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          Introduction

        

      

    

    
      
        Who I Am, and Who This Book is For

      

      

      The Genesis of this Book

      

      I began the series “Starting Out as an Indie Author” on my blog because a good friend of mine, another writer who was with me at the Clarion West Writers Workshop in Seattle many years ago, got the rights back for a traditionally published novel and wanted to self-publish. With all the questions she was sending me, I realized that I couldn't really do the subject justice in e-mail, so I started “answering” them via my blog. The impulse of those posts and now this book was to help someone less experienced. That is where this book is coming from, no more and no less.

      This is NOT a “do this and this and rake in the cash!” book. I have read plenty of those myself. I did glean a few useful tips from a couple of them; many more turned out to be lots of hot air or even outright deceitful. This book isn't “sexy” — it isn't promising anything hot, or any kind of magic formula to make your book a bestseller. Instead, it's realistic, the kind of advice I would give my best friend, because that is exactly what it is.

      Creating a career as an indie author is not a get rich quick scheme, at least not for the vast majority of us. It requires a lot of hard work learning the craft of writing, and a lot more hard work publishing new books on a regular basis to keep the income stream flowing. We all like to think we are different, the one person who will be the exception to the rule, but most of us are not.

      Which means that if you want to have any success in self-publishing, it will require work, and that is what this book is all about. What I go into here are the basics you have to learn about formatting, editing, cover art, and marketing, including things that might help, and things that probably won't. I try to cover most of the steps needed to publish an eBook, from beginning to end, and give you some basic pointers in developing a marketing strategy as well.

      I like to think of this book as a sanity-saving approach to starting out as an indie author. When you first start self-publishing, there are so many things you hear and read about that you are supposed to do and try, so many formulas for success, so many numbers and details to fret about (get thousands of newsletter subscribers, Twitter followers, Facebook friends, etc.). The first thing I would like to tell you to do is relax. I will be giving you choices rather than telling you what you have to do. This is a book about weighing your options and deciding what is best for you at the beginning of your self-publishing career.

      The information provided here can help reduce the learning curve for you if you're just starting out, or it might provide you with some extra tips if you are a more experienced indie author. But my target audience remains the beginner, those of you who are overwhelmed by all the tasks ahead of you to become a self-publisher. Much of what I cover in this book will be old news to more experienced indie authors. But if you want to buy my book anyway, be my guest!

      

      Why should you listen to me?

      I’m a writer of fantasy and science fiction with publishing credits both in traditional or “legacy” publishing as well as self-published works – what these days is often referred to as a “hybrid” author. I have sold close to 100 short stories to magazines and anthologies such as Asimov’s and Year’s Best Science Fiction. These days, however, I am primarily an indie author. I started experimenting with self-publishing in 2011, with an eBook reprint of my novella “Looking Through Lace,” originally published in Asimov’s. I didn’t get serious about self-publishing until 2012, though, when I got the rights back for the original English version of my novel Yseult. It had been published in German translation with Random House Germany, as well as in Italian and Dutch. But not English, my native language, the language I wrote it in. So I decided to take the plunge and self-publish.

      I have since published over 30 eBooks, most under my own name, a couple under a pen name. My indie career has had plenty of ups and downs, and is presently trending up again. I'm not a wildly successful self-publisher. I make regular money from my writing, but I am not breaking out in a big way or selling truckloads of books.

      What I am is a working writer who’s been an indie author for a number of years. Some things that I've tried work, some things don't. My intention with this book is to smooth the way for you a bit if you are considering becoming a self-published author. I will be sharing 1) my experiences, good and bad, and 2) many of the things I have had to spend much time on the Internet figuring out. From the first, I hope you might be able to avoid a few of the mistakes I've made along the way; from the second, you may be saved some time searching for information on formatting, cover design, uploading your book to different eBook retailers, and basic marketing.

      

      How to Approach this Book

      Every writer going into indie publishing also has to define for herself what her goals are, which will determine how to approach the advice in this book:

      

      Do you want to throw the book of your heart out onto the market and become a millionaire?

      - Buy a lottery ticket instead — the chances are probably a lot better.

      

      Do you want to throw the book of your heart out onto the market and reach a few readers with your words?

      - Take the advice in this book on the expenses involved in self-publishing with a grain of salt; you will probably never earn back the cost of professional editing and high-priced cover art.

      

      Do you want to go into indie publishing because you want to write what you love, since traditional publishing doesn't care for niche genres?

      - In this case too, I would advise not going overboard on the pre-publishing expenses. There is always the faint possibility that a niche genre can become a breakout genre — if your book is absolutely amazing, you are in the right place at the right time, or the stars are all aligned in your favor when you publish your book. I wouldn't recommend counting in on it, though.

