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Foreword 

By Kevin J. Anderson

There used to be a playbook for writers—a standard career path, a sequence of steps you knew you had to take in order to work your way up and maybe, eventually, rarely, become a success. 

It was just like having a career as a doctor, lawyer, or banker. It was a lot of work, but there was a mutually agreed-upon roadmap to follow.

I knew I wanted to be a writer from the time I was a kid. So, I studied those expectations and got in line, ready to do what I had to do. It was akin to becoming an Olympic athlete: You began with a certain amount of talent. You practiced. You worked. You competed. If you got good enough, and lucky enough, you might proceed to the next stage.

Every aspiring science fiction writer started out writing short stories and submitting them to magazines, usually getting a few published in a small press, and finally breaking into a professional magazine. With enough of those credits under your belt, you could find an agent and then send him your novel manuscript, and maybe he’d sell it to one of the big houses.

I did all those things. I had dozens of stories published in fanzines or small press publications. Finally, in 1985, I secured my first pro sale in The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction, then got an agent who sold my first novel, which was published by Signet Books in 1988. I was offered a multi-book contract, and then another one. Eventually, I started writing novels for Star Wars and Lucasfilm, had my first New York Times bestseller in 1993. And I was off to the races.

With each step of the process, I left 90% of my colleagues behind. Only so many could make it. Becoming a traditionally successful science fiction author was like surviving multiple rounds of the Squid Game. In order to be picked for that one lead slot of the publisher's releases, everyone else had to lose. 

I had it made, though. Now that I had climbed to the summit of Mount Olympus, trad publishers were throwing more book contracts at me than I could possibly accept. I had seven New York Times bestsellers in one year. I was translated into 32 languages, eventually ending up with 24 million copies in print and 58 national or international bestsellers. I was even disparaged as a “hack” because I wrote more than a couple books a year.

I had it made.

Never, ever believe you have it made.

I didn't count on the entire publishing world being turned upside down. Around 2010, all the rules began to change. The Borders bookstore chain collapsed, taking with it half of the bookshelves in the country, with some of the biggest casualties being genre fiction. The mass-market paperback book segment collapsed, and that was where I'd done most of my work. My media tie-in projects—all my Star Wars, X-Files, movie novelizations, Star Trek, Batman, and Starcraft work—disappeared practically overnight. The market just wasn’t there.

But I was aware enough of the field and paid attention to the business aspects that I saw these huge changes coming. I looked up in the sky and spotted the giant asteroid hurtling toward us—so I decided to evolve and become a mammal instead of a dinosaur.

Those were the early days of indie publishing, and it was all terra incognita, with new technology, new markets, and new rules. I founded my own publishing house, reissued all my out-of-print backlist, as well as many books from my friends, who were also big-name authors. I had to figure this out, but now there wasn't any playbook. It was like running through a deadly obstacle course in total darkness.

Then I discovered an even more earth-shaking paradigm shift. Nobody knew the rules! We were all trying different things, experimenting—and discovering that the unshakable, eternal verities of traditional publishing and bookselling might have been set in stone, but they weren't exactly true and proven. A lot of these people were coming into the publishing world fresh, with no baggage and no preconceptions, and they were trying to understand how it all worked.

Even more importantly, I saw that succeeding in indie publishing wasn't like the Squid Game. These ambitious authors were discovering new things, and they loved to share them openly. They wanted to help explore this new world.

Craig Martelle was at the vanguard running Michael Anderle’s open and vibrant group of 20Booksto50k®, with his workshops and lectures and constant mentoring. He was paying it forward—and he didn't even have a traditional publishing track record to pay it back. 

The information Craig exchanged was unheard of from my trad background. He and other successful indie authors revealed their actual numbers—wow, real data!—and earnest advice without a second thought, without wondering what was in it for them. Craig shared and encouraged, he coached, he critiqued, and he walked the walk.

I first met Craig in person in 2018, a few years after he became a full-time indie author, but I already knew who he was. I had read his postings and learned from them, adapted his advice to my own circumstances. We've become very good friends in the meantime. He's invited me to speak multiple times at the 20Books Conference in Las Vegas, as well as in Bali and Aruba. Craig has taught several times at my own Superstars Writing Seminar in Colorado Springs. 

Every time I go to one of these conferences, I feel like my head is going to explode. I come home with notebooks filled with notes and bullet points of things I should be trying, new ideas that should have been obvious, and other ones that seem utterly impossible, and yet they work. 

We don't get paid for this. We just do it, because that's what you're supposed to do. Craig comes from a career in the Marines and has a law degree, and although those experiences inform his decisions and his advice, the depth of it comes from his heart.

I can barely keep up with the successes this army of indie authors who are killing it. When Craig invited me to be a guest speaker again, I asked him what I could possibly teach these dynamos. He insisted that information sharing was a two-way street, though I have to confess, I feel more like a frontage road, while the other direction is an interstate highway. 

