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            SELF-PUBLISHING HAS CHANGED

          

        

      

    

    
      I wrote the first iteration of the Self-publishing Unboxed series in 2017.

      At the time, the self-publishing community was steeped in boundless optimism about the industry.

      I revised the first two books slightly in 2019 and again in 2022, because some businesses I mentioned in the first edition stopped existing.

      I recently read through the books and cringed with the tone set in those books. Do this and do that, and the world is your oyster.

      After a time when authors flooded into the industry (and are still coming), a pandemic and tough economic times, it’s fair to say that the landscape has changed somewhat.

      There are barnacles in the oyster farm! And just like the real thing (just ask the Hawkesbury oyster farmers) a disease has taken hold of the crop.

      The disease is called FOMO (Fear Of Missing Out) and it eats at the minds and wallets of unsuspecting victims.

      There is also the new shopfront farm nextdoor that lures larvae in with shiny new managed services roosts but that asks an ever-increasing proportion of your sales the harvest.

      Costs for services and subscriptions have increased a lot, while not delivering a corresponding increase in sales.

      The big companies and other service providers are proving every day that they are not our friends.

      And yet, it is still possible to sell your writing and make some money. You may just have to be sharper at determining where your readers are, or look at out-of-the box (or shell?) ways of marketing.

      Yes, the world is still your oyster, even if the shell is a bit malformed and overgrown with barnacles. The inside tastes the same.

      (Yes, yes, I know I’ve taken the oyster metaphor far enough. I’ll shut up now).

      Creative freedom is more important than ever.

      Independence is more important than ever.

      Knowing who your readers are is more important than ever.

      Hence, this new edition.

      That is not to say that this edition will remain definitive for many years. It won’t. If I look back on these words in 2028, I will probably cringe again.

      That is the nature of the industry: it changes.

      So what has changed?

      Well, in recent years, especially since the pandemic, a lot of shine has gone out of the industry.

      The original 2017 version of this book was written in a “you can do it” vibe. To do the same today would be ignoring the reality of many authors: that they can be doing everything right and still struggle.

      I have no doubt whatsoever that back in 2017 those people also existed and there were far more of them than the industry acknowledges.

      In this book, I’m talking to those people: the silent majority who feels shamed into remaining silent because their books don’t sell huge numbers.

      Of course I was always talking to these people.

      This is why the original phrasing of the series premise included the words “no bestseller”.

      But right now, I’m talking to them even more than I was before. And I’m now going to give away the basic principles of what I strongly believe in:

      
        
          	
        Don’t believe the hype. You’re not a failure
      

      	
        It’s about catalogue, not flash-in-the-pan success
      

      	
        Spend less than you earn
      

      	
        Never do something (especially spend money) because someone says so
      

      

      

      If you take nothing else away from this book I want you to understand those things.

      

      About this collected edition:

      The original series had four volumes.

      In this edition, I will be keeping the material covered in those four books together and will add to or amend the original structure.

      Self-publishing Unboxed covers starting in self-publishing. It will concentrate on organisation issues and mindset about the start of your career.

      Mailing Lists Unboxed remains the most current book. It shows you how to sell through your mailing list and covers mindset issues in relation to mailing lists.

      Going Wide Unboxed is a small volume that discusses all the different places where you can sell and the mindset required to sell across a wide range of platforms.

      Indie Author Unboxed takes a couple of fictional writers and follows them through their struggles.

      Rather than break the books up, I’ve elected to update them and add interludes relating to the current state of publishing.

      

      So here it is Enjoy self publishing have fun, make money and quit worrying. Or as I would say but that would make the book hard to advertise because of language: how to self-publish and not lose your shi(r)t.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SELFPUBLISHING UNBOXED

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            THIS IS A BOOK ABOUT MAKING MONEY FROM YOUR WRITING

          

        

      

    

    
      Gasp, I know. How dare I talk about money?

      Writers are supposed to be precious and exclusive creatures who need no food and clothing and have no kids who need education and no rent that needs paying. They live off thin air. They have no lives because they can’t afford lives, begging from friends, couch-surfing, slaving away in exploitative, backbreaking jobs, all the while banging away at their typewriters in the attic at night.

      Because, art.

      Every now and then, you will come across much-hyped articles in lauded, old-fashioned newspapers, or even websites (but writers can’t afford the Internet, remember?) that perpetuate the myth of a poor suffering writer by trotting out just one of these writers.

      They signed a book deal, got a $3000 advance. The book never earned out, and the publisher didn’t want the second book. They wrote another book that sold even less and now earn a pittance from their writing and supplement their writing income from speaking gigs and teaching writing classes. Because, obviously, the world needs more starving writers who can’t sell their books.

      I know, right?

      Of course, on the other side we find the other myth, that of the writer selling their soul to the devil called commerce, writing vast quantities of pulp books, churning them out, even contracting other people to write for them, because they write books that readers gobble up like cheap candy. This soulless writing (or so the literati say) thrives on churn; one book is like every other. But, hey, at least these writers can afford to pay for their own attic.

      Stereotypes. Who doesn’t love them? As soon as you say you’re a writer, people will mentally put you in either of those two boxes.

      This book is not about either of those extremes, although both definitely exist. It is also not about the soulless grind of finding an agent and selling your book to publishers who pay next to nothing, make you sign restrictive contracts, give you a poor cover and publish the book two years after they acquired it, barely market it and then hog your rights until the end of time.

      It’s about writing what you love, writing it well, positioning it well in today’s market, and building a long term career through taking control of your own publication and your own audience.

      It’s a book about making an income through self-publishing.

      A lot of writers are doing this already. They are not writers you will find mentioned in articles in The Guardian, because they don’t have spectacular multi-million bestseller success. They are not the Amanda Hockings and Hugh Howeys and Andy Weirs of the world, although all of those saw fame from self-published books. But many of the writers I’m talking about never have any books in any top 100 anywhere.

      They are writers who have been empowered by the ability to upload their own books to retailers and cut out the necessity of a middleman, a.k.a. a publisher. They have done this by putting out quality books that enough readers wanted to read that they, the authors, could lead the lives they have always dreamed of.

      Not the riches as much as freedom. If you want riches, go back out that door and find a salaried job, because that’s a far easier path. This book holds no promises about the size of your payout.

      This is still a hard industry and a good deal of luck is involved: luck of writing the right thing at the right time and finding the right audience.

      But with patience and a bit of savvy, you can absolutely still make more money than you spend, supplement your income and pay for little extras. It is also still possible to give up your day job, but I don’t advocate that you start out expecting this to happen.

      Self-publishing has changed the lives of many. It has enabled carers to look after their sick partners, parents to be there for their kids, retirees to travel around the world or simply live comfortably. It’s allowed people to leave toxic marriages, leave bad jobs, provide for disabled family members, pay off mortgages, or even obtain mortgages.

      It involves nothing except yourself, your sense of savvy and your computer.

      It’s self-publishing, but self-publishing with a plan. Give it three years. The three-year plan.

