolling as they 

search for something new to read. Beside 
considerations of genre, title, niche, and tone, 
your most important question is, how do you 
source a cover for your book? Reader expecta-
tion is everything and the cover should convey 
the contents well, but that needn’t come with 
a high price tag.

In her article “Cover Design Brief,” Anne 
Ericsson says it well, “There’s a classic project 
management saying that goes, ‘We have three 
kinds of services: fast, good and cheap. Pick 
two.’ When arranging the book cover design 
brief, consider which goals you’d like to prior-
itize, because one cannot work under all 
three constraints.” (https://blog.reedsy.com/
cover-design-brief)

So, you have a choice: you can create your 
own, search and purchase a premade from a 
cover designer, or commission a custom. Each 
will save time or money to varying degrees. 
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THE ONLY QUESTION IS HOW: 
SWEAT EQUITY OR ACTUAL MONEY?

Vivid Covers
Courtesy of the Cover Designer Directory
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OPTIONS FOR DIFFERENT 
BUDGETS

Creating your own cover can be the cheapest 
financially but will cost you in sweat equity. It 
can take time, some knowledge, and acquired 
skill, but is an option if you are strapped for 
cash or wanting to bootstrap your author busi-
ness. Practice is needed to make your cover look 
as good as a custom from a designer. Design 
skills take time to learn and not everyone 
has the ability. Knowledge of the market is 
important. Getting that wrong could be the 
difference between the book selling or not 
selling. David Gaughran echoes this in his 

“Without the 
right cover, no 
one will give 
your book a 
chance, no 
matter how 
well-written 
it is, or how 

diligent your 
editor.”
David 

Gaughran
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comprehensive article “How To Design A 
Book Cover Th at Sells,” “Without the right 
cover, no one will give your book a chance, no 
matter how well-written it is, or how diligent 
your editor.” (https://davidgaughran.com/
book-cover-design). 

DIY COVERS

You can design your own covers with stock 
images, using programs such as Canva, Book 
Brush, and Crello, which are free to 
sign up to. Our technology 
article, Design DIY: A 
Look at Canva, Crello, 
and BookBrush, goes into 
more detail. 

Th e more advanced 
program Affi  nity Photo 
comes with a price tag just 
under $50, with deals 
often found cutting 
that in half. Compare 
that with the industry 
gold-standard 
Adobe Photoshop 
which when bundled 
into the Creative 
Cloud with 
other design 
programs runs 
about $80 per month 
or $34 per month on its 
own. Th ese have steeper 
learning curves, but a wealth 
of tutorials, hacks, and resources 
are easily found. 
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Stock Images
Stock images are ready-made photos sourced 
from stock photo agencies to legally use 
for creating your cover. Th e agencies have 
subscription or credit-based models for the 
two common types of licenses for image use: 
royalty-free and rights-managed. It is neces-
sary for you to understand image copyright, 
stock photo licensing terms, and usage rules 
to avoid infringement issues.

A royalty-free license grants you repeated 
basic use of the purchased image 

as permitted by the 
licensing agree-
ment. Th e cheap 
cost means it 

is non-trans- ferable and 
non-exclu- sive, meaning 

you can’t give it to anyone else 
and you could see that image on 

any number of covers. It has no geograph-
ical or time limitation, and you can use the 
images for print, digital, and other editorial 
methods of use. Th ese diff er from editorial 
and commercial royalty-free licenses.

Royalty-free images are an aff ordable 
option, and you can buy them at reduced rates 
or benefi t from free trials from stock photo 
agencies such as https://www.shutterstock.
com and https://stock.adobe.com. Many 
authors use https://www.depositphotos.com 
to purchase their stock images. 

In contrast, the price of a rights-managed 
image license is calculated based on how often 
you would use the image, the medium and 
duration of use, how many potential viewers 
you’ll have, and the display size, placement, and 
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geographical area. This exclusive license can be 
expensive, has many restrictions, and expires. 
Only one person can purchase the image so 
you will have the sole rights to use it which can 
prevent those embarrassing side-by-side shots of 
your model on another author’s cover. 
Sweat Equity
But the monetary cost of these programs 
and stock is only part of the expenditure for 
designing your own cover. Ten thousand hours 
is considered the time to master a skill; that’s 
forty-hour weeks, fifty weeks of the year, for five 
years. Some people may have already racked up 
these hours through other endeavors, and thus 
are better positioned to create their own covers, 
but at some point, you’re going to have to accept 

that your covers may not be as good 
as a professionally designed one. 

Leverage templates and tools to 
cut down on the time you’ll spend 
learning new skills. Aim for a cover 
that fits the genre trends and decide 
that a cover that is “good enough” 
will still sell books. 

PREMADE COVERS

Premade covers are created by the 
cover designer ahead of time and remove 
many of the frustrations from a mismatch 
between your ideas and the designer’s output. 
You can see exactly what you are buying and 
have the cover for use in rapid time. Premades 
are a great alternative to making your own for 
a reasonable price and are as professional as a 
custom purchase. They are available as stand-
alones or in series and can be found on cover 

Many people 
choose to work 

with a cover 
designer as they 
want to make an 

unforgettable 
first impression
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designers’ websites, cover depositories such as 
https://thebookcoverdesigner.com and https://
coverdesignerdirectory.com, and Facebook 
groups such as Book Cover Gallery and Book 
Cover Design Marketplace.

You will have a trade-off between time 
spent searching for your ideal cover, where all 
is needed is to add a title and your author 
name, and paying for a custom. A great 
premade can be found for half the price of a 
custom cover or less as some designers knock 
down their covers to sales prices to sell older 
unsold stock. Others spend months creating 
designs for a massive sale on a certain date. In 
either case, each cover will only be sold once, 
but due diligence is needed to confirm this. 

Indie Author Magazine · July 2021 | Click to Return to the Table of Contents



Buying a premade can be a great 
opportunity to obtain a cover from 

a designer you admire at a lower price. 
Otherwise, it is worth considering the 
reputation of the designer or getting 
recommendations from other authors 
who have used their work. 

CUSTOM COVERS

Working with a cover designer 
will often take you less time 
than creating your own or 
searching for a premade, but is 
likely to come at a higher cost. 
Th e price can range anywhere 
from a few hundred dollars 

to a couple of thousand, and 
designers with a proven track 

record may cost even more. 
Many people choose to work with a cover 

designer as they want to make an unforgettable 
fi rst impression; readers do judge a book by its 
cover, and you have on average 8-15 seconds to 
make that impression. Th is includes the cover 
representing your genre reader expectations 

and therefore targeting the right audience 
while avoiding clichés and keeping up 
with industry trends. Understanding the 
market is vital to stop readers scrolling 
past your book at thumbnail size and 

why “a professional designer refl ects his 
knowledge of the market when creating 
your cover art” 

Buying a premade can be a great 
opportunity to obtain a cover from 

a designer you admire at a lower price. 
Otherwise, it is worth considering the 
reputation of the designer or getting 
recommendations from other authors 
who have used their work. 
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make that impression. Th is includes the cover 
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market is vital to stop readers scrolling 
past your book at thumbnail size and 

why “a professional designer refl ects his 
knowledge of the market when creating 
your cover art” 
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It could make things easier for you if your 
designer can take direction and listen to your 
vision while also pointing out where things 
could be better or even corrected to align with 
the book you want to sell. Paying a higher 
price may not guarantee a bestselling cover, 
but you will probably get great concepts from 
the designer and a quality product. Remember 
that part of what you are paying for is the 
designer’s skill and experience in design and 
understanding the market.