But I wholeheartedly endorse Craig's core philosophy that a rising tide lifts all boats. It's not a Squid Game. It's a team effort, and we all benefit, writers and readers.

This book is filled with numerous short and digestible gems of Craig's philosophy, his suggestions, and alternatives you may not have considered. These vital ideas may seem simple and obvious, and yet you need to internalize them. 

“Don't half-ass what could be the best career you'll ever have.” 

“There’s no such thing as perfect.”

Or deceptively powerful commandments like "Be kind in all things." 

Read all of these nuggets, and if you “get” only a tenth of them and implement them, then you'll be a richer writer, publisher, and human being for it. 
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​​Chapter 1 – Stuff
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Get Up. Show Up. Do the Work.

Talent is important, but using it is what separates the wildly successful from the pack. You can get far in this business by showing up and working hard at the right things. Becoming a better storyteller takes practice. There’s no practice like writing stories that your fans will like until they love them. As for the business side of it, Nike has the right tagline. Just do it. You don’t have to love the business and marketing, you just have to do them.

Your Words Have Value

Even your early words when you didn’t write your best material. Being an author is a business where you get paid to practice. Write better and better, but you’ll still be able to sell your early work. Readers are forgiving, especially if you tell a good story.

Don’t Half-ass What Could Be the Best Career You’ll Ever Have

Being a professional author takes work. You can’t just wing it, even though you may feel that way while writing. Enjoy the process of storytelling, but do the other stuff, too. You’ll find that others take a huge cut of work that you can easily do for yourself. Don’t limit your viability as a professional by putting yourself into a small box.

Fear Should Motivate Us, Not Paralyze Us

Too many are afraid of publishing that first book. What are you afraid of? A bruised ego? You’re venturing into the world of being a public person. You’re going to get both good and bad feedback. Take the good and get better. Learn from the bad, even if it seems hurtful. It tells you that you may not have hit your exact target audience. Adjust and put it in better readers’ hands while simultaneously writing better books.

A Rising Tide Lifts All Boats

A quote from John F. Kennedy that supports the challenge and success of being an author. No one has to lose for me to win. No one has to lose for anyone to win. Winning is personal, just like writing a book, but just because you write alone doesn’t mean you are alone. Authors are better together, supporting each other. It’s amazing what happens with a few kind words. Another way to say it is that we all win together. 

Self-publishing is a Learning Journey 

It’s best undertaken with intentionality to get better at those things that need to be done better. You don't have to love all parts of the business, but you do need to understand them. And the parts you do love, keep loving them, otherwise it becomes painful and something you want to escape from rather than escape to.

Your Eyes Look Forward. That’s a Hint for Life.

Businesses that spend too much time looking back will get stuck in the past. Once you learn the lesson that history has taught you, keep your eyes straight ahead. So what that you managed nine one-star reviews in a row because you uploaded the wrong version of your manuscript?  You know what not to do and you’ve fixed it. You can lament the error, or you can let your readers know and have a good laugh. Then move on.  The windshield is so much larger than the rearview mirror. There’s a good reason for that. The real obstacles are in front of you.

Marketing Has Three Pillars

Advertising, promotions, and brand. Ads will put your work in front of potential readers through passive product placement where they might be browsing. Promotions are active efforts to put those books in front of potential readers, such as paid newsletters. Brand is how a potential reader feels when they see your name/books. If it’s positive, you can make a sale without an ad or promotion.

Little Wins Keep You Going

Don’t look for the big wins. Set inchstones instead of milestones and revel in reaching them and bounding forward, one inchstone at a time. 

Maintain Balance

You can’t write if your brain is mush. You have to balance your health and well-being with the business of being an author. Maintain the level of fitness that’s right for you and control your diet. Cheetos and Diet Coke won’t help your body operate at max efficiency. Your bones and muscles exist as the meat wagon to drive your brain around. Make the best of it.

You Write Your Own Story

You are the master of your story. Don’t let someone else take it over and dictate to you what you’re about. That is in your hands. You determine who you are. People will judge you on what they see. Do your actions mirror your intent? If you want to write a book, then write a book. Saying you want to write but never writing is anathema to being a writer. Writers write.

Write with the Reader in Mind

This is also called write to market. It’s not a huge shift from writing what you want, but you have to keep the reader in mind while you’re crafting your characters and telling your tale. Your readers will be the final arbiters if you’ve succeeded. They vote with their money, and you want their votes. You’re not selling out if you don’t write just what you want. It’s still your story. Successful authors understand their readers and give them what they want.

Write a Great Book. Put it in the Right Readers’ Hands.

These are the two things you need to do if you want a successful author career. Simple, right? There might be a few moving parts under each, but when you boil it down to the basics, this is it. If you write a good book in a great way, that will also be compelling for your readership. Always build your reader foundation. Nothing is more important than
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