      But first…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            SELF-PUBLISHING UNBOXED

          

        

      

    

    
      First we need to put a few myths to sleep that still circulate about self-publishing, myths that have proven very hard to kill.

      THE MYTH THAT ALL SELF-PUBLISHED BOOKS ARE CRAP

      There is certainly a lot of crap out there. Self-published authors are not helping by putting out poorly written books with zero editing. And by poorly written, I don’t mean books that don’t conform to some literati’s self-imposed high standard of crafted prose, I mean books with such poor and twisted sentences that they are barely readable. Books with so many demonstrable grammar and spelling errors that a primary school kid with a decent grasp of language could do better. Unedited books by people who obviously don’t write a lot in English, or books that have been hauled through Google Translate. Books with extremely badly made pixelated covers. Books with formatting that renders them unreadable.

      I mean books that fail the absolute minimum standards of publication.

      And the fact that this myth exists is because there are still far too many people out there putting out books just like that. So maybe “self-published books are crap” is not a myth, but it’s definitely a myth when you want to apply it to all self-published books.

      The thing is, there are also a lot of books that look great, contain fewer editing oopsies than books from big publishers, and have awesome covers. Books that look indistinguishable from trade-published books. Books that have been through a thorough editing process, have beautiful cover and are properly formatted.

      If you’re still doubtful that such books exist, go to the Science Fiction > Space Opera category on Amazon US, and look at the publishers of the bestselling books. If it says “Amazon Digital Editions” or the book is in Kindle Unlimited, then it’s self-published. On non-Amazon retailers, it will often say Smashwords Edition, or the publisher may be listed as Draft2Digital. At the time of writing, trade publishers appear to have withdrawn from publishing Space Opera. Self-published writers OWN this category on all platforms.

      These quality books are the books we’re talking about. These are the books we want to emulate.

      THE MYTH THAT SELF-PUBLISHED BOOKS COULDN’T FIND A PUBLISHER

      This goes hand in hand with the previous myth.

      Yet, the thought that self-publishing is somehow second rate to traditional publishing will not die.

      But here is the truth: most of the self-published books you will see in online retail stores have never been submitted to a publisher.

      Self-publishing is a lifestyle choice, not something you do after all your options are exhausted. Well—you can do that, of course, but in that case the book has probably exhausted you, and, having searched for a publisher, you have no real interest in publishing it yourself and making a business out of it, but are doing it out of frustration, and probably have no energy left to market it.

      That’s not a great place to be in when you publish.

      Self-publishing is a business decision.

      THE MYTH THAT SELF-PUBLISHED AUTHORS HAVE BOOKS IN THEIR GARAGE

      It was not until I ventured onto the new social media app Threads that I saw how common the assumption is that you must do a print run, and that, by extension, book sales are all about print and getting books into stores.

      No.

      Emphatically and categorically, NO.

      Self-published book sales are foremost digital. Well, they aren’t always, for reasons we’ll get to later, but when starting out, digital sales require little up-front cost. If you want printed books, print-on-demand requires no up-front investment either.

      No print runs unless you can justify the cost and you know you can definitely sell the books.

      Brick & mortar bookstores are not the venues you target most.

      THE MYTH THAT SELF-PUBLISHING IS EXPENSIVE

      Again on Threads, it is surprising how common this attitude is. It’s mainly perpetuated by people who wail loudly and publicly that they don’t have money and therefore they could never publish.

      No, no and NO.

      At its very roots, self-publishing is FREE. It costs nothing to put up a book.

      Of course, to do a decent job, you will need some processes I will file under “quality control” and some may cost money and even quite a bit of money. The operative in that sentence is may. Authors who sell well and shell out big for quality control processes do so because they can. Not because spending big is absolutely imperative for getting sales.

      Yes, quality control is imperative. How much you pay for it, however, is not. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.

      There will be a section in this book that shows you how to bootstrap these things. How to put out a book that passes general quality control parameters without the need to win a lottery or rob a bank.

      Honestly, I cry when I see people goaded into spending thousands or tens of thousands on their first book, with no guarantees that it will sell.

      And they spend this money while they’ve done no market testing and have NO SKILLS to actually sell the book.

      It’s money down the drain.

      THE MYTH THAT ALL SELF-PUBLISHED AUTHORS SPEND A LOT OF TIME AND MONEY MARKETING

      Again, no.

      You cannot market a book into a success. The book needs to have appeal first and then you can spend more on marketing.

      It is also possible to do very little marketing of the ad type at all. You’re reading this book because that statement is true. I do very little marketing.

      All book sales stand or fall with the book.

      The success of your publishing career stands or falls with the business decisions you make and (yawn) how you handle your money.

      There will be no career without some attractive books.

      

      Obviously, putting out a well-produced book and placing it in the right genres is the holy grail. This book is about that. But first…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            PUT ON YOUR SNARK AND DISTRUST

          

        

      

    

    
      When you have decided to self-publish, your wallet becomes a battleground.

      Sharks start circling the moment you utter the word “self-publishing”. Self-publishing means that you’ll likely need to contract out some tasks, notably those you can’t do yourself. These are tasks like editing, because it’s extremely hard to spot your own errors, and cover design, because you don’t have an artistic bone in your body. Don’t get me wrong, these are good expenses. But there are also many potential pitfalls, money-wasters and outright scams.

      THE BIG SHARKS

      Start by googling “self-publishing” for example. What comes up? A whole page of vanity presses!

      These “companies” (I prefer to use the word scammers) prey on the insecurity of hopeful writers. Those people want to self-publish, but have no idea how. Mostly, they have a long list of rejections from traditional publishers (and, sadly, often with reason), have been worn out by the grind and have decided to do it themselves. They start by doing the one thing that would normally give you some pretty decent answers: googling.

      Nope! The vanity presses have hijacked the google search results. Not only that, but these results will keep following you around the Internet for the next few months in the Google Ads boxes. Just waiting for you to say: I looked at all the advice, but all this talk about formatting and finding an editor and marketing is too hard, why don’t I pay someone $10,000 and be done with it all. Why wouldn’t you? Because you’re retired, and you have $10,000, and you understand and accept that everything costs money. It’s rather a bit more than you expected to pay, but hey, you get to see your book published, and look! They offer publicity packages as well!

      All of this would be fine, if all these “publishers” did was provide you with the services, and did a decent job. But no—the services I’ve seen rendered by them are second-rate, overpriced and sometimes unnecessary or ineffective. I’ve even seen press releases and book launches included in the pricing models!

      For those who think a book launch party is vital, understand that the book launch is usually put on by a big publisher. The customers of Big Publishing are bookshops, and bookshop managers like coming to these after-work shindigs so that they can socialise. It has little to do with selling books to readers.

      But, worse than all of this, the vanity presses sell you hope. They sell you the idea that everything will be taken care of, and that their expensive “publicity” package actually includes things that work. They sell you the idea that they will take care of the publishing (which they do, overpriced and second-rate though it usually is) and that they will deal with the marketing. Because it’s the thought of marketing that will give many writers nightmares. They don’t want to do the marketing. But, get this: every writer needs to do marketing. Even if you get a traditional publishing deal with a big publisher, you will have to do marketing. If you don’t, the publisher won’t sign your next book, because you won’t sell very many. Marketing is a thing that you do every day.

