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A long time ago, I was a computer programmer. In the late 90’s there were a set of books (I want) to say were called “1001 Tips for ...”.

I loved these books! Why? Because they were laid out in such a way that I could quickly find out if my questions were answered inside the books themselves. Mind you, this was before the internet when you could just Google an answer.

The books, unfortunately, didn’t make it much longer once the Internet became common place and I really regret that.

Not that I regret not having a huge book of paper, but rather I regret losing them because the layout was so important to my early work success and I can point to those books, those questions, and the answers.

Did I have a printing problem? Go to chapter 10 on Printing. A GUI question? That was chapter 3 and so on.

It didn’t matter that ten minutes before, I didn’t know how to handle the printing problem. What mattered was I knew how to find out the answer and how to get the answer fast.

All of the information inside of the book can be found ‘out there’ somewhere. However, it is Craig’s experience in bringing together the right information, organized in the right way, with personal clarity and examples from his experience that makes this book worth picking up.

Whether you are a new Indie Publisher or have published a few books, there is good information inside these pages.

Items we all forget, from time to time.

Mistakes made you will want to skip, so learn from those of us who have made them in the first place.

I’ve been blessed to have benefited from Craig’s business acumen (which he spent decades learning) inside my company LMBPN Publishing for free. 

(Because I can be a cheap bastard like that. All I owe him is a beer, and since we see each other so infrequently, he rarely remembers and even if he does, a few beers is WAY cheaper than his consulting rate so I come out ahead anyway.)

Take a few minutes to review the questions he answers in the front of this book. See if any of them look like a question you already have, or believe you might want to know. If you, like me, appreciate someone collating the knowledge and save you time and energy looking it up then next time you see him, buy him a beer for me, would you?

It will take another beer off the tab I owe him.

Ad Aeternitatem,

Michael Anderle
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[image: ]


Step 1: Imagine a Venn diagram, with two circles. One circle is the things that people like to read. The other circle is the things you like to write. Where they overlap? Write that.
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Step 2: When picking your genre, be prepared to write at LEAST six books in that specific sub-genre before moving on. If you move on that early, move to a closely related genre. For example, writing six space opera books and moving to military SF is fine. Moving from SO to epic fantasy is likely going to damage your brand and slow your growth. There are tons of exceptions to this, authors who have crossed genres and killed it anyway. They did that in spite of the cross-genre work. You maximize your success by building a brand within a single type of book. Expand later, after you have a dozen or more books out.

Step 3: Write a great story that people want to read. To do this, you need a deep understanding of plot structure—or you need to get very lucky. Study structure and form. Understand the Hero's Journey. Read McKee and "Save the Cat" and Libbie Hawker and every other major type of plotting and structure tool. Study them, especially the renowned ones that have stood the test of time. YES, even if you are a "pantser." In fact, it's even MORE crucial that pantsers grok plot and structure, since they're flying by the seat of their pants and need an intuitive understanding of those things.

Step 4: Get a great, GENRE-SPECIFIC cover for the book. The primary thing every cover must do is tell any prospective reader precisely what sort of book this is. Ideally, it should look a lot like bestselling books in your sub-sub-sub-genre. You want a cover that tells the readers immediately what they are getting, with no questions or doubts.

Step 5: Publish. Then market. Your job as publisher is to first put out a top quality product: well-edited, however you make that happen, with a great cover and good blurb. Then it's to get eyes on that product. That's all the book is, once you upload it. It is a product that you must show to potential consumers to get them to buy it. Facebook ads, AMS ads, Twitter ads, Adsense, and anything else you can think of. Drive readers to that book page in enough numbers, with good enough targeting, and you will move copies.

Step 6: While you're marketing, be writing. Same genre. Same series. Get more books out. What I am seeing today is four books a year is the bare minimum to have a decent shot at financial/career success. Less than that and you're losing momentum too fast. The good news? Four books at 75k words each is only about 800 words per day. You can pound that out on lunch breaks, if you want this badly enough. If you don't want it badly enough, you won't do the work and it won't happen.

The question will usually come down to this one: how hungry are you?

The people who work the hardest are generally the ones who are succeeding the most. They're not always the best writers. Nor are they always the best marketers or publishers. But over time, the simple application of effort has a multiplicative impact on one's march toward success.

