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      The first book I ever wrote was a children’s story called Penny to a Million.

      It was about a fifth grader who sold stuff on the playground. Candy, stickers, whatever kids would buy from other kids. He was a hustler in the most innocent sense of the word. Those schoolyard shenanigans were prompted by a conversation with Grandpa on the river during the last week of his summer vacation.

      “Dad makes it sound like you were poor growing up, but here you are with your new boat. I don’t understand, Grandpa. Explain this to me.”

      And Grandpa says, “Well, your grandma and I always promised each other that no matter what, we would never withdraw from the silver account.”

      “Why’d you call it the silver account?”

      “Because we wouldn’t take any money out of it until our hair was silver.”

      My wife Cindy was a teacher at the time, and we’d both noticed the same glaring gap in what kids were being taught. There were books about sharing and kindness and believing in yourself — shelf after shelf of them. But there was almost nothing that taught children about entrepreneurship and money through story. Not lectures or worksheets. Story. We agreed it was a serious oversight, and I decided to write the book that should have already existed.

      The lesson of that book wasn't just savings; it was compound interest. You put a little in, you leave it alone, and eventually, the interest starts earning its own interest. Einstein called it the eighth wonder of the world, and he was absolutely right.

      I wrote that book almost twenty years ago, long before I ever thought in terms of intellectual property, but I’ve been circling back to the same idea ever since. Not because I’m obsessed with money (far from it), but the principle underneath it is the most powerful force in any creative career. And there aren’t nearly enough creators thinking in those terms.

      The eighth wonder of the world doesn't just work on money. It works on IP.

      That’s what this short book is about.

      Not publishing or marketing or algorithms or AI panic or the latest hack for selling more copies on Amazon. I’ve written those books. I’ve lived in that world. Some of those hacks even worked, for a while. But hacks have a shelf life, and I’m never interested in teaching anything with an expiration date.

      This book is about a different way of seeing your work.

      Most creators treat their careers like a checking account. Money goes in, money goes out, money goes in, money goes out. Movement without growth. I want to show you how to build a silver account for your creative life: a body of work that compounds over time, where everything you’ve already made keeps earning attention and revenue for everything you make next.

      I call it the Smarter Artist Method, and it comes down to two lines:

      Stop publishing. Start building IP.

      Compete less. Compound more.

      That’s our lens. If you can internalize those two ideas — really absorb them, not just nod along — everything about your creative career will start to look different.

      The market won’t change, but you can.
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      I’ve been publishing for over seventeen years. I’ve built companies, launched hundreds of titles, made real money doing this, and helped other people make real money doing this. I’ve consulted for founders and billion-dollar companies, and I can tell you without a doubt that even some of the most successful creators are doing it wrong.

      Because they’re missing the layer beneath their work.

      I consult across industries, but this book is for the people I know best — the authors. The ones filling Amazon dashboards with titles, refreshing their KDP reports at midnight, measuring their worth in monthly page reads. I know this world because I built my life inside it. And the problem I keep seeing is the same one I had to diagnose in myself.

      They see books as the product. And books are the product — they exist, they’re for sale, you can find them on a dashboard somewhere. But books are also artifacts of something deeper. The real product is the intellectual property itself. Unfortunately, most creators never look down far enough to see it.

      I didn’t either, for a long time. I spent years building the wrong thing before I realized what the right thing looked like.

      Let me use my own company as an example.

      In the first iterations of Sterling & Stone, our philosophy was to publish as fast as possible. We were prolific. We were making money. We were enjoying what we were writing. We had velocity. By any measure in the indie publishing world, we were successful.

      And even at our height — even when things were going really well — it still felt like we were on a hamster wheel. Running and running and running. If we slowed down, our income slowed down. The wheel doesn’t care about your reasons. It doesn’t care that you’re burned out, or sick, or that you want to write something different for a while. The wheel keeps spinning, and the moment you step off, your numbers drop.

      My writing partner, Dave, took some time off to write a passion project, a novel called Crash, and it basically murdered his momentum. He never found it again in the same way. The wheel won’t wait for you.

      Dave had been grinding for years to keep up with the punishing tempo we'd set for ourselves. By the time he stepped off to write something he actually loved, the momentum had evaporated, and the exhaustion had already won.

      That is exactly what this machine does to people. Our output was massive. Our foundation was nonexistent.

      Creators who feel the most fragile are often the ones who are producing the most. That seems like a paradox. If you’re producing a ton, you should feel safe. But that fragility is the tell. If more output doesn’t make you feel more stable, then the problem isn’t volume.

      It’s structure.

      We were building inventory instead of assets. Those two words get tossed around like they mean the same thing. They don't. Inventory sits on a shelf and depreciates over time. Assets go to work and compound. For years, despite the excellent writing and commercial success, we were simply stacking inventory while convincing ourselves we were building a legacy.

      The Moment I Knew

      We had an optimization guy working with us named Danny. I’ve known him for seventeen years. He’s an analytical mind who comes from the world of data, not the world of story. He doesn’t care enough about story to let it cloud his judgment, which is actually his superpower when you’re trying to figure out what’s working and what isn’t. He’ll just tell you how it works. At the time I’m writing this, he’s shining a bright light into every nook and cranny of our company that still isn’t working.

      Danny was running our Kindle Unlimited ads at the time, and we had an idea for a thriller. Catchy name, no real story yet — just a title we knew would convert. I’d been thinking of it as a standalone.

      Danny ran his numbers and came back with a plan: “The way you’re going to make money on this isn’t one book. You need to write six books. Put them all out at once as a box set for 99 cents.”

      The idea wasn’t that we’d profit from the box set itself. It was a visibility play. At 99 cents, we’d earn a lot of downloads. In Kindle Unlimited, you’d get paid for page reads. The math might even net out.

      But neither the entrepreneur nor the artist in me was cool with the idea of writing six books and then practically giving them away.

      Even if the numbers worked and we technically made money, I philosophically disagreed with the premise. This was the publishing hamster wheel at its absolute worst. Because even if we won, we lost. Spending months writing six books, then dumping them into an algorithm that could change any day. Worse, we would be building someone else’s machine, not ours.

      And that's when something shifted. It happened all at once, like when you finally see the thing in one of those Magic Eye posters. We decided, as a company, to stop paying attention to the dollar customer and start building for the million-dollar customer instead.

      But that meant getting out of the publishing race and into the IP game.

      We had a couple of hundred titles at the time. By any reasonable measure, we should have been making plenty of money. But we weren’t, because the temperature had changed. It was no longer enough to build a list, communicate with your readers, and have visibility everywhere. To make real money, at least the way our business was set up, you had to be exclusive to Amazon, you had to spend a fortune on ads, and it was brutally hard to grow.

      We’d been running a restaurant for years, filling every seat, cooking every meal from scratch — and all along, the landlord owned the building, the menu, and the door. That realization broke something loose: we weren’t building assets. We were building inventory. And somebody else held the lease.

      If it happened to us — a team that was thinking about publishing more intentionally than most, that was genuinely trying to build something lasting, that had more titles in more genres than most indie operations out there — it can happen to anyone. The problem isn’t talent, effort, or ambition. The problem is the model itself.

      The model is broken, and pouring more effort into a broken model means you hit the wall harder.

      But once you see those walls, you can stop running into them. And once you understand the treadmill underfoot, you can step off it with intention instead of exhaustion. That’s where the real work begins.
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