      

      Are you willing to treat writing as a discipline, a job that you need to work at and learn (which includes both writing and marketing)? Have you written at least three full-length novels already with mostly positive critiques from readers? And if a certain genre you are writing in is not working, would you consider trying something else after publishing 3-6 books in your genre of choice?

      - Writers in this category are those who should invest the most money in their writing careers — and probably already do.

      

      To be completely clear on this, I think all of these attitudes towards writing are valid — except the first, that is, since it is flat out unrealistic and almost certainly doomed to lead to disappointment. But each individual writer should have a realistic assessment of what her writing and marketing preferences might mean for her own financial success as a writer.

      I myself tend to write what I love while also trying to test genres that might be more lucrative. But I do write every day. Except for vacations, and sometimes on weekends, or when I'm sick.

      If you prefer to only write when the muse hits you, you should probably adjust your expectations and the projected expenses to shell out on your career as an indie author accordingly: the less time you are willing to spend working on your craft, the less money you should spend on editing services, cover design, and marketing.

      And if you want to save the cost of this eBook for your next cup of coffee, you can do that too: most of the information provided here is also available on my blog at ruthnestvold.wordpress.com. Having this book at your fingertips could save you some time wading through my blog posts, but then you will at least be enjoying your coffee while you do so. But I believe in paying forward, and everything I have learned in my writing career, someone else was generous enough to share with me, which is why I regularly share what I've learned with other writers on my blog.

      Good luck on your self-publishing journey!

      

      
        Ruth Nestvold
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          Is Self-Publishing for You?

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Advantages and Disadvantages of Self-Publishing

        

      

    

    
      I hope my introduction didn't frustrate you too much, but I do believe in being realistic about the business of self-publishing. Because if you want to make a living at this, that is the way you have to treat it, as a business. At the same time, I also do not want to come across as the kind of indie writer who thinks that anyone who goes the traditional publishing route is deluded. Whether you go one route or the other, it is a choice you have to make that hinges on what your goals are as a writer. Before you start sinking money in editors and cover artists, you need to have a clear picture of the advantages and disadvantages of going indie.

      

      Advantages

      

      - Speed

      A traditionally published novel can easily take up to two years from the time it is accepted to the time it actually comes out. And that isn't even counting the years of sending the manuscript out to agents and editors.

      By comparison, self-publishing is almost instant. E-publishing may take a few days from the time you hit the publish button until the time your book is available, but rarely more. Print on Demand (POD) takes a little longer, but in my experience, the physical copy of your book is available in less than a week. Of course, that doesn't include editing and cover design, but a self-publisher can probably have that completed in weeks rather than years.

      

      - Rights retention

      Many publishing contracts are not designed to benefit the author; they are designed to benefit the publisher, as numerous legal battles in recent years have shown. All rights to self-published books belong to the author. She can do whatever she wants with the book and does not have to consult a publisher about it.

      

      - Control

      This is probably the advantage most frequently cited by indie authors. As an indie author, you have complete control of deadlines, editing, formatting and cover design. You control the price and can adjust it up or down in reaction to sales numbers. It is easy to implement changes, including changes to the text. You could even pull the book for a rewrite if you so choose. Or if the cover doesn't seem to be working, replace it.

      In traditional publishing, an author usually has very little say in cover, design, or marketing strategies. A case in point: my novel Yseult, a retelling of the legend of Tristan and Isolde, was originally published in translation with Random House Germany. They provided stunning cover art, which is now being shared all over Pinterest. For copyright reasons, I can't include the image in this book, but here's the link:

      

      http://media-cache-ec0.pinimg.com/736x/71/77/15/717715b0a1f7ae224029471f150588e2.jpg

      

      The problem? It looks like the Lady of the Lake, not the tragic love story of Tristan and Isolde. Not only that, the book came out in a fantasy imprint for mostly YA readers, because the publisher wanted to cash in on the popularity of Harry Potter. But — the book has a number of sex scenes. Publishers sometimes make strange marketing decisions that are more concerned with where they think the money is than what would be best for the book.

      

      - Your book has all the time in the world to catch on

      Traditional publishing houses will give a book around half a year to see whether it's going to become a bestseller or not. If it doesn't, it will soon be remaindered. Your book had its chance, and now it's dead.

      With self-publishing, the “shelf-life” of your book is as long as you care to put effort into marketing it. Even if it has dropped into oblivion, you can always try some new marketing strategies to bring it back to life. As long as you want to keep it alive, it never has to go “out of print.”

      

      - Larger percentage of the profits

      In traditional publishing, the royalty rates tend to be between 6% (for audio) and 25% (for eBooks). As an example, for the hardcover of Yseult in German translation, which sold for €19.95, I earned under €2 per copy. (On the other hand, I did get a big advance, the most money I've ever seen for my writing.)

