
[The Sensory Anchor 
Framework:  A DIY Guide to 
Building a Digital Special Edition 
the Eris Digital Media Way]  
[Prologue: The Birth of Eris]	 
3

[Why I wrote this, if I have a business making these?]	 
3
[Why should you listen to me?]	 
4
[What this guide is, and isn't]	 
5
[Who is this book for]	 
5

[Introduction] The Death of the "Good Enough" Ebook	 
6
[Glossary]	 
8
[The TL;DR]	 
9

[Example of a bookplate] The Final Touch: A personalized digital bookplate 
reinforces the Sensory Anchor concept and builds long-term reader loyalty 
(and acts as a psychological deterrent to piracy).	 
10
[Phase 1] The Excavation	 
10

[Sourcing Visual DNA] Identify "gaps" in your text where a visual 
artifact would deepen immersion.	 
10

[Phase 2] The Sensory Anchor Framework	 
14
[Software Selection] Why Vellum/Word won't work. The necessity of 
InDesign or high-end PDF editors for "Fixed-Layout."	 
14
[The Grid System] Designing for the "Golden Ratio" on tablet screens.	


15
[Typography as Art] Sourcing period-accurate, licensed fonts that 
don't break the "immersion" of the artifact.	 
16

[Phase 3] The Assembly	 
17



[The 4-File Structure] Building the Interactive PDF, the Premium ePub, 
the Standard ePub, and the Reader’s Guide.	 
17
[Interactive Layering] How to embed "hidden" audio links (playlists/
podcasts) and interactive maps without bloating the file size.	 
18
[The Metadata Polish] Ensuring the "Trophy" looks like a high-end 
product in the reader's digital library.	 
20

[Phase 4] The 40-Hour Reality Check	 
21
[The Risk/ Benefit Matrix]	 
22
[The Career Crossroads: Which Path Are You On?]	 22



[Prologue: The Birth of Eris] 
Eris: Greek goddess of chaos. 


[Why I wrote this, if I have a business making these?] 

Even my siblings will tell you I am two things. The first is a disruptor. 
They have a different term for it, but I like taking the status quo and 
mixing it up. And the digital publishing industry is overdue for some 
disruption. Authors are getting squeezed by price capping while the 
Amazon KU engine grinds them to dust. If you can't turn out 12 books 
a year, good luck showing up in that algorithm. Every author I talk to is 
feeling it. 


Some are leaving the industry because they have burnt out, or their 
sales have fallen so hard that it feels like starting over. Others are going 
the Sovereign/ Direct Sales route. Doing so opens up a whole new 
world of possibilities. That is disruption on a grand scale. Authors are 
leaving KU because being there means you can't even put your book 
up on your own website, or they are tired of being one of the masses. 


I write romance, which KU was built for. Romance readers will read a 
book a week, some a book a day! I know, I was one of them. But I also 
noticed that I wasn't really absorbing the story. To the point that I was 
accidentally re-downloading the same book I'd already read because I 
didn't realize it. That felt icky to me because I am an author. I didn't 
want readers doing that to my books. 


I gave up my KU subscription immediately and vowed that if I was 
really going to support authors, I was going to buy direct from them, no 
more middleman!


The second thing my siblings would tell you is that I can never leave 
well enough alone. I'm a tinkerer. Clothes, furniture, houses, you name 
it, I've altered it to suit my needs better. Now, ebooks are on the list! 
Sure, you can sell a plain, ordinary, boring file on your website, but why 



would you? Retailers aren't the boss of us anymore! We can make 
books that read themselves out loud, if that is important to you (BTW 
most tablets can already do that through their accessibility features). 
Truly, these are good times to be an author if you are willing to do some 
of the extra work. 


I wanted to give back to the author community in a small way, and 
okay, stir the pot a little. My Manifesto is over. But one final thought, we 
are authors, we do hard things, this isn't any different.


[Why should you listen to me?] 
 

I'm a Romance Writer: Little-known fact, many of the ways books are 
sold and published were pioneered in the romance industry. And I've 
been self-publishing since 2010, so I have been at it long enough to 
see trends come and go and have picked up a lot of tricks along the 
way.


I'm a Problem Solver: This one I blame on my father. He was a process 
engineer. The guy you called when you wanted to find the shortest, 
most repeatable distance between start and done. I swear I dream 
about this stuff!


I'm a Tech Geek: Nerd, Geek, whatever the term, I was programming 
computers in BASIC before it had any letters after it. I live for new tech 
and have certificates in Visual Design and UX Writing.


I started Eris Digital Media because I had a problem that needed 
solving. I wanted to offer my readers something they couldn't find on 
any retailer, so they would have to shop from me. I was tired of running 
ads on, or to, Amazon when I didn't have access to those customers. It 
was a system that never made sense to me. 


But in 2008, it was the only system going, so I dove in headfirst. I'm 
now a 15-year Indie vet. I made a lot of mistakes, but learned some 
really good lessons and skills. So when it came time to build my own 
store, I was ready. But I still needed something worthy of my stories to 



put in it. If I weren't stuck with Amazon's delivery constraints or their 
hardware, I could do anything! As long as readers loved it. And 
research shows they love digital, but they want it fun. Here's how you 
get there!


[What this guide is, and isn't] 

I would love to give you step-by-step instructions on how to do what I 
do. Truly! Even if I did, most people who download this aren't going to 
do it. Some may start and never finish, some will finish and hate the 
result they've gotten. The cost of entry into this market is not 
insignificant, whether you are calculating it in revenue or time. But for 
those who have the time or means, I wanted to give you my Sensory 
Anchor Framework you could build on. That is what this is. What it isn't 
is step-by-step instructions. Everyone is going to have their own 
combination of hardware and software they are going to use. If I had to 
account for all of the permutations, well, my mind boggles. 


This guide gives you the questions to ask, and in some rare cases, the 
answers I've found. And my opinions, because I have a lot of those, 
and they are cheap to give away. My hope is that by asking the right 
questions, you can find the best answers for you. If enough of us 
authors produce digital books worthy of their stories, we will disrupt 
the publishing industry and swing the power balance toward work that 
actually sustains us. 


[Who is this book for] 

If you only sell through the major retailers, the Digital Special Edition 
Concept probably isn't for you. Amazon and the others can't handle 
these higher-res, fixed-layout works. And even if they could, Amazon, 
at least, is going to charge you a premium to deliver image-heavy 
content. So, for starters, you need to be a sovereign/ direct-sales 
author with your own web store. 'Set it and forget it' isn't going to 
work here. You are creating a reader experience, not just a basic e-
book.




Having some artistic training is helpful. It doesn't have to be a full 
graphic design degree, but having some background in some kind of 
visual design discipline would be hugely helpful when it comes to 
composing layouts.


You are also going to need to have some Punk/DIY attitude. The punk 
movement of the late 70s and early 80s is still alive and kicking in the 
DIY movement. The crafters, re-purposers, and other artists moved to 
the DIY sphere. That can-do attitude is gold when it comes to 
building a Digital Special Edition.


If you are one of those authors who freelances out your ads, covers, 
email, etc., the DIY approach isn't how you're wired. That's fine! In 
that case, read through this to get an idea of the Sensory Anchor 
Framework, and then come see me at www.erisdigitalmedia.com. We 
can discuss how to make your Digital Special Edition an immersive 
world for your readers.


[Introduction] The Death of the "Good Enough" Ebook 

In 2008, the Kindle e-reader was the bright shining future of reading. 
You could take it everywhere! It held thousands of books! You could 
read it in the sun! The exclamation marks are ironic, but at the time, it 
was pretty cool. Now? Everything there is homogenized to work with 
Kindle's gray-scale. Yes, they recently came out with their ColorSoft 
version, but I can't think of a rationale for buying one. If you have a 
smartphone, its resolution is better than anything Amazon is going to 
sell you, same with tablets. As a matter of fact, 70% of people who 
read digital books are already reading on a phone or tablet. So why are 
we still building e-books for antiquated equipment? The reading in the 
sun thing is still a pain.


The goal: To create a digital asset that justifies a $25+ price point. The 
other way Amazon forces you, the author, into a box is its pricing 
structure. If you want that sweet 70% royalty, you need to fork over for 
delivery costs. My books tend towards 60K words, and the only image 
is the cover. I get charged .05-.07 cents per download. But I'm writing 
romance, if I were writing high fantasy and my book was closer to 175k 

http://www.erisdigitalmedia.com


words and I (gasp!) wanted a map in there to show what this world I've 
slaved over looks like, or just make things clearer for the reader, 
delivery fees are going to be closer to .25. 


But wait! There's more! All of that is assuming you are charging under 
the prescribed $9.99 cap. You can charge more, but your royalty rate 
drops to 35%. I taught self-publishing at the college level, where I had 
a student adamant that she wanted to charge $14.99 for her ebook. So 
I pulled out my calculator, er, phone, and did the math. At $14.99, she 
would get a royalty of $5.24. Nice! Until you looked at what she would 
make at 70% of $9.99, $6.99. Now, yes, that doesn't include delivery 
charges, and she had an epic fantasy book. Still, I can't imagine her 
delivery fees were going to be $1. Her argument was that Tolkien's 
books were selling for way more than the $14.99 she wanted to charge. 
I had to tell her with a straight face that she was no Tolkien. Seriously, 
teachers don't get paid enough!


But Readers are hungry for deep, rich immersion in the worlds we 
create. The Special Editions market has exploded over the last couple 
of years to the tune of 1.2 billion dollars. With a projected growth of 
20%! But, and it is a big but! There are some hefty costs associated 
with physical special editions. Up to $20K in setup and production 
costs, there are warehousing nightmares, and then you have to ship 
them all out. And don't get me started on signed copies— serious 
writer's cramp!


But there is a better way. Digital Special Editions. These sell on your 
web store for $15-$40, where you'll keep, not 70% of the royalties, but 

Sale Price Platform Royalty % Take Home (approx)

$9.99 Amazon 70% ~$6.80 (minus delivery)

$14.99 Amazon 35% ~$5.24

$25.00 Direct (EDM 
developed) 95% ~$23.75



90-95%. Often, you just have to pay for the card processing fees, and 
the percentage or hosting fees where your store is. Where there are no 
caps on file size, though there are some guidelines. You don't want to 
give your readers a file so big they can't get it on their tablet. Anything 
over 50MB is a beast to load. And a bunch of other considerations. But 
we are authors, we create whole worlds, one fancy e-book isn't going 
to scare us.


That doesn't mean it is for everyone. But if you are tech-savvy and 
have what my grandparents called gumption, this is doable. You'll need 
some software and a relatively modern computer. I'm looking at you 
people still grinding away on WordPerfect! This is the exact Sensory 
Anchor Framework we use at Eris Digital Media. It follows the old 
adage "It's simple, not easy." But stick with me, and you should be 
able to get a finished product by the end. 


If you don't love your results, or you read through this and think "Dear 
God, no!" Eris Digital Media can create something worthy of your story 
that both you and your readers will love.


[Glossary] 

I'm going to define some terms I use that you might not be familiar 
with.


[Sovereign Author] An author who sells through their own website or 
web store— it doesn't mean they don't sell on the big retailers but 
that isn't their only source of income. 

[Interactive PDF] This is more easily defined by what it is NOT. This 
isn't the freebie you download. This has the metadata, audio, video, 
and visual locked down, complete with a beautiful cover. 

Premium Fixed-Layout EPUB] The EPUB you upload to the retailers 
is reflowable to work with e-readers. We can and should do better by 
our readers. To do that, all of the work you put in should be protected 
with a fixed layout so nothing moves. Each page is a discrete image, 
making it hard for AI or pirates to scrape. 



[Reader's Guide] This is highly recommended! You want to build a 
strong rapport with your readers, not be their tech support. I build 
one of these into every package I send out. It includes what comes in 
the package, so they know exactly what files they're getting. And it 
has the tech specs so they can find their device and know how to 
download/ sideload the amazing content you've created. 

[Metadata Polish] Metadata does two things in this case. The first is 
to protect your work. If your information is locked into these files, 
someone else can't pass them off as their own. The second thing it 
does is protect you if someone claims an issue with an image you've 
included. If you've tracked where each image comes from and what 
the metadata is, they will be hard-pressed to prove copyright 
infringement. We don't want someone stealing our IP; don't steal 
others. 
—


[The TL;DR] 
 

[Four phases of work] Excavation, the Sensory Anchor Framework, 
The Assembly, The 40-hour Reality Check


[Time Estimate] Approximately forty hours per book, depending on 
knowledge of software and skills


[Deliverables] Three files to sell as a package on your website. 
Interactive PDF, Premium EPUB, Reader's Guide. Recommended to 
also include a standard ebook, readable on their e-reader. You always 
want to over-deliver, and I do this via a coupon code.


[Financial Cost] Variable, depending on what software you have, can 
be anywhere from $0-$2000




[Example of a bookplate] The Final Touch: A personalized digital bookplate 
reinforces the Sensory Anchor concept and builds long-term reader loyalty (and 
acts as a psychological deterrent to piracy).


[Phase 1] The Excavation


[Sourcing Visual DNA] Identify "gaps" in your text where a 
visual artifact would deepen immersion. 

In 2026, AI has exploded; the question is no longer whether you should 
use AI, but how to use it in a way that is ethical. So I'm making a plea. 
Please don't plug passages of your book into AI and then paste those 
images into it. First, that is a huge red flag to readers, at least in the 
romance world, where even an AI cover will kill sales and get you on 
reader lists as persona non grata. There are places to legally download 



images and artists who are willing to work with authors who respect 
their work. Here is how we source the digital artifacts that get put into 
books legally so that no one gets sued. 


[The Researcher’s Toolkit] Where to look for public domain vs. 
licensed assets. Public domain are the museums who have 
photographed their collections and made them available online. Places 
like: The Met Open Access, Smithsonian, or the Library of Congress. 
That said, not all museums do this. Famously, The Victoria and Albert 
Museum in London holds copyrights on their photographs. Public 
Domain images are free to use, and often have multiple photographs of 
an object, so you can get just the right image. The downside? If you 
aren't dealing with a historical setting, you probably aren't going to find 
much there. 


The other place I look is scrapbooking sites. Yes, the ones your great 
aunt Ethel haunted. Make sure that you honor their hard work by 
downloading everything with a commercial usage license. But there are 
still a ton of creative (almost invariably women) on those sites. And they 
often offer free bits of things to keep you there.


[The Licensing Trap] A warning on the difference between "Creative 
Commons" and "Commercial Usage" for authors selling directly. Those 
two are not the same. Creative Commons allows you to use an image 
personally for something you aren't going to make any money from. 
Commercial Usage is the green light to use it in your Digital Special 
Edition, because you are selling that book. You wouldn't want anyone 
stealing your writing, so don't steal artists' art. 


No one wants to get sued. So don't give anyone a reason to sue you. 
Eris Digital Media carries Errors and Omissions insurance to cover us in 
case things go sideways, but we never want that to happen. Our 
researcher has an MSLIS degree and is Met Museum-trained in 
archival work. But you can protect yourself by sticking to downloading 
everything with a commercial use license or sticking to public domain 
sites. Or, you can commission artists to make what you need, but that 
is going to raise the cost of your digital special edition by a lot! 




How to figure out what you want to look for? At Eris Digital Media, we 
sit down with every author and have a conversation. Here are a few of 
the questions we ask.


[The Excavation Questionnaire] When we sit down with an author, 
we look for the "soul" of the book. Ask yourself:


• The Desk Test: If your protagonist emptied their pockets or 
cleared their desk right now, what three physical objects would be 
there?


• The Paper Trail: Does your hero send a text, a telegram, or a 
handwritten note? What does that stationery feel like?


• The Memento: Is there a specific date, a ticket stub, or a map that 
represents the "Point of No Return" in your plot?


• The World's Textures: Is your setting industrial and gritty (iron/ink) 
or soft and Regency (silk/parchment)?


• The Hidden Lore: What is a detail about your world that didn't 
make it into the prose but lives in your series bible?




What this looks like in practice?


[Example] Artifacts from the diary of a protagonist. Curation of historical artifacts 
that transform a scene from a passive reading experience into an immersive 
discovery. 


By replacing generic descriptions with verified, high-fidelity Sensory 
Anchors, you create a "Premium" tier asset that justifies a $25+ price 
point, moving you beyond the $9.99 retail ceiling.




[Phase 2] The Sensory Anchor Framework


[Software Selection] Why Vellum/Word won't work. The 
necessity of InDesign or high-end PDF editors for "Fixed-
Layout." 

I'm not going to lie. The software is one of the bigger hurdles. If you 
have a Mac, it justifies its higher price tag here. Apple Pages comes on, 
or can be downloaded on them, and they make a lot of this easier, not 
easy, just easier. But be aware that an EPUB created in Pages may 
look great in Apple Books, but none of your links will work if you try to 
read that same book on Android. If you are on a Windows system, then 
you are stuck using InDesign, and the learning curve is steep! I hate it, 
plain and simple. You can also do a fair amount of the work with Adobe 
Creative Suite. Again, not a fan, mostly because I hate anything I have 
to pay a subscription for. But you need the higher-end software to 
really create these fixed layout PDFs. The other option is Affinity, while 
the cost is beautiful (It's free!) the learning curve is still a killer, and 
really wouldn't you rather be writing?


Can you try creating something in Word and save it as a PDF? I mean 
sure, try, but I learned back when I was formatting my own digital and 
print books that you had to strip all of the formatting out of a Word doc 
before you could work with it. I pretty much used every excuse in the 
book to avoid doing anything in Word ever again. I know that hasn't 
changed, the stripping part, I haven't touched the program in years. 
Building one of these books almost has more to do with web design 
than writing a book. Which leads me to my next point.




[The Grid System] Designing for the "Golden Ratio" on tablet 
screens. 

I've got a degree in Architecture, I've never used. One of the first 
classes you have to take is the basic intro to… And the first thing you 
learn is the Golden Ratio, sometimes called the Golden Mean. Maybe 
you've seen it? It looks like the side view of a cut Nautilus shell with all 
of the chambers. It turns out each of those chambers gets smaller in a 
precise proportion. Greek temples were built with it. Flowers have it, 
actually, it is all over nature.




 

[Example] High-fidelity layout using period-accurate licensed fonts and a 
custom grid system designed specifically for iPad Pro aspect ratios. Layout 
illustrating a scene in a Regency novel, showing the Golden Ratio.


Why am I going on about it? Because it turns out your eye is drawn to 
it, and if you get it wrong, your whole composition will look off, but you 
may not know why. Besides the degree in Architecture. I have a 
certificate in Visual Design. That one I use all the time, especially when 
I'm designing Sensory Anchor compositions and web pages. For me, 
this stuff feels intuitive, which makes it harder to explain. But if you are 
going to go the DIY route, I strongly recommend watching some videos 
on visual design. 


You want to give things enough room to breathe, arrange them in a way 
that makes the eye move from one piece to another in a way that tells 
the story, underneath the story. There is an art to this. Search for some 
graphic design videos— I've had classes in that too. You are looking to 
create balance and harmony in the composition. I know, clear as mud. 
You can help yourself by setting up a grid and then imagining a swirl 
over the top of that.


If you've sprung for the Adobe Creative subscription, then you've 
already got the tools you need to build out one of these collages. If you 
didn't, you can use the free open source software GIMP. But be 
prepared for a steep learning curve. If you are on a Mac, Pixelmator 
Pro is your friend. Apple has its own subscription-based creative suite, 
which is part of it. I've had mine forever and still haven't tapped all it 
can do. But yeah, more software to learn.


[Typography as Art] Sourcing period-accurate, licensed fonts 
that don't break the "immersion" of the artifact. 

Ugh, fonts are the bane of my existence. I'm not kidding about finding 
a font that looks great and then finding out that it wasn't developed 



until 100 years after the story took place. Or finding a font that works 
historically, but you can't read the thing at scale. When I first started 
making these Digital Special Editions, I found a gorgeous font; it looked 
spectacular on the perfectly imperfect old paper image I'd used as the 
background for every page. It wasn't until I'd QC'd the dang thing that I 
realized that particular font didn't have an italics version, so all of the 
"wolf Wi-Fi" (or Telepathy for you Sci-Fi people) back and forth was 
stripped out. You only make that mistake once! So sometimes it 
doesn't matter, but sometimes it breaks a reader out of that world we 
are trying so hard to create. Check your fonts, see if your cover 
designer has any suggestions, but interior fonts should speak to the 
cover fonts, but not be the same. A display font looks great as a title, 
horrible to read over the course of a book.


Professional fixed-layout architecture ensures your book is a "tablet-
first" luxury product, reducing "product-not-as-described" returns 
and increasing the perceived value of your direct-sales store.


[Phase 3] The Assembly 


[The 4-File Structure] Building the Interactive PDF, the 
Premium ePub, the Standard ePub, and the Reader’s Guide. 

When I deliver a completed project, you get 4 files. The first is the 
Interactive PDF. This has everything locked in place, works everywhere, 
and is, if I do say so myself, gorgeous. This is not the PDF you 
downloaded for free. This might have a bookplate with the author's 
signature, or maybe an inscription for the reader, along with a trigger 
that unlocks a video welcome to the book. This looks and feels like a 
book, with the visual heft of one, too. Could you send this to a printer 
and have copies bound? Not really, printers require a whole different 
setup so the pages work when bound. But if someone is reading it on 
their tablet, then it has all kinds of things that a physical book can't 
have. I'll come back to that. 


Next, you have the premium EPUB. Fixed layout so things don't move 
around and mess up your work. The retailers can't handle these. They 



want everything reflowable so it works on their hardware. Completely 
disregarding that 70% of digital readers are on tablets. Between this 
and the PDF, they also give you some protection from getting scraped 
by AI and pirates. Nothing is pirate-proof; the DRM that Amazon offers 
is false security, and they are getting rid of it, too. But these come 
close. AI sees these books as collections of images it can't make 
sense of, not collections of words to copy. Pirates can't run these 
through their engines the same way because they aren't reflowable. 
Yes, the thing that Amazon insists your book be, also makes it easier to 
pirate. Because these are made for tablets, we can build them 
differently. 


That said, we want to make things as easy for the reader as possible. 
That is why I recommend that you include a copy of the standard 
retailer-formatted EPUB in the package. For my own Digital Special 
Editions, on my own site, I include a discount code for the reader to 
download the plain version for free. Doing it this way makes my file size 
smaller, and if they never use it, fine. But if they are stuck with only their 
e-reader, I want them to read my book.


Last but by no means least is perhaps the most important piece as far 
as your author business is concerned. The Reader's Guide is a 2-page 
document that goes over what the reader has bought, but most 
importantly, how to get it on their tablet. It isn't always intuitive, and the 
last thing you want to do is be fielding endless tech complaints when 
you are on a deadline. I went through iPads and Android tablets to 
figure out how to side-load. I even have instructions for side-loading to 
a Kindle. I wanted to make sure I got zero complaints back when I sold 
my own books in my store. If you do your ebook distribution through 
Bookfunnel, I've heard their customer service is excellent on the reader 
side.


[Interactive Layering] How to embed "hidden" audio links 
(playlists/podcasts) and interactive maps without bloating 
the file size. 



When I was talking about the Interactive PDF, I said I'd come back to 
things a Digital Special Edition can do that a physical book can't. In my 
shifter series, I have the show notes of a podcast I did on the origins of 
that series. And added a link so people could listen on my Substack 
channel. Maybe you think in terms of Playlists? I've known writers who 
create playlists for each character, or even each chapter. I am not built 
that way, but I'm so jealous of people who are. Imagine you can have a 
clickable link at the top of every chapter for your reader to listen to 
while they read that chapter. I can tell you when I was testing my 
concept with readers and mentioned that, they SWOONED! So if that is 
your thing— go nuts! 




[Example of a podcast link] Integrating multi-media layers. This Archival Edition 
serves as a hub, allowing readers to jump directly from the narrative to behind-
the-scenes audio content.


Just be aware that all that interaction can bloat your file size. You want 
to draw the reader in, not tick them off because the file is too big to put 
on their basic 16-gig iPad.


[The Metadata Polish] Ensuring the "Trophy" looks like a 
high-end product in the reader's digital library. 

Metadata is most authors' nemesis. We think of it as those annoying 
boxes we have to fill out on the KDP upload screen. But for a Digital 
Special Edition, the metadata needs to be baked into the file itself.


When a reader sideloads your book onto their tablet, you don’t want 
it to show up as [FINAL_BOOK_V3_EDM.pdf] with a generic gray 
icon. You want it to look like a high-end product in their digital library.


• The Thumbnail: You have to embed the high-resolution cover 
into the file’s metadata so that it pops in their library view (Apple 
Books, Adobe Digital Editions, etc.).


• The Properties: This is where you hard-code the Title, Author 
Name, ISBN, and Copyright information. It’s also a subtle layer 
of protection. If someone tries to pass off your work, that 
internal "Author" tag remains in the file properties. A quick note 
about ISBNs: the Archival Digital Edition of your book would be 
considered a separate work. This isn't true if you are working on 
a story you have in KU. Amazon words that agreement so that if 
you make an anthology that has the KU book in it, you are in 
violation of the TOS.


• The Navigational Map (aka the TOC): Since these are fixed-
layout, you must manually build the internal bookmarks. Your 
reader should be able to tap "Chapter 5" in the Table of 
Contents and jump there instantly. If they have to scroll through 
300 pages to find their place, you haven’t built a "Trophy"—
you’ve built a headache.




Metadata is the invisible polish. If you do it right, the reader never 
notices it. If you do it wrong, the book feels like a "bootleg" instead of 
a "Boutique Edition."


Creating a "Trophy" file structure encourages reader ownership and 
relationship building, which increases the Lifetime Value (LTV) of your 
superfans without adding a single cent to your shipping or fulfillment 
costs.


[Phase 4] The 40-Hour Reality Check


So by this point, you've got some basics as far as the software you'll 
need to create your masterpiece edition, ideas around where to 
legally look for images, where to look for training your eye for 
composing those images, fonts, and how important they can be, and 
lastly, what files you should be creating. Simple, not easy. The cost is 
also not insignificant. Depending on what kind of computer you 
already use, it can cost you anywhere from nearly zero to $2000 or 
more if you opt to get a new computer with plenty of storage for all 
those images. 


But the real killer is the breakdown in the amount of time it is going to 
take you. The numbers below are assuming you already know all of 
your software and visual composing. 


[A breakdown of the math]


  • Research/Sourcing: 10-15 hours.


  • Custom Layout/Design: 20 hours.


  • Asset Licensing/QA: 5-10 hours.


You got into this business because you loved writing. I did too! While I 
have the visual design chops to make this work, I've also created a 
framework that helps streamline the work and can batch tasks so I'm 
not splitting my time. I also have the network to call in experts in their 



field. Artists who can create pieces when an item can't be found. A 
researcher who is an MSLIS and trained at the Met Museum. Designers 
whom I trust to get it right. Because getting it wrong means your reader 
loses that immersion, and they may put your book down. So do you 
feel called to be a curator, or do you want to be an author?


[The Risk/ Benefit Matrix] 

[The Career Crossroads: Which Path Are You On?] 

Before you commit your next 40 hours—or your project budget—to a 
Digital Special Edition, you must decide which business model you 
are actually running.


Path A: The Volume Strategist (The "Wide" Author) 

• The Goal: To have your name on as many devices as possible.


Factor Standard Ebook (Retail) Archival Digital Edition 
(Direct)

Primary 
Goal

Mass-market reach & "Read-
through"

Profit maximization & Fan 
immersion

Typical 
Price $0.99 – $9.99 $25.00 – $45.00

Net Margin ~70% (minus Amazon 
delivery fees)

~95% (minus small stripe/web 
fees)

Time 
Investment

2–5 hours (automated 
formatting)

40+ hours (curation & 
architecture)

Career 
Impact High volume, low loyalty High LTV (Lifetime Value) per 

reader

Piracy Risk High (Easily stripped & 
shared)

Low (Personalized, large, 
"Trophy" file)



• The Method: Rapid release, aggressive price pulsing ($0.99 
sales), and heavy reliance on the "Big Three" retailers.


• The Design: "Good Enough." You need clean, reflowable text 
that works on a 2012 Kindle Paperwhite.


• The Verdict: If you are in the "Content Mill" phase of your 
career, put this book down. Focus on your read-through and 
your newsletter growth. Digital Special Editions will only distract 
you from your volume goals.


Path B: The Sovereign Architect (The "Deep" Author) 

• The Goal: To maximize the Lifetime Value (LTV) of every reader 
and build a Reader Relationship.


• The Method: Direct-to-consumer sales, Kickstarter "Special 
Editions," and high-touch community building.


• The Design: Immersion. You view the ebook not as a file, but as 
a "Trophy" that reflects the depth of your world-building.


• The Verdict: This is your path. You have reached the point 
where "selling more copies" isn't as profitable as "delighting 
your superfans more deeply." You are ready to trade the 
grayscale status quo for a 95% margin.


[The "Tinkerer’s" Final Question] 

Ask yourself: Am I building a library, or am I building a retail 
listing?


• A retail listing is temporary; it lives or dies by the algorithm.


• A library is an archival collection of assets that you and your 
readers own forever.


If you are building a library, the 40 hours spent on Visual DNA and 
Architecture isn't "work"—it’s an investment in your reader.




Understanding the "Cost of Labor" vs. "Potential Margin Uplift" 
allows you to treat your publishing as a high-margin business rather 
than a volume-based hobby, protecting your most valuable asset: 
your writing time.


If you love the technical craft of curation, this guide is your map. It has 
the ideas you need to get started, because you know your book best. 
But if you’d rather spend those 40 hours writing the next book in your 
series, we’re ready to start your curation for you.


• You can find me at lisette@erisdigitalmedia.com
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