More insight here from Hugh Howey - http://www.hughhowey.com/writing-insights-part-one-becoming-a-writer/ 

Introduction

Who am I to give advice on being a successful independently-published author (indie)? I have more than two million words in publication. I write every day. I publish. I market. I run my business, and I make good money at it. Hopefully, this book will put some of your fears to rest and get you on track toward the next level as a professional author.

Why publish your books yourself? For the same reason most small businesses start—you have an idea and are the best one to make it a reality. That idea is a story, and you have to write it, then publish it, and then sell it. And then write another one. 

Daunting? Maybe. 

Easy? Definitely not. 

Doable? Eminently.

We publish independently because we get a much higher royalty share, we have complete control over our work, we interact directly with our readership, and so much more. The drawback is that you have to do it all yourself—creativity, production, marketing, and accounting. But indies are betting on themselves, just like any other small business. We stand up and shout, “I got this!” Then we knuckle down and do the hard work where we and we alone are responsible for our success. 

Will this book guarantee that you’ll be the next seven-figure author? Absolutely not. But it will show you that if you work hard at the right things, it may not be as far away as you think. Make your hard work work for you.

This book is meant to show you what’s possible, and that you’re not alone on this journey. Arming yourself with information is the best way to win the battle known as “Indie Publishing.” 

You can do it. It takes work, but the mountain is not insurmountable.

JK Rowling made over one billion dollars ($1,000,000,000) in book sales alone and estimates suggest that she reached only nine percent of the book reading public. Only nine percent is worth a billion dollars. She didn't get there because she was trying to get rich. She got there because she wrote great stories and then handled the business side of it. 

What if you were able to tap 1/10,000th of that? 

Then you would be a $100,000 author. The average author makes about $10,000 a year. But we refuse to be average, because we learn from others with readily available information that will help us get to that next level. 

No matter where you are on your author journey, there’s always a new level you can reach. 

Is this a how-to book? Kind of. As an indie, don’t trust anyone who speaks in absolutes. There are a lot of things that you should do, and inside this book, I’ll highlight those very clearly. This book is more like a smorgasbord—pick and choose what may work best for you. Tweak as you need and take it for a test drive. Remember—one size does not fit all.

The more you know about your business, the more time you can devote to what brought you here in the first place—writing. I love to write. It’s my escape from everything else, but I also love the business side of things.

You’ll find that an early mistake can be overcome through adjustment and reengagement. Your first book doesn’t sell well. So what? Learn why, fix it, and get better for next time.

[image: ]

There are many different ways up the mountain, so do what works best for your business. I write pulp, but I take my craft seriously. Doing what keeps your readers most engaged is what you must to do to make money at your craft. You. This is your story and your business. Read as many success stories as you can, see what works for others, and build your plan on the details, not the results. Control what you can control and then do what you need to do. The results can only come from that.

Roll up your sleeves, because it’s time to get to work.
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Writing your book – aka, telling the story

	Write Your Book

	Great First Line

	Testing a Minimum Viable Product

	Preparing to Write

	Writing the Story

	Getting Feedback

	Discipline

	Finish It

	Detail Tracking (story dictionary)
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Write Your Book
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The first thing you have to do is write the book. It’s hard to be an author without writing, despite those who ply you with their shortcuts and amazing methodologies on writing a book in a week. That’s not for those who have never written a book before. Writing a complete story is the hardest thing you’ll ever do. It’s a day in, day out grind. Many people’s first book takes years to finish. 

That’s when you realize that writing the book is only half the battle. But at this point, despite the effort, you crossed one finish line. That doesn’t mean you quit running forever. It only means looking for the next starting line.

In today’s world, writing one book is a passion project. It may make a little money and get a few sales, but to sell a great number of copies, you’ll have to be a marketer. You know what sells the last book? The next book. Until you’ve established a core readership, then that’s a whole different business model.

In this business, you only need to do two things: write a great book and put it in the right readers’ hands. That’s it. It starts with writing the great book.

How do you know what to write? The easiest way is to write what you know. If you like a genre and have read hundreds of books in it, then you will have an innate feel for story themes that future readers will expect and story flow. You need to understand the principles that make books great before you can deviate from them. Write what you know because although all humans are natural storytellers, turning that into the written word is a different skill entirely. It is projecting the white light of creation through the prism of your words to splash colors directly into the readers’ minds.

Great First Line

Where do we start? With the first word. 

“It was the best of times. It was the worst of times.” The first two sentences of Dickens’s classic, A Tale of Two Cities.

