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    Ref: “Amazon, A Friendly Giant as Long as It's Fed”


    NY Times, July 12, 2014​[1]


  

You probably don't know me, we've never met in person. I'm just another mostly-unknown author like you. I've published a lot of books which never made it to “bestseller” status, but make enough to more than pay my bills. Like you, I have a side job as well.

One day, I decided to reach for that ring on the writing-publishing merry-go-round. Really go for it. The goal is to become a successful fiction author. The Big Time, and all that goes with it.

This book was researched and written to answer the many questions of “how come” and “how to” make a real living writing and publishing fiction (and/or non-fiction.) It is probably the last overview of this area I'll need to write.

This is the story of how any author can get their life back and quit feeding the beast. The one that has been consuming their livelihood, novel by novel.

It was written to answer all the remaining questions I still had, as I move to original fiction writing as a career.

As our story begins:

The great beast Zon has been playing favorites again. It's preying on naïve and innocent writers. The ones who dare enter its chamber with new offerings of their works.

You know Zon. All authors do. We all trudge up the path to its chamber with our hopeful offerings...

With a single withering glance, a rapid pounce, the gnashing of teeth,  your author-dream is dead. The hope of a livable passive income from vast numbers of readers buying your masterpiece is spit out. It joins the massive, growing bone pile at the beast's feet.

We all should have taken warning when we had to pass through miles of depressing ebook graveyards that line the entrance to its chambers.

We all should have taken heed to the many undertakers trying to sell us something as we trudged that path to get our chance. As they offered to sell us “guaranteed” elixirs to ward off the dangers of writing and publishing our own works. As they lined the road on each side, gesturing and smiling, their slick palms slithering around for our wallets and credit cards.

The long lines moved fast, though. The beast must receive its food. One observer from years ago saw that the beast consumed two books per minute, every hour of every day, year in and year out. The beast never sleeps, stays always hungry.

Regardless, we stayed the course. Hearing the clanking chains, smelling the rank musk of decay, we steeled ourselves and swallowed our fears.

At last we stand before it.  

We raise up our offering, just to see it  snatched and shoved into the massive maws of Zon the Beast.  Our hopes then quick-crushed along with the bones of our darling. All these now lay down in the murky depths of the Unknown Tomes.

And the line behind us pushes us on. There is no time to mourn our book's fate.

While leaving the chamber, we see a special line for those precious few who the beast recognizes and fawns over. Their offerings prized as tasty morsels. And yet the wary eyes of those offering testify that they recognize the beast can still revolt anytime it wants. It can deny them their riches as they depart, even ban them from ever coming to feed it again.

Yet they do each leave with their burden of precious metals, jewels, and crystals. The undertakers bow low as these few favored ones pass, and yet savor the moment of their presence. For the undertakers will tell and re-tell the stories of that chance meeting and what they learned in those brief moments. Undertakers, who make their living from selling hope to all those in that long, unending line.

Those in the line, both coming and leaving, all want to hope that one day, they too will can quit their wage-slave labor at the J.O.B. mines. They even buy the undertaker's trinkets as they leave, so that a talisman may protect their next effort.

We know there are other ways. We all heard the stories of those whose books somehow lived to tell their own tales. Those authors had somehow learned to feed the beast the diet it wants and earned their rewards. It's not just the prattle of the undertakers we learn this from. Many authors wrote their own success stories of wresting riches from the beast.

Those exceptional authors alone can feed the beast with impunity, and leave the chamber as their routine, taking all the riches they can carry.

Out of the thousands of hopeful authors who enter the chamber, almost all leave with nothing but dashed hopes. Only four out of ten thousand will leave with only enough to sustain them until they can again return to give offerings to the beast. Only two out of ten thousand will leave with heaped riches, a staggering load to bear.​[2]

And yet we again pass the undertakers selling their talismans that “guarantee bestseller status” to those who buy their over-priced trinkets. Some still buy, hoping for their return trip to be more profitable.

But this scenario doesn't have to be that way.

You know in the depths of your heart that you aren't required to leave with nothing. Certainly life can be more rewarding. This is not a necessary ending.

Your challenge on this quest is to seek out th0se rich authors to find their real secrets. Don't believe the false secrets that the undertakers preach to the multitudes as Gospel. Your challenge is to test everything you read, hear, watch, or experience. The truth is out there. It may be hard to catch and hold—if you can figure out how to trap it at all.

You are here because there's a book inside you that is crying for release. But you dare not give life to it, only to see it killed on the altar of the beast. Yet still that unborn book cries out...

Your choice awaits. Riches may flood your arms. Or leave you holding only a glad memory – of the book-that-once-was.

There is a way to avoid this, to publish your book regardless of Zon or other publishing beasts that require feeding.

Are you up for the challenge?
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Sorry to tell you this, but it's true: You have only a one-in-2500 chance of making enough income from your published books to make a livable income.​[3] And it's one in 5000 of making a six-figure income that way.

The reasons aren't hard to find if you look:



    •  Most authors buy into conventional wisdom, which is almost always false.


    •  Most authors don't find and study successful authors, but instead spend their paycheck on expensive how-to courses and endless how-to books. By those people who claim to always make bestselling authors from their books and courses.


    •  There is a wide difference between having a “bestseller” and making a living.


    •  Like the Gold Rush days, more money comes every year from selling stuff to authors (like miners) than is ever “taken out of the ground” through Amazon sales.


    •  A self-selected few of the blind are leading the blind multitude from one ditch to the next—and stealing from the pockets of the others as they “lead”.


    •  And no one out there is telling anyone how to use their eyes to see, or even open them.


  

This book isn't to give you some rosy “attaboy” about how you can get über-rich once your book becomes a “bestseller”. There are way too many of these out there, all false.

Instead, I'm telling you the hard-won secrets I've boiled down from research that distilled many hundreds of books about writing and publishing, and also many over-priced courses claiming to train an author on “everything they need to know” to make their book(s) into “perennial bestsellers.”

During the last few years, there have been such a great number of Amazon “bestsellers” that the title itself has lost its luster, owing to the many ways it is gamed. (For instance, your book can be a bestseller in a tiny category with few if any sales, and is there only long enough to get a screenshot proof of it, which might just be minutes.)

It's then not so amazing to realize as I write this that none of these courses and books ever offered to teach me how to make a living at this.

Funny, huh?

Meanwhile, I made more than enough to pay my bills. That excess income paid for this research. It was a focused journey, with the typical drama you'd expect. (Drama from the sales pages, not in real life.)

This book takes you in a logical path through the basics and into the cutting-edge techniques I've distilled from several sources.

I will not promise you'll get anything useful out of this book. You're expected (and reminded several times) to test everything for yourself.

The best approach is following this book in sequence and looking up the references given. Then testing and practicing for yourself.

You also won't find some huge book that are stacked with extra bulk so that the hardback edition is impressive sitting on your coffee table.

You should study this with bookmarks, sticky tabs, high-lighters, and expect the print version to fall apart in your hands from abuse. (I'm sure your digital version will also be made unreadable by the time you're finished dissecting it.)

I've included essays and articles, both re-published and new, which cover all sorts of details and questions I've had to research and answer during the course of this writing. They are included (mostly in the order they came up) in the Appendix.

Our next step is to start walking that path to the beast and see why we are having to feed it.
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    The Path To The Beast
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Of course, when you set out on an adventure, you seldom know where you'll wind up.

In the early days, you could simply put up some ebooks and they'd be bought for a long time. You'd have some income you didn't have to work for. It was a pretty ideal passive income.

Those were the “wild west” days.

As more and more settlers came “out west” the livable areas became more populated. So there was more demand on the resources and these were split more and more between all those present.

Of course, as is human nature, some came who simply wanted to take without giving anything in return. And so more and more laws and regulations were passed within the various sales outlets, and also outside of them. None of these laws or regulations were perfect.

The more people, the more the internal algorithms were tested and evolved to keep the outlets profitable.

One outlet, Amazon, came to capture the bulk of the sales traffic. It grew large under this feeding, but also grew suspicious of many who might undermine it.

In an attempt to regulate the various spammers and scammers, it instituted algorithms which simply fixed a lot of their noise. This number-crunching formula simply averaged the peaks over the previous 30 days.  And  the great launches of amazing sales that then resulted in no sales, would find their sales rank reset back to nothing after that peak fell out of the time zone. Books that didn't get regular sales after that 30 days would basically disappear.

This was known as the 30-day cliff. After 60 days, the amount of Amazon promotion would be cut, and after 90 days those promotions were cut completely. Only a book that was getting regular sales in decent volume could continue keeping their ranks. As they kept up their ranks, they would stay at the top of the recommendations, and so would get more discovery and sales.

Like Google and any search engine, the few books at the very top get the majority of people clicking through and buying. Fall back to the other pages and your sales dwindle rapidly.

Amazon is a search engine that recommends books. And as such, it is routinely tested. When flaws are found and exploited, they are patched, and the algorithm continues to become more complicated.

How Amazon's Algorithms Work

No one outside of Amazon, and few inside it, actually know specifically how these formulas work. The aggregated study of various observers has come up with the little that we do know that works.

Chris Fox mentions this in two of his books:

From his “Launch to Market”:



    Amazon has three cliffs that your book will go over. The 30, 60, and 90 day cliffs. At the end of 30 days your book is no longer on the Hot New Releases list, which reduces its visibility. This is the only verifiable cliff, because you can see yourself go over it. The next two are anecdotal, but I’ve heard them from every author I know, and I’ve experienced them myself.


    At the end of 60 days Amazon will reduce the frequency at which it notifies people via email that they might like your book. That happens again at the end of 90 days. After that your book is more or less on its own.


  

And from his “Six Figure Author”:



    If you spend any time in author communities you will eventually hear someone talk about the 30-day and 60-day cliffs. They're referring to the fact that Amazon does the most promotion for your book during the 30 days after its release, and that after 60 days they stop all the active promotion they give to new releases.


    That's only part of the problem, though. Amazon's machine learning has linked your book to all sorts of other books. Those other books also have a 30- and 60-day cliff; every time one of them falls off, it weakens your book, too. EVERY product on Amazon is slowly decaying in that way, and no amount of promotion is going to prolong that indefinitely.


    The only way to stave off the cliffs of despair is [to produce] more books. If you use preorders and release a book every sixty days, then you always have a book on Amazon's Hot New Release list. Their algorithms are always peddling your books, and they're linking them to the books in your genre that are hot right now.


  

Again, the simplicity is this:



    •  30-days: you drop off the New Releases list.


    •  60- and 90-days: Amazon quits promoting you so much, and then finally cuts even that out.


  

Here's where you start seeing the conventional wisdom show up. Fox mentions above: “The only way to stave off the cliffs of despair is [to produce] more books.” And that is observably true, as far as it goes.

The first trick is that there is no set word length to the definition of a “book” on Amazon.

The current (conventional) definition of a book is “a novel of 80K words or more.”

And such a book can take 3 months or more to produce.

By then, any audience you've had has forgotten you. 3 months is also when Amazon has forgotten you.

You're dead. Like starting over.

Now, Chris Fox has one solution: write faster.

I prefer Dean Wesley Smith:

“Let the story be what the story wants to be at the length it wants to be.”​[4]

Another key idea was driven home by an online course by Geoff Shaw.​[5] He pointed out that there are a mass of readers who like to read when they can, on the short breaks they have. They want stories they can get through in 15 minutes – about the time for a coffee break.

Now we are starting to see a pattern show up.

The authors who are working for Amazon as a job are hell-bent on  producing full 80K or longer novels every month or two.

This works for them as their new books promote their old books and so new readers will buy their back list.  

But it's a lot of work, especially as you are doing multiple drafts and sending it out for expensive editing, etc. The more overhead you have, the longer it will be before you show any profit.

I recently found yet another advice book that said to start writing 10 hours a day in order to produce a novel a month. Wow.

Once someone is hooked into this scene, they have just become a wage-slave to Amazon, with no benefits. Forget about getting sick or having an accident. If you don't publish, your income suffers.

You'll notice here that we don't talk about advertising or mailing to your list. Because the starting writer doesn't have anyway to pay for this. You have to borrow from other income to spend on Facebook ads for your book – on the hope that you've written it well and it will then start paying back your investment.

But that's just a hope, not any promise.

The other point is that the new author also doesn't have income to reinvest into editing. Most of the authors I've followed up actually didn't have “developmental editors” as they started out. No editor trained them their craft. They simply wrote. When they started selling, they didn't need one. Practice gave them the experience they needed. They only got that practice by writing.

Amanda Hocking wrote 17 full novels before she self-published her first one. She submitted them all to various agents, and read their many rejects. She self-published about 9 books her first year, and sold over a million books, getting $2M in sales.​[6] Then she got a book contract. Never had a developmental editor. Didn't take out ads. Did submit to book blogs.

This can be done.

Again: Start now, with just what you have. Write a lot, read a lot. Make every story better than the one before.

The next scene to investigate is how to get that practice writing, so that you can quit feeding the beast, and start profiting with every book.
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    Learn from Pulp Fiction Writers


    

      

        [image: image]

      


    


  

The Beast on Amazon owes its existence to corporate (“traditional”) publishing models. But the pulp fiction publishing model is what's making the big money today.

The current design for corporate publishing is severely flawed. It doesn’t allow people to make a real living from publishing, and is designed to slow down everything about the process. Two years on average to get a book to market. 10% or probably less of those sales receipts as income, and your agent will take a substantial portion of that.

We've already gone over how long most authors think their books need to be, how many drafts they need to re-write. On top of that, some service-providers recommend spending at least $2–3K on each book to make sure it fits the “standards” and will sell well.

Here's the current status of the indie authors who buy into this:



    •  Most authors only publish a single book.


    •  Most books commonly sell for $3.99 as ebooks and only sell 250 copies.


    •  The author in those cases are making around $729 total for a work that usually takes them from three months to a year to produce. That’s $2300 in the hole.


    •  This also doesn't take into account the many books and courses you've bought to show you the “secrets” to becoming a “bestseller.”


  

Warning: If you buy into conventional wisdom, keep your day job. You’ll need it.

Entering a New Age of Pulp Speed Publishing

In the days of the “pulps,” good authors could get a penny per word for short stories. According to Dean Wesley Smith, these authors were churning out over a million words per year and were well paid.​[7] As our entertainment media expanded into electronic forms, the magazines started disappearing.

Magazines later began publishing those stories as inexpensive paperbacks. Corporate books publishers started scooping up these authors as they had built an audience through the pulps and so were a good business risk to publish.

Corporate book publishers also started demanding more wordage per book, pushing for 100K-word books in their contracts. Educators picked this up and started teaching people to expect three and four drafts per book, that the author should expect to throw out the first draft entirely. As corporate book publishers started cutting staff to stay afloat, editors started setting up shop on their own. And editors (in service bureaus) of course push that their editing services are needed for every book.

But pulp fiction writers were known for writing only a single draft, re-typing only to remove typo’s. (Note: re-typing, not re-writing.) The magazine did the line-editing before publishing. In our electronic age, we can now wrestle with “perfecting” a book into oblivion. Constant re-writing became the norm. Some great books are never published because of that. Some truly great authors just give up, their many inspired books unpublished and unknown to the world.

They don't understand that the rise of Indie Publishing enables pulp-fiction author speed, and making a living at it. Just like the old days.

The trick is to get up to speed quickly, get a lot of practice in, and you'll improve by doing.


Dean Wesley Smith and Pulp Speed


Smith launched the idea of Pulp Speed in 2014​[8]. He’s known as being prolific, but considers that his best speed still isn’t what these top pulp fiction masters did routinely.

His best work down this line probably is “Writing Into the Dark”. There he explores how to get up to speed and publish as fast as you can write.

Smith says his writing is contained in one draft, which goes to his line-editor, and then is published — according to Heinlein’s rules.​[9] Sure, he will edit as he goes, since he’ll back up a thousand words or so and tweak the text as he comes back down, then start adding on. So he may tweak the whole text several times before he’s through, which he compares to digging out a tunnel. Everyone admires the finished tunnel, but no one sees all the dirt that has to be taken out and how the sides are smoothed as you go back and forth. That’s his personal approach and he’s already produced well over a hundred novels and several hundred short stories, in addition to a flock of videos.

Pulp speed writing also means you keep studying as you go. There is a lot to learn from different veteran authors, especially by reading and then dissecting their published works to see how they accomplished what they did.

I've given you a heads-up summary on plotting in the Appendix so that you can get a rapid overview. Lots of links for you as well. This is all in addition to the other material I've included from earlier articles.

Since we've touched on it, let's take up this plotting and outlining business and streamline it as well...
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    How To Outline and Plot at Pulp Speed
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Dean Wesley Smith tells it simply: Don't.

That might work for him. For the rest of us, we don't have his half-century of experience.

Granted, if you read and write daily, and you read the perennial-selling classics, you'll train yourself fast enough.

Most of us have spent considerable time at studying plot basics and perhaps took some English courses where we've been carefully mis-taught. Or perhaps we've received advice from well-meaning agents and publishers who have been drinking the corporate-publishing Kool-Aid (and expect a book to take at least a year in production before it can get published.)

This section is augmented by some boiled-down references mentioned in the Appendix, as well as numerous classic textbooks I've uncovered and re-published in this area.

And it was surprising to find, once I finished all these studies, I could throw it all away. Because I'd internalized it to such a degree that I only needed to practice writing to improve it. (Using pen-names, of course, since my earliest work wouldn't be my finest.)

How To Outline, Plot, and Internalize All That Stuff

The point is to  utilize your native genius, and what you know readers expect out of a great book.

Most authors think that you build your story from the plot and genre.

They might be half-right.

Meaning that they are missing out on the most effective and easiest way to write their fiction.

Some students of plotting say that the Joseph Campbell "Hero's Journey" is the core basis for all stories, just as it was for all myths and legends.​[10]

They may be right. Or they may be missing the boat.

Earlier than Campbell was an incredibly prolific author, William Wallace Cook, who held that it was simpler than that.​[11]

Cook understood that while all readers and authors were looking for their own happiness, all stories were built from the threat of not achieving it.

When you look around through the various plotting books and articles, you see that they all agree that what really drives a story and makes it effective is Conflict.

That term itself, as well as misconceptions of how to apply it, has delivered more stories to the graveyard than to the bestseller lists.

You'd be better off calling it Tension.

Conflict, per Cook, is developed by having a goal opposed. That might look simple, but his exact phrase was:



    "Purpose, expressed or implied, opposing Obstacle, expressed or implied, yields Conflict."


  

And now you can see how books built from Campbell's monomyth actually work. The usual expression is that the Hero wants something, but the Villain wants it, too. And that conflict/tension is what runs the story. Add in a location and progressive complications and then you have your blockbusters.  

The genre is just the trappings of the story. The difference between a cozy mystery and a hard-boiled mystery are in the conventions and obligatory scenes. Westerns, for instance are historical in basis and fit within a certain 40-year timeline. But if they have science fiction mixed in (as in the movie "Cowboys and Aliens" or the classic series “Firefly.”) then they are in a sub-genre.

When you strip the specifics of genre out of it, you're left with the actual structure.

Cook laid it out simply in his book "Plotto."​[12]

Again, all stories have tension or conflict, and that is simply "a goal opposed by an obstacle."

In this, a protagonist has a goal, he/she takes action to attain, acquire, or achieve it. That action has a result.

Cook considered that every book had "masterplots" or themes with 15 possible protagonist clauses, 62 action clauses, and 15 resolution clauses. Together, there are 13,950 possible combinations.

Once you have your theme, you can then compose your plot.

When Cook released his masterplot clauses to fellow writers, many were still stumped coming up with plots to fit those themes.

Below your theme are potential conflicts. Cook laid out a book with 1462 interconnected conflict clauses. A near infinite number of plot combinations when taken with the thousands of themes.

A separate study found three distinct plot structures which run through all stories, in different combinations.

These are romance, mystery, and adventure.

When you look through Plotto conflict clauses, you'll see that the various conflicts align that way. Cooks conflict clauses were aligned to Romance (including marriage), Adventure, and Mystery.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Dr. Robert.C. Worstell

"
How to Stop

A Really Simple Writing & Publishing Guide





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