While you pay separately for ebook and 
paperback covers, these may be offered at a 
discount price when bought together. Some 
designers also provide free packages of social 
media graphics for marketing purposes on 
your website 
and social media 
platforms. 

It is up to 
you to decide 
where your skill 
level lies and 
how competent 
you can be. The 
deciding factor 
will always come 
down to the time 
and the finances 
you have avail-
able for cover 
creation, because 
after all time 
equals money 
too.  

Anne Lowen
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I t’s no secret that a good cover can sell a book. Once you 
have a cover made, you want to get that cover in front of 
as many eyes as possible. This means making advertise-

ments, newsletters, social media posts—even videos—so you 
can share with your audience and build it. Not everyone is 
prepared for the learning curve that is Adobe Creative Suite, 
or Affinity. Fortunately, there are some easier-to-use options 
with Canva, Crello, and Bookbrush.

CANVA

Canva has been around for a few years now. It’s a design plat-
form geared towards entrepreneurs of all walks. It allows the 
user to make graphics suitable for all social media platforms, 
and presentation decks, as well as options for traditional print. 

The free version of Canva is a great way to get started. 
There are hundreds of thousands of free templates, photos, 
and graphics available to choose from to customize your 
designs. There is also a feature to invite others to collaborate. 
Canva provides 5GB of cloud storage for your designs. One of 

Design DIY: 
A Look at Canva, 
Crello, and BookBrush
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the best free features is the palette generator, 
though it isn’t easy to find on the site. Scroll 
down to the footer of the page and it’s listed 
under resources. This function identifies the 
colors in any image uploaded, so you can use 
them in other parts of your design, e.g., text.

GO PRO

Upgrading to Canva Pro unlocks audio and 
video plus premium content for templates, 
photos, and graphics. In addition, Pro gives you 
unlimited use of a new tool, the background 
remover, which allows you to delete the back-
ground of any picture. This is handy when you 
want to layer the image onto a different back-
ground. It also gives you the Magic Resizer, a 
tool that lets you take any image and make it 
whatever size needed. 

The brand kit is another amazing feature. 
It allows you to upload fonts, pick and save 
swatches of colors, and upload logos. Couple 
this with the palette generator and you’re on 
your way to solid branding. Having a spot to 
save content for your author branding along-
side your book series branding is not only 
handy but creates a cohesive look across your 
designs. A few clicks, drags, and drops, and 
you can have everything you need ready to go. 

Bonus, Canva Pro allows social media 
post scheduling for up to eight platforms. The 
content planner function allows you to link 
your social accounts and schedule unlimited 
posts. You can immediately set up the image 
you created to appear on social media when it 
suits you, and forget about it. This eliminates 
the need to subscribe to a scheduling service 
such as HootSuite or PromoRepublic. 
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CRELLO

Crello is much like Canva. The free version will 
allow you five downloads a month but gives 
you access to over a million premium images, 
as well as thousands of full HD videos and 
animations. It also directly pulls from Deposit-
photos for their catalog of royalty-free stock 
photos and vectors. You don’t need a Deposit-
photos account for the free images; it’s covered 
under Crello. Vectors are a great way to jazz 
up design because they’re scalable. They don’t 
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get blurry or pixelated when you resize them. 
The most common vectors for authors are used 
for cover reveals by layering the vector over the 
new cover image so that only small bits of the 
cover are shown as a teaser. Upgrading to the 
Pro version of Crello adds collaboration, brand 
kits, and the background remover. 

CANVA VERSUS CRELLO

Canva and Crello look and function in a similar 
way making them easy to work with inter-
changeably. They both have mobile apps which 
make designing and posting on the go more 
convenient. There are some minor differences 
in the organization of their content. Canva has 
a blog for tips and updates with their offerings, 
whereas Crello has an embedded button in 
their editing panel that will take you to video 
tutorials of how to use various functions. 

Canva Pro is $12.99 USD per month, but 
$119.99 USD if paid yearly—a saving of 20 
percent. Crello Pro is $9.99 USD monthly, but 
opting to pay yearly will give you a discount, 
to $7.99 USD per month. Crello Pro doesn’t 
have all the bells and whistles of Canva Pro 
but it’s lower price point reflects that.

Crello Pro doesn’t 
have all the bells 
and whistles of 
Canva Pro but it’s 
lower price point 
reflects that.
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Canva

Crello
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A NEW CHALLENGER

Bookbrush is a platform geared entirely towards authors. 
It eliminates the distraction of the content of Canva 
and Crello that doesn’t fit  the needs of publishing. The 
benefit of Bookbrush is that, in theory, all of your author 
design needs—from cover design to advertisements— 
are met in one place. Its free tier is fifteen downloads 
in its Custom Creator tool, which downloads to your 
computer or cloud. You’ll quickly see why upgrading is 
worth it. The curated author content is a game changer.

There are three levels to upgrade to, and they take a 
year’s payment up front. Bookbrush Plus is $99 USD 
per year and grants you access as one author with unlim-
ited penames. You can create ads for all social media plat-
forms with over a million stock photos, author specific 
stamps—such as review stars, vendor logos for where it’s 
published, and “like” buttons—3D cover templates that 
you can apply to your book cover to make it appear that 
your cover is on an e-reader, eight hundred author specific 
templates, animation tools, and their Cover Creator tool. 
You can save fifty projects and backgrounds, and upload 
fifty images. All of this with premium support.

Moving up to their Gold Tier, which they claim is 
their most popular, you gain access to Instant Mockups 
and the Box Set Creator. The Box Set Creator is inter-
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esting because it gives you a 3D mock up 
of what your set will look like. (Check 
with your retail store that they accept 
those images for use; sometimes, box set 
images are rejected because of how they 
appear as thumbnails in the online store.) 
This tier costs $146 USD per year. 

Finally, their Platinum Tier gives 
you unlimited access to their static and 
3D content in terms of downloads and 
uploads. You unlock premium instant 
mockups and the trailer creator that will 
create a movie-like teaser for your book. 
Their background removal tool is also 
included in this package but is limited 
to ten uses. This package is $249 USD 
yearly.

Book Brush
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SO WHAT DO I CHOOSE?

Ultimately, each one does a decent job with the 
basics. As an author, it’s up to you to choose 
what works best for you and your business. 
Just starting out? Maybe Crello is better for 
you with its low price point. Have a series that 
you’re going to rapid release? Then perhaps 
Bookbrush’s targeted features are what you 
want to deploy to launch it with pizazz. Like 
the idea of scheduling your social media posts? 
Canva Pro could save you some money from 
having to subscribe to another service. What-
ever your goal is, you can find something in 
each of these services to help you get there.  

Sìne Màiri MacDougall
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Courtesy of IndieAuthorTools.com
Got a tool you love and want to share with us?