      The days that publishers did this all for you and all you needed to do was write in your attic are over. Done. Finished. Dead as a dodo.

      So, get used to it: market or die.

      YOU do the marketing. Not some company. Definitely not some company you paid $10,000 to publish your book, because here is another thing about these scammers: once your book is out the door, they’re done with you. They’ve delivered what they said they would: editing (that leaves much to be desired), a cover (which is usually acceptable) and marketing package (that consists of press releases and other crap that doesn’t work but sounds really nice).

      They’re done with you, and you have boxes of books in your garage with no idea how to sell them, and they have gone in search of the next sucker to milk.

      If you’re still dubious, it is worth noting that people who publish through vanity presses are often attached to the “old ways”. They want to get into bookshops and see their books on the shelves. How ironic it is, then, that bookshops are more likely to stock a book openly self-published through Ingram Spark than one published through one of these predatory companies. And while we’re at it, promotional sites are not going to want your book either. Don’t. Just don’t waste your money. Spend it on learning to write engaging stories.

      Not having $10,000 to spend can be a blessing in disguise. Money is definitely no substitute for a bit of common sense, and “having more money than brains” is a real thing. Don’t be one of those people.

      THE LITTLE SHARKS

      Say you’ve managed to avoid the vanity presses and you have found the real self-publishing crowd. Know that sharks are still common.

      There are contractors who will take your money and won’t deliver, promotional sites that will use shady tactics to promote your book (clickfarms, incentivised buys, buy circles) that can get you into trouble with the retailers and can get your accounts on those retailers suspended. Others will simply try to sell you things you don’t need or charge you a lot of money for promotions that don’t work.

      So you must develop a strong sense of distrust. But, I can hear you say, I know little, how do I find out whether a service is legit, whether I need that service or if it’s any good?

      Google is usually your friend here, especially in terms of reviews of business services, but the best method I recommend is to become part of a self-publishing community. At the moment, authors hang out in Facebook groups (I know, I know, but Facebook is actually forum software and does this relatively well, seeing as half the planet has an account). I would recommend Wide For The Win, Learn Self-publishing or Kickstarter For Authors, because any unethical providers or shady behaviour that inevitably enters these communities gets weeded out and exposed.

      The groups can be a bit snarky if members feel a certain service or reply doesn’t pass muster, but developing a good sense of distrust and snark is vital in this business.

      Also check Writer Beware and the attached blog.

      WHAT ABOUT THE PLETHORA OF COURSES?

      It has become extremely popular for everyone who is in the writing/teaching business to bring out an online course. Are these the real deal or not?

      You need to know two things about these courses:

      
        
          	
        These courses contain nothing that you can’t find out online. If the course teacher claims there is, don’t take the course. It’s highly likely to be against someone’s terms of service.
      

      	
        These courses help you to find this material quickly, and they connect you with a community. Especially the latter can be extremely valuable if you’re not already part of a community. A course can be a shortcut.
      

      

      

      Before you sign up for a course, determine what it teaches. The more specific, the better. Determine that this is a subject that you need to learn about and, more importantly, that you’re willing to invest time and money into learning. There is no point in taking a course and then being hesitant to invest in buying and using the software, memberships, ad platforms or other things that were taught in the course.

      Don’t forget to evaluate the credentials of the people giving the course. Don’t just look at testimonials, but look at the course provider’s style and whether that suits your own style. Often these course providers put out a plethora of free webinars, where you can get a glimpse of the type of person giving the course. Don’t buy a course unless you can get a glimpse into what it looks like. The best course providers give out a lot of material for free so that you can judge their style before parting with money.

      On the subject of money, make sure there is a refund policy.

      And decide whether you want to fork out the money and fast-track your learning or whether you have the time to learn organically online. I’m not advocating one over the other. It’s up to you to decide. You’re going to hear this line a lot in this book. It’s not called self-publishing for nothing.

      SHARK-REPELLENT

      Unfortunately, when it comes to paid services, you need to be vigilant. If you adhere to these few guidelines, you’ll potentially save yourself a lot of heartache and money.

      
        
          	
        When something sounds too good to be true, it always is. Not just that, but Amazon is likely to ban your seller’s account over it.
      

      	
        In relation to the above, if someone tells you about a magic promotion and won’t be up-front about how it is done, show you where the book will be promoted and how readers can sign up, then RUN! Chances are high that something shady is being done.
      

      	
        NOBODY can guarantee a certain number of sales or downloads. If they do, they’re using clickfarms to artificially boost your rankings. RUN!
      

      	
        When someone cold-contacts you and wants to offer something that you need to pay for, it’s never something you want.
      

      	
        When someone gives you advice about how to sell and they don’t actually, you know, appear sell a decent number of books or have a history of selling in the genre you want to write in, then what is that advice worth? Repeat with any other service that deals with the production or selling of books.
      

      	
        On the flip side of the above, if someone sells really well, how much of that is going to be a product of their unique history, a history you don’t share? Maybe they got a special opportunity years ago that is not applicable for you now. In particular, the advice of people who “made it” years ago may be outdated, because they are not familiar with what it’s like to start as a new author now. They are also likely to give you marketing advice that’s in line with their much larger budget and tolerance for risk.
      

      

      

      You should always evaluate marketing advice given against your situation and make your own decisions. It doesn’t mean the other person is wrong, but their marketing advice might not be right for you.

      
        
          	
        On the other hand, if someone who sells well gives you advice about your product, then do listen carefully.
      

      	
        No one will care more about your books than you will. Don’t believe anyone who makes wonderful promises, for example a certain number of sales. People look after number one. Fact of life.
      

      	
        And with all the above rules, remember this: never, ever leave your brain at home, and always carry a bullshit meter. Your gut is always right. If it smells like a fart that is because is it a fart.
      

      	
        And if in doubt, ask your writing community. Ask on social media. And here is a hack: google this: “is [insert name of service] a scam”.
      

      

      

      There’s sharks in them thar waters. This book is your harpoon. (Sorry, I love bad metaphors.)

      With this said, we will now move into the most important part of the plan. No, grasshopper, this is not the nuts and bolts of how to set up your mailing list. It’s about more stuff you don’t want to read.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            WHY YOU DON’T WANT TO READ THIS BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      If this were a book of the how-to variety, this would be the part where the cheery recommendations go.

      You know the shtick. So-and-so big name writer tried my method and had instant success, increasing sales by fifty percent.

      Except this book is not about that. Not that people don’t do well following the three-year plan mindset, and many others like it. To the contrary. There is a whole host of writers having found success following methods like these.

      It’s just that the three-year plan is not a box of tricks. This book is not about the glamour or the magic pill. It’s about putting the many moving parts of your author business together.

      The three-year plan is a philosophy that serves both as sales vehicle and as attitude check to keep you happy and avoid burnout. The three-year plan relies on consistency and persistence more than quote-worthy immediate success. This is not a paint-by-numbers book. It is about writing what you want to write and marketing it.