It grips. It creates a dichotomy. You have to read on. 

Everything you write is keeping the reader reading. From the first sentence to the next, they need to continue to find out what happens. 

I bought a book on how to write better-converting emails. That should have been an author’s best friend, but it was seventy pages of “can’t believe that’s true? Read on!” It was a complete book of clickbait. That’s an example of ad copy gone way overboard. It’s not what I’m talking about for your prose. Don’t try to put a cliffhanger at the end of each sentence, unless you do and it works. You want them to keep turning the page because it’s interesting, and then you want them to buy your next book, too.

What you want to do is create characters that readers can relate to and a storyline that flows.

Scenery, spelling, good grammar. All those take a backseat to the story. Of course you should try to produce a completely error-free book, but you should ask the question: whose definition of error? That’s why they’re called typos, a minor miscue that is easily remedied once you know where it is. But when you have a story that pulls the reader in, they’ll keep reading, right through any typos. 

The Successful Indie Author books are a series and if you want to know more about craft, I recommend Larry Martin’s and my book called “Write Compelling Fiction.” Search your preferred Amazon ebook store for ASIN B07WZW2WRL. 
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Testing a Minimum Viable Product
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When Michael Anderle—author of the mega-bestselling Kurtherian Gambit series—talks about a minimum viable product, he's talking about a story that keep readers turning the page. Getting beta readers on board early in the process is important to optimize your writing time. If three people who are mostly in your genre unanimously agree that they want to keep reading after they’ve seen the first three thousand (3000) words, then keep writing, and continue to write. 

If they say that they wouldn't keep reading, then you have an issue that needs to be fixed. Your product may not be viable. This is much more than minimally viable – good enough isn’t just good enough. Minimally viable means that a book can sell well. It doesn’t mean that the book is going to be the next great American novel. You want the readers to keep reading.

If they stop reading, nothing can help you except fixing your product (your story). Rapid release, Facebook Ads, newsletter (NL) swaps—nothing will save a book that people are willing to put down. You need to write a good story, one that people want to keep reading. It can be in need of editing—that's okay, because you can get that done later before you hit publish—but rewriting a book in entirety that readers have panned is not just time-consuming, it's soul-crushing.

Getting out of the gates with your first book will almost always take longer than when you're more experienced, and it's okay. It doesn't have to be perfect, just good enough. If you're paralyzed by fear and self-doubt, write those first words and make them killer. Then share. I think you'll find that there's a storyteller inside of you. Listen to the feedback, hit some singles, doubles, and then swing for the fence.

But you have to get the words out there. Rewriting the same story over and over again doesn’t help you to improve. It’s only a way to sabotage yourself and a career as an author. Why do you think you don’t deserve to be a successful author? That’s right, you do deserve it, if you work hard at the right things. Keep reading.

How do you find test readers? Ask other new authors struggling with their first book, swap and read. Ask readers in your genre. For me, Facebook was great to connect with fellow fans of Andre Norton, but be aware that their standard is Andre Norton. Striking up a conversation with these folks can lead to finding a few new test readers, but be patient. Cultivate that over time by finding other authors you like, mutual favorite stories, but also open to new stuff. If the standard is Anne McCaffrey, and you have not written a book yet, you will have a difficult time. You can’t compare your first effort with someone else’s best effort.

Look at the book from a reader's perspective. Me personally? I care what readers in my genre think first and foremost because they are the ones who will be paying for my books. That is the one hard and fast rule—you must find readers willing to buy your books. Otherwise, it's just a hobby, which is okay. But if you want to make money at this thing called self-publishing, then you need to find people who like what they see well enough to part with some of their cash.

Minimum viable product—a story that people are willing to pay to read and when they’ve finished, they’re happy to buy your next book. Period. It’s a high minimum but eminently achievable.

Keep in mind, that the perfect story only exists in the reader’s mind. So write the story. Make it compelling, and let the readers decide how much they like it.
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Preparing to Write
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What do you do with a three-hour block of writing time? I suggest you read something from your genre for the first hour, a bunch of different passages from your genre. Get on the mailing lists—FreeBooksy, BookBub, BookBarbarian, BookSends, BargainBooksy, Hello Books, and many others. They send a daily email. You can get frontline, top-notch authors in your genre for free or $0.99. Or you can get a Kindle Unlimited membership and read from there on Amazon. If you don’t read in your genre, how can you write in it? That’s my opinion. It helps to see what others are doing, if nothing else, to see what you can do better. If you are doing a mash-up between genres, read both. 

