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Nov 16th 2010 By: Chris Sims

'Machine of Death': How Webcomics Creators 
Hit #1 on Amazon and Took Down Glenn Beck

• Interviews  
• Webcomics  

Five years ago, Ryan North did an 
installment of his daily strip, Dinosaur 
Comics, where T-Rex came up with a 
premise for a book about a machine that 
tells people how they're going to die. It 
was originally intended as a one-off 
gag, but over time, that premise became 
the foundation for Machine of Death, a 
collection of stories edited by North, 
Wondermark's David Malki! and 
Matthew Bennardo that grew to feature 
34 stories, each one with an illustration. 
Despite boasting the talents of 
webcomic superstars like Randall 

Munroe and Kate Beaton and award-winning comics creators like Cameron Stewart and Roger 
Langridge, the book was rejected by every publisher the editors submitted it to. So they decided to 
publish it themselves.

To mark the book's release on October 26th, the editors decided to make a push to get their self-
published anthology to #1 on Amazon's daily sales charts, and not only did they succeed, they also 
dethroned a competitor they had no idea they had: Conservative talk show host Glenn Beck, who 
also had new book debuted the same day, and labeled the book as part of the of the liberal "culture 
of death" for daring to get more sales than he did:

"And I want to tell you that, um...our books are ALWAYS #1. And I find it REALLY 
fascinating, FASCINATING, that if you go to Amazon.com, Broke is number THREE... 
And then, the #1 book -- TODAY, at least -- is Machine of Death. And it's collected 
stories about, you know, people who know how they're gonna die. Haowww! ... This is 
the left. You want to talk about where we're headed? We're headed towards a culture 
of death. A culture that, um, celebrates the things that have destroyed us."
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Today, we're joining in, as ComicsAlliance sits down to talk to to North, Malki and Bennardo to 
find out just how it all went down, and take a look at a few of our favorites from the book's amazing 
illustrations by artists like Kate Beaton, Chris Hastings, Jeffrey Brown and Cameron Stewart!

ComicsAlliance: How much promotion did you guys actually do, and how much promotion 
was involved from others? I know that David mentioned on his site that it only really takes a 
few hundred sales in a short time to get to #1, and Looking down the list, you've got over 60 
contributors like Chris Hastings who have really successful webcomics, Yahtzee Croshaw, 
indie comics guys like Jeffrey Brown, mainstream comics creators like Cameron Stewart and 
Karl Kerschl. There's a wide breadth of creators whose fans might not necessarily overlap.

Matthew Bennardo: We don't really know what right now what 
all the contributors were doing on October 26 -- how many of them 
were talking about the book, and in what channels, and how much. 
That's something I'd like to find out, in fact.

But I think as far as hypotheses go, "power in numbers" is 
probably part of the story. Another important part is that early on 
October 26 there was already something exciting to talk about. 
When I got to work on Tuesday, we were already #24 on the 
Amazon bestseller list. Suddenly I had something much cooler to 
tell my friends and family, and things only got more exciting from 
there.

My friends would still have been interested in the book if we'd 
never made the bestseller list -- but being so high so early gave 
everything a sense of immediacy and legitimacy that just 
snowballed. As to how we got on the list in the first place -- I'll let 
Ryan and David speculate on that.

Ryan North: I think part of the disconnect for us and publishers was the we kept started by thinking 
"Look at these great stories!" and then figured if we got some of our cartoonist friends to do 
illustrations, we'd make the book even better. Then we were thinking "Look at these great stories, 
and look at these great illustrations by awesome cartoonists!" - but unfortunately a big name there 
doesn't impress a publishing company.

None of us really know how many sales it takes to get to #1, but I know that we sold thousands on 
the first day. Comparing to the competition, I've got to believe that Glenn Beck and Keith Richards 
sold more than a few hundred on our launch day too, so I don't know how many it was, but I think it 
was probably more than a few hundred sold before we took the #1 position.

In terms of what promotion we did: we told the contributors we were planning this big push, and 
asked them to let people know if they were going to buy a copy, that'd be the day. David [Malki] 
posted to Twitter and his website early in the morning and went to bed (he did all the preparation for 
this!) and then I took over in another time zone as I got up. By the time I was up at 7:30 EST, the 
book was already at 24th place. 3 hours later we were at number 2, and two hours after that, #1. 
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I think for sure that having our online notoriety helped us with that first push, but as Matt said, after 
that it sort of snowballed: people could see something was happening, and by buying the book they 
had a horse in that race. That morning there were hundreds of Twitter posts about the book: people 
saying they'd bought it and linking to the machineofdeath.net page, people posting the exact second 
the book moved up in rankings, and so on. It was really exciting to watch, and super exciting to be a 
part of!

On thing that surprised me: it turns out that there's these spambots on Twitter that monitor Amazon's 
top listings and spam out affiliate links as soon as a book hits the charts, so as soon as we were in 
that top 10, we had an unintentional army of spambots talking about the book too. I'm not sure it 
helped at all (I'd like to hope it didn't, and I can't imagine "AMAZON_BOOKZ_$$$" carrying 
much weight on Twitter) but it added to the surreality of the day. Suddenly not only did we have an 
army of readers behind us - even the spambots were on our side!

David Malki!: Matt and Ryan are right! There was a tremendous sense of 
immediacy as people began watching the bestseller list update throughout 
the day. So once we got the ball rolling, it kind of took off on its own, 
which was a pleasant surprise for us and also exactly what you want to 
happen in a situation like this. Once we got high on the chart and people 
realized that "holy crap, this might actually happen," it became less a 
matter of "some internet guys running a marketing campaign" and more 
about "things are HAPPENING in the WORLD that are OBSERVABLE." 
In other words we created SCIENCE.

But that strong initial push from our own readers and those of the contributors is definitely what 
gave us a huge head start, and the name recognition among the contributors helped a huge amount 
as well. We've gotten emails from folks saying "Great job, I want to do the same thing with my self-
published book for kids about how to be nice to dogs, any tips?" and our response has to be, "First, 
spend 14 cumulative years building an audience of hundreds of thousands, and compile the work of 
contributors who have an aggregate audience in the millions. Then, you can probably sell a few 
hundred books."

http://machineofdeath.net/


I think the scope of this project is one of the many things that makes it interesting. The concept is 
cool, the contributors are tremendously varied (so it's impressive in itself that we've brought them 
together), and then once folks read the book, they realize that the material is tremendously varied as 
well. And that makes them recommend the book to folks who otherwise might not be interested in 
something more niche!

CA: Did you guys offer any incentives to your readers? I know David promised his readers 
extra Wondermark strips.

RN: Kinda! I did a sequel to the Machine of Death strip the day we launched, but it's not like I 
wasn't going to do a comic anyway.

http://www.qwantz.com/index.php?comic=1826


DM: I offered extra Wondermark strips because I was just thinking, "what can I put in front of 
people to make them as excited as I am." There are probably a handful of folks in my audience 
who'd pay $9 to get three extra comics in a week even if they didn't get a 400+page book out of it. 
So on the whole it was just me being desperate. Then, when it all happened, suddenly I've got all 
these emails and phone calls and websites to deal with PLUS extra comics PLUS preparing for a 
trip. I didn't sleep or see my wife that entire week, I'll have you know. Enjoy those comics NOW.

CA: Okay, so if I'm getting this right, you're saying that you actively tried to work against 
real Americans. Is that about right?

RN: We actually picked the October 26th because we thought it was going to be a slow day for 
book launches. That's probably where we messed up the most! It turns out that Tuesday is the day 
when big publishers officially launch their new books, so we really couldn't have picked a worse 
day. We ended up competing against Keith Richard's new autobiography, Glenn Beck's new book, 
the Barefoot Contessa's new cookbook and a ton of others -- and we beat them! I think that's the 
most amazing part. But it was nothing personal - we didn't even realize these people were there 
until we passed them in the rankings on the way up.

I should point out that both Matt and David are actually real Americans, so as the lone Canadian in 
the bunch if anyone is ruining it for everyone, it's -- it's probably me. RUINING IT FOR 
EVERYONE

CA: You guys got called out on Glenn Beck's radio show for being 
part of the "Culture of Death" after you got the #1 slot on Amazon 
ahead of one of his books. I first heard about it from [contributor] 
Carly Monardo, but how did you guys find out?

RN: I think we all found out when someone in his audience let us know on 
Twitter. It was a pretty big surprise!

MB: I think Glenn Beck was surprised too! As far as I can tell, that's the 
only reason he mentioned us. We don't operate anywhere near the same 
scale that he does -- he was selling his books in lots of different avenues 
that day, but Amazon was probably one of the few that could give him 
real-time results. He checks the rankings and sees these guys nobody has 
ever heard of before at #1. He has to say something on his radio show, so 
we just get lumped in with Keith Richards -- which was amazing in itself.

Personally, I would love to get together for a beer with Glenn Beck, Keith Richards, and the 
Barefoot Contessa just to have a few laughs about what happened.
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DM: Actually, someone left us a comment on the MoD blog. I asked for confirmation on Twitter 
and got it a few hours later, when it was being played live in Hawaii (probably the latest possible 
time zone). Picture this: someone on the East Coast hears the show. They comment on the blog. I 
tweet about it, and as Glenn Beck's show is panning across the continent with the sun, someone 
tunes in to listen strictly on our behalf. It's amazing when you think about it that way. I'm sorry that 
that dude had to listen to an hour and a half of the show, though. We thank him for his sacrifice.

CA: Have you guys gotten any other big reactions?

RN: Publisher's Weekly! Plus, We've had some queries from the New York Times, but I don't think 
an article came out of it.

DM: Everybody who has read the book has either absolutely loved it or, at worst, appreciated and 
enjoyed most of it -- which is about the biggest reaction a book can possibly have. We expect some 
more mainstream press around the time of our bookstore release in a few weeks, though. At least we 
hope for it!

CA: I saw you mention on Twitter that Beck's people had contacted you about a review copy. 
Did anything come of that, or did you just fade away from his Enemies List?

http://blogs.publishersweekly.com/blogs/PWxyz/?p=3028


RN: We sent him copies, but haven't heard back! I'd be surprised if it did, but it was kinda amazing. 
Maybe he's busy reading them AS WE SPEAK, finding each and every story more engrossing than 
the last!

DM: I don't think we were ever on his Enemies List, I think we were briefly, thanks to our vocal 
supporters on Twitter, on his "Possible Controversies to Stir Up and Rally People Against, So They 
Will Buy My Book in Indignation" list, which I'm sure is very long. Ultimately I bet we were just 
not evil enough once they put us under the microscope. I mean, we're these bootstrapping, small-
business-makes-good-against-the-man entrepreneurs. Conservatives wish everyone in America was 
like us.

---

In addition to the stories themselves -- each one detailing a recipient of one of the Machine's 
predictions -- Machine of Death boasts an incredible roster of artists, with each one contributing an 
illustration that leads each story. They're all great, but I've picked out a few favorites:

"Love Ad Nauseum" by Kate Beaton 

http://harkavagrant.com/


"Torn Apart and Devoured By Lions" by Christopher Hastings

http://drmcninja.com/


"Starvation" by Karl Kerschl

http://karlkerschl.com/


"Prison Knife Fight" by Roger Langridge

http://hotelfred.blogspot.com/


"Improperly Prepared Blowfish" by Jeffrey Brown



"Drowning" by Adam Koford

http://apelad.blogspot.com/


"Cancer" by Danielle Corsetto

http://www.gwscomic.com/gws.html


"Cocaine and Painkillers" by Jess Fink

http://www.jessfink.com/


"Exhaustion From Having Sex With a Minor" by Cameron Stewart



To get your own copy of Machine of Death, you can pick it up on Amazon (further boosting its 
sales ratings) or wait for it to show up at your local shop -- after their triumph on the sales charts, 
Bennardo, Malki and North have signed a deal to get nationwide distribution to the bookstore 
market. 

Or, if you're so inclined, you can download the entire book for free as a PDF from the Machine of 
Death website.
Tags:   chris hastings - ChrisHastings - David Malki - DavidMalki - kate beaton - KateBeaton - 
Machine of Death - MachineOfDeath - Ryan North - RyanNorth 
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Updates 24 Nov 2010 12:02 am

We’re a Best Book of 2010! And other news.
Hey look at this! We have made it onto an Amazon “Best Books of 2010″ list 
(Customer Favorites, Sci-Fi & Fantasy)! Hurrah!

We don’t want to be disingenuous here — this is not an editorially-curated 
selection. According to the Amazon page, this particular subcategory is a list of 
“the bestselling science fiction and fantasy at Amazon.com during 2010. 
(Ranked according to customer orders through October.)” So discerning 
Amazon editors have not peered over their glasses to rest laurels upon our little 
book; it’s purely a sales metric.

But let us put that another way: 

We were one of Amazon’s top ten best-selling sci-fi/fantasy books of 2010 (at least through 
October). 

Oh and BY THE WAY here is a new review by author (and well-respected anthologist in his own 
right) Jeff VanderMeer on Omnivoracious, the official Amazon books blog. This is an Amazon 
editor’s opinion:

Personally, I found Machine of Death a lively, self-assured, and diverse read…This is 
DIY publishing at its best, and a perfect example of the way in which creative, clever 
editors can use to their advantage the new leveling of hierarchies, existence of more 
accessible means of distribution, and diversity of ways to make a project visible to 
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readers.

But, when it comes down to it, you have to have the quality to back up the hype. You 
have to bring the heat, and Machine of Death does bring the heat. Not only that — it 
showcases a lot of talented writers you might not have encountered before. I know I 
have a few more “check out their other work” names after reading the anthology.

When Jeff contacted us for a review copy, days after we reached Amazon #1 and while we were still 
tittering about Glenn Beck, he indicated that he wanted to cover the actual book itself, rather than 
the furor around it. We’re glad he did and double-glad he enjoyed it! After all, we like it too.

For US retailers and bookstores who would like to stock Machine of Death: It is now available 
through PGW/Perseus. I am told this is the information you need:

ISBN 978-0-98216712-0
Pubnet SAN number 631760X
orders: orderentry@perseusbooks.com

KABAM there you go. 

Here’s a new interview with us by Chris Sims at Comics Alliance:

DM!: Picture this: someone on the East Coast hears the show. They comment on the 
blog. I tweet about it, and as Glenn Beck’s show is panning across the continent with 
the sun, someone tunes in to listen strictly on our behalf. It’s amazing when you think 
about it that way. 

The interview also features a ton of the art from the book!

Other exciting news:
• The book will be in Canadian bookstores, and presumably Amazon.ca, before Christmas. 
(Canadian bookstores: watch for info forthcoming from your PGC rep.)

• We have had some tentative interest from foreign publishers in publishing translated editions of 
MOD internationally. We are moving to secure additional rights from our authors in order to further 
pursue these opportunities.

• The ebook edition is now available in the Barnes & Noble NOOKstore.

• We have been listed in the Boing Boing 2010 Gift Guide as one of Cory’s “Fiction” picks! 
Thanks, Cory!

• Our editor Ryan has a new book of Dinosaur Comics out!

• Everybody reading this gets a hug
No Comments Yet

Podcast Episodes 23 Nov 2010 11:17 pm
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Podcast 3: EXHAUSTION FROM HAVING SEX WITH A 
MINOR

“EXHAUSTION FROM HAVING SEX WITH A MINOR,” by Yahtzee Croshaw. Read by the 
author.

“The job of Prime Minister is no job for a weakling,” said Derek Fortham MP, eyes 
shining in the TV spotlight. “Centuries of British politics have shown us that. It’s a job 
that calls upon all of a man’s strength. It’s a job for men who know their limitations. 
Men with perspective. With drive.”

The audience was utterly silent, staring with goggle-eyed hero-worship as Fortham 
reached into his inside pocket and produced a white slip of paper, which he held 
between his first and second fingers and waved in time with his speech.

“I always keep my death prediction close to my heart. At the age of fifty-seven I will be 
knocked down by a car; that’s what it says. I don’t fear it. I’ll never run from it. When I 
see that car coming, I will stand with feet firm. That’s the kind of strong leadership this 
country needs.”

Download the MP3 • Subscribe on iTunes
Direct podcast feed: http://feeds.feedburner.com/machineofpodcast

Ben “Yahtzee” Croshaw was born and raised in England but now lives in Australia. Primarily a 
gaming writer, he is responsible for the “Zero Punctuation” video reviews at The Escapist online 
magazine. His first novel, Mogworld , has been published by Dark Horse Books. His personal site is 
fullyramblomatic.com.

In the book, Yahtzee’s story is illustrated by Cameron Stewart!
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Thank you, volunteer proofreaders.
Here is your prize.

Continue Reading »
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MOD is coming to US bookstores! Help us get it right.

Today we’ve signed a deal that will bring Machine of Death into bookstores across the United 
States. We’re talking Barnes & Noble, Borders, indies, airports — this deal will make it available to 
everyone. We are negotiating Canadian and UK distribution as well. 

We couldn’t have done it without you — this is the direct result of people in publishing waking up 
on October 26 and seeing something they didn’t recognize do something they couldn’t believe. 
They Googled us. They emailed us. They called us. “What are you doing?” they said, or “We get 
what you’re doing, and it’s amazing.” This was invariably followed up with “I’ve ordered my 
copy.” 

And sometimes, a week later, followed up again with “This book is incredible.” 

And we just smiled and said “We know! That’s the point!”
In the next few weeks we’ll be focusing on making sure the bookstores who stock our book don’t 
regret their decision. But there’s one very important, very mechanical task in front of us right now 
— one you can help with!

We’re going back to the press with a new printing of the book, and we want to take this opportunity 
to fix the handful of typos that crept into the manuscript. After the jump we’ve compiled a list of the 
ones we’ve found so far. (Some of these have already been fixed in the digital versions.) We want 
