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  PREFACE


Hello, neighbors. 
When Ellen and I first talked about an anthology of local writers, the idea wasn’t to create the most polished collection or discover the next great novelist. Our goal was simpler — and, we believe, more important: building bridges among writers in lower Columbia County.
After that first coffee shop conversation, Ellen ran with the idea. She took it to leaders of the St. Helens Writers Guild and the Scappoose Library Writers Group. Members were eager to collaborate.
Then something incredible happened. Writers who had been working in isolation—at kitchen tables, in corner cafes, wondering if anyone else loved stories the way they did—joined the writing groups in order to be part of this project. The anthology started building the community we had imagined before a single story was submitted.
Our contributors represent a wide range of experience, genres, and skill levels—from seasoned authors with multiple publications to writers sharing their words for the first time. You’ll notice this variety in the pages ahead: some pieces are polished, others rougher around the edges. This reflects our original vision to value every voice.
As the developmental editor for many of these pieces, I’ve had a front-row seat to transformation. First-time authors have discovered their voices. Seasoned writers have experimented with new genres and forms. But the greatest gift has been watching these writers encourage and support one another—reminding me that though we write alone, we flourish in community.
Within these pages, you'll encounter hidden worlds that may make you laugh, others that may haunt you. A few might even shift how you see the familiar walking path or the house across the street. 
Hidden World has connected writers. Now we invite you to discover the talented storytellers living among us. We hope you’ll agree that the most extraordinary stories often begin in the most ordinary places—right here in our community.
Welcome to our hidden worlds. We’re delighted to show you around.

Sharon Hughson
On behalf of the Columbia County Authors Alliance
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  HOW I FOUND MY HIDDEN WORLD
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“About how I came up with something to write for this anthology.”








  
  Iadmit that the concept of “Hidden World” as a theme for this anthology initially threw me. When the votes from the members of both writing groups were tallied, it was clearly the winner, though I had ranked it much lower on my ballot (we used ranked-choice voting, so the result was fairer than fair). I despaired, as fantasy and sci-fi were not in my wheelhouse (so I thought)—but I still wanted to contribute. What to do, what to do? 
Naturally, my first act was to search online (the kids say “Google it”) to see just what exactly was meant by “hidden worlds,” and I was not surprised:
A hidden world refers to a realm or place that is not readily visible or accessible, either physically or conceptually. It can be a secret, mysterious, or obscure location, a hidden truth, or a realm beyond normal perception. This “hiddenness” can be due to physical barriers like being underground, in the depths of the ocean, or in remote areas, or it can be due to our inability to perceive it directly with our senses. Google AI Overview