Submit a tool at IndieAuthorTools.com

Tech Tools

FONT 
SQUIRREL 
MATCH-
ERATOR

BRUSH-
EEZY

GLAMOUR 
ABSOLUTE

TYPE-
WOLF

INGRAM 
SPARK 
COURSE

If you see a font you want to identify, check out Font 
Squirrel Matcherator.  Just upload an image with type 
and this tool will show you the fonts that match.

https://indieauthortools.com/font-squirrel-matcherator/

The Brusheezy website has a vast collection of Photoshop 
documents (PSDs), brushes, patterns, textures, actions, 
shapes, styles, and gradients to download or share. The 
brushes can be used in Photoshop or Affi nity Photo.

https://indieauthortools.com/brusheezy/
Glamour Absolute is a new “two-faced” bold serif font with 
both modern and vintage curves. With its split person-
ality, this beauty is very versatile, capable of covering a 
wide range of projects. A free Photoshop template with 
the subtle noise texture used in the Creative Market 
previews is included.

https://indieauthortools.com/
glamour-absolute-modern-vintage-font/

Typewolf is a great resource for tips on pairing type fonts. 
And one of the most helpful articles was The 40 Best Free 
Google Fonts. 

https://indieauthortools.com/
typewolfs-40-best-google-fonts/

An IngramSpark Course: Learn how to design a book 
cover and interior with book design tips that will help your 
book reach more readers. This course reveals important 
publishing industry standards to keep in mind for your 
book design, whether you create your cover and interior 
yourself or work with a professional book designer.

https://indieauthortools.com/how-to-design-a-book/ 
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THE INTENTIONAL 
CRAFT OF SUCCESSFUL 

SERIALIZED FICTION

I f you’ve perused author-centric Facebook groups and some articles here at 
Indie Author Magazine over the last sixty days, you’ve likely seen chatter about 
the unveiling of Amazon’s new serialized fiction platform, Kindle Vella. 
But serial fiction isn’t new. Writers have been peddling their wares on 

platforms like Wattpad, Radish Fiction, and Royal Road for years. 
And while the speculation continues regarding some of Vella’s finer details, 

there is one question consistently making the rounds: How do you craft successful 
serial fiction? 

NOVELIZATION VS. SERIALIZATION

In order to understand what makes a serial successful, we first have to define 
the difference in novels and serials. 

You might have also heard of one specific strategy to repurpose stan-
dard novels in order to jump into this new Kindle marketplace. However, 
in speaking with Alana Albertson, romance author of the Se7en Deadly 
SEALS Series, previously number two on Radish Fiction, the one thing 
that became very clear was that serials are not chopped up novels. 

But how do you differentiate? For novels, chapters are intended to move the 
plot and develop the characters, but depending on the genre, it’s not unheard 
of to slow the pace and use world-building, witty dialogue, and expertly woven 
backstory. Serials employ some of the same tricks, but more succinctly and 
with the goal of keeping the reader on the hook at every turn. Where a novel 
chapter might end with a scene’s uneventful natural break, a serial episode 
ends with a bang. The addictive nature of serialized fiction should make you 
need to download that next episode. 

For Alana, that hook, that bang, is either a full-blown cliffhanger melt-
down, or what she calls a “mini cliff.”

D
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THE ART OF THE CLIFFHANGER

Most people will identify a cliffhanger as a writing device that 
ends the scene on a rising action such as a surprise revelation, 
death, or crime. In Alana’s writing, cliffhangers are both that 
level of drama or “so cliff” as she says, and more subtle, such as 
a discovery or clue. Those mini cliffs keep your reader on the 
trail of breadcrumbs until they reach the bang. 

It is, however, not enough to drop a bomb into the story; you 
must also provide a resolution. If you think of serial fiction like 
your favorite TV crime drama, it’s easy to understand how you’d 
never end the episode without solving the crime. Writing for the 
serial audience is the same; delivering on reader expectations 
includes answering the questions after the cliffhanger as promised 
and providing closure. 

GETTING STARTED WITH SERIAL STRUCTURE

While plotting may or may not be your favorite practice as an author, 
there seems to be a solid argument why some form of outline or 
plot gardening would be necessary for the serial format. Working 
with multiple storylines stretched over the course of a multi-episode 
season or over interconnected series takes a game plan. 

Alana Albertson echoes that sentiment. “I am a recovered 
pantser. It took years. You don’t want to plot your shirt off, but 
before I wrote the first word, I knew exactly what was going to 
happen at the end of the series, from day one. I plot by cliffs.” 

When considering how to outline your serial, give yourself 
options, both with the plotting method, which you can read more 
about in our May 2021 issue, and with the story itself. If serial-
ization is an experiment for you, having a few episodes with a 
natural resolution but with expandable borders, might be the key. 
Tossing in some of those mentioned breadcrumbs regarding side 
characters, quests, or connected worlds can assist with sustain-
ability in the future. 

Based on the concept of plotting for longevity, let’s review what 
that might actually look like. Going back to the crime drama 
example above, a good visual representation might be one of the 
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most-watched shows in the US, Law & Order. The orig-
inal series aired for twenty seasons with an average of 
twenty-two episodes per season. The original series also 
spawned six additional television series under the same 
franchise. 

When we think of the structure of something that 
massive, it is easy to feel overwhelmed, but let’s break that 
down to a more manageable place. In Law & Order, each 
episode has a crime that must be solved before we reach 
the final minutes. Each season has a larger issue, some-
times called the “prevailing plot,” such as a serial killer 
or court case, moving toward a separate resolution. Each 
spinoff has the same world, but with its very own set of 
crimes, characters, and grand season arcs. For serials, the 
format is similar, except your episode consists of far fewer 
words than the forty-five minutes granted to a television 
program. Essentially, you’re packing all that drama into 
bite-sized pieces that each end with a reason for the reader 
to keep going. 

According to A.C. Fuller, author of The Crime 
Beat, a nine episode novella series available on all major 
retailers, “My hunch is that readers are not going to want 
seven-hundred-word episodes that don’t actually resolve 
anything, that don’t have their own individual arcs, that 
are just kind of chunks of a larger chapter that’s hacked 
off ... I think readers will prefer to pay for longer episodes 
in Kindle Vella that are three thousand to five thousand 
words, that have enough of an arc to them that a discrete 
storyline or discrete scene is resolved.”

We’ve talked about planning for longevity, adding 
compelling action, and structuring to meet the quick pace, 
but what about the beginning? As with any story, you only 
have a few hundred words to grab and keep the reader’s 
attention. In novels, prologues can work, but with serials, 
the desire to invest must be immediate. 

Bottom line: Serials should have that same binge-
worthy, addictive quality that keeps 200+ million of us 
subscribed to Netflix each year. 

“I think it will be 
incredible. That’s 
the other thing I’m 
hearing. I’ve had 
a bunch of fantasy 
writers, crime 
writers, people who 
don’t write romance 
at all join my course 
[...] Prior to this 
announcement, they 
would say things 
like ‘oh it doesn’t 
work’ and my line 
that I keep saying 
over and over again 
is ‘you don’t know 
that.’ You a hundred 
percent do not 
know that. It could 
be huge. It could 
blow up. I have full-
on faith in Amazon 
…”
Alana Albertson
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“My prediction is that it’s got a fifty-fifty shot of working. If it’s going to 
work, I really think it’s going to come down to how many good authors put 

their best stuff there. That is one of things I’m debating. I’ve got various 
projects, and if the book I just wrote doesn’t sell to a traditional publisher, 

I’m considering putting it into Kindle Vella as an experiment.”
A.C. Fuller

Time will tell if Kindle Vella will be the coolest thing since sliced bread, but what 
if you do, in fact, are on the ground floor of a viable new platform? What if we are 
witnessing the evolution of an audience that has been underserved in the past? What if 
serial fiction is your path to new readers? Will you be ready to jump on that cliffhanger 
train or will you watch from the sidelines?  