First and foremost, I believe authors are readers.

I write in Microsoft Word. It’s what I’ve used ever since it came out. KDP Print has templates for paperbacks. I downloaded one of those after I published my first book and that’s what I write in—a Word template for 8 1/2” by 11”. Why do I write in such a big size? Because I can adjust anything from there – to 6” by 9” or my preferred paperback size – 5” by 8”. 

There are a lot of other programs out there to use, but remember they are all tools. Do not let the tool dictate your story, let the tool help you tell it. Whether you use Libre Office, Google Docs, Scrivener, Atticus, or any of the others, make sure you teach it who’s the boss. 

Most software programs come with free 30-day trials. Try one and see if you can produce a small sample of your book—a chapter or two with front matter and end matter—in the proper format. If you can use a tool, upload your manuscript into the website of your chosen distributor(s) (Kindle Direct Publishing (KDP), Nook, Kobo), and see the final product (MOBI, epub), then you’ve mastered your tool.

Get your words down, because you can’t edit a blank page. I think a page full of bad words is still a good page, because I can rewrite it and that goes more quickly than creating it from scratch. Even if I end up changing every word. 

I believe you should write every single day. It’s what writers do. It’s an escape. If you only wrote 1000 words a day, that’s 365,000 words over the course of a year. That is a lot of words. That could be from 30 minutes to an hour of jamming. Some days, I only get a couple hundred words, and that’s okay. There are plenty of other days where I get a lot of words.

I used to pants it, seat of my pants, but I don’t have the luxury of unlimited time anymore. When I’m in the zone, a moment of exceptional clarity, I will write an outline from start to finish. Usually it’s a rambling narrative with bad grammar and ridiculously long run-on sentences, but it is a complete story. I’ve written up to 10,000 word outlines, which makes writing the book so much easier. I have included the outline in my books as original content bonus material, because the end story will deviate some from the original idea. The reader can see what I was thinking originally and then how it turned out. 

And then I went back to pantsing it because it was no longer saving me time. I can write the first half of the book according to the outline, but the last half takes on a life of its own. So if I do an outline nowadays, it’s only for half the book. Filling in the rest of the details takes some effort, needless to say, but I need the freedom to keep the flow correct and the characters interesting. 

Know your story before you start writing. Grip your readers right out of the gate. I write the first chapter—usually short, with action, brief dialogue, emotional conflict, and lots of unanswered questions. I then write the last chapter of the book—I have to detail how and where I want the story to end. All the rest makes up the learning journey that I take with my readers.

Knowing the story you want to tell and knowing all the details are not the same thing. 

As part of my outlines, I will include key learning points, what I want to give the readers. Here’s a sample of what I wrote for Darklanding Book 9. 


Thad calls Shaunte and tells her that she makes him want to retire from being a soldier. She’s humbled, but tells him that’s who he is and taking that away from him would make him miserable and resent her. Just like she is a businessman first and foremost. It’s in her blood like being a warrior is in his. He formally asks her out on a date. The scene ends with her in her office, thinking about it, smiling.



And that’s the extent of my outline, but fleshing it out will come to when I start writing. I can see the scene because I’ve lived the scene. Write what you know has worked well for me. For example, while deployed with the US Marines, it was nice to talk with my wife and dream about being home. While home, doing the everyday life things, it was easy to dream about being back in the war. Capturing the flashes of what people see and feel during those times make for a deep and three-dimensional chapter. 
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Writing the Story
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How do you tell your story without creating discord? There are innumerable ways to create flow and even more ways to ruin the story’s flow. Let me give a couple of examples here, but your genre will be more tuned in to what those readers expect. 

I have a list of words that I can use instead of the word “said.” But digging out synonyms isn’t the right answer. What you’re looking for is flow, telling a gripping story that keeps the readers engaged.

Imagine a group of three people talking.

“I’m hungry,” the young man said.

“I’m not,” his father replied.

“I wouldn’t eat what I’m smelling,” the young man’s sister said.

That prose seems stilted. Let’s color it in.

“I’m hungry,” the young man said, sniffing the air to catch the scent coming from the kitchen.

“I’m not.” His father wrinkled his nose and grimaced.

“I wouldn’t eat what I’m smelling,” the young man’s sister retorted, taking a step backward, away from the kitchen.