That screamed Harry Potter to me, with dragons and wizards. If you’re my age, you could also think “Lord of the Rings.” But the last sentence of the description gave me hope—ocean depths and remote areas spoke more of “our” world, because for centuries, what we knew of our world was very small, indeed.
The best real-world (pardon the pun) example I can think of is Christopher Columbus and his “discovery” of the “New World.” Leaving out the baggage behind his discovery (and the probability that he wasn’t the first, that the Vikings and/or the Chinese were here before him), it’s a great example of a civilization flourishing unknown to another civilization at a distance that seemed too great to traverse.
We all know what happened next and the stories that emerged from that discovery.
So, where could I look to find a “hidden world” to write a story about? We’ve not fully explored the oceans that cover two-thirds of our home planet, and their depths are ripe for the imagination. Even before space travel was routine enough for commoners, authors have written about other worlds on distant planets (and those closer to home, like Mars or the moon).
But I wanted something even closer to home, and there are many, many more worlds that remain hidden from us, partly because we “don’t go there.” Back when I attended grade school in Southeast Michigan, there was a kid in my class who was oblivious to what everyone refers to as “up north.” Granted, where “up north” begins is up for debate, but wherever the line is drawn signifies the start of tall pines and open spaces, a land far different from the citified area we lived in. Because he’d never been there or even seen pictures, he couldn’t grasp the concept. For him, “up north” didn’t exist. It was a hidden world (until he eventually visited Mackinac Island, and then all he could talk about was the fudge shops, but that’s another story).
I remembered this when I lived in Seaside. A couple of the high school students we employed were mystified about my descriptions of Powell’s Books and downtown Portland. They had trouble wrapping their heads around a building filled with thousands of books on several floors and a parking lot underneath. They’d never been to Portland (one had never been out of the county, and only to Astoria once), and I guess they never had the curiosity or inclination to go online and check it out. Needless to say, when they finally ventured forth into the previously unknown world of Powell’s, they came back breathless with all sorts of stories (and more than a few good books to read).
I’ve always been an inquisitive person and not afraid to venture into the unknown. I’m no Columbus or Leif Erikson, maybe more of a Captain Spalding (the African Explorer—hooray!), but I’ve always had a desire to “go there” and see what I could see, and my curiosity wasn’t limited to location.
Could this curiosity aid my discovery of a hidden world story? While I’ve lived in seven different towns in four different states, I’ve also had a crazy career, moving for work and also switching career choices like some people switch watch bands. I’ve worked in a variety of industries, including banking, education, marketing research, and the thing I went to school for: broadcasting. My jobs included both the menial and the managerial. I even owned my own business for eighteen-odd years (some odder than others). My hobbies were the same; new words and new worlds were both revealed to me when I got into gardening, and of course, the world of a writer is full of discovery.
And beyond careers and locations, other experiences can be identified as new worlds to discover, adventures of all kinds. Going from “single” to “married” is something many people do (some more than once). Don’t tell me that’s not a trip worthy of discussion. Having kids, starting your own business…the list is endless.
Moving is certainly an experience, usually one fraught with peril and overtly traumatic, but it can also be educational. If you move to a different state, one of the first things you’ll need to do is get a new driver’s license. When we lived in Michigan, we went to the Secretary of State’s office, but here in Oregon, this is done at the DMV. Other states use the Bureau of Motor Vehicles, Department of Public Safety, DOT, DOL, MDV, and a host of other acronyms. Many other challenges and alternatives exist—sometimes it’s as confusing as rocketing to another planet.
If you move to the south, there’s a whole new language to learn. During my short time in Louisiana, I discovered the plural of y’all really is “all y’all.” If you have a meeting scheduled for the following Tuesday, that’s “Tuesday next.” And it’s not just the South—in Idaho, when repairs are necessary, they’ll tell you, “It needs fixed.” Pretty sure the state passed some regulation forbidding “to be” in the language (which would make it tough on the folks who run the Idaho Shakespeare Festival).
I’ll admit that, like a cat, my curiosity sometimes lands me in hot water…for a while. The five most dangerous words I can utter (and I’ve done it often) are “Oh, I can do that.” Two of my hobbies are living proof.
How in the world did I, one of the most unathletic kids in high school, become a sports professional just a few years later? A new miniature golf course opened in the town next to us, and while I played golf as a teenager, I wasn’t very good. But I could putt, and I learned that the course held tournaments every Wednesday evening. There were prizes and trophies, and for some who had “turned pro,” cash! The biggest event was the World Championships, offering a top prize of $50,000 back in the seventies (close to life-changing money back then).
I went one night because I thought, “I can do that,” and because it was my first time, I played with the other beginners as an amateur. They had the better players go first, so by the time we began, some of the groups were already on their second round. We’d play three rounds in all, fifty-four holes, with the lowest ten scores winning prizes like free pizzas from local vendors, and a trophy to the lowest score. My playing partners were both a decade younger than me and doing this just for fun. We were in the last group, and almost everyone had finished before us. They were starting the presentation of the trophies and prizes to the winners, and I was standing on the seventeenth hole when I heard them begin to announce the amateur low scores.
No one had bothered to check the bottom of the master scoresheet to see if any of the three remaining groups were anywhere close to the top ten. Big mistake, as I had been fifth after two rounds and was having my best round of the night. One of the kids I was playing with dashed to the clubhouse to tell them not to announce the winners just yet because I still had a chance to finish in the top three. All I needed to do was get a hole-in-one on one of the remaining two holes.