Bre Lockhart

Once a journalist in New York, A.C. Fuller now writes fiction at the intersection of 
media, politics, and technology. Before he began writing full time, he was an adjunct 
professor of journalism at NYU and an English teacher at Northwest Indian College.

He is also the creator of the WRITER 2.0 Podcast, which ran from 2014 to 2016 and 
was consistently one of the top independent writing podcasts in the country.

In addition to NYU, he has taught writing for the Pacific Northwest Writers Asso-
ciation, the Write in the Harbor Conference, the Royal City Literary Arts Society, the 
Bainbridge Artisan Resource Network, and many local libraries.

A.C. Fuller lives with his wife, two children, and two dogs near Seattle.

Alana Quintana Albertson is a Latina bestselling romance author. 
Her book Badass hit #3 in the entire Amazon paid store, she has 
had multiple novels in the top 100 paid store, and her Se7en Deadly 
SEALs romantic thriller serial has over one million views on the 
Radish fiction app. Her upcoming book, Ramón and Julieta, was 
recently optioned for television. Alana holds a Masters of Education 
from Harvard University and a Bachelor of Arts in English from 
Stanford University.

Our thanks to:
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SERIALIZED FICTION CRAFT RESOURCES

While it’s important to note that there are many ways to craft and fine-tune a serial, 
we are not limited to deciding on the right approach solely based on the speculation 
surrounding Kindle Vella. Authors like Alana, A.C., and many others have already 
shared various data sets that we can use as research. 
Great examples of serialized fiction to read and learn from exist on many sites, 
including:

•	 Radish Fiction: https://www.radishfiction.com 
•	 Wattpad: https://www.wattpad.com
•	 Royal Road: https://www.royalroad.com/fiction/708/fiction 
•	 Tapas: https://tapas.io/

There are also several Facebook and Clubhouse groups devoted to the Vella discus-
sion where you can find authors of all mindsets, genres, and experience levels freely 
sharing the bulk of their combined knowledge. One example for Facebook is Kindle 
Vella Authors. On Clubhouse, you can listen and join the Vella Club. 
Additional resources and classes:

•	 Six Figure Serials course by Alana Albertson, https://alana-albertson.mykajabi.
com/offers/gkGuQGZV/checkout 

•	 www.rebelwriters.com by HM Ward
•	 How to Write Light Novels and Webnovels, https://www.amazon.com/dp/

B07WRMJ663/ 
•	 Author Brittany Wang on YouTube, Plot a Story: Story Structure for Serials + Free 

Templates, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s463z7gOFvg 
•	 On Episodic Storytelling by Keely Hill,
•	 https://keelyhill.com/other/episodic-storytelling/ 
•	 Plottr on YouTube, How to Outline Serialized Fiction with CM Adler (Free 

Episodic Plot Template), https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4i_cJST18Js 
•	 Unlimited Story on YouTube, How to Write Serial/Episodic Fiction, https://www.

youtube.com/watch?v=sntSw6FJa3Q 
•	 Ines Johnson on YouTube, Serialized: How to Use Episodic TV Structure in Your 

Novel
•	 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2rVun6FoQAU 
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Podcasts We Love

ASKALLI SELF-PUBLISHING ADVICE
Hosted by Orna Ross and others on the ALLi team. 

Th e Alliance of Independent Authors’ Self-publishing 
Advice Podcast, with director Orna Ross and other 
members of the ALLi team, broadcasts weekly on Fridays. 

Every other Sunday, the podcast also off ers a weekly 
inspirational indie author interview in which multimedia 
manager Howard Lovy interviews ALLi members about 
the inspiration behind their books.

writelink.to/ehjmwr

TWO GUYS ON YOUR HEAD 
Hosted by Dr. Art Markman and Dr. Bob Duke

Each week Dr. Art Markman and Dr. Bob Duke 
explore diff erent aspects of human behavior and the brain. 
In conversations hosted by producer Rebecca McInroy, the 
two renowned psychologists cover everything from the 
eff ects of sugar on the brain, to what's happening in our 
minds while we sleep, and much, much more.

writelink.to/hankva

HELPING WRITERS BECOME AUTHORS
Hosted by K. M. Weiland

Helping Writers Become Authors provides writers help in 
summoning inspiration, crafting solid characters, outlining 
and structuring novels, and polishing prose. Learn how to 
write a book and edit it into a story agents will buy and 
readers will love.

writelink.to/kce2cg
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When a movie adaptation of Roald 
Dahl’s Th e Witches was released 
in October 2020, viewers weren’t 

just upset by a change to the story; they were 
off ended. 

In the fi lm, the Grand High Witch, whose 
fi ngernails resembled cat claws in the book, had 
hands with only two fi ngers and a thumb, or split 
hands, a condition called ectrodactyly. To people 
with disabilities, the change inadvertently rein-
forced an all-too-common stereotype—“disability 
and disfi gurement as visual shorthand for evildoing,” 
writes New York Times reporter Cara Buckley.

But disability representation issues exist in books too. 
And when disability is incorporated in fi ction, it often 
falls into the same harmful stereotypes depicted in Th e 
Witches fi lm. 

So how can authors make sure their stories are truly 
inclusive of the disability community?

WRITE CHARACTERS, NOT CARICATURES

Fairy tales have long associated disability with villainy, punish-
ment, or something to overcome. Captain Hook, named after his 
prosthesis, is the villain of Peter Pan. In retellings of Beauty 
and the Beast, the Beast is often disabled or disfi gured. 

REPRESENTATION OF 
DISABILITY IN FICTION

Devil in 
the Details:

D
EVIL IN
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“Stories that paint people with disabilities as inspirational simply for living 
are also problematic,” says Madison Parrotta, senior editor at INCLUDAS 
Publishing. INCLUDAS, founded in 2015, publishes multiple genres, but all 
its books feature a main character or author with a disability.

These “inspiration” stories often remove any uniqueness or personality 
from the character outside of their disability, Parrotta, who is disabled, says. 
Without multidimensional representation for people with disabilities in media, 
stereotypes create real-world barriers. “That’s harmful for them because when 
they need help with whatever their disability entails, they might not be able 

to get it because people view them negatively because of the stereotypes 
they’ve seen.”

WATCH YOUR WORDS

Making sure characters are fully developed—and not infan-
tilized or pitied—is crucial to writing disability narratives 

well. Sometimes, Parrotta says, word choice can make a 
big difference. Many people who have disabilities 

dislike terms like “differently abled” or “wheel-
chair-bound” for their negative connotations.

Parrotta acknowledges it can be hard to 
know which terms to avoid if you’re not 

part of the community you’re writing 
about. “We’re not perfect,” she says. 

“I’m sure I’ve written things that 
are ableist.” But being conscien-
tious of your word choice is an 
important first step.

According to a 2019 study by the Cooperative Children’s Book 
Center, only 3.4 percent of children’s books have disabled 

main characters even though, according to the World Health 
Organization, 15 percent of people worldwide are disabled. 
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RESEARCH TOOLBOX:

Want to learn more about writing disability inclusively? Check out these resources.

•	 We Need Diverse Books: The nonprofit organization compiles resources for writers 
and publishers that promote diversity and inclusion in literature. 

•	 Vanessa Marie: A self-proclaimed “Booktuber,” her YouTube channel includes multiple 
videos dedicated to writing diverse characters, including characters with disabilities.

•	 Salt & Sage: Sensitivity expert consultants and readers for hire.

HIT THE BOOKS

When incorporating disability narratives in your work, do your research. 
Think about your character’s experiences—navigating uneven terrain with a 
mobility issue—or details to keep in mind, such as avoiding visual descrip-
tions from a character who is blind. Writing realistic fiction? Learn about 
the legal and societal barriers people with disabilities face. World-building 
for your fantasy novel? People with disabilities exist there; how does their 
community accommodate them?

“Learn from people with disabilities, and consider hiring a sensitivity 
reader,” Parrotta says. “Most importantly, ask yourself whether the story you’re 
writing is one you can authentically tell.” 

“The research is so important, but I also think taking a step back is 
important too,” she says. “If you want to tell a story about a main character 
who has a disability, and you don’t have that experience, should you really be 
telling that story? Ask yourself, ‘Why is it so important that you use a disabled 
character?’”

Writing disabled characters accurately and with nuance takes work and 
dedication, but it’s critical, Parrotta says. “I feel like if I’d seen more people 
with disabilities in the books I was reading (as a kid), I would have been a) 
more apt to find that community and b) accept myself for who I am as a 
disabled person.”  

Nicole Schroeder
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The Perfect Recipe for 
Small Town Romance Success

S mall Town Romance is one of those tried-and-true genres 
that withstands the test of time.  While they seem easy, 
there are a lot of components that people take for granted. 

By the end of this recipe, you’ll be able to tailor the ingre-
dients to write your own story. 

INGREDIENTS:

1-3 Settings
2 Intriguing characters
1 Engaging plot
2-3 Tropes 
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A PINCH OF THIS AND A DASH 
OF THAT MAKES FOR SWEETLY 
SATISFIED READERS

SS mall Town Romance is one of those tried-and-true genres 
that withstands the test of time.  While they seem easy, 
there are a lot of components that people take for granted. 

By the end of this recipe, you’ll be able to tailor the ingre-
dients to write your own story. 

INGREDIENTS:INGREDIENTS:

1-3 Settings
2 Intriguing characters
1 Engaging plot
2-3 Tropes 2-3 Tropes 

Click to Return to the Table of Contents | Indie Author Magazine · July 2021



STEP ONE: SEASON YOUR 
SETTING. 

Th e setting is as much a character as the people who live 
in it. Th e nature of the small town shapes the people, defi nes 
the external confl icts, contributes to the internal confl icts, and 
adds character to the story. 

Pick a town that is removed from the hustle and bustle of 
big city life. It should have a favorite coff ee shop, restaurant, 
or familiar hangout. 

Th row in a hefty dose of weather. 
If you want forced proximity, make it severe weather. 
If you want an idyllic environment, make every day perfect. 

STEP TWO: ADD COLOR TO YOUR STORY WITH 
INTERESTING CHARACTERS.

Th is ingredient comes with a warning. Th e characters in small-
town romance are not caricatures or cartoons. 

Characters you can use for your story are:

• Real people with real problems,
• Specifi c to the region, 
• Vibrant, 

• Open and friendly,
• Supportive of each other despite their 

hidden wounds.
Supportive of each other despite their 
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STEP THREE: MIX YOUR CHARACTER AND 
SETTINGS IN A PLOT. 

Th e plot must have a clear beginning, middle, and end. Here 
are some must-have plot elements: 

• Th e characters within the small town romance have 
relatable problems. 

• Whether they like it or not, the characters are involved 
in each other’s lives. 

• Th ere is gossip in a small town, but it veers toward 
being concerned for the people who have stakes in the 
situation. 

• If a person in the story uses gossip incorrectly, it backfi res.
• Th e town and characters have a common goal. Th ey’ll 

pull together for an event. It can be a festival, fund-
raiser, or a friendly competition. 

STEP FOUR: GARNISH THE PLOT WITH TROPES

Small town romance is known for featuring many of the 
following tropes. If you include one or more in your story, 
readers will respond to their favorites. 

• Second chance. Two characters dabbled with the idea 
of a relationship, but it fell apart. Th is is their turn to 
get it right.

• Coming home. One of the romantic leads has returned 
to the small town. Th e homecoming is a source 
of confl ict. Th ey don’t want to be there; they’re 
returning because they tried life elsewhere, and 
it didn’t work out. 
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• Brother/sister’s best friend. Th e brother 
or sister of a best friend has won the heart of a 

character. For a variety of reasons, this causes friction 
between the characters who are trying to fall in love 
and the sibling. 

• Friends to family. Th e romantic leads have known 
each other for a long time. Th en one day, they realize 
the one they were looking for was under their nose the 
whole time. Th is can also be used for the fake relation-
ship trope. Th ey’ve been together for so long, no one 
would blink if they pretended to fall in love. 

• Opposites attract. Th ey have diff erent tastes. His 
idea of fun is bowling; hers is hiking the Himalayas. 
However, the one thing they have in common draws 
them together. 

• Cowboy/rancher. He or she is a salt-of-the-earth indi-
vidual who may or may not be looking for someone to 
join in their rugged but enriching life. 

• Girl/Boy next door. Th is is similar to the friends to 
family in that the characters know each other. Th e 
diff erence is they weren’t necessarily that close until a 
combined concern draws them together. 

Take the time to enjoy the story while writing it. Laugh 
with the characters through their high moments and cry 

with them through the lows. Top it off  with a cover 
that conveys that the story takes place in a setting 

that people dream about. Indulge with a mug of 
your favorite hot beverage.  

Merri Maywether
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Play
 to 
Win

 Stack
 the Odds 

in Your Favor
 with the Friday Five

from Indie Author Tools.
A free weekly email with the 

best indie author tips, tools, and tech.https://writelink.to/iat
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To Sleep, Perchance 
to Dream:

A re you struggling to fi nd a killer hook? 
Or is that tricky scene between your 
protagonist and antagonist keeping you 

awake at night? It turns out that shutting 
down your laptop and getting a good night’s 
sleep may be the answer. 

NO ONE DISPUTES THE NEED FOR 
GOOD SLEEP

Enough sleep, and we are alert and produc-
tive. Too little, and we’re sluggish and make 
mistakes and poor choices. So the question 
is how much sleep is enough? Th is will vary 
with age but the Sleep Foundation recom-
mends between seven and nine hours a night 
for a healthy adult.

Alongside the health benefi ts, studies have 
also shown that sleep can boost our creativity 
by allowing our brain to continue to work on 
solving problems and generating new ideas as 
dreams.

How Sleeping 
Aids Crea� vity. 

LET YOUR BRAIN DO ITS JOB IN 
PEACE

As your physical body rests, the little grey 
cells carry on thinking without having to 
worry about any other annoying day-to-day 
processes. Th e creative right side and the 
analytical left side of the brain come together 
to eff ectively brainstorm the thoughts and 
experiences that have made up your day. Th is 
process results in dreams, the most important 
of which are stored away as memories. We’re 
only likely to remember those that happen just 
before we wake and while these can be surreal 
they can also be creative gold.

DREAM THE PERFECT PLOT.

Whether the stories are true, it’s said that both 
Robert Louis Stevenson and Mary Shelley 
dreamed up the plots for their novels, Dr 
Jekyll and Mr Hyde and Frankenstein. What 
better incentive for diving under the duvet 
could there be than knowing you might wake 
up with a story idea that will top the bestseller 
charts?

So sleep well, and while you’re sleeping, 
who knows what creative gems your busy 
brain will uncover.  

Jac Harmon
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B eing an author is often considered a lonely existence. But secluding 
yourself to write feverishly and drink yourself to angst-ridden death 
is now terribly out of fashion. Th e authors of today are a new breed. 

We have Facebook groups and accountability groups, and meet at book 
fairs, Clubhouse rooms, conferences, and writing retreats. At any time of 
the day or night, we can log on and fi nd a group of authors writing together 
on any number of social platforms from Discord to Zoom. 

WE’RE ALL IN THIS TOGETHER.

You may have heard this before, but there really never has been a better 
time to be an author. Whether you’re a new author or have a traditionally 
published back-catalog as long as your Porsche, the thought of interacting 
with other writers can be intimidating. How do you ask questions when 
you don’t even know what you don’t know? Don’t worry, you might have 
questions that nobody else knows either. Find the answers together.

CHEERS FROM YOUR PEERS.

Th e right group of peers can have a positive eff ect on your career. It’s 
not as hard as you might imagine fi nding people who will stay with you 
while you bash the keyboard to get those last ten thousand words when 
your deadline is hours away. Th ere’s nothing like the feeling of rallying 
a friend past the fi nish line at 3 a.m., then cheering with them as they 
submit their work to the editor, and, of course, drinking wine together 
when the manuscript comes back covered in red ink, looking like a fren-
zied crime scene. 

Find your community and be supportive of each other. Whether you’re 
drawn together because of genre, geographical location, or a mutual love 
of tie-dyed yoga pants, these are your people, and together you can share 
knowledge, grow in confi dence, and build a stronger community of 
authors.  

Elaine Bateman

How to Find Your People 
and Why It MattersM
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S
ecret identities aren’t reserved for super-
heroes. Th ere are no masks, no capes, no 
utility belts; and despite the lack of a fabu-

lous wardrobe, an author may still require an 
alter-ego for success. Th ese noms de plume, 
commonly known as pen names, can, if used 
correctly, be an asset to an author’s career. 
Inventing an identity comes with benefi ts and 
diffi  culties an author may not be considering as 
they conjure their new persona. At the start of 
your journey you only need to answer one 
question, “Why?”

WHY THE SECRECY?

Privacy
Th e reasoning might be as 
simple as, “I don’t want 
my family/job to know 
that I write or what I 
write.” You might not 
want to make Nanna blush as 
she discovers your penchant for steamy 
regency romance. Th ere might also be a 

Embracing Your 
Inner Superhero

PU
BLISH

IN
G

NAVIGATING THE INTRICACIES AND 
BENEFITS OF PEN NAMES
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BENEFITS OF PEN NAMES
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career confl ict where an employer would be less than thrilled 
to discover you wrote bone-chilling horror. Urban Fantasy 
Romance author Dora Blume, whose real name is Danielle 
Staley, encountered a less than open mind from her day job 
supervisor. Blume, a former middle school English teacher, 
recalls, “When I used my [legal] name for my Fat Girl Prob-
lems blog, I had parent complaints. I was asked by a principal 
to take down the blog.” 
Brand Division
Th ere are also logistical reasons behind wanting to develop a 
new persona. While some genres such as fantasy and urban 
fantasy might intermingle on the bookshelf, the way they are 
discovered through online retailers is not as straightforward. 
Jenn Falls, writing as Bella Falls, has found success in the cozy 
mystery genre. However, she maintains separate pen names for 
her romance and paranormal series. Standing fi rmly behind 
the idea of not polluting any of her brands, she is preparing to 
launch a new name. “Even though I have readers that would 
read [pen name] ... when I launch, I will keep it in a vacuum 
so I can see how it does on its own. After hyper targeted ads, 
I might let it be known.”
Gender
Reader expectations can also impact the decision. Joanna Penn 
writes in the male-dominated thriller genre under the pseud-
onym J.F. Penn, despite a successful career publishing non-fi c-
tion. We can fi nd the opposite as males tackle female domi-
nated genres such as cozy mystery or romance. Tyler Davis and 
his wife wrote paranormal cozy mysteries under the pen name 
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to discover you wrote bone-chilling horror. Urban Fantasy 
Romance author Dora Blume, whose real name is Danielle 
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Inventing an identity comes with benefi ts 
and diffi culties an author may not be 
considering as they conjure their new 
persona.
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Christine Zane Th omas. Tyler has since fully 
assumed the identity of their erstwhile joint pen 
name. It makes sense to continue publishing 
under a name he helped make successful, but 
it comes as a double-edged sword. He says, “I 
feel disingenuous when people message my page 
and talk to me.” 
Name Confl icts
Because an author relies on discoverability 
regardless of platform, sometimes the why 
is as simple as ease. Having a 
common name such as “Smith,” 
means that it can quickly 
push an author down 
the search results. It 
can also be a case 
of having a name 
that is diffi  cult 
to pronounce 
or even 
spell. Timothy 
Cerepaka, who writes 
under Lucas Flint states, 
“it is easier to spell/remember 
than my real name while remaining 
distinct.” However, he is quick to off er a 
word of caution, “I like [the name] Lucas 
Flint, so I don’t mind it when people call 
me that, even though it’s not my real name 
… pick a good name and prepare to get 
used to it.”
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BEHIND THE MASK 

No matter an author’s reasoning, they must know 
not all pen names are created equal. Th e need 
for a pen name has been established, then what? 
Authors use diff erent approaches to their pen 

names depending on their unique situations. 
Ultimately, it boils down to privacy, and how 
secret the name will need to be to achieve an 
author’s goals. It can roughly break down into 
three categories: public, semi-private, and 
anonymous. 
Public Identity

Th is is the maskless superhero approach. 
It allows the world to know that 

an author is assuming multiple 
identities, and is mostly born 
out of administrative logistics. 
Barry Hutchison traditionally 
published children’s books under 
his legal name, but published his 

fi rst science fi ction under Barry J. 
Hutchison to denote books written 

for “adults.” “I didn’t want kids looking 
for the next Barry Hutchison book … to 

[fi nd] a book where a person is tortured to 
death or set on fi re.” 

Benefi ts: Brand Division 
| Minimal Duplication of 

Social Media Eff orts | Main-
tain reader trust

Concerns: Algorithm Cross 
Contamination 

Semi-Private
Readers might not quite know who 
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is saving the day, but the identity is thinly veiled and 
discovery isn’t a major concern. Th is can be an author 
openly admitting to a side project or giving a novel time 
to stand on its own legs before introducing an existing 
audience. While Hutchison only used an additional 
initial to signal age-appropriateness, when he moved to 
writing crime thrillers as J.D. Kirk, it required a tempo-
rary secrecy to prevent confusing the search engines. 
“It was Amazon’s algorithm that I was thinking about, 
because I knew I had several thousand Space Team fans, 
that if I put out a new book under that name all those 
Space Team readers would jump on it, regardless of what 
that book was about.”

Benefi ts: Brand division | Maintain reader trust

Concerns: Algorithm cross contamination | Duplica-
tion of Social Media Eff orts 

Anonymous
Innocent civilians can’t know that a pen name is 
a secret identity, and discovery could place an 
author in peril. Th is can originate from the 
need to create a separate business entity to 
protect assets or to prevent disastrous rami-
fi cations with other careers. It can also result 
from co-authors wanting 
to combine their eff orts 
behind a single 
identity. 
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Authors in this situation become their pen 
name, and there is no discernable way to 
identify that they may have a diff erent legal 
name. While Tyler Davis has assumed a level 
of anonymity as Christine Zane Th omas, he 
has considered transitioning to a semi-pri-
vate penname. “I consider it all the time. But 
it’s mainly a problem of doing it consistently, 
otherwise a new person will think, ‘Who ... is 
Tyler Davis?’”

Benefi ts: Brand division | No algorithm 
cross contamination | Asset protection

Concerns: Duplication of social media 
eff orts | If not incorporated, exposure by 
utilizing legal name with vendors | Expo-
sure by Technology (e.g. Facebook or 
Instagram)

AUTHORS: ASSEMBLE! 

Before deciding to assume a new 
identity, there are several questions 
an author can ask to help decide if a pen 
name is necessary:

• Do I need to separate my non-author 
life from my writing career?

• Does my genre favor a particular gender?

Concerns: Duplication of social media 
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utilizing legal name with vendors | Expo-
sure by Technology (e.g. Facebook or 
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Do I need to separate my non-author 
life from my writing career?
Does my genre favor a particular gender?
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• Will I be writing in a diff erent genre 
(that has little or no overlap with an 
existing audience)?

• Is my legal name common in my genre, 
or is it diffi  cult to discover because of its 
uniqueness?

• Am I prepared to assume an alter-ego as 
if they were a real person?

Just as there is a spectrum between super-
heroes and supervillains, so is there a wide 
assortment of reasons and logistics behind 
a pen name. Th is list is an entry point, but 
by no means exhaustive. Each author must 
weigh the benefi ts and consequences along 

with the labor involved, and there is no 
one-size-fi ts-all approach. 

Remy Flagg

by no means exhaustive. Each author must 
weigh the benefi ts and consequences along 

with the labor involved, and there is no 
one-size-fi ts-all approach. 

Remy Flagg
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Courtesy of IndieAuthorTools.com
Got a book you love and want to share with us?

Submit a book at IndieAuthorTools.com

Book 4 of the author’s series 
focuses on the basics of what 
readers expect when looking at 
a book cover, and how authors 
can measure their cover 
against those expectations. It’s 
a straightforward read with 
lots of specifi c detail from her 
perspective as an art director 
and marketer. 

https://amzn.to/3d4YpFG (Avail-
able in Kindle Unlimited)

Stuart Bache is a well-known 
designer, with many best-
selling designs under his belt. 
In his guide, he stresses the 
importance of design briefs 
when working with cover 
designers, and breaks down 
the elements that make designs 
successful from the marketing 
perspective. 

https://amzn.to/3wQmB6k 
(Available in Kindle Unlimited)

Books We Love
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Murphy’s book is a lifehacker’s 
recipe to getting cover design 
right. With step-by-step 
instructions for researching 
genres and eff ective check-
lists for avoiding common 
mistakes, it off ers fantastic 
insight into how a successful 
author “cheats” their way to 
cover success. 

https://amzn.to/2U0dH7D 

Author JD Smith off ers less of 
a technical how-to guide, but 
rather insight into what an 
author needs to ensure a prop-
erly formatted cover with loads 
of examples and comparisons. 

https://amzn.to/3d6OBuJ (Avail-
able in Kindle Unlimited)

Haskell includes several case studies detailing 
several genres and gives solid tips for working with 
designers for both custom design and premades. 
She also includes advice for audiobook and other 
non-print versions of design. 

https://amzn.to/3wQJVB6 
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In This Issue
Executive Team

Chelle Honiker, Publisher
As the publisher of Indie 
Author Magazine, Chelle 
Honiker brings nearly three 
decades of startup, tech-
nology, training, and execu-
tive leadership experience to 

the role. She’s a serial entrepreneur, founding 
and selling multiple successful companies 
including a training development company, 
travel agency, website design and hosting firm, 
a digital marketing consultancy, and a wedding 
planning firm. She’s organized and curated 
multiple TEDx events and hired to assist other 
nonprofit organizations as a fractional execu-
tive, including The Travel Institute and The 
Freelance Association. 

As a writer, speaker, and trainer she 
believes in the power of words and their 
ability to heal, inspire, incite, and moti-
vate. Her greatest inspiration is her daugh-
ters, Kelsea and Cathryn, who tolerate her 
tendency to run away from home to play with 
her friends around the world for months at a 
time. It’s said she could run a small country 
with just the contents of her backpack.

Alice Briggs, Creative Director
As the creative director of 
Indie Author Magazine, Alice 
Briggs utilizes her more than 
three decades of artistic explo-
ration and expression, busi-

ness startup adventures, and leadership skills. 
A serial entrepreneur, she has started several 
successful businesses. She brings her experi-
ence in creative direction, magazine layout 
and design, and graphic design in and outside 
of the indie author community to her role.

With a masters of science in Occupational 
Therapy, she has a broad skill set and uses 
it to assist others in achieving their desired 
goals. As a writer, teacher, healer, and artist, 
she loves to see people accomplish all they 
desire. She’s excited to see how IAM will 
encourage many authors to succeed in what-
ever way they choose. She hopes to meet 
many of you in various places around the 
world once her passport is back in use.

Erika Everest, Managing Editor 
Over fifteen years in the 
corporate sector, 
managing international 
projects and teams, gives 
Erika Everest a strong 
foundation for managing 

the globally-dispersed editorial team 
working at Indie Author Magazine.

She has co-curated eight anthologies in the 
past three years, and works with authors for 
proofreading, beta reading, editing, format-
ting, and newsletter set up and maintenance. 

With a PhD in Biostatistics and a post-
graduate qualification in International Busi-
ness Management, Erika values strategic 
and analytical thinking. She also values 
unicorns, tiaras, and happily ever afters. 
She has published three novels in a series of 
fairytale retellings, and likes to procrastinate 
by writing nonfiction books to help authors.
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Robyn Sarty, Managing Editor
As a managing editor at 
Indie Author Magazine, 
Robyn Sarty brings over a 
decade of experience as an 
editor and proofreader. She 
is the author of two novels 

and several short stories, and manages her 
own publishing company. She loves helping 
other authors with their books and can often 
be found nerding out over story elements with 
her friends. She spent five years as a project 
coordinator for an international engineering 
firm, and now uses those skills to chase writers 
instead of engineers and hopes it will be good 
training for her first marathon.

Growing up as a third culture kid, books 
were the one constant in her life, and as 
such, Robyn believes that books are portals 
to the magic that lies within, and authors 
are wielders of that magic. She also admits 
to being a staunch, loyal, and unabashed 
supporter of the Oxford comma. 

Writers
Elaine Bateman

In her pre-author life, 
Elaine worked for FTSE 
100 and Fortune 500 
companies in procure-
ment, project support, and 
IT Training. She has a 

bachelor of scienceBSc. in Systems Practice 
and Design.

She is the author of eight published fiction 
novels and is working on her ninth.

Elaine enjoys giving back to the writing 
community through her work with 20Book-
sto50k, an online author community.

She was the Acorn Sports Bar Ladies’ 
Yard-of-Ale Speed-drinking champion of 
1985 (she was the only lady to enter and it 
took her all night.)

She lives in the UK with her husband, son, 
and three dogs. She no longer drinks ale.

Laurel Decher
There might be no frigate like 
a book, but publishing can 
feel like a voyage on the 
H.M.S. Surprise. There’s 
always a twist and there’s 
never a moment to lose.

Laurel’s mission is to help you make the 
most of today’s opportunities. She’s a strategic 
problem-solver, tool collector, and co-inventor 
of the “you never know” theory of publishing.

As an epidemiologist, she studied factors 
that help babies and toddlers thrive. Now 
she writes books for children ages nine to 
twelve about finding more magic in life. She’s 
a member of the Society for Children’s Book 
Writers and Illustrators (SCBWI), has various 
advanced degrees, and a tendency to smuggle 
vegetables into storylines.

Remy Flagg
 Jeremy Flagg is the creator of 
the dystopian superhero 
universe, Children of 
Nostradamus. Taking his 
love of pop culture and comic 
books, he focuses on fast 

paced, action packed novels with complex 
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characters and contemporary themes. He 
also writes steamy gay superhero stories in 
the Men of Vanguard universe under the 
pen name Ryder O’Malley.

When not writing, Jeremy wears many 
hats. He is a graduate level creative writing 
professor in New England. Marrying his love 
of writing with his graphic design education, 
he operates Cover Villain, a graphic design 
studio focused on creating sci-fi, urban 
fantasy, and paranormal book covers. He is 
also one of the co-director’s of Superhero-Fic-
tion, a consortium of authors creating novels 
featuring superheroes.

Jac Harmon
While studying for her 
doctorate in Medieval 
History Jac Harmon spent 
her time poking around in 
old buildings and reading 
manuscripts which gave her 

plenty of experience when it came to doing 
the research for her historical fiction. After 
many years spent working in university 
administration herding students she is now 
getting involved in voluntary work at a historic 
house and being trained in paper conserva-
tion. The idea behind this being that one day 
she’ll be allowed to get her hands on some of 
the rare books in the library there. Not that 
this will help with her current novel which is 
set in the seedy criminal underworld of 
late-Victorian London. An era of gas lights 
and grime which was purposefully chosen to 
give her an excuse to indulge in her love of all 
things Gothic. Dark twists and bad weather 
are to be expected.

Marion Hermannsen
Marion is a bilingual author, 
working in both German 
and English. She holds a 
masters of artsan MA in 
English, Spanish, and Italian, 
as well as a DipM (Marketing). 

She spent thirteen years both in London and 
Ireland while working in the finance and 
consulting industry.

Marion loves learning about writing craft 
and marketing best practices. She spends 
time mentoring other writers and enjoys the 
freedom of being able to work from anywhere.

She now lives in Frankfurt and is an active 
member of the local writing community, having 
published eight novels to date. 

Her Irish husband has not only taught her the 
benefits of drinking copious amounts of black 
tea, but has impressed his Irish accent on her, to 
the amusement of her friends and colleagues.

Chrishaun Keller-Hanna
Chrishaun Keller-Hanna is 
an award-winning journalist, 
teacher, technical writer, and 
fiction author that lives for 
explaining difficult concepts 
in a way that non-technical 

readers can understand.
She spent twenty years teaching literacy 

and composition to a variety of students from 
kindergarten to college level and writing tech-
nical documentation for several tech compa-
nies in the Austin area. At the age of forty-
three, she decided to write fiction and has 
published over thirty titles so far with plans to 
extend out to comics and board games. 
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When she’s not writing, she’s traveling, 
playing video games, or watching movies. When 
she’s not doing THAT, she’s talking about them 
with her husband and grown daughters.

Bre Lockhart
Armed with a degree in 
Communications and Public 
Relations, Bre Lockhart 
survived more than a decade 
in the corporate America 
trenches before jumping 

headfirst into writing urban fantasy and sci-fi, 
followed later by mystery under a second pen 
name. She’s also one-third of a fiction editing 
team who probably enjoy their jobs a bit too 
much most days. As an experienced extrovert, 
Bre uses her questionable humor and red—
sometimes other colors, too—glasses at writer 
conferences to draw unsuspecting introverts 
into her bubble of conversation; no one is safe. 
On her days off, you can find Bre camping and 
traveling with her family or organizing an 
expansive collection of lipstick at her home in 
Tulsa, Oklahoma.

Anne Lown
Postal worker-turned-author, 
Anne Lown’s career in the 
postal service, and her 
previous life in picturesque 
Devon, inevitably led to an 
interest in the small-town 

element of cozy mysteries. As she sorted the 
mail, she considered how evil can lurk behind 
the most delightful of settings.

Thankfully, she became an author, not a 
serial killer.

Anne has had the privilege of moderating 
the Facebook group for authors, 20Booksto50K, 
since 2018 and has delighted in cheering on 
fellow authors as their careers have grown and 
blossomed. She also runs the YouTube channel 
for the group.

Anne is the author of four novels and is 
working on the next in the current series, with 
others in development. At home, she is a life-
long learner and hoarder of courses, much to 
the horror of her son. Her dog’s interests are 
food and sleep.

Sìne Màiri MacDougall
Sìne Màiri is a Gàidhlig 
speaker from the Nova 
Scotian Gaidhealtachd. She's 
an author, international inci-
dent starter, and recovering 
educator. Having taught all 

over the world from the UK to Northern 
Canada to China, and back again, her special-
ties are language and literature, history, and 
youth services for alternative education. She 
unapologetically writes about the themes she’s 
encountered in her travels; resilience and found 
family being chief amongst those themes.

Her current fiction projects include two 
urban fantasy series that she hopes to launch 
in the coming year.

Susan Odev
Susan has banked over three 
decades of work experience in 
the fields of personal and 
organizational development, 
being a freelance corporate 
trainer and consultant along-
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side holding down “real” jobs for over 
twenty-fi ve years. Specializing in entrepre-
neurial mindsets, she has written several 
non-fi ction business books, once gaining a 
coveted Amazon #1 best seller tag in busi-
ness and entrepreneurship, an accolade she 
now strives to emulate with her fi ction. 

Currently working on her fi fth novel, 
under a top secret pen name, the craft and 
marketing aspects of being a successful indie 
author equally fascinate and terrify her.

A lover of history with a criminal record 
collection, Susan lives in a retro orange 
and avocado world. Once described by 
a colleague as being an “onion,” Susan 
has many layers, as have ogres (according 
to Shrek). She would like to think this 
makes her cool, her teenage children just 
think she’s embarrassing.

Nicole Schroeder
Nicole is a storyteller at heart. A jour-
nalist, author, and editor from Columbia, 

Missouri, she delights in any opportu-
nity to shape her own stories or help 
others do the same. She currently works 
as a copyeditor for a local newspaper 
in Washington, Missouri. Before that, 
she was a reporter and editor for a local 
arts and culture magazine and last year 
graduated with a bachelor’s degree from 
the Missouri School of Journalism and 
minors in English and Spanish. Her 
creative writing has been published in 
national literary magazines, and she’s 
helped edit numerous fi ction and nonfi c-
tion books, including a Holocaust survi-
vor’s memoir, alongside international 
independent publishers. When she’s not 
at her writing desk, Nicole is usually in 
the saddle, cuddling her guinea pigs, or 
spending time with family. She loves any 
excuse to talk about Marvel movies and 
considers National Novel Writing Month 
its own holiday.

Join our Team!
Indie Author Magazine

is looking for experienced contributing writers. 
Click here to apply

Want to see your name here?
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Don’t Gamble with Your Author Career...
Go all in at the biggest indie author conference

November 8-12, 2021 Las Vegas, NV, USA

200+ presentations: Something for everyone at every point in your publishing 
journey

Industry day: Meet the distributors, service providers, and more!

Author signing day: Be a vendor, meet your favorite authors, and/or see how it's 
done by some of the best.

Plus: Many networking opportunities during the conference and after hours. 
Meet others in your genre or who share a special interest. 

https://writelink.to/20Books

Sign up here:




