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FOREWORD, BY STEPHAN BUGAJ 
 

When Justin approached me to be interviewed for and write the foreword to his book, the first 

question I asked myself was: "why does the world need another writing career advice book?" I 

realized the answer was threefold:  

1) All careers in all industries are constantly shifting so new advice must be distributed that keeps 

up with the changing times.  

2) Telling aspirants and newbies how right our perspectives on writing craft and business are is a 

major source of entertainment for writers – and don't we have as much right to amusement as 

anyone else?  

3) And finally, most importantly, while most career advice books are edited by someone who broke 

in a million years ago, Justin was coming at this from the fresh perspective of assembling advice 

from people who had been useful during his very recent breaking-in process. 

New writers are faced with a sea of choices when it comes to writing career advice guides, and the 

fact that Justin was putting together a book that would take his readers through what he had just 

gone through seemed like a very good idea. Justin is also bringing his military background to bear 

with his Veterans Writing Project interviews in Part Six and in his next book devoted to helping 

ex-military who want to break into the entertainment industry, and I am very supportive of any 

effort to help ex-servicemembers find their next careers. 

Justin’s fresh perspective practically guarantees his book being pragmatic and sensibly optimistic, 

rather than the usual bitter and cynical advice books from more seasoned and beleaguered writers. 

While it's important to know what the perils and pitfalls of a writing career are, when you're getting 

started out it's equally useful to hear about things that actually can work, and be encouraged that 

there is the possibility of a professional career in writing if you approach it sensibly and practically. 

Pragmatism and hard work are indeed the key to writing success. I am friends with a number of 

very successful, A-list screenwriters and they all are pragmatists with a strong work ethic – starry-

eyed dreamers and indulgent artistes don't survive in the commercial writing business (there are 

rare exceptions, but if you're one of those you're not reading this book, anyway). 

Pairing Justin’s own insights with interviews also seemed like a great way to broaden and balance 

the book by including the perspectives of people with different experience and expertise. So I 

decided to contribute this foreword and an interview because Justin’s book provides a fresh 



perspective and an up-to-date practical approach to building a professional writing career put 

together by someone who just did that, successfully.  

And he did so using the tools of our times: politely and professionally reaching-out to people in 

the business via e-mail and social networking sites, blogging for exposure, and ultimately taking 

a job writing in one of the most contemporary of writing media – video games. 

In fact, Justin and I "met" online, through LinkedIn. He found me because of my blog at 

www.bugaj.com and my Pixar’s 22 Rules of Story, Analyzed eBook, and approached me very 

politely for advice about a writing career. Having gone from tech artist to screenwriter at Pixar 

was a monumentally difficult achievement, but that alone would not have qualified me to give 

anyone any career advice (it's too unique a situation). But since I'd also gone through the UCLA 

professional program, optioned a few indie features into development hell, and accumulated a 

massive enough collection of rejections and failed "sure things" to be considered a "real writer," I 

decided I wouldn't be harming anyone by giving them a wee bit of career advice. So we 

corresponded. 

Because Justin was intelligent and pleasant to deal with online, when I was hiring writers and saw 

his resume and samples come through, those got read immediately. You can cynically call every 

producer, publisher and executive's preference for hiring people they know cronyism or 

cliquishness if you like, but this is a relationship business because creation is too difficult, personal 

and time consuming to try to do it with incompatible people. Being a good person to work with is 

as essential as being a good writer. 

So Justin's insights into how to present and comport yourself in order to break-in have been 

recently successful, and how you "sell yourself" is one of the most crucial aspects of breaking into 

the industry. The only possibly more important aspect is how great your stories are. Maybe more 

important, but then again many publishers and producers would much rather work with a pleasant 

hack than a petulant genius – so if you can learn to be a pleasant genius, success! 

In other words, professionalism, politeness and honesty are utterly essential to this process, and 

since I hired Justin, I know that he has those qualities, and I know his book will inspire them in its 

readers both by instruction and example. 

As for the craft side, Justin (and several of the writers he interviews in this book) proved their 

knowledge and skill to me in the form of samples, interview responses, and lectures. I was glad to 

see how many writers I know and have worked with were willing to share their knowledge with 

the community. They're all good people you can learn from. 

What this book covers in terms of craft won’t be radically different from other, more in-depth 

books, as is the nature of overview books; but it will provide you with some new perspectives on 



those ideas, and allow the book to serve as a single-source overall guide to a writing career that 

can then be augmented with more specialized and in-depth craft books and/or experiential learning. 

So read this book now. Right now! It is timely and relevant, and therefore useful. It will help you 

in your quest to become a professional writer. No book can make that journey for you, but this is 

one that can serve as a helpful guide along the way. 

 

Stephan Vladimir Bugaj 

Los Angeles, CA  



INTRODUCTION 
 

Since starting my job as a writer of video games, and even before as a novelist and freelance 

screenwriter, I have been asked over and over how I became a writer and what my advice would 

be for aspiring writers. It seems everyone wants to be a writer, and they want to know what they 

can do to make that dream come true. However, most people do not understand how to position 

themselves to be ready when presented with an opportunity. The good news is that there are a 

multitude of books out there on the writing craft, as well as many events and educational programs. 

You can become a writer, but you must have the discipline and passion.  

The not-so-good news is that you cannot exactly plan your big breakthrough into the life of writing, 

so you have to exhibit an extreme amount of patience. When I was trying to make it as a writer, I 

had a writer friend who constantly reminded me to focus on patience and wisdom: patience in 

terms of waiting for my chance, and wisdom in the sense that I had to do everything possible to be 

ready when my chance came. Now it is your turn to learn patience and wisdom, so that you too 

can achieve the dream.  

Creative Writing Career: Becoming a Writer of Movies, Video Games, and Books explores how 

to prepare for a career as a writer. The book includes instruction on the process and ways to 

improve one’s craft, but mostly focuses on how to be discovered and where to concentrate energy 

in the meantime. The content is supplemented by writer interviews, featuring some incredibly 

gifted people who share the wisdom they have gained. As with writing and most aspects of life, I 

have chosen to rely on those with demonstrated wisdom to move ahead. This book presents that 

wisdom for the reader to do the same. The book is laid out as follows:  

PART ONE: GETTING STARTED 

Too many aspiring writers try to find careers in creative writing without having properly positioned 

themselves for such careers. Here I describe four ways you can position yourself, ways that include 

improving your craft, networking, ensuring you are discoverable, and building up your credibility. 

The next section stresses the importance of staying focused on your passion. Finally in Part One 

we discuss inspiration for a writer and the importance of finding a place to write.  

Part One includes an interview with Allen Warner, who has written comics, video games, and film, 

and who shares his experience working across the medium of our focus. Next we speak with 

Tomiko Breland, a freelance editor and associate publisher with the independent publisher 

Zharmae. Tomiko shares her thoughts on freelancing and what she looks for when deciding 

whether to take on a book. The final interview of Part one is with Bruce Spiegelman, who discusses 

how he successfully sold several independent screenplays and saw his words come to life on the 

screen. 



PART TWO: LEARNING TO WRITE  

When you are starting to learn to write, consider the multitude of paths available, such as writing 

classes, conferences, or critique groups. Read the interviews at the end of each part of this book to 

see how others have learned the craft and how they continue to improve it. After you read Part 

Two, prepare a plan for yourself on how you can take your craft to the next level. We start this 

section by examining writing programs and laying out two programs as case studies of what you 

can hope to attain from a writing program: the Johns Hopkins University (JHU) MA in writing 

and the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA) program in screenwriting. Next we discuss 

the workings of a writing group and how to find one (or create your own), and how members of a 

writing group should help each other along the writing journey. Finally in Part Two we examine 

the considerations that go into developing your characters, as well as a method for character 

creation. The work must be done, because if you do not care enough about your characters to get 

to know them, then why should your readers?  

Part Two includes an interview with Will Wight, the successful self-published author of the 

Traveler’s Gate trilogy. Next we speak with the award-winning writer and director of the short 

film 1982, Jeremy Breslau, who discusses his time at film school and his transition to writing video 

games. The final interview of Part Two presents Joyce Lee, a novelist and filmmaker, to hear her 

view on the creative process and hurdles women face in the entertainment industry. 

PART THREE: STORY STRUCTURE  

Although my goal is not to teach you the craft of writing, all writers should have a basic 

understanding of story structure. Therefore, Section Three describes the main story structure 

methods so that you may make an educated decision on which to use, or to at least know why you 

decide to avoid them. The three main types of structure that people talk about are laid here and are 

Save the Cat, The Writer’s Journey, and The Sequence Approach. Lastly is a structure that is not 

so common in my circles, but that may have something to offer you, which is called the “Seven 

Point Story Structure.” These sections include my story Teddy Bears in Monsterland as an 

example, to see how the structures are applied.  

In this section we speak with Bob Saenz about his experience with screenwriting outside of LA 

and hear about his writing style and his thoughts on structure. Next we speak with Chris Jalufka, 

a screenwriter and artist who runs the EvilTender.com website, has years of experience as a 

professional screenplay reader, and has strong opinions about books on structure. As the structure 

books are highly skewed toward screenwriting, I chose two screenwriters for this section. 

However, the advice in the structure books and from these two writers is applicable across media. 

PART FOUR: SCREENWRITERS  



Part Four focuses on how screenwriters in particular should approach positioning themselves for 

a career. We start by presenting different paths for breaking into screenwriting and examines the 

screenwriting books and podcasts aspiring screenwriters should read and listen to. Next we assess 

the top contests and the value of both entering and resubmitting to such contests. We learn through 

my experience with my first short film and explore the process of putting a short film together. I 

present “Pixar’s 22 Rules of Story” and make the argument for both knowing the so-called rules 

and reading Stephan Bugaj’s free e-book, Pixar’s 22 Rules of Story, Analyzed. Lastly in Part Four 

we study several of the top screenwriting conferences and look to the Austin Film Festival and 

Writers Guild Foundation events as case studies to observe the proper etiquette and strategy for 

attending such events. 

Part Four is packed full of interviews with screenwriters, with experience ranging from the 

beginning stages to the more advanced. We present an interview with Stephan Bugaj, where we 

learn from his twelve years at Pixar, his time as Creative Development Director at a video game 

company, and his writing now that he has relocated to LA. Next, Mark Simborg shares his advice 

on finding management and the first steps of success with television specs. Finally in this section, 

Paul Zeidman discusses his success through the famed Black List, a resource all screenwriters 

must be aware of.  

PART FIVE: VIDEO GAME WRITERS 

Part Five focuses on how video game writers in particular should approach positioning themselves 

for a career in writing. The section starts by examining what makes video games work, and what 

games an aspiring video game writer should be playing. Next we examine the types of writing jobs 

in the game industry, and what learning opportunities are available. This is followed up by a look 

at the Game Developers Conference, focusing on what classes the conference hosts for writers and 

designers.  

Part Five presents an interview with Anthony Burch, the lead writer on Borderlands 2, for his take 

on the industry and being discovered from his webseries and online game critiques. Next we speak 

with Joshua Rubin, a veteran of Hollywood and the video game industry, to discuss how he left 

the world of film and television and went on to win an award for his writing on Assassins Creed 

II, then move on to Destiny, and now writes for the video game version of Game of Thrones. We 

finish this section by talking with Matthew Ritter about his graphic novels and how his side 

projects led him to a job working on The Walking Dead and Tales from the Borderlands.  

PART SIX: FICTION AND NON-FICTION AUTHORS 

Part Six focuses on how authors of fiction and non-fiction books in particular should approach 

positioning themselves for a writing career. Here we look at some ways to stay engaged through 

writing conferences, critique groups, writing classes, and blogs. Next we explore some of my 

favorite books on writing for novels and creative non-fiction, which include Reading Like a Writer 



and How Fiction Works. We review processes for publishing, such as which literary magazines 

are in what tier of submissions, niche publishing, small presses, resources such as Poets & Writers, 

and the option of self-publishing. Lastly, Part Six presents such writing conferences as the San 

Francisco Writers Conference (SFWC), Litquake, The Association of Writers & Writing Programs 

(AWP), and includes a section on an SFWC-sponsored event titled “Women Writing in the 

Redwoods.” 

We start this section’s interviews with Kelly Ann Jacobson, who shares her experience publishing 

her first two novels and her advice for aspiring writers hoping to publish their first work. We speak 

with Laura Hedgecock about writing non-fiction and her book about learning to capture life’s 

moments in written form. Next we speak with Ron Capps, the founder of the Veterans Writing 

Project, and discuss his non-fiction book and writing opportunities for military veterans. Our final 

interview in the book is with Jerri Bell, Managing Editor of the literary publication O-Dark-Thirty, 

to discuss her experience as an editor.  

CONCLUSION 

Having shared my advice on how to position yourself for a career in creative writing, as well as 

the advice of my fellow writers, the book concludes with a challenge for the reader to lay out a 

writing career plan. 

As a disclaimer I should state that this book is not meant to be authoritative or comprehensive; it 

is simply a guide to help you. Think of me as a mentor and friend, here to provide guidance as you 

begin your journey. I am not an expert. I am one guy who has had several careers, which have 

included the Marines, the U.S. Government, and the banking sector. I left these careers and now 

successfully work full-time as a writer, and many of the people I interviewed have had similar 

paths. When you too leave the rat race and have a career in writing that you look forward to every 

day, please write me and let me know. I love hearing success stories and anxiously await hearing 

yours.  

If you would like a free PDF to print for your writing career plan, email me at 

SloanArtist@gmail.com with the subject line “Writing Career Plan.” Likewise, if you are a 

military veteran or interested in programs for veterans, keep your eyes open for my upcoming 

book, Veterans in Creative Careers. As a bonus, if you email me at SloanArtist@gmail.com with 

the subject line “Veterans in Creative Careers,” I will send you a PDF with Veteran writing 

program information and interviews. These will serve as chapters in the final book.  



PART ONE: GETTING STARTED 

Position Yourself to Become a Full-Time Writer 
 

How many times have we wondered about the amount of luck required to make it as a writer? Take 

a cue from Peter Dinklage’s recent words on luck: “Saying I was lucky negates the hard work I 

put in and spits on that guy who’s freezing his ass off back in Brooklyn.”1  

To make it in this world, you must position yourself to be fortunate. Relying on luck, or attributing 

your success to luck, is a mistake. If you are not putting in the sweat and tears to make it happen, 

you will need a whole heck of a lot of luck, and even that may not save you. Do the work to obtain 

your dreams. Instead of luck, let’s hope to be fortunate and be bold enough to make it so.  

I want to share with you what I did that I believe helped put me in the right place at the right time, 

as well as what many of us are doing to position ourselves for creative writing careers. Some of 

you may not want to write for video games, but I hope my advice is useful for all writers in search 

of a full-time job that caters to your passion for writing. It may give you hope to know that I am 

also a screenwriter and novelist. To make it as a writer, I would stress the following four pieces of 

advice:  

1. It’s all about the craft. Well, maybe not exactly, but if you do not focus on improving your 

craft to its finest, no one is going to hire you. Perhaps my interviewers for my current job did not 

think my writing was perfect, but they could tell that I was (and am) dedicated to improving my 

craft, had already put in many hours of writing and learning, and will continue to be passionate 

about writing. Take classes, attend workshops, start a critique group, and maybe get a certificate 

or degree in writing. Start a blog about writing. I am certain all of this helped in my case, and will 

discuss these points in the pages that follow. In the end it mostly comes down to craft.  

2. Put yourself out there. Networking should come into play, but only if you are spending the 

maximum time possible on your craft. If you are out there meeting folks all the time and saying 

what a great writer you are, but you are not writing, then you are not a writer. Instead, go home 

and write. If you are passionate about writing, have actually been writing, and are ready for that 

next step—then get out there and meet people. Attend the San Francisco Writers Conference, the 

Austin Film Festival, a Writers Guild Foundation event, the Game Developers Conference, or a 

writing event at a local university. Meet people and discuss your interests and passions. This does 

not necessarily have to be face to face, as you can connect with writers online through LinkedIn 

or forums such as DoneDealPro. I am not positive that networking helped me to land my writing 

job, but I know it helped me to meet people who gave me advice about the craft and how to position 

myself for the job. If I had not met them, it would have not been likely for my current career to 

                                                           
1 The Objective Standard, “Peter Dinklage: ‘I Hate that Word, ‘Lucky,’” August 24, 2013, 
http://www.theobjectivestandard.com/2013/08/peter-dinklage-i-hate-that-word-lucky/. 

http://www.theobjectivestandard.com/2013/08/peter-dinklage-i-hate-that-word-lucky/


happen. So go out there and meet people. It may encourage you to know that Ashley Miller (Thor; 

X-Men First Class) met his writing partner in an online forum. Maybe you will as well.  

3. Make sure people can find you. You do not want to be the one always trying to find people to 

connect with, so make sure others can find you online. Build a website that lists what you are 

working on, and maybe include a writing resume. Update your LinkedIn profile to cater to what 

you want to do. You are your product. Create a profile to stand out. About six months ago I made 

my LinkedIn profile and web presence all about writing and entertainment (I included my acting 

and storyboarding as well). My LinkedIn profile is certainly not the best profile ever, but I have 

noticed an increase in traffic in the past six months, and getting noticed like this definitely increases 

my chances in the business. View my profile for some ideas on how to present yourself as a writer, 

and feel free to send me an invitation to connect while you are there. 

4. Build some credibility. I advise doing whatever you can to build up your resume and LinkedIn 

profile. Some writers will say that none of that matters, because it is all about your writing samples. 

However, a lot of those same writers will not even look at what you have written for your sample 

if you have nothing to your name. Like your story needs a hook, so too do you. When you say you 

have interned at Benderspink (screenwriting), Folio Literary Management (fiction), or Telltale 

Games (video games), they will be more likely to take you seriously. Likewise if you are trying to 

reach out to people on LinkedIn. Make your LinkedIn profile and personal website your calling 

cards. Ensure your web presence tells the story of who you want to be. 

You are never too old or too busy to pursue new passions. With a job, in the midst of working on 

my second masters, and with a 16-month-old daughter, I interned with a literary magazine and 

then a literary management company; both were amazing experiences. Taking on writing work is 

always possible. Look up what internships will allow you to work remotely and assess for yourself 

how many hours per week you think it will take. You may even learn something. Other 

opportunities include reading for contests like the Austin Film Festival screenplay contest, or 

reading for local literary magazines. If you live in the Bay Area, see Zoetrope’s All Story literary 

magazine for a reading opportunity. Get out there and explore the possibilities.  

To reiterate, you must learn how to write, practice your craft, network through conferences and 

other in-person avenues, network online, build up your resume, show off your resume via LinkedIn 

and your author website, and continue to learn through reading and possibly through internships. 

You can always do more, but for now, I hope this helps you to get started.  

  



Avoid Distractions 
 

In my quest to become a full-time writer, I thought I would try all sorts of methods, including 

applying for other jobs in the industry such as production or storyboard art positions. This may 

have helped me in some ways, but I learned that being focused is what really pays off. I would 

advise you all to try what you must, but never lose sight of your goal of being a writer. I hope the 

following is helpful for those of you that may have considered other ways to break into the 

industry. 

During my search for any sort of job related to the entertainment industry, I contacted people in 

publishing, video games, and film, asking them to meet for coffee. Several such meetings were 

with higher-ups at some of Hollywood’s top animation companies. Though being told that I could 

get a job with them was nice, and many of the people I met with highly encouraged me to consider 

going for such a job, I am glad I did not go that route. My take-away from these meetings was that 

if I want to be a writer, I should focus on writing. 

The message to stay focused did not sink in right away, and I spent a lot of time and money not 

listening to the advice I’m giving you now. My lack of focus started with me meeting some 

storyboard artists at the Austin Film Festival, one of whom went on to become a writer at Disney. 

I learned that transitioning from storyboard artist to writer is common in these animation 

companies. Since I had always been a bit of an artist, I thought that pursuing a career as a 

storyboard artist could be the right path for me to break in to the industry and one day become a 

writer. I storyboarded my own short film and figured this made sense.  

The next step was to join storyboard groups on LinkedIn, which provided very useful feedback. I 

took a Skillshare.com class taught by a Disney storyboard artist, then a class at the Animation 

Collaborative taught by a Pixar storyboard artist. Through this process I learned about 

storyboarding specifically, but I also improved my storytelling ability and increased my knowledge 

of film and blocking. 

However, I also learned that storyboarding can use up an incredible amount of time. This is what 

led me to the conclusion that I was wasting time on a distraction. I told myself to stay focused on 

writing, and I hope you can learn from my mistake. This is not to say that studying storyboard art 

is a mistake, as it was an excellent learning experience. However, it may have been a mistake to 

become involved in projects that used so much of my time, time that I could have been using to 

write a screenplay or novel instead. 

As with storyboarding, or production—or whatever it is that takes up your time—if you want to 

be a writer, you should be focused on becoming a better writer. Dedicate some time to your other 

interests and hobbies, but only if doing so allows you time to feel fulfilled as a writer. 



I buckled down and focused on writing and improving my craft. I found a writing partner, interned 

at Folio Literary Management part time, and networked like crazy.  

If your goal is to simply break into the industry, go with whatever opportunities you can find. But 

if this is the case, you should probably not be focused on a career as a writer anyway; writers write 

out of a passion for writing. How are you going to compete with someone who eats and breathes 

this stuff? Likewise, how are you as a writer going to compete with someone who eats and breathes 

production or story art? Or finance? Or whatever it is you are doing, getting sidetracked, when you 

should be putting as much of yourself as you can into writing? 

If you feel this passion for writing, then focus and go write.  

  



Find Inspiration to Write 
 

We all find ways to inspire our writing. For me, it is often a location. I am especially partial to a 

quaint café, a local Starbucks, or a bar with a dreamy ambiance. Most of all I find places that 

inspire memories and a sense of nostalgia to be the best writing environments. 

Recently I traveled to Washington, D.C., where I had lived for five years before moving to the San 

Francisco Bay Area. We were there to help my sister-in-law as she had her first baby, which meant 

I was in charge of watching my seventeen-month-old daughter while my wife helped her sister, 

and my time for writing was scarce. However, I was fortunate enough to escape and write for a 

few hours at the Tabard Inn. Right away I knew I had found my writing location. I settled in at the 

Tabard Inn from the moment I arrived, and two hours later I had busted out what I believe was 

some of my best writing that year. 

The Tabard Inn brought back memories that helped me get in a creative mindset. I remembered 

my second year of graduate school in D.C. and the friends and experiences there. I thought about 

my time working for the government, and remembered all of the fun interagency conflict that my 

work had entailed. The inn also brought back memories of meeting my wife, falling in love (almost 

instantly), and proposing to her. I have had some great times in D.C., and as I sat there in the dimly 

lit lounge, full of couches and a soft flickering of candlelight, I drank my coffee stout and felt the 

muse sweep over me. Whenever I return to D.C., I know where I will be writing. 

I share this to encourage you all to go out there and find what it is that inspires you to write at your 

best. Is it a dark lounge, or a crowded Starbucks? Some people like libraries, but such places are 

too quiet for me. For me, hidden gems like the Tabard Inn work best. But these gems do not only 

exist in places we have been before. Just as inspiring as the familiar inn that evokes vivid memories 

can be those new places that fill us with a sense of mystery. 

If you have traveled abroad and are a writer, I am sure you have found many great places to write. 

I have lived in Japan, Italy, and Korea, and traveled extensively beyond these locations as well. If 

you get a chance to visit the pastel-walled location of Cinque Terre in Italy, you will probably 

want to sit and look out over the ocean cliffs and write the next bestselling novel (during breaks 

from hiking between villages and exploring the unbelievable scenery, that is.) Here is some golden 

advice for you if you do make it to Italy: I believe the path for the “nature beach” (read nude beach) 

is just off of the fourth trail. When is the last time you wrote naked on a beach? Bring some fresh 

pesto and a bottle of wine and you have heaven (unless you forget your sunblock). I may or may 

not have done this; but my screenplay Hounds of God (soon to be a novel) has several scenes 

directly inspired from Cinque Terre, and every time I read the script I am whisked back to that 

wonderful place. 



How about the temples in Japan? I am sure you will be inspired as the rain sends ripples through 

the pond that surrounds the golden temple of Kinkakuji. Don’t forget the tranquil beaches of 

Okinawa and the sake-pineapple bread that you must try, if you ever visit the pineapple brewery 

there. Then there are the endless beer gardens that fill Sapporo in the summers. Japan, like many 

countries in this great world, is full of culture and architecture sure to inspire you. I have a novel 

outlined and a screenplay completed that were both heavily inspired by my travels in Japan. 

Writing these stories and remembering everything I experienced over there was an amazing 

experience. A trip you take to such a place may be purely for fun now, but the memories will likely 

find their way into your writing someday.  

So many places have inspired my writing or served as perfect writing locations. I recall a bar in 

Germany that felt like a medieval tavern, a hotel in Puerto Rico that was surrounded by rainforest 

(which made me fear for my life as I wondered how long it would take someone to find my body 

if the worst should happen), and castles and battlefields in Scotland that directly inspired certain 

chapters of my novels. If not for these experiences, I would not be the writer I am today or plan to 

be in the future. 

Get out and see the world; or at least find the amazing café, bar, or castle in your backyard that 

will bring out your best writing. Read my co-blogger John Kingston’s post “On Solitude and 

Writing” (http://redwoodssociety.com/seclusion-writing/) for his related experience (spoiler alert: 

it has to do with a week in a cabin.) Do whatever it takes and get out there! You can write at 

Starbucks or in your house every day, and maybe that will be all you need. But I choose a more 

inspiring path, and encourage you to do the same.  

  



Part One Next Steps 
 

In this first chapter we discussed how to position yourself and what to do to set yourself up to be 

a writer, so let’s start with creating an early draft writing career plan. In this plan I want you to 

think about how much writing you hope to accomplish over the next year and then over the next 

five years, and what you plan on doing with your final products (submitting to managers and 

agents, self-publishing, or going the small press route). Include where you would like to be as a 

writer in one year from now and then in five years from now. Do you want to be a full-time author? 

Work as a writer at a video game company? Make millions every day? Put it in that plan, even if 

it is more of a dream. What do you plan on doing to get you there? Prioritize this list based on 

what you can do immediately and realistically. What have you already done, and how can you 

leverage these experiences? Include as much as you can in this initial plan, and really give it some 

thought. Extra credit for making a goal list and hanging it on the wall next to your desk. At the end 

of the book I will ask you to update this career plan, so keep it in mind as you read. Write your 

plan in narrative format. To get started, consider the following questions: 

My Writing Plan 

1. How much writing do you hope to accomplish over the next year? Over the next five years?  

2. What will you do with your final product over the next year? Over the next five years?  

3. Where do you want to end up in the next year? In the next five years?  

4. What else can you do to get there over the next year? Over the next five years?  

  



Interview: Allen Warner, Writer of Comics, Video Games, and Film 
 

With each great film comes great writing. And sometimes that great writing comes from a Bay 

Area screenwriter. Below you will find my interview with Allen Warner, a writer of comics, 

games, and movies. Allen Warner co-wrote the script for the upcoming animated film, The Tale 

of the Seas. He co-created and wrote the popular comic book series Ninja Boy, which was 

published by DC Comics, and optioned by Warner Bros. Animation. He’s written for DC Comics 

since 2001, co-creating the series Skye Runner, and The New Dynamix, and wrote stories for the 

Wildstorm Winter Special, DC Comics Presents Wildstorm, and the Ninja Boy: Faded Dreams 

graphic novel. He’s worked as a video game writer for studios including TinyCo, Circle 5 Studios, 

and Dreamslair Entertainment, and is currently working on an unannounced video game project, 

and an upcoming comic book series for BOOM! Studios. His experience is very relevant to this 

book because he started by involving himself in projects across the multiple forms of media.  

*** 

Justin Sloan: Allen, thank you for making time to speak with us about your writing 

experience, and about your latest film, The Tale of the Seas.2 You have some great experience 

with comics and games. How did you get into writing and specifically these projects?  

Allen Warner: Thanks Justin. I’ve been writing as long as I can remember, but I got started 

professionally back in 2000. My longtime friend and collaborator Alé Garza had drawn an 

awesome image for an idea he had called Ninja Boy. It grabbed the attention of an agent at a comic 

convention who wanted to know if he’d be interested in pitching it as a cartoon. Alé had some 

ideas for names and scenes and the basic story, but hadn’t fleshed it all out, so he asked me to 

come on to help him fully plot it out, and bring it to life. I wrote a pretty detailed synopsis of the 

world, backstory, characters, plot, etc., and we bounced it back and forth until we were both happy 

with it. The whole experience of initially showing it to the agent and taking it to different studios 

is a story in and of itself, but the end result was that it got optioned by Warner Bros. Animation. 

Alé had previously worked for a comic company called Wildstorm Studios, and we’d always 

wanted to do it as a comic too, so we pitched it to them. They had me write a short story for an 

anthology book they had going at the time as a sort of tryout, and when that went well, we got the 

green light, and they published Ninja Boy as a series. 

That got my foot in the door in comics, but, just as importantly, I met a bunch of really talented 

artists who worked for the studio, and when they needed help with something on the writing side, 

they would hit me up, and vice versa. Those connections led to a bunch of cool published and 

unpublished stories, a lot of good times, and some great friendships. 

                                                           
2 Film Website: http://thetaleoftheseas.com/; Facebook link: www.facebook.com/thetaleoftheseas 

https://www.linkedin.com/redir/redirect?url=http%3A%2F%2Fthetaleoftheseas%2Ecom%2F&urlhash=At_O
http://www.facebook.com/thetaleoftheseas


I didn’t really know anyone working in games, or at least not anyone in a position to help me get 

a job, but I’ve always been a gamer, and always wanted to write for games, so I just started reaching 

out to companies however I could. Some recruiters and producers contacted me, but honestly, most 

of my video game work has come via LinkedIn. I’d connect with people in a position to hire me, 

and send them a really brief message asking them to get in touch if they were ever looking for a 

writer. It led to a lot of “Sure. Will Do,” responses, but also led to a lot of interviews, tryouts, and 

immediate work. 

JS: That is wonderful that LinkedIn has worked so well for you—I can certainly attribute 

much of my career to networking through LinkedIn as well, and would advise other writers 

to take advantage of that and other social media. What would be your advice for new writers 

looking to be involved in such projects? 

AW: The advice everyone gives that is absolutely true is that you should write as much, and read 

as much, as you possibly can. Like everything else, the more you write, the better you get, and the 

more you find your own voice. When you read other people’s work, or watch and break it down 

in a game or movie, you can take the techniques you love, and try to avoid the things you don’t. 

You eventually, and continually—because it never really ends—find what works for you, and then 

just hope that other people like what you’re doing as much as you do. You have to write for 

yourself at the end of the day, because opinions differ, and it makes the inevitable rejection a lot 

easier to swallow. 

My main advice, through experience, is to finish. And when you finish, show it to people. It applies 

to writing, but really everything creative. I’ve known way too many people, including myself, who 

have a great idea for something but for one reason or another find a reason not to finish. The 

reasons are oftentimes legitimate, but that’s irrelevant. People, and especially people in charge of 

getting things produced, respond to fully realized ideas and, ideally, tangible product. You have 

an infinitely better chance of selling something, or selling yourself, by showing a complete project 

you’ve created. If it’s finished. You might still get rejected, and you probably will, but at least you 

can take solace in the fact that you’ve done something and move on to the next opportunity. 

Rejection sucks, but if all you have are a bunch of ideas in your head, or your note-book, or your 

computer, you don’t even have a chance to get rejected. 

More specifically, if you want to break into comics and games, you need to connect with people 

who are in comics and games. I’m pretty bad at social media, but that’s a great place to start. 

Conventions are even better. Contact people who work in the industry you want to work in, both 

established big names, and hungry up-and-comers like you. Let them know what you’re about. If 

they’re the least bit responsive, show them your best completed project. For comics and games, 

I’m a big believer in finding artists, programmers, etc., basically anyone who doesn’t classify 

themselves as writers. In my experience, almost everyone has an idea for a story, but either doesn’t 

have the time, discipline, or ability to write it. Offer up your services. Hopefully for a fee, but if 

it’s the right person and scenario, do it for free just to get your name out there and make them, and 

other professionals, aware of your existence. It’s all a learning experience, and even if the project 



never manifests, the exposure to one professional can build your resume and hopefully snowball 

into something bigger. 

JS: You really do have to finish projects to be taken seriously as a writer. Now that you have 

some experience and connections, do you find that people tend to come to you? How much 

of what you work on comes from you as the originator? 

AW: For most of my published work, I’ve collaborated with an artist or company to build on an 

idea they already have, flesh it out, and add my point of view to it. I really enjoy the back-and-

forth, and I feel like the most successful projects I’ve been involved in have been with people who 

are open and humble enough to let go a little and embrace new ideas for the overall story. This 

goes for myself as well, working with some really creative people and great editors who’ve given 

notes that I might have initially rejected, but we worked together to create something better and 

different than I could have come up with on my own. It’s easy to get locked into your own ideas 

when you sit alone for hours staring at a computer screen, and even easier to get angry when 

someone wants you to change or delete something you spent all those hours working on. You have 

to be true to yourself, but you have to always be open to other ideas. Finding the way to the best 

story possible is all that matters. 

That being said, I started writing screenplays because I didn’t want to be dependent on other people 

to see something to completion. When you collaborate, you can easily get lost in that circle of 

back-and-forth, lose your momentum, and never finish. Screenplays allowed me to tell a whole 

story exactly the way I wanted to tell it, and after I was finished I could call on other people to 

read it and give me their feedback. And every single script I’ve written is better for incorporating 

someone else’s feedback. Those completed screenplays may never become films, but they’ve 

served as comic pitches, video game work samples, and, at the very least, they look pretty good 

on my bookshelf. 

JS: I actually got my job as a video game writer with a sitcom pilot as my writing sample, so 

you never know what project will help you and how. But let’s move on to the main point of 

our interview, which is to discuss your work in The Tale of the Seas. What was it about this 

project that made you want to be involved and kept you excited?  

AW: Well, first I saw the concept art, and it was incredible. I got super excited, and that was pretty 

much it. I also loved the idea of writing something that was kid-friendly because I have a young 

son, and honestly, my mind usually doesn’t immediately go to those types of stories, so I also 

loved the idea that I wouldn’t have to wait until he was thirteen to show him something I wrote. 

When I got to read the initial script, I was all the way sold. It was heartfelt, and poignant, and 

timely, and funny, and had a dark fantasy feel that I’ve loved since I was a kid, with movies like 

The Dark Crystal, The Secret of Nimh, The Black Cauldron, and so many others. Knowing that I 

was getting paid to write a movie that would actually get made didn’t hurt either. 



JS: I am right there with you in wanting to have something developed that I can show my 

children, and want to congratulate you again on achieving that with The Tale of the Seas. 

Can you share some more information about how you got involved in this project? 

AW: Yoram Benz, the founder and creative director for an awesome animation studio called One 

Eyed Robot, contacted me. He’d already written a script, but wanted to have someone else take a 

look at it, and add their two cents. He was immediately open to changes and additions, and was 

really responsive when I sent him my ideas. He gave me a great amount of trust and leeway to 

build on his initial story, and create something new. He had great feedback on the changes I made, 

allowed me rewrite almost all the dialogue, and added even more great ideas after my hack at it to 

make the final draft really shine. 

JS: The film looks stunning and touching. I am curious to hear what you think it is about the 

film that draws in its audience and makes them care, and how you dealt with this as a writer.  

AW: Yoram and his team at One Eyed Robot really deserve all the credit for that, along with the 

score and sound design by Marcus Fischer. I think we’re so used to the huge-budget, super-

polished, sometimes-generic look of feature animated films nowadays that seeing something like 

the trailer they created hits a nerve. It’s different. It feels more homegrown and heartfelt, but still 

is clearly crafted by talented professionals. A lot of animated films are formulaic and silly, but I 

think they did an amazing job in the trailer showing that this movie is neither of those. Like the 

examples I named above, it’s a kids’ movie that isn’t afraid to touch on adult subjects, and isn’t 

afraid to go dark. I think we underestimate kids’ ability to process more serious subject matter, so 

we respond positively to something that challenges both their and our expectations, and counters 

the brightly-colored, sugary animated fare we’ve become accustomed to. As a writer, I tried to 

embrace it. It’s a story full of fun action and adventure and the occasional pratfall, but it’s also an 

opportunity to teach some of the most unpleasant truths kids eventually learn, and reinforce those 

ideas for us adults who might’ve forgotten or chose to ignore them. 

JS: It is great you were able to delve into this and still pursue your passions for games and 

comics. As a writer, do you see your role as different on comics, games, and film? Do you 

find it distracting to work in all three?  

AW: Not really. I’m always just trying to tell the best story I can. I feel like working in one medium 

helps me write better in others. Comics might be the most difficult, only because your space is so 

limited. I’m always blown away by writers and artists who can create a brand-new compelling 

world in twenty pages. An action sequence that might take a minute in a movie or game might take 

four or five pages in a comic, so you’re forced to be more economical with your storytelling, and 

fight the urge to use narration and captions as the sole use of building your characters and your 

world. It’s a fun challenge, and with comics, games, TV, and movies, you’re always depending on 

a lot of other people to tell the story you have in your head. I’ve been really fortunate to work with 

a bunch of amazing artists who always surpass my expectations, and make me look way better 

than I actually am. 



JS: Thank you, Allen. This has been a great interview and I am sure many of my writers will 

be inspired by the work you have done and especially The Tale of the Seas. What is next on 

the table for you?  

AW: I’m writing three unannounced projects I’m really excited about, including an upcoming 

comic series for BOOM! Studios.  



Interview: Tomiko Breland, Publisher and Freelance Editor 
 

I am happy to share my interview with Tomiko Breland, who I had the pleasure of meeting at my 

time in the JHU MA in writing program. Tomiko is a fiction writer and an Associate Publisher at 

The Zharmae Publishing Press. She won the Ploughshares Emerging Writer's Contest and is 

working on a novel. Additionally, she has an editing/graphic design freelance business, called 

Paper Star Editorial & Design (www.paperstareditorial.com). 

*** 

Justin Sloan: Tomiko, thank you so much for agreeing to this interview. I am sure my readers 

would love to hear your thoughts on what it means to be a freelancer and how one goes about 

finding projects. The site looks amazing, by the way. 

Tomiko Breland: Thanks! For me, being self-employed and owning a small business means 

exactly what it sounds like: It means having the freedom to turn away work, to work from wherever 

I happen to be, and to spend my day with my son at the park instead of in front of my computer if 

the whim strikes me. In reality, though, it also means never turning away work, and often passing 

on days at the park because you can’t miss a deadline. Finding projects is a matter of putting 

yourself out there and making connections; you absolutely need to have a professional website and 

business cards—even if you only get one bite for every 500 hits on your site or 100 cards you hand 

out, that’s something. And you can’t forget about old connections, either; think back to anyone or 

any company you used to have a connection to that might have need for a freelancer now. Lots of 

companies are scaling back on full-time employees these days and sending their writing, editing, 

or graphic design projects out-of-house. 

JS: Do you believe an education, such as the JHU MA in writing, is necessary to be taken 

seriously as a freelancer? What would you say to writers who are considering writing 

programs?  

TB: People will take you seriously as a freelancer when you have experience, and when you have 

a legitimate, recognizable client list. If you’re just starting out and you have neither of those, then 

having a solid degree in your back pocket just may be the factor that sets you apart from other 

candidates and gets your foot in the door. And it’s more than just a credential; there’s a reason 

writing programs like the Johns Hopkins MA exist—they exist to make good writers better. One 

con to attending a writing program is that some programs are rumored to churn out writers who 

are carbon copies of one another, or who parrot a particular style. Another is the cost, which can 

be prohibitive if you haven’t yet gotten a good foothold in the freelance business. The pros, 

however, outweigh the cons—as I find they tend to do when you’re talking about education. You’ll 

become a better writer, you’ll find your voice (even if you think you already have it), and you’ll 

make connections that may sustain your writing career well into the future.  

http://www.paperstareditorial.com/


JS: Working in publishing is a dream of many aspiring writers out there. Where should one 

look to find positions in the industry? Is it about the network, or do you go to certain sites 

for these positions?  

TB: Networking is important, but I’m sure I have little to say about making connections that others 

haven’t already said, and said well. My suggestion is to look to the boring (i.e., unglamorous) 

places first: nonprofits, government agencies, tech companies. Get some work under your belt 

writing marketing material, technical manuals, even tax code (which was my first gig right after 

undergrad!). Then work your way up the glamour scale: Move on to websites (Demand Media 

Studios is a great place to start—they’re always looking for people to write and edit short web 

articles); print publications for small, local newspapers and magazines; and then, once you’ve got 

a few good clippings, target the bigger, national publications. If all else fails, contact some 

nonprofits and charities and offer to write for their newsletter, brochure, or website pro bono—

they may take you up on it, and you’ll get a good piece to add to your portfolio. If you’re looking 

to apply for writing gigs, you can’t beat MediaBistro; and Writer’s Market is great, too, though 

you have to pay for access to their resources. If you’re interested in other parts of publishing 

outside of writing (editorial, for example), you’ve usually got to start at the ground level—as an 

editorial assistant or an intern. 

JS: Thank you so much for the advice on freelancing—it may seem like common sense to 

you, but to many aspiring writers out there, it is a whole new world. Stepping back to the 

world of publishing, can you tell us more about Zharmae publishing? What should aspiring 

authors consider when submitting their novels? Are there any projects you are especially 

excited about at the moment? 

TB: Zharmae is a quickly-growing company with a fantastic staff who are totally dedicated to 

putting out awesome reading. In 2013 we published just 10 books, and in 2014 we’re up to 63. In 

2015, we have 120 books on the publication slate! We lean toward the more spec-fic end of the 

spectrum, but we also have imprints that publish nonfiction, memoir, action/adventure, middle 

grade, young adult, new adult, and literary fiction. One thing that sets us apart from other 

publishers is that we are really willing to work with first-time authors; in fact, most of the authors 

we sign are new to publishing. My advice to aspiring authors is the same I would give to anyone 

looking to submit anywhere: Read the submission guidelines, and make sure you stick to them. 

And then be patient. We get hundreds upon hundreds of submissions, and we take a great deal of 

care reviewing each one—and that takes time. Also, make sure your story is as good as you can 

make it before you submit: you’ve revised it, had others read it, edited it…you shouldn’t submit 

until you’re at the point where you feel like every change you make could simply be making it 

worse!  

I’m really excited about a lot of upcoming books, but especially Romeo and Juliet vs. Zombies (by 

Koji Sakai), which is a totally fun read and really well written; and The Chronicles of Ara: Creation 

(by Joel Eisenberg and Steven Hillard), which is the first in a series about the origins of creation—

it’s the reverse-engineered myth of the muse told through stories about some of the greatest authors 

of sci-fi and fantasy. The eight-book saga has already been picked up for a television series! And 



then there’s also Whole in the Clouds, which is a middle-grade title (available for presale right 

now!) about a misfit girl who travels to a magical world; it reminds me a bit of my childhood 

favorites, like A Wrinkle in Time. 

JS: What about once an author is published, what have you seen authors do that really helps 

them get their work out there?  

TB: There’s a reason that agents and publishers nowadays are looking for writers who already 

have a platform—it helps! If you can build a readership or a following now (via blog, social media, 

etc.), before you get published, it’s reasonable to assume that those readers or followers will buy 

your book once it’s published. Or at least know it exists, and think about buying it—which is 

already a step in the right direction. So think about creating a blog or providing some other useful 

or interesting content that will attract followers. It’s especially good if the content you’re providing 

is somehow related to the book(s) you plan to publish. 

JS: Winning the Ploughshares Emerging Writer's Contest is a great accomplishment. 

Congrats! Can you share with us more information about this particular short story and its 

journey? 

TB: Thank you! I’m really honored and humbled. This particular story, I wrote while I was in 

school. I wondered how to most effectively and efficiently tell the past, present, and future within 

a short story without the traditional use of flashbacks. With novels, you obviously have the 

advantage of space, but not with a short story. This story, called “Rosalee Carrasco,” resulted. It 

was extremely challenging to write, but I find that the most challenging stories are often the most 

rewarding—and it went down on paper the first time in more or less its final draft, so that was 

fortunate, too. As for submitting to contests, it can be a little more difficult, because there is often 

a guest editor, and, even if you’re familiar with the kinds of stories a journal publishes, you might 

not be familiar with that particular guest editor’s tastes. But there’s no reason not to try! Your story 

just may be the one that resonates with an editor, even if that same journal rejected it in the past. 

And winning a contest is a great achievement to put on your cover letter in the future.  

JS: That is really wonderful. Before we sign off, do you have any last words of advice for 

other aspiring writers, or any updates on upcoming projects of yours?  

TB: “You miss 100% of the shots you don’t take.” Wayne Gretzky said this, but it’s applicable in 

all aspects of life, not least in writing. Submit, submit, submit. If you don’t have the stomach for 

rejection, you don’t have the backbone for writing. The story I won the Ploughshares Emerging 

Writer’s Contest for was rejected 12 times by other journals over 2 years. Publishing is subjective; 

just because one (or 12 or 50) editors don’t choose your work, it doesn’t mean the work isn’t 

worthy. Just keep trying.  



[Continue reading Creative Writing Career by purchasing the full book on Amazon.com] 

  

http://www.amazon.com/Creative-Writing-Career-Becoming-Writer-ebook/dp/B00PXF67NG/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1416858000&sr=8-1&keywords=creative+writing+career&pebp=1416858003579
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Justin’s novel Back by Sunrise is now available on Amazon: A young girl copes with the loss of 

her father with the help of a magical necklace that transforms her into a bird at night.  

  

http://www.amazon.com/Back-Sunrise-magical-realism-trapped-ebook/dp/B00PXPFFP2/ref=sr_1_3?ie=UTF8&qid=1416582543&sr=8-3&keywords=back+by+sunrise


Justin’s novel Teddy Bears in Monsterland will be available shortly on Amazon: A teddy bear has 

until sunrise to overcome his fear of the night and battle the beasts that hold his young master 

prisoner in Monsterland. 
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