Aced ‘em both.
That was the start of my illustrious five-year stint as a Putt-Putt Professional (I turned pro a few weeks later and wound up working at the course as an assistant manager). I won several local tournaments, a few out-of-state, and qualified twice for the World Championships (and didn’t do too shabby there, either). While it was fun (and profitable), there wasn’t much of a story in it for this anthology. There was no “special language” (though a lot of the players did use quite colorful, mostly blue prose while playing). No quirky flora or fauna (a bright green felt carpet in place of grass surrounded by orange-tinted aluminum bumpboards). I’d have to look elsewhere.
How about whaling? I was never a sailor on a whaling ship (I can’t even swim), but I learned their art. Scrimshaw is a popular folk art where ivory or bone is engraved with sharp objects. The etchings are then rubbed with a dark pigment (modern scrimshanders use ink). The result is intricate art often found in jewelry shops on both coasts and other nautical locations. Sailors would spend their free time on months-long whaling voyages carving designs on the leftover sperm whale teeth, copying pictures from magazines and periodicals, and then carving the lines with knives or sailing needles used to mend the sails. When completed, they would run the etchings with tobacco juice, soot, or whatever they could find on board the ship.
I got involved when we saw handmade scrimshaw jewelry at a shop on Mackinac Island in Michigan (not known as a whaling port). Besides the jewelry, they offered a do-it-yourself scrimshander kit, and it was cheaper than the jewelry. I uttered a line then that I have since learned to regret—but I continue to utter it. After looking at the kit and speaking with the owner (a veteran scrimshaw artist), I proudly announced, “Oh, I can do that.” It took a while, but it turned out I could do that. I spent a couple of summers showing at art fairs all across the state, was featured in a couple of galleries, and even taught an adult education class about scrimshaw. But while it was different, it was hidden only until I went looking.
All of this reflection on my past convinced me that a story was there, somewhere. I thought about how writers spend a lot of time and energy “worldbuilding,” creating the language, culture, history, and geography used in their story. While you might think this is true only of Sci-fi and fantasy authors, the fact is that every story is set in a “world” of some sort. Sure, many of those worlds are mostly familiar to us (just as every Middle-earth Kingdom and Planet X-9 has specific features we can relate to). But a romance on the beach, a mystery in London’s East End, even a humorous coming-of-age novel about a teen who wants to be a DJ set in a small Oregon town in the sixties requires some worldbuilding. That last one is my novel Heavy Rotation, and I went to the trouble of drawing a map of the fictitious Oregon town of Maple Falls to help me locate the radio station in relation to the protagonist’s home and part-time job (and many of the other businesses mentioned in the story).
And there it was! My “hidden world” revealed itself when I remembered writing that novel. Just like Chuck Moorman, my main character in the book, I had always wanted to be on the radio–a disc jockey–ever since I was in the eighth grade. I recalled how I shocked my parents when I told them I wanted to study broadcasting in college.
“Do you really need to go to college to learn how to spin records?” Mom asked.
“No,” I said, “but I want to learn about the broadcasting industry. All of it, even if it’s just to be a DJ.”
Good thing I did.
My DJ days were brief and quite regrettable. I never had a full-time position, and if you ever heard me on-air, you’d know why. Unlike Chuck, I just wasn’t that good. I did better when I moved to the news and public affairs department, but in the end, I had to admit that radio wasn’t my dream job after all.
At least, not as talent. By luck, I was mentored to try management, and it was in this capacity that I not only had an actual career but also enjoyed being part of the radio industry. Fun fact: because of circumstances (and a lack of staffing), I wound up on-air more often as a manager than I ever did before. Of course, it helps to be the one deciding who to put on the air (and by this time, my skills were much improved, too).
It was my time as a manager, overseeing others (and the choices they make), that became the inspiration for my anthology story. The main event in the story didn’t happen to me, but I was in a position to witness it. One of my duties as manager of a college station was co-teaching an Intro to Broadcasting class, and one of the lessons was about the equipment students would use. Professional broadcast equipment works differently from the stuff you have at home. If you’re old enough to remember those little reel-to-reel tape recorders, you might also remember that you could record on both sides of the tape. In one direction, it only uses half the tape width, so you play one side, get to the end, then turn it over and use the other side. Not so with professional broadcast tape decks. It uses the entire width of the tape, so that anything recorded on a home system would play both sides at once—one side going from start to end, and the other side going from end to start. In reverse.
It sounds hilarious unless you need a grade for your project.
Several wanna-be broadcasters discovered this. Being typical college students, many of them waited until the last minute to do a required project: a recording of themselves speaking, with or without accompanying ambient sound. For days after the assignment was given, the production studio remained silent, unbooked, and then on the final day, everyone wanted in at once…which couldn’t happen. One of the students told some of the others that he had a tape recorder at home, and they could all use it and finish their projects. It was not a professional recorder, and the resulting tapes sounded like mice in the speakers (foreign mice at that).
I was sympathetic to a point. From my own experience, I knew that sometimes things go wrong when dealing with fancy electronic equipment. Of course, the reason the students failed the assignment had more to do with their laggardness than a malfunction, but that was the catalyst for my story. All I needed to do was introduce some “other world”1 elements, and I’d have it.
Fortunately, I discovered such an element and wrote up the story using my pen name of Buxton Manning without further problems.2 I hope you enjoy it!