      Massive success is fickle. It frequently comes when you’re not ready for it. For a host of reasons, it is rarely sustainable. It’s certainly not wise to suggest that it’s a right to be earned and kept forever.

      What goes up must come down, nothing lasts forever, and other bad clichés. They’re clichés because they are true.

      Writing income needs to be managed, the troughs ironed out, the peaks savoured, money squirrelled away, because income is neither regular nor secure. It’s the nature of the beast.

      Rather than telling you all kinds of wonderful things about this book and why you have to read it, I will tell you that you shouldn’t read it. You shouldn’t read it because it won’t tell you what you want to hear: that publishing is easy, that you will make a million dollars in your first year or that your books will be an instant success if only you follow these easy steps.

      Make no mistake, having a career as a writer is hard.

      But having a career in writing is also much more achievable than it has ever been before. There are many writers making decent money selling ebooks, people you will never have heard of. People selling enough books to pay some or all of their bills.

      This book will show you how to give yourself the best possible chance at setting up a career that will build your reader base. This book will show you how to sustain sales in between releases and promotions and other slow periods. This book will show you how to be independent of sales platforms and algorithms and how to spend more of your time doing what you enjoy: writing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          
            THE PLAN ON STEROIDS

          

        

      

    

    
      For those keen to get into it, here is the plan in the form in which it was originally published as post on the Kindleboards forum. For a number of years, the Kindleboards was the best place to find out about self-publishing. Then it got bought by a company that wants to wring out money from selling ad space. Every time I go to the site, it’s less user-friendly. But the original posts are still up.

      The post is quoted here because it still gets a lot of visits. People will read this and will recognise it. Many people have asked me to expand on the different aspects that make up the plan.

      THE THREE-YEAR, NO-BESTSELLER PLAN TO MAKING A SUSTAINABLE INCOME FROM YOUR WRITING

      I. The Product

      
        
          	
        Write a series of three books in a genre you like. It’s best if the books are full-length of 70-80k words at least. There are people who can get away with novellas, but selling well gets harder the shorter your books are. Unless, maybe, your genre is erotica or romance. Maybe. Just make the books full length, OK? It makes life so much easier (insert whisper that sounds like Bookbub: many advertising sites don’t accept short books).
      

      	
        Make the first book free.
      

      	
        Play around a bit with advertising if you feel so inclined (I mean—why the hell not?), but don’t worry about stuff that takes you away from writing too much.
      

      	
        Make sure you have the following in all your books: a link to your mailing list sign-up form, and, at the end, a live link to the next book in the series.
      

      	
        When you finish the series, or even while you’re writing it, start the next series. Make it a slightly different subgenre, or use a different setting and characters. Make sure that people don’t need to have read the other series in order to follow it. Write three books. Make the first book free.
      

      	
        Repeat 5. Twice, if you can. Three years @ 4 novels a year = 12 books = 4 trilogies.
      

      	
        Advertise your freebies, but don’t fall down any rabbit holes that take you away from writing for major chunks of time (insert snort that sounds like Facebook advertising).
      

      

      

      II. The Marketing

      
        
          	
        After a while, your mailing list will start to build up a bit (see point 4 above). Get a paid account at MailChimp or wherever you are. If you are not at a list provider that allows automation and segmentation, and most importantly, automation based on automatic segmentation, move your list.
      

      	
        Set up mailing automation. When people join your list, send them an email with the freebies, even though they’re already free. Don’t email the freebies to them, but include download links in the email. Then booby-trap those links so that you can track who downloads what. You’ll be using this later.
      

      	
        Next, send your subscribers to an automated program that sends them something at regular intervals (Amazon genre newsletters arrive every two weeks, that’s good enough for me). What do you write about? About you, about your fiction, free short stories, you ask them questions, tell them about tidbits of research you’ve done, or places you travelled for your writing. Tell them about box sets you’re in, and even plug your friends with similar books. Anything. Booby-trap any links to your books so your MailChimp/AWeber/whatever account knows who clicked what.
      

      	
        Siphon people who clicked all the links to series 1 (and downloaded the freebie!) off to a side list, and say three months later send them an email saying: hey, this is book 2 in the series. Do this with all books 2 in all your series.
      

      	
        Repeat steps 3 and 4. Create new emails, use the links and who clicks them to segment your list and send them further information based on who clicked what.
      

      	
        Pronto! You have now created your own marketing machine that crawls like a giant slug over your subscriber list.
      

      

      

      III. Your Tasks

      It’s now really clear what you need to do:

      
        
          	
        Keep writing new books that people want to read, continuing your most popular series, starting new series maybe (make book 1 free again). Add new emails about those books to your mailing sequence.
      

      	
        Keep feeding people into your giant mailing slug.
      

      

      

      Note that there are certain things I don’t do anymore, for example, my automation is much simplified. If you move your list to another mailing list provider, or the provider changes their automation process—two things that happened to me in close succession—this badly stuffs up your process. Much better to have a simple sequence that you can quickly rebuild from scratch.

      Also, I quite enjoy manually emailing people every two weeks and including recent news. These emails have taken the place of blog posts.

      My books are also no longer free on the retailer sites. Instead people can download them for free from Bookfunnel in exchange for their email address. Bookfunnel feeds them directly into my automation sequence. Or they can get them from my web store, which I didn’t have at the time when I wrote the post.

      Don’t worry if the above paragraph went over your head. In the rest of the book, we go into details about how to set all this up.

      But first: none of this will work without some more stuff you don’t want to hear about.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 6

          

          
            THIS IS THE PART YOU REALLY DON’T WANT TO READ

          

        

      

    

    
      None of the plan outlined in this book will work if you don’t have a book people want to read.

      Let’s just repeat that:

      You must have a book people want to read.

      Sorry to put a damper on your enthusiasm, but you need to learn to write well before you can learn to sell.

      This is not a writing craft book, and most of this book is written under the assumption that you have done this, that you have read about story structure and plot and have done a class or two, or spent some time in writing workshops or have otherwise honed your craft.

      Some people are natural learners and absorb craft through reading in the genre they want to write in.

      But the truth is, just like you can’t pick up an instrument and get a gig in a professional orchestra, everyone has to learn to write.

      On top of that, once you have written well, everyone needs to learn how to present their book and make it the best possible product before you can start marketing it. Otherwise there is absolutely no point in doing all the other work.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 7

          

          
            IT STARTS AND ENDS WITH THE BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      It shouldn’t need to be said, but the most important thing you can do as writer is to write a good book.

      Really.

      In the marketing hype, this simple fact sometimes gets lost, or it gets confused with the erroneous assumption that all books are equal.

      We all know they are not. We all know of good books and bad books. If pressured, most of us will even realise that our good books are not the same as someone else’s good books. There is a name for people who don’t realise this: it’s “literary snobs”.

      Another truth is that every book will find someone who loves it, even if it’s only the writer’s mother.

      The trick is writing a book that appeals to enough people for it to be marketable. It doesn’t need to be a mega-bestseller. The key is enough people.

      HOW DO YOU KNOW IF YOUR BOOK IS MARKETABLE?

      If you have published your book, and people buy it who are not your friends and family, and if people regularly continue to buy it when you promote, you probably have a marketable book or at least the seeds of a marketable book.

      If you run promotions or make your book free, and many people download it, but you’re having trouble selling book 2, you might have a problem.

      I’m not of the type that I’ll tell you that a series should see a certain percentage of people who buy book 1 also buy book 2. This will depend on many things: the size of the promotion you have done, the size of your book, whether your audience are fast readers, whether book 1 ends in a cliffhanger, whether you can read book 2 independently and a whole bunch of other factors. It also varies over time.

      But if you’re unhappy with the sell-through, you can probably improve it. And you probably should improve it before you spend too much time and money on marketing.

      HOW DO YOU DO THIS?

      Apart from the lack of sell-through, problems in the book may manifest in the reviews. If a decent number of reviews mention that the book is slow, hard to understand, or has other problems like poor editing, then this is probably true.

      In that case, fix the problems before you go any further. Definitely fix them before you spend huge amounts of money on marketing. The copies you sell or give out will be in circulation forever, and reviews about problems may turn up years after the sale of the book.

      The best thing to do of course is not to publish a book with major problems in the first place.

      HOW DO YOU AVOID PUBLISHING A BOOK WITH PROBLEMS?

      In the first place: learn to write. I cannot stress this enough, even if it is something people seem to want to hear the least.

      Spend time doing this. Not months, years. Take some courses, read some books. Join some writing communities and then submit to agents and publishers. No, not because self-publishing is second best, only to be considered if you can’t get a traditional deal. It is because for all the supposed ills of the publishing industry, it is still full of people who love books and who see a lot of books pass their desk and who can spot a book that’s well-written—even if it may not be up their alley. They will tell you so in their rejection letters: “This is well-written, but doesn’t fit our catalogue.”

      Submit books to them until you get these types of personal replies. Submit shorter works to magazines. Publish a few. Get a sense of confidence that you can write a decent story with a beginning, middle and end in language that a lot of people find pleasant to read.

      Seriously: learn to write.

      As a caution, don’t confuse “quality” with spelling and grammar issues, or with adherence to the many self-imposed “writing rules” that circulate around the learn-to-write community. Some writers genuinely believe their manuscript will be publishable, if only they eradicate every instance of “that” from their manuscripts. Or if they use no “passive voice” (and then they get confused about what passive voice actually is). Remember that there is only one thing worse than a piece of fiction where the word “was” is used multiple times in a sentence: one that has been contorted so that it doesn’t occur at all.

      If someone says your fiction has a stylistic issue, like the over-use of certain words or constructions, then (presuming the construction you used is grammatically correct), removing and fixing half of them is sufficient to get rid of the problem.

      The writing rules are not silly and stupid, as some say. Religious adherence to them, is.

      The rules were created with the purpose of making your book more readable. Ultimately, all of them serve the following purposes:

      
        
          	
        Don’t bore the reader
      

      	
        Don’t confuse the reader
      

      	
        Don’t annoy the reader.
      

      

      

      All the rules are mere crutches to aid those points. Don’t be boring, don’t be confusing, don’t be annoying. That’s it.

      But much more important than all this nitty-gritty is the story. This is why you will see books which are stylistically poor, and some that even have many avoidable grammatical errors, do well: because they tell an engaging story to an audience that’s looking for those stories.

      Hone your craft of storytelling more than your prose-craft. This can be really hard. It can lead to having to completely change your writing process. It may require help from outside.

      When you have finished writing, you’re not done. Once you have written, you must edit. However you do this is up to you. If you can’t afford to pay for editing, at the very least get a nitpicky friend or two to read it for you. The only problem is that you are likely to have to do something for your friend in return. Or you may be able to buy their favour in cases of beer. At any rate, editing will cost you something. It could be money, or time, it could be something else, but you need a process in place to get rid of errors.

      EDITING

      Once you decide to pay for editing—and I think it’s one of the first things you should pay for as soon as you can afford it—you need to know that there are many different kinds of editing.

      Developmental Editor. When you’re just starting out, it may be a good idea, at least once, to get a developmental editor. This is someone who will comment on storyline, character and plot. This person will look at the flow of the story and make suggestions to have it flow better. A developmental editor is not cheap, but will absolutely make you a better writer. They may not fix that book, but will have taught you skills for future books. See it as an investment in your craft.

      Content Editor. A content editor will look at the data in the book: the setting if it exists, the science if there is any, the believability and consistency of the setting. The content editor and developmental editor are often the same.

      Copyeditor. A copyeditor will look at paragraphs and sentence flow.

      Proofreader. This person will pick out the typos, the missed punctuation and wrongly used words. Proofreading and copyediting are the absolute bare minimum of editing you should get.

      It is possible to get someone who does more than one type of editing. Definitely ask your potential editor what sort of editing they provide and what other services you should consider hiring that they don’t cover.

      But remember that editing enhances a work. An editor doesn’t exist to fix all your problems. In fact, if a book has so many problems that it needs serious fixing, any editor worth their reputation will not take it on. If you’re asking for proofreading, but what you need is extensive developmental and style editing, they will tell you so. Listen to them.

      Once you have done all this, have confidence in your abilities. Even if you have edited extensively, there will almost always be some errors.

      Some people will complain loudly about them, and many times these people will be wrong. If you are like me and write in Commonwealth English, readers will complain of errors, even if they mean that there is a u in colour and they’re not expecting one.

      People will complain. That’s a fact of life. When you put something out in the world, some people will hate it. But if you’ve done your job, there will only be a few of these people. Don’t give readers any more reason to complain than necessary. But also accept that nothing will ever be to everyone’s liking.

      HOW DO YOU FIND AN EDITOR?

      First, establish what kind of editing you want and look around with that in mind.

      The best way is to ask for recommendations in places where self-published writers you respect hang out. You don’t know any self-published writers? Get to know some already! Being part of the community is very important, I would say absolutely vital, to your career. Your author friend circle is a great place for the purpose of finding good, reasonably-priced and reliable service providers.

      I’ve often used two editors: first I use someone who reads the books and makes suggestions regarding characters, logic and storyline. She points out the saggy bits, the rushed bits, and the parts that are unclear. We will talk about characters and whether their motivations are clear and whether or not it was clear why the characters decided to do as they did in the book.

      She often tells me nothing I didn’t already know or suspected, but the value in our interactions is in discussing what to do about those issues.

      After this process is completed and I have done an edit, the book will go to a traditional editor who does a line-editing pass and a proofreading pass.

      While you don’t have to do exactly the same thing, it is a very good idea to have someone read the book for strange jumps of logic or things that may trip readers up, such as a character doing something that people would perceive as unsympathetic or dumb.

      Then the copy editing step puts the final touches on the work.

      WHAT ABOUT EDITING SOFTWARE OR AI?

      There is some really good AI-driven software. Use it, because it will point out things that a good editor will also tell you about: word repetition, missing words, too much passive language, sentences starting with the same word, filter words, all that kind of stuff.

      You can even read up on the reasons why the software is flagging the word or phrase and you can learn more by googling it.

      It will, however, sometimes make nonsensical suggestions, which you obviously shouldn’t accept.

      CAN YOU SELF-EDIT?

      This is a contentious subject, but here is my feeling about it:

      Absolutely, you can. I prefer to say “a book must be edited” and leave who is doing the editing up for people to decide.

      BUT (you know there was a but, right?) at the very start of your career, with your very first work of fiction, is probably the worst time to do it.

      At that point in your career, you’re still learning. You pick up all kinds of bad habits, and many of them will harm your prospects of selling well.

      I advise people to get an developmental editor at least once to learn from them, not to fix the book in question. If you can’t afford this, being part of a critique group can be a slow but cheap substitute.

      Some people have no funds to pay for an editor, especially since prices have skyrocketed since the pandemic. This is a valid standpoint. There is NO need to shame people into thinking they’re not good enough because they don’t have much money. I also very strongly believe that you should never feel you are forced into paying for things you cannot afford just because someone says so.

      If you can’t afford an editor, use software and then ask a friend whose language skills you judge good and ask them to answer these questions:

      
        
          	
        Do you understand what is happening and why the characters are doing what they’re doing?
      

      	
        Are there parts of the book you find boring?
      

      	
        Do you spot any writing tics?
      

      

      

      And then, when your friend is done and you attended to what they said, run the book through some editing software.

      If your book starts selling reasonably well (like, a few copies a day), fix typos by hiring a proofreader, but don’t touch the rest. It obviously works.

      You do NOT mess with a winning horse. Seriously, don’t.

      HERE IS THE THING ABOUT EDITING

      (Editors, put your hands over your ears, because you will hate what I’m about to say)

      Editing is a sliding scale.

      If you view editing as “fixing typos”, the sort of stuff that a proofreader does, then there is a right and wrong. Wellllll, that is if you discount regional variations and comma placement, some of which are subject to prescribed style guides or personal preferences.

      But once you start to take editing into the clarity and storytelling realms, then personal preference takes over from existing rules and a decent amount of this type of editing comes down to experience, some guesswork, gut feelings and pet peeves.

      In this space, editors can absolutely make a book easier to read. But, here is the thing, they can also be very wrong.

      A big-name editor once told me: if someone tells me your work has an issue, they’re always right (insofar as that it’s an issue for them). When they tell you how to fix it, they’re almost always wrong.

      So when someone whose opinion you value points to an issue with storytelling or plot, you need to change something. What the thing is you should change… no one can tell you that with certainty.

      When a reader says “needs editing” they mean one of a few things:

      
        
          	
        There are typos
      

      	
        There are things they think are typos but they’re wrong (either because of regional variation or because they’re just, you know, wrong)
      

      	
        They don’t understand what’s going on
      

      	
        There are continuity errors, like objects or people that mysteriously appear or go missing in between two sections of the text
      

      

      

      These are things that need to be looked at and fixed if the readers are right. These are demonstrable errors that a proofreading pass can fix.

      Everything else in the book is a matter of opinion. An editor can help you guide to what is the most likely path to a book people will enjoy. But there is no one right path.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      So there you have it. This is as much as I’m going to say about editing.

      But even before you get to this stage…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 8

          

          
            DON’T HATE THE PIGEONHOLES

          

        

      

    

    
      A very important step in the publishing process, preferably done before you even start writing, is to determine what genre you want to market the book in.

      At this point, a lot of inexperienced writers will complain that they don’t like being pigeonholed. They don’t like to be confined to a certain genre, or they haven’t even thought about it. They wrote a mishmash of science fiction with fantasy elements, but it’s set in medieval times and oh, the main character is ten, but it’s definitely not a book for children. It defies classification.

      This was why they got into self-publishing in the first place, right?

      Well, no.

      Genres are not about pigeonholes or conformity. They are about reader expectations.

      How?

      Think about what you read and why you read what you read. Chances are that you read only a couple of genres. You are attracted to certain elements—or tropes—common to those genres. I like science fiction and fantasy. Tropes common to these genres are: worldbuilding, usually some sort of adventure, magic or technology that doesn’t yet exist. The story is usually, but not always, told in a setting that is not today’s world, or if the setting is today’s world, there is usually a kind of shadow secret society.

      All science fiction and fantasy includes elements that are not real and those elements are important in the story. That is the very essence of those genres. I’d be annoyed if I read a book that was just about characters in a family and might be set in the future but the setting sounds just like today and the characters don’t interact with the setting. Because it wouldn’t be science fiction.

      Similarly, all romances include a couple, and they have a happy ending. That is the very essence of the genre. The couple can be rich, poor, from all corners of the world including the past, including the future, but the relationship between them is central and is the main driver of the plot.

      In mystery and crime, the protagonist solves a problem. It could be a murder, a missing-person case, a jewel theft or something strange that happened in the local history museum. But something needs to be solved. A mystery is not about the romance between two of the characters.

      These are broad expectations of genre, and as writer, you ignore them at your peril.

      Consider your book in terms of these genres, so that you can give the readers what they expect to get. It is best to do this before you start writing so that you can gear your book towards those expectations. It is best to build it into the blurb—which I also recommend you write before the story.

      Sure, there are books that can comfortably fit into more than one genre. In that case, you choose the one you think is most attractive to readers. Genre classification is not static and you can change it later.

      If you have no idea how to classify your book, I would suggest that you read some of the bestselling books in the genres the book might fall in. And then read the blurbs of a good many more. Make notes of tone, subject matter and types of characters that you might find in titles that sell well today.

      I’m afraid I’d have to say that in at least half the cases where writers aren’t sure what genre to put their book in, it means they are unfamiliar with the recent publications in that genre. It often means that they’ve been writing on an island, with little knowledge of what’s hot and what’s not. It’s a mark of inexperience and does not usually bode very well for the book. Sadly, Chosen One fantasy went out of fashion thirty years ago, and the readers are not terribly fond of Mary Sues either. Yet we have all innocently written those types of books—present company included. Educate yourself so that you can see that those types of stories should remain where they are: in your bottom drawer. At least until you gut the plot and turn it into a book that’s more in line with what readers want today.

      Yes, you can publish—that’s the freedom of self-publishing—but the premise of this book was that you want to make money with your writing, so that’s what I’m going to assume you want to do.

      Now here is a small new section I’m adding in 2024.

      I still believe genre is hugely important. If your book clearly falls within the parameters of a genre, it will be so much easier to market.

      But these days we have Kickstarter and direct sales.

      Kickstarter in particular is a very good place for out-of-the-box genres. I mean—I sold an art book with images of humanoid greyhounds in 1920’s style.

      So I want to add that it is possible to sell cross-genre stuff, but being solidly in genre makes everything easier.

      To sum up, the foremost issue is to determine what genre your book is. It doesn’t matter so much that it’s not a perfect fit. In fact most books can be classified in more than one way. But classified they must be, so that a reader wanting a romance gets a romance and a reader wanting a mystery gets a mystery.

      Genre classification is also very important for cover design. Your cover must reflect the correct genre.

      Which brings me to…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 9

          

          
            EVERYONE JUDGES A BOOK BY THE COVER

          

        

      

    

    
      Because everyone does. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise. People judge books by their covers all the time.

      If you saw a book in a bookstore with an embarrassingly hideous cover, you’d think twice about buying it. You would not want to be seen dead reading a book with that cover on public transport. Why do you think erotic fiction took off with the advent of ereaders? Because no one can see what you’re reading!

      That’s right. People judge people by the books they’re reading. People judge themselves by the covers of the books they read.

      Before you upload your homemade cover, be honest about it. Do you have any graphic skills? Have you studied book covers in your genre and do you understand what makes them work?

      If the answer to both is yes, go ahead and design your own cover. It is entirely possible to produce a cover that sells.

      However, unless you have graphic and artistic skills, and you’re aware of genre conventions and know about fonts and text placement, and have an artistic eye, and some experience, it’s highly unlikely that you can design a cover that’s even remotely adequate.

      So, be honest: does the cover you’ve designed—and that looks pretty to you—look anywhere near the covers of books in your genre that sell well?

      If in doubt, ask some people who read a lot of books. After all, they won’t want to be seen dead with a book that has an ugly cover. Don’t take their “it’s not too bad” replies as encouragement. The cover you made for your first ever book is terrible. You know it.

      Get a cover designer. You’ll be glad that you did.

      HOW DO YOU FIND A COVER DESIGNER?

      The same place you find an editor: recommendations from friends and forums. There are a number of very good cover designers out there who do very nice work for not very much. You can get a good pre-made cover for a very reasonable price. In case you don’t know what it is, a pre-made cover is a fully designed cover where the only thing you get to change is the title and your name. This is a very good and affordable way of getting an attractive cover. No, it won’t fit the book to a T, but this is much less important than authors think. The function of the book cover is to be attractive, to make people curious and inform them what sort of book they’re going to get.

      If you have zero graphic skills and not much money, get a pre-made cover. Don’t be precious about how well it reflects the exact content of your book. Don’t let an ugly or ineffective cover stand in the way of people buying your book.

      If you want to move up-market, a custom-made photomanipulated cover from a reputable designer would start at a few hundred dollars. If you’re really lucky, you can find a good designer who does it for less, but if such a person is a professional, they will be forced to charge the going rate unless design is a hobby for them.

      Top-end covers should cost anywhere from $1000 for photo-manipulation and up.

      In the last few years, since the pandemic, prices have gone up a lot.

      But there are a couple of important things to know when commissioning a book cover.

      A cover is an image that represents the content of the book.

      Above all, the cover should make it clear what genre and subgenre the book is. How do you know what this looks like? Well, go to the website of any book retailer and look at the covers of recently published books in that genre. At the moment, you will usually find dark blue covers with purples and reds with a woman in dark clothing on Urban Fantasy; you will often find a cloaked figure in a mountainous landscape in Epic Fantasy, space ships in Space Opera, a couple or just a woman with pretty colours in Romance. You’ll often find an image with bold type for crime and a cover showing some object in Mystery.

      Not sure about your book’s genre? Go back to the previous section. You will now see that this is really important.

      Apart from indicating subgenre, a good cover illustrates mood and elements from the book. Are there werewolves? Put a wolf on the cover. Does the book contain a crime? Put someone holding a gun on the cover. Add elements of setting—urban vs. country—or climate—make sure people wear thick coats.

      One thing that usually does NOT make a good cover is an illustration of a scene from the book. In the vast majority of cases this is because book scenes don’t convey genre, and they are often too complex and difficult to get right. For the designer—whose job it is to design your cover, not to read your book—these types of scenes and authors who insist on them are a royal pain in the butt. Authors can get way too precious about it, insist on changes that ruin the design and are outside the skill set of the designer, and the chance that whole thing ends in tears, with a poor cover, is high. A good designer will have a point where they are forced to ditch a client who is too demanding. A good designer has the reputation because their covers are good. It means they’re busy. They need to deliver the goods on time. Be clear in what you want, and be reasonable. Give a designer a general brief with the sort of book it is, the elements that are in it, and a few examples of covers that you like. Especially the latter is very helpful for the designer.

      And then, for Pete’s sake, let the designer do their job. It’s your job to write the book. It’s their job to produce a cover that sells. You wouldn’t want them to do your job, so don’t try to do theirs.

      COULD YOU DO IT YOURSELF?

      Absolutely.

      You can learn to design your own covers to an acceptable standard.

      The operative in that sentence is learn.

      You have to study book cover design, perhaps do some courses on using the software if you don’t already know this, and, most importantly, learn typography.

      Good book cover design is 50% image and 50% typography.

      You need to learn about font hierarchy and focus points and font treatment, kerning and more.

      Does this type of stuff float your boat? Great! Go for it. Otherwise it’s best to let someone else handle it for now. Or just grab a cheap premade.

      WHAT ABOUT AI?

      I probably cannot get away with rewriting this book without mentioning the waves made by AI, so I might as well do it here.

      I’m not a hater.

      I’m also not a fanboi.

      If it’s useful, I will use it. I’d unpack useful as having one or both of these qualities:

      •	It’s faster

      •	It’s better

      I also adhere to the following: if a layperson can clearly see you’ve used a tool, then you’re using it wrong. This applies to the complete gamut of tools we have, including writing and spelling tools, but also things like 3d models used for book covers, and yes, AI for covers. If someone with no knowledge about design or about AI can clearly tell, it’s not done properly and deserves the scorn it may get.

      Whether or not you use AI for a range of purposes will depend on your process. However, none of the AI tools are good enough (yet, if ever) to use entirely without editing, and definitely not without extensive checking.

      AI can’t make book covers, even if its ability to handle text is getting better all the time. It introduces a lot of AI-isms, like hyper-saturation and the tendency to put the subject smack-bang in the middle and this is if you can get a flawless image in the first place. Likely (and probably best practice), you would compose your cover of a combination of AI output and stock photos. You need to fix these images. You need to colour-balance the ensemble. Then you need to do typography that is so super important.

      In short: you need to actually design the cover, and know how to do this, and how to place text, so that it’s not  obvious you’ve used AI-generated elements (for example, you generated a space ship because you are sick to death of the very limited options offered by stock photo agencies with cool space ships).

      At that point, we’re back to this: learning to design covers is a big task, and if you’re just starting out, you’ve got a lot of other work to do…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 10

          

          
            THE MOST IMPORTANT 100 WORDS YOU’LL WRITE

          

        

      

    

    
      The blurb, or sales copy, is the most important piece of text you will write for your book. The blurb is the bit that goes on the back of a print book and in the description on retailer sites. To many writers, the blurb comes as an afterthought, but it’s a vital piece of text.

      In the space of a hundred words, you have to convince someone that your book is worth reading. You have to tell them about the characters and the story and make them interested in what happens.

      Yet many blurbs are boring or confusing. They try to cram too much information into a small piece of text, and the end result is a paragraph or two of indigestible, confusing mush.

      What goes into a good blurb?

      As with most things, simple is better. A good blurb needs to be easy to understand and needs to be an engaging piece of text.

      Typically it will set the scene for the story; it will introduce a main character and his or her main problems; it will state what gets in the character’s way and will leave off there. The blurb is a teaser. It’s meant to make you excited or curious so that you have to buy the book to find out what happens. Or it has to make you want to read about this really cool world, or it confirms that yes, this book is a proper murder mystery and therefore you’ll like it if you read murder mysteries.

      A typical blurb conveys genre and gives a concept, it gives an interesting problem and confirms that the problem fits within the genre, and it brings something that is unique to the book.

      Make no mistake, writing a blurb is extremely hard and many writers take a long time to master it.

      Some hire someone to do it for them.

      There are many different styles of successful blurbs. If you want to know more about blurbs, do the one thing I have now told you to do a few times already: go to the retailer pages of your favourite genre and pull up some of the books that are similar to yours. Look at their blurbs.

      A very basic example:

      Johnny is an orc, but he’s a smart orc and he wants to go to university. Unfortunately, the university admission criteria does not admit orcs, and the evil Dean, Dr Foster, will not make an exception. He hates orcs. But there is that science show competition that allows the winner to be accepted in the course of their choice…

      
        
          	
        The concept is: orcs going to university. This alone may make you think “Cool!”
      

      	
        The character is Johnny, who is clearly a sympathetic orc.
      

      	
        The conflict is between Johnny and Dr Foster.
      

      	
        The plot is obviously going to be about winning the science competition. At this point the reader may guess that the evil Dr Foster is going to rig the competition.
      

      

      

      (Silly aside: yes, the acronym reads CCCP. That was an honest accident and not engineered by some communist plot. People born after 1989 may not get it.)

      This is the very basic structure for a blurb. From this basic blurb, I would put the book in Urban Fantasy as it’s set in a contemporary world, unless the blurb says that the whole book is set in a fantasy land, or the university teaches magic, in which case I would probably put it in Epic Fantasy, or Comedic Fantasy, if it’s meant to be funny. Use your judgement.

      In the case of Urban Fantasy, I would put a dark cover on it if the book included dark elements (murder, serious threats to life and dark magic) or a cartoonish cover if it was for younger readers or if the book was funny.

      If Epic Fantasy, I would get an artist to draw a cover with orcs and elves and a stately building and I would get the artist to use dark colours if the tone of the book was dark and lighter colours if the book was funny. I would use a different artist for a dark book than I would for a funny book.

      This, then, is how the complete presentation package comes together. The title, cover and blurb reflect what’s inside. They all point in the same direction so that your potential reader can get a good feel for what type of book it is.

      But before we continue, there are a few other important things…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 11

          

          
            THE UGLY STEPCHILD

          

        

      

    

    
      …Of self-publishing is formatting.

      For those who say formatting doesn’t matter, a single look at a poorly formatted book is enough to dispel this notion.

      Try reading a book that hits you in the face with a “wall of text” because of paragraphs that are too large and too densely spaced, or where paragraphs don’t have indents (fiction) or an empty line between them (non-fiction) to space them out. Or where the indents are strangely wide, or the chapters mushed together, or… the list is endless.

      People click away from books because the text looks “wrong”, even if they can’t formulate what “wrong” is.

      Formatting is not hard. You can do it yourself. At the very basic level, formatting uses HTML code. An ebook is a web document.

      But, you say, who still knows how to write code?

      (It’s an extremely useful skill both to fight bloat and to understand how things actually work, but that aside)

      These days, we have a lot of options to format our books.

      Fortunately, for the very beginners, most sales platforms allow you to upload DOC files. Amazon does this, Kobo does this, and the aggregator Draft2Digital does this.

      Although you can upload Word files and let the retailer sites convert them for you, their formatting output is really basic and sometimes errors creep in, especially if your Word file is messy and contains a lot of invisible character format codes. In this case, you may need to nuke the file by importing it into a super-basic text editor like Notepad and exporting it again.

      Of course, doing that stuffs up any formatting and will often also turn your curly quotes into straight quotes.

      If you want to get a bit more hands-on, you could use a program like Jutoh or Sigil to guide you in producing the code.

      Using the above options, you can, relatively successfully, format a basic text, which is fine for fiction.

      But what if you want to add formatting elements such as flourishes with chapter headings, and different fonts for specific purposes? For example if you have an AI speak, you may want to put those lines in monospace Courier font. Or if you write non-fiction, you may want to add bullet points or tables. And any book needs a nice title page, of course, because this highly enhances the free sample that people are going to see on retailer sites.

      Sadly, you cannot control how a device will display your text. A reader can choose font, font size, background colour. Features like dropcaps don’t display on all readers, especially the older or simpler models, or, for that matter, phones. Ereaders are rather long-lived devices, so it’s likely that a significant proportion of your readers will use these.

      No, please don’t come up with the “those are just the older readers” canned casual ageism line. People whose devices can’t handle special features will include:

      
        
          	
        Old devices that still work after many years. I’m all about reducing waste so why replace something unless it’s broken? Also, please remember the age and model of the device says nothing about the age of the user. Just can it with the ageism about technology users, mK?
      

      	
        People using simple apps on phones that can’t handle complex graphics
      

      	
        People buying at the Nook store
      

      

      

      Formatting emergencies have a habit of

      
      
      
        
          	
        DIY, with your own coding. Time-intensive, and it takes a bit of research and knowledge to make files that look pretty.
      

      	
        You can upload DOC files to various sites, and some of those sites will allow you to use the files they generate elsewhere. This requires a clean DOC file and you may need to manually produce your own Table of Contents.
      

      	
        You can buy or download software that generates ebook files. Some of the options are fairly basic, but others are sophisticated. If you have a Mac, I absolutely recommend that you buy a piece of software called Vellum, which you can also use to format your print books. An unlimited licence costs $250 at the time of writing, but it formats your files in minutes, the files look extremely nice, are optimised for each sales platform and each device and the Vellum people are extremely on the ball about changes in requirements. This and a program called Scrivener, and the fact that you used to need a Mac to upload files directly to Apple, is the reason that most established writers own a Mac. For completeness the writing app Scrivener (Mac or PC but the Mac version is so much better) can also format books and some people use it but for my money the less said about Scrivener’s export functions the better because I may start using some French words.
      

      	
        For users of either PC or Mac, there is a program called Atticus that’s web-based and works on all platforms.
      

      	
        There is also a free program called Sigil and another program called Jutoh. It is about $40.
      

      	
        Or you can pay someone to do it for you at $25-100 per file. I used to recommend this, but with the advent of Vellum and Atticus, and the ability to export your files from Draft2Digital, there really is no need.
      

      

      

      
      
      SPECIAL FORMATTING, IMAGES, TABLES ETC.

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      AN EMERGENCY FORMATTING HACK
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