Or an alternative. 

The young man stood in the doorway, sniffing appreciatively. “I’m hungry.”

“I’m not!” The young man’s father wrinkled his nose and grimaced.

“I wouldn’t eat what I’m smelling!” The young man’s sister took a step backward, away from the kitchen.

Let me recommend the Story Grid: What Good Editors Know by Shawn Coyne for more information on crafting a tale. Joe Nassise and Max Drake also have a great deal to offer in the world of craft. (Look for links and such in the bibliography.) The above is only one example of an infinite number. See the difference, look to your genre, and embrace a style that you like best.

Craft is critically important, but it is also unique to your genre. Lawyers write a certain way because they have to. Urban Fantasy is different from High Fantasy is different from Hard Science Fiction is different from Romance is different from... You get the idea.

Know what expectations there are within your genre. Study your genre– NO! Study it, don’t just read the books. What are the tropes? What is the most common writing style? You need to be unique, but not too different, and that is my blue collar approach. You want fresh stories told in a great way that is still within a style that readers expect. John Truby has an excellent book on the topic – The Anatomy of Genres: How story forms explain how the world works.

K-Lytics published a great report on what it took to make $100,000 per year. Their conclusion based on the considerable data available to them? Publish great books frequently. 

That is the challenge, isn’t it? And that is the great debate. Many people think that if you write fast, you have to let quality slide. Others (like me), have streamlined the processes and put all the effort into making that first draft of words the best it can be. One still needs to review for flow, consistency, copyedit, and proofread. With the team I have on my side, I can perform all those steps on a 70k-word novel in less than two weeks. But that took a long time to get that in place. For a newer author, follow the quality control process, as long as it takes (within reason – proofreaders shouldn’t take months to get back to you), and do the best you can.

Don’t get paralyzed by a misplaced perception of perfect. You are comparing your first draft to those of the masters, those who have spent decades honing their craft. You can’t get there overnight. It takes practice and an effort to improve, keeping in mind that the readers are the final arbiter of whether your story is good or not. Self-sabotage is refusing to publish because your book isn’t perfect. You can’t grow if you don’t learn. How can you learn if you don’t publish? See what I mean? The person who never publishes never gets criticized. The person who publishes and learns will be buying the first person dinner because they’re making a good living from their writing. 

How can we make sure that our books get better and better?
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Getting Feedback
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Look for people who are able to talk about the story. Nearly every story is salvageable with the right advice. 

Be open to feedback. If you have to explain, then you wrote it incorrectly, unless that’s what you were going for, and then you need to find the readers who you don’t have to explain it to. The story and characters must stand on their own. On rare occasions, the reader will miss something. Think how you can help future readers avoid making the same mistake. And sometimes, readers just aren’t going to get it. Some will miss something early on that has to be how it is. Ignore that feedback, accept your one-star review, and move on.

I sold my very first story to a traditional publishing house, a small press. It has a 4.0 rating on Amazon, not too bad at all, but I look back through it and it makes me wince to read my own words. I could rewrite the whole series over the course of a week or two and smooth everything out, but that’s not exactly the point. Those books are good stories in survival fiction, although one reviewer said that they made me the laughingstock of an entire state. He was wrong in his understanding of the entire story. My biggest fans from End Times Alaska are Alaskans, so I think that reviewer is one of those outliers who enjoy trying to make themselves the subject matter expert. It goes back to who do you listen to for feedback? I’ll go with the ninety percent.

I’m a fiction author. Fine. My story didn’t meet with your idea of how things would go. Easy day. We both move on. Life is still good. 

This is one of the hardest things to do. You are going to take your baby, your story, and throw it out there for the unwashed masses to criticize. But they aren’t unwashed masses. They are good people like you and me. Some may take pleasure in being negative, but you’ll find there are many more people who are willing to talk about the positive. 

Look at the negatives and see what they tell you. Look at the positives and see what they tell you. Somewhere in between is the truth. I have a number of books with a 4.9 star rating. I am humbled by the overwhelmingly positive response. In those cases, I talk with my editor to find what I did differently and then we try to leverage more of that into the next book. Sometimes it’s hard to articulate what you did right (write). If you can find that, do more of it and less of the stuff that didn’t work with the readers. 

Maintaining a constant dialogue with your editor is key to improvement. Let me share some feedback that I received today when I asked a friend to look at the start to a new story. 


Your
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