1.
      Other world elements? Why, we’re right here (hee-hee).
    
2.
      At least I don’t hide behind a pseudonym.  Just you wait.  Love, Nigel. 
    






  
  NOT NOW, FLIES

By Sharon Hughson
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“It’s almost autobiographical. The struggle of being caught between worlds is real.”








  
  Ideas were flies, and Cathi S. Cribbler could prove it. 
Cathi—with a C and an I, which editors never got right in their rejection emails—wrote short fiction. She’d been working on a breakout novel for four years. As she neared the finish line on the 100,000-word behemoth, new and brilliant story ideas hounded her.
The latest idea buzz-dived her on Wednesday morning in the cereal aisle.
Cathi teetered on tiptoes, reaching for gluten-free granola, when a woman behind her said, “The red ones are poison.”
Cathi froze.
Red ones. Poisonous.
Her feet flattened on the slick tiles. A haggard woman behind a rickety cart polished a diamond-shaped fruit. “The crimson ones will kill that shifter who’s bothering you.”
An entire love triangle unfolded within her Default Mode Network. Nothing as simple as Team Jacob versus Team Edward, either. No, her gritty, powerful shero didn’t need a man. Perhaps she would even—
“Excuse me.”
A cart clanged into Cathi’s stationary buggy, jerking her from the fantasy realm. Fluorescent lights glared. A woman, whose hunched shoulders reminded her of the seller in her imagination, scowled.
“Sorry,” Cathi mumbled and snatched the granola.
Her grab knocked two boxes of an adjacent cereal into her cart. A tax for living half in this world and half in imaginary ones?
Not today. She tucked the extra cereal on the shelf in front of her and sped through the store, snagging the other items on her list.
Back home, after purchasing her family’s sustenance for another week, Cathi settled at her desk and opened her laptop. When she woke the screen, the document for her novel popped up over the writing motivation quote serving as her desktop’s background.
The cursor blinked. Accusingly? Cathi knew it mocked her inability to write the perfect ending for her book. The adult dystopian set in the bowels of the earth beneath the Roman Colosseum deserved a satisfying resolution.
When her hands flexed over the keyboard, her hapless brain focused on the diamond-shaped fruit and the wrinkled peddler.
“I have to finish this,” Cathi told the droning idea.
The old woman cackled in her mind. “What if the poison isn’t meant to kill? What if it transforms instead?”
Instead of banging her head against a nearby wall, Cathi started a new document. Her fingers flew over the keys, adding bullet points about the story seed, the red fruit, and the romantic angle.
Who eats the fruit? Does it help the shero transform into a shifter? Or can it force a shifter to stop transforming?
Three-thousand words and ninety minutes later, the story’s compulsion fizzled. Maybe now she’d find inspiration for finishing her book.
Closing the brainstorming document, Cathi read the final two paragraphs of her novel written at the end of yesterday’s session. Her fingers twitched. Creative juices surged like adrenaline. At last.
The front door slammed open. “Mom! Where’s my uniform?”
Writing magic evaporated. Cathi’s shoulders slumped. Time deposited her into real life.
It always happened this way. Imagination taunted her with sparkling new ideas when what she really needed was a perfect ending elsewhere. She hoped to pitch this novel to agents at a writer’s conference in two months, which meant she needed to finish it. Now.
But the dystopian world’s dull glow couldn’t compare to the shine of the poisonous fruit and spellbinding romance. In fact, the old woman haunted Cathi through the uniform hunt and the drive to the high school softball field.
Later that night, while brushing her teeth, she tasted the bitter-honeyed flavor of the “poisonous” fruit. In place of her favorite reruns, she glimpsed her shero’s villainous brother enacting wholesale shifter eradication. She stored that gold mine in the notes app on her smartphone.
In her dreams, Cathi’s Spanish-speaking shero navigated the strange marketplace, pursued by red fruit and the howls of a werewolf. Or was it the growl of a tiger?
After her alarm roused her, she scrawled the remnants of the dreams in the pretty flowered journal on her nightstand. Those jots might keep the idea quiet long enough for her to finish the novel.
Once upon a time, she adored this secret geography in her mind. A landscape where boundaries blurred between reality and fiction. Where mundane coexisted with miraculous, and a stranger’s casual comment birthed a new civilization. But when the circling ideas kept her from the finish line on her book, the adoration became frustration.
While she washed dishes the next evening, her mind wandered back to the shifter-human rivalry, and her subconscious supplied an answer about the magical fruit. She blurted, “It keeps them from transforming long enough to be killed by mundane means.”
An elbow jabbed her ribs. Her daughter tossed her head, and her thick braid slapped Cathi’s shoulder. The teenager held a damp skillet like a shield in front of her chest, and the drying towel sagged to her side.
“Are you even listening to me?”
Cathi opened her mouth to lie.
Her daughter’s eyes widened and glistened. “You never listen! You’re always in your stupid imaginary worlds. It’s like I’m not even here.”
Whoops. Living between worlds created plenty of tension in her family life.
“I’m sorry.” And she was. “This new idea—”
“Forget it, Mom.” Venom replaced her daughter’s hurt, and silent sulking commandeered the kitchen while they finished cleaning the dinner dishes.
But that emotional charge sparked something. Cathi never understood exactly how unrelated elements suddenly snapped a story into place. But she didn’t argue. She rushed to her laptop and poured inspiration onto the page. Teenage angst fueled a thousand post-apocalyptic worlds, and finally, Cathi typed “the end.” One novel finished at last.
“Fickle you may be,” Cathi muttered to her muse, “but when you show up, it’s dynamite.”
And no matter how the flies swarmed, the mysterious realms inside her mind were more than an escape or insanity-maker. Heaven help her, they felt like a calling.
Now, off to see if she could have a real-life reconciliation with her teenager.






  
  SEARCH FOR A HIDDEN WORLD

By Kevin Lay
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“Resulted from a game I played to tell a story about something hidden without giving away what it was until the end.”








  
  Let me tell you a story about writing a story. It’s a story about a hidden world. From a writer’s perspective, every story is hidden until it’s written, and from the reader’s perspective, that world is hidden until it’s read. Being explicitly about a hidden world, I felt I needed to somehow write a story wherein what’s hidden stays hidden until the end.
I honestly didn’t know how to write about a hidden world without un-concealing it. I continued writing anyway.  
Say a world is hidden in a book like the meat of a walnut.  You break the story open, and there in each hand it lies exposed. Walnut nutmeats look like left and right hemispheres of a brain, each manifested with a particular solidity. Why did it grow exactly that way? Maybe my tongue could read it best, with the help of a few grains of salt.
But this line of thinking was driving me – I’ll spare you the inevitable pun - nowhere. I had another idea.
Excited, I went to my imaginary storeroom of stories, flashlight in hand. I opened the door and switched on the light. At the edge of my vision a bundle of darkness skittered away. That’s it! I thought. I was ready for it.  I directed the beam of my flashlight to see but it was gone. Hmmm, it wasn’t going to be so easy.  
I switched off the lights and cooed to it. “Don’t be afraid, little story. I won’t hurt you.”   
After a minute or so, I pointed the flashlight where the shadow went. Were those glittering eyes, or momentary reflections of suspended dust? Over and over when I tried to see it, the story vanished from that spot and sparkled inside another shadow as if it avoided my focus, quick and very shy.
I needed this story. I decided to get a little more methodical and stepped back. There were my completed stories and poems resting on their shelves, disheveled and disordered. I read the titles along their familiar spines and aligned some of them a little more neatly. I saw my published works here and there displayed on their little pedestals, with little USB book-lights attached, illuminating their opening words.  So pretty, I thought, there’s room for more of those.  
The floor was full of bins and boxes of notes and scribbles on envelopes and little books: unfinished things. If I were a hidden story, that’s where I would live, I thought. I fetched a little saucer and left out an ounce of milk for it as an offering, sort of the way people used to leave food out for elves.I came back the next day to find the milk was gone.
It became clear that the story was not confined to my storehouse. Over the next few days, I repeatedly looked over my shoulder because something was watching me from a distance, not so much to see if I’m safe as to determine if I’m worthy. I fantasized that after enough time the story and I would grow familiar with one another enough that one morning it would casually reveal itself and let me capture it in a net of prose so loose it could easily escape. But for the moment, I was like a tourist with a camera strapped around my neck hoping to get a snapshot of a UFO or Sasquatch, except rather than a camera, it’s my pen. Rather than a spectacle, it’s a story.
According to Plutarch, Alexander the Great declared that the wisest, most intelligent beings are yet undiscovered.  No doubt it’s because they prefer to stay unseen. I realized I had been treating this story like a shy housefly.  It was time to treat it with respect.
On a moonless night, I built a fire in a back field beneath the stars.  Besides the hiss and crackle of burning wood, the silence held only a chorus of crickets and motors on a miles-off highway.
I practiced finding the most distant object the human eye can see:  the Andromeda galaxy. I stared straight up at the bright rocking chair constellation called Cassiopeia and let its end stars point my attention to a greenish blur of light hovering a distance away in the black. I saw Andromeda only if I didn’t look directly at it. Like the hidden story it vanished under my gaze, but was willing to emerge into my peripheral vision as a smudge of light.  Unimaginable immensity!  
I heard something in the grass. Was it the wind?  
Between the edge of dark and the flickering firelight I swear I caught a glimpse of eyes. I had it totally wrong treating the story like a shy little spirit - perhaps it was a great being that was curious about me, about humans.  Like a coyote or a wildcat, maybe the story crept up to the edge of the light, careful to remain on the side of darkness. I held my breath hoping to see again its wild, golden eyes.  
My heart slowed down. I put more wood on the fire to expand the reach of the light - but it didn’t help. Acrid smoke got into my nostrils. I let the fire die down, hoping I didn’t squander some sparse accumulation of trust. 
Out of gratitude and respect, I softly spoke out loud. “You are here, hidden one. I do not forget you. I do not abandon you.”   
Stars slowly circled in the sky. The crickets quieted. I let the fire dim and slept. 
I dreamt I hung in space on a thread.  The thread went right and left and attached to other, similar floating skeins. In the dream, I knew I’d made them all. I was a spider on a web I’d built to catch a hidden world. To my disappointment, the web was empty. Nothing struggled against the lines. I failed to catch anything. No world. No story. I decided to end my search and let go. All eight legs jumping away, I saw the situation whole.  
My search was my hidden story. I’d been building it all along. Although obvious and plain, it was too close to be visible, and now at the end is revealed.






  
  THE SECRET LANDSCAPE BEHIND YOUR FAVORITE BOOK
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“Giving readers a ‘look behind the curtain’ at the hidden world of publishing based on my journey through its labyrinth.”








  
  Inside a writer’s mind can be a scary place. Creativity runs wild. Dragons sunbathe on planets with two moons and buff romance heroes arm-wrestle shapeshifters over parking spots. That ordinary grocery run? It somehow involves international espionage and an explosion or two. 
Chaos meets creative genius, right? And taming those mental universes into stories you want to read involves navigating a labyrinth most readers never see. A place where things get interesting (and expensive and occasionally soul crushing).
With over 20,000,000 titles in Amazon's catalog and 7,500 new e-books published daily by Kindle Direct Publishing (KDP), even the most captivating stories risk becoming lost in this twisting network of overwhelm.
This essay doubles as your GPS through the circuitous passages connecting imagination to publication (and wouldn’t you rather have that than a ball of thread like Theseus?). Consider this a front row seat to the man—and woman—behind the curtain.
Ten Secrets Authors Know
When you pick up a book, you're holding treasure created during a quest fit for a mythological hero. And by treasure, I am talking about gold and precious stones. Your favorite novel might have cost its creator hundreds or thousands of dollars (along with blood, sweat, and tears) to bring to life. Talk about an expensive dream.
In 2015, I didn’t care if I sold the first book I published. It was an experiment, a passion project about Mary of Nazareth meant to offer readers a fresh perspective. Should I consider it a success since my bank account hasn't recouped the cost of birthing it into the world? That book you’ll find on Amazon? That pretty specimen is the second edition with its third cover, each revision adding to the mounting expenses. Cha-ching!

Secret #1: Every book costs money to create—yes, even that $1.99 e-book.
You like that professionally formatted book and its eye-catching cover, don’t you? Who wouldn’t? Guess what? Someone paid for that. Crisp, error-free text that keeps you invested in the story slogged through multiple rounds of editing.
For my first book, I invested in a line editor, proofreader, formatter, and cover designer. Four years later, I spent more money relaunching it with a new cover to match the series I'd written. Cha-ching!
A quality product doesn’t always mean the author invested heavily in professional services, but too often if an author cuts corners, readers can tell the difference. A book that felt awkward to read or had a cover that screamed "amateur?" The author probably tried to navigate the design portion of publishing without following the thread to something other than a dead end.
The financial reality of producing a top-of-the-line book shapes your reading list. Many brilliant stories remain trapped in authors' minds because the writers can't afford to pay the piper. Because if they’re like me, anything less than perfection isn’t going to be shared in public.
You might assume authors write because they're making good money at it. The truth would surprise you.
I've been a full-time author for ten years. The only year I turned a profit came thanks to my side hustle—teaching and coaching—not book sales. You know what the IRS calls a business that doesn’t turn a profit after three years? A hobby. Even the dozen romance novellas I published with small presses that hit Amazon's bestseller charts barely covered their production costs.
Which is why I laughed when a writer came to me for coaching with the solitary goal of being published to earn extra cash. As if.

Secret #2: Most authors aren't writing for the paycheck.
When I began writing, I was driven by pure joy—the thrill of bringing imaginary worlds to life. But publishing contracts brought pressure to write at certain speeds and to specific market requirements. The intricate tangle of commercial publishing can drain the passion behind the stories you love.
I lost touch with why I started writing and slid into creative burnout for years. Only when I remembered that original joy—when I stumbled out of the shadows and back to the center of the maze—did my creativity return. Now I write flash fiction for online magazines and return to those fantasy worlds that first captured my imagination.
The authors whose books move you? They're likely writing from that same deep well of passion. Your support as a reader helps them continue following their creative thread through the publishing labyrinth.
Your favorite author's mind probably overflows with story ideas. I have a spiral notebook and a few files on my computer that capture strays so I don’t lose them. Most authors have more ideas than they will ever have time to write, which can be a squirrel on amphetamines that derails them from finishing their current story.
Which leads directly to the next secret.
Secret #3: Ideas are everywhere. 
And I do mean everywhere. News story? Yes. Overheard conversation? For sure. Poorly executed movie or book? I have an idea (or ten) that would make it rock.
My brain conjures ideas from air, but not all of them have what it takes to become more than a short story. Some fizzle out after a meager few hundred words.
Consider these snippets. Are they meaty enough to carry through a full-length book? Would they find enough readers to make the investment of time and money producing them worthwhile?
	Recently, a bit of dialogue set off my daydream meter. “Friends, choose to live.” It’s a line spoken by a Romulan assassin in the Paramount Plus series Picard.
It reminded me of another famous line. “Hello. My name is Inigo Montoya. You killed my father. Prepare to die.” (That’s from The Princess Bride.) Story alert! What if these two men met and greeted each other with their signature salutations? 
Imagine an epic sword fight with flashing blades and dancing repartees. It ended—somehow—in a draw. Mutual respect won. Inigo says, “Friend, I choose to live and fight another day.”

	Once, a large toolbox in the back of a truck compelled me to say, “You could fit a body in there.” The friend riding with me thought more than one would fit inside. And so my brain started concocting serial-killing landscaper scenarios.
Strange. After all, I don’t write mystery, thriller, or horror.

	Ideas care nothing for genre preferences. During my first solo Uber ride, my story brain manufactured an alien body snatching that infested an entire cruise ship. With stories like this in my head, who needs to pay for streaming services?



Enough pages don’t exist for me to recount the different sparks that lit a fire of creation in my imagination. Should enough paper or digital memory be found, I would chase another story squirrel. And another. Because new and shiny is always better.
Did you guess that none of these ideas are tales I penned? Maybe they never should be.

Secret #4: Not every story idea has what it takes to become a book.
Traditional publishers once served as gatekeepers, understanding market demands and selecting only the most viable stories. Even then, most published books sold fewer than 1,000 copies—barely enough to justify their existence.
Today's digital publishing maze has removed many gatekeepers, meaning more stories reach readers, but also more unpolished work. When you find a truly captivating book, you're discovering a story that survived both the author's internal editing process and the external standards of the publishing world.
That fantasy trilogy I spent years writing? Those six standalone novels gathering digital dust on my hard drive? They represent paths not taken in the maze—ideas that, for various reasons, never found their way to readers like you.
When you open a new book and immediately become immersed in the story, you're experiencing the magic of a completed creative journey. But what you're reading represents more than the final strand of Theseus's metaphorical ball of yarn. 
Ideas alone don't create the books you love. Behind every page-turning novel lies months or years of disciplined writing, even when the author didn't feel inspired. Maybe especially then.
Secret #5: Finished books require more perspiration than inspiration.
That thrilling plot twist that kept you reading until 2 AM? It might have been written on an uninspired Tuesday morning when the author needed either more sleep or more caffeine. But they showed up to write anyway. Professional authors learn to work whether their muse cooperates or not.
I've discovered that consistency matters more than inspiration. When I show up regularly to put words on the page, eventually my muse arrives to "check out" my progress. Sometimes she enhances scenes without major changes. Other times, she demands complete rewrites because she is a story genius. And while I want to strangle her for being late to the party, I’m too busy hugging her for filling a plot hole.
Every writer navigates the labyrinth one word at a time, trusting that persistence will lead them—and ultimately you—to the story's heart.
That polished book in your hands survived multiple transformations before reaching you. I once heard an author say she went through every manuscript ten times before she sent it to her editor. Ten times! It made me tired, but I have enjoyed every one of her books.
The initial draft of any novel is like an entrance to the serpentine web—an accomplishment, but far from the destination. It’s a piece of thread that leads to the dark and scary tunnels of rewriting, revising, and editing.
Secret #6: First drafts would horrify readers (even if they weren’t horror stories).
Remember that author who did ten revision passes on her novels? That wasn’t the end of her editing work.
Traditional publishing companies send acquired manuscripts through three distinct rounds of editing. First, developmental editors fine tune the story and character arc—because no one wants to fall into a plot hole. Once the author makes changes, a copy editor combs through the pages adjusting the prose, grammar, clarity, and consistency. After those fixes are approved by the author—because if the hero has blue eyes on page five, he should not have brown eyes on page 90—the manuscript is formatted, and a proofreader checks for any typographical errors or wonky layouts.
Some independent authors replace the first round of story development with unpaid input from alpha readers or critique groups. They save cash and still find the big problems with their story to fix. Others skip this round altogether, trusting their beta readers to ferret out any story issues.
You guessed it. Beta readers come next. Who are they? Genre enthusiasts like yourself who scrutinize the story for plot holes, pacing issues, and cardboard characters which leads to more rewriting and revising. Each adjustment of the text creates opportunities for new errors to creep in. Typos are sneaky little buggers.
The six-figure authors I know hire professional copyeditors. Once the work represents the author’s best fully-edited effort, off to a proofreader it goes—and hopefully the typos are eliminated like ants in a mist of Raid.
This multi-step process explains why books cost money to produce and why some works feel incomplete. Their authors tried to shortcut the revision process. In the puzzling maze, some shortcuts aren’t worth taking.
I love a well-crafted story without awkward sentences or plot inconsistencies. Doesn’t everyone? That beauty is the result of a manuscript’s long, winding, and often arduous journey from maze entrance to center. Minotaurs and traps aside, writers might use multiple skeins of thread during this process.
Here's something that might shock you: anyone can publish a book. If you wanted, you could jump on KDP, upload a document, and make it available for purchase within hours.
But those wannabe authors are so busy wondering if they can do it, that they don’t stop to ask if they should. (Echoing the sentiment of Dr. Ian Malcolm in Jurassic Park here.) Like those genetic geniuses who shouldn’t have cloned dinosaurs, people should think long and hard before publishing their first (or even second) draft of a book.
Secret #7: Anyone can publish a book on Amazon (and boy, do they ever).
Those writers who give self-publishing its somewhat disparaging reputation don’t care about professional hoops. They’re in a hurry to see their book in print and start earning (they hope) royalties. Amazon's self-publishing platform KDP accepts any manuscript, formats it automatically, and provides cover design tools. Just upload and publish with the press of a button.
Voila! It’s magic. Except it really isn’t.
While the digital age of publishing has leveled the playing field for a diverse array of authors, the lack of gatekeepers for quality control is one of its biggest detriments. Not that I want someone to decide what tropes and themes are selling (because who doesn’t want another vampire romance?), but the traditional publisher’s restrictive selection serves a purpose.
Some books need gatekeepers to limit access to publication because they are not ready for readers. I've started reading novels with three grammar errors in three pages, stories that wander through nonsensical plots (if they even have a plot), and books clearly needing professional editing to meet a conventional standard (which sometimes even the big publishing companies fail to meet). Maybe my English degree makes me extra picky, but I doubt I’m the only one who notices these pitfalls.
Amazon profits regardless of quality—the sooner books are published, the sooner their revenue arrives. Their motto might as well be “Publish first, ask questions never.” (Well, not questions about the quality of a manuscript – but perhaps the ownership of its copyright. That’s a different story altogether.)
This leaves you—the reader—as the final filter in the publishing labyrinth.
When you discover a self-published book that reads as professionally as any traditional publication, you've found an author who invested in guidance to properly navigate the knot of passages. They hired professional editors, designers, and formatters, understanding that readers like you deserve quality work. Or they spent time and effort learning to do these things right—which often meant a financial investment in book formatting software like Vellum or Atticus.
Many readers do judge books by their covers. And they should. Often, those amateurish designs signal less-than-stellar content within.
A top-grossing indie author often builds their own publishing team. They use the same editor and cover designer, exactly as a traditional house does with its employees. You benefit from the symbiotic relationship of these publishing professionals, and they keep each other in business, too.
Unfortunately, predators lurk in the labyrinth's shadows, waiting to exploit authors' dreams, and this affects which books reach you as well as the quality of said books.
When I started writing back in the 90s, only traditional and vanity presses existed. Today's digital landscape creates new opportunities but also new traps. Writer beware. Reader, read on to find out why you should care.
Secret #8: Scammers lurk in the shadows, and they’re not picky about victims.
Like hungry velociraptors, vanity presses and many hybrid publishing companies contact unsuspecting authors with fake congratulations. “Your manuscript has been selected!” (Translation: “We accept literally everyone whose credit card isn’t maxed out.”) For the low, low price of $4,999, they’ll guide you through their version of the labyrinth—straight into a dead end.
These companies control pricing and marketing for books they "publish," meaning authors lose control over how their work reaches you. Books become fodder
Secret #9: Authors are even bigger fans of each other than you are of them.
Secret #10: Authors improve by continuing to write and publish—so you have more “good reads.”
Final Thoughts on this Author’s Journey
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