      By contrast, Amazon pays Kindle authors 35% for books priced under $2.99 or over $9.99, and 70% for everything in between. Most other eBook vendors have similar rate structures. As a result, in a comparison between traditional and electronic publishing the lower price for eBooks is frequently offset by the higher share for the author.

      

      - More frequent payments

      Most traditional publishing houses (like Random House) send out account statements twice a year and the payment shortly thereafter.

      All the digital distributors I have dealt with until now send payments monthly, with a delay of about a four to six weeks after sales were made — assuming sales have surpassed a certain payment threshold, which in my experience is between $10 and $20.

      

      - Getting around the blockbuster mentality

      One of the difficulties in getting a book published in traditional markets these days is the perceived need on the part of many publishing houses that a book has to have the potential to be a bestseller. This is often referred to as the death of the midlist — those books that sold regularly, but were never expected to produce runaway sales.

      If your book is in some kind of niche category, sometimes your only chance is either self-publishing or publishing with a small press specializing in the kind of fiction you write.

      

      Disadvantages

      

      - More work

      Let's face it, finding editors and cover designers, writing the book description, formatting the book, and uploading it to retailers are all tasks that a publisher does for the writer. If you self-publish, you are responsible for all those jobs, and they all take time away from writing.

      But one thing you need to be clear on, if you decide to go the traditional publishing route, don't assume the publisher will also do advertising for you. The amount of marketing your book will get tends to correlate with the size of the advance an author is paid for her book: the smaller the advance, the less likely the publisher is going to do anything for your book other than announce it in their catalog.

      

      - No advance against royalties

      While in recent years advances have been dwindling, most traditional publishers still pay authors an advance against royalties up front, based on how many copies the book is expected to sell. This can be several thousand dollars at once, something it might take a beginning indie author a long time to see. On the other hand, a traditionally published writer will not get any more payments on her book until it has “earned out,” or in other words, made the equivalent in royalties that the author received as an advance. Still, many authors see it as an advantage to receive a lump sum rather than small checks and money transfers here and there.

      

      - Perceived stigma of self-publishing

      This one can get indie authors very up-in-arms, but that doesn't make it any less true. Despite the fact that a number of very successful bestsellers were originally self-published, (for example, Hugh Howey, Wool, Andy Weir, The Martian, E.L. James, Fifty Shades of Grey, and Lisa Genova, Still Alice) many readers still cling to the received notion that anything self-published is bound to be crap. If you go the route of an indie author, you are going to be confronted with this at some point — and it would be best to remain graceful and not lash out if you do.

      By the same token, many writers still long for the legitimacy of a traditional publishing contract. I know several writers in the SFF community who have no interest in self-publishing, even after shopping a novel around for years without success, and despite enthusiastic feedback from other writers. The legitimacy of a traditional publishing contract is more important to them than any income they might make self-publishing.

      

      - Limited distribution

      It is still harder for self-published books to get into physical bookstores and libraries. If this is where you want your books to be, you might have to try the rounds of traditional publishing, and start submitting your manuscript to agents.

      

      In Conclusion

      

      Each writer has to decide for herself whether she wants to pursue the traditional publishing path, or whether she wants to go it on her own. Self-publishing is definitely more work, but it can also mean more freedom and more profit in the long run.

      So weigh the pros and cons before you take the first step in either direction, and remember, neither path is exclusive. I still publish short fiction traditionally: submitting to an editor, being rejected or accepted, being paid up front. My novels are all now self-published, however, and I don't see that changing anytime soon. But for all I know, somewhere down the road, something in my situation might change and I might publish a novel traditionally again. Authors should do what they are most comfortable with, or what promises the most advantages at any given time.

      One final pro and con that I came across online somewhere:

      - Advantage: You don't have to deal with outside input into your work.

      - Disadvantage: You don't have to deal with outside input into your work.

      

      Amusing as it is, there's a certain amount of truth to that which also deserves thought.

      If you would like to read more on the question before deciding, here is a good article on Reedsy that also includes an online quiz, which will tell you which way you should go:

      

      https://blog.reedsy.com/self-publishing-vs-traditional-publishing-one-right?

      

      But of course no online quiz can give you the definitive answer — you will have to make that choice yourself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Potential Self-Publishing Mudholes

        

      

    

    
      Once you've decided to go the self-publishing route, you should be aware of some of the pitfalls writers need to avoid, some of the mistakes they might make.

      Needless to say, these “mistakes” are a subjective list of things I have noticed in myself and others on the road to indie publishing. The beauty and the curse of self-publishing is that it is so much easier and faster than going the traditional route, which can take years and (most of the time) still result in nothing. A fact that is often ignored is that self-publishing — while faster — can also result in nothing, just like submitting your manuscript to multitudes of agents and publishers, many of whom never even bother to respond. Which leads me straight to the first mistake often made by indie authors.

      

      Great Expectations

      

      Most writers considering self-publishing have heard the stories of outliers such as Amanda Hocking, Hugh Howey, and H. M. Ward, authors who have landed bestsellers with self-published works. Of course, we would all like to think that we could be among those outliers, but very few of us ever will be. More eBooks are being published every day, and that means that there are more works competing for the attention of readers, while the market itself isn't getting any bigger.

      The indie authors I know personally who are having the greatest success are publishing several books a year, sometimes even one a month. And most of those successful authors are publishing in some kind of romance-related genre, such as erotica, paranormal or new adult. Authors publishing in niche genres with fewer potential readers have little chance of hitting the bestseller lists, no matter how good their work is.

      The self-published writers who are making a decent living without having any breakout successes work consistently to have at least 2-3 new books published a year. Patty Jansen, for example, another writer of science fiction and fantasy, shoots for 1,000 words of editable content a day (not just notes to yourself or barfing on the page). With that kind of consistency, she has been able to create a body of work that enables her to make a living as a writer, outside of any “hot” genres.

      

      Underestimating the Writing Work Needed

      

      Like any other art, writing is a craft that involves practice and training: learning the essentials of plot, characterization, setting, etc.; developing a regular writing routine; learning how to revise and edit your own work. As opposed to many arts, writing is something you can teach yourself, although most writers can benefit from taking courses in writing and workshopping their fiction. Critiques from other writers not only help in catching problems in your writing, they can help prepare the beginning writer for the reviews of readers who have paid for the published work — which can be merciless.

      All of this, however, takes a lot of time and dedication. The advent of self-publishing has made learning the craft of writing unnecessary in order to publish. But the vast majority of those who have never spent much time honing their fiction writing skills will most likely end up with scathing critiques and few sales.

      

      Spending Too Much

      

      This mistake goes hand in hand with the first two mistakes I mentioned above. An inexperienced writer who has not spent much time learning the craft and researching the ins and outs of self-publishing can be tempted to put all their faith in “packaging” — i.e. hiring professional editors and cover designers to hopefully make their work into a bestseller.

      While I am a proponent of making your book as professional as you can, there are a number of questions a writer needs to ask herself before she plops down hundreds of dollars for self-publishing services:

      

      
        	Have I run the work past a critique group, writing workshop or beta readers and seriously weighed the issues they found and tried to revise accordingly?

        	Do I feel insulted or misunderstood when someone I have shown my work to tries to provide constructive criticism? A writer who feels this way may not be able to recognize when editorial advice is justified.

        	Am I writing in a niche genre which has little chance of ever making back the money invested in expensive editing services or high-priced cover art? In this case, you may want to start out using shoe-string strategies: finding fellow authors to trade proofreading duties with, or getting your first cover on Fiverr.

      

      

      Spending Too Little

      

      This tends to be a mistake more often made by experienced writers who have been published in traditional venues. Unfortunately, having already received one or more checks or PayPal payments for your fiction does not make you immune to mistakes. Nor does it make you a graphic designer. But as numerous bad self-published covers show, many writers prefer to believe the old adage that you can't judge a book by its cover.

      While that might be true, very few readers will be tempted to buy a book with a cover that looks thrown together by someone who has no idea of graphic design — and little knowledge of standard programs like Photoshop or Gimp.

      And while a multi-published author is unlikely to make the same mistakes in the text as a less experienced writer, we all overlook typos and other problems in our own work — which is why we all need either proofreaders or very dedicated beta readers, who are willing to take the time to point out the kinds of mistakes we were unable to catch because we were just too close to what we wrote.

      As with many things, it can be much too easy to overestimate our own editing and design skills. We all need reality checks at times, and those can be provided by critique groups or cover uploads to Facebook or blogs.

      I am well aware that many authors starting out simply do not have the financial resources to spend large sums on covers and editing services. In this case, my advice is to get the best work you can for what you can afford, and when you start earning more from your books, reinvest.

      

      Not Being Able to Deal with Criticism

      

      Writing in general, and self-publishing in particular, requires a very thick skin and the ability to take criticism without defending yourself or turning into a puddle of tears. (Although of the two, turning into a puddle of tears is preferable.) The Internet is full of stories about self-published authors who have started feuds with readers who left bad reviews and basically ruined their careers.

      Bad reviews are inevitable. If you don't want them, you shouldn't be writing. Some writers even advocate never reading reviews at all. I'm not in that camp, but over the years I have developed the ability to distinguish between the readers who are not my target audience and those who are. If I am getting too many negative reviews for a book, I know I am not reaching the readers who will actually like it, so I change the blurb or the keywords or the cover.

      Dealing with criticism is also very important in the pre-publishing stage. As an indie author, you and you alone are responsible for the end product — which means getting feedback on your manuscript, your cover, your book description, etc., and revising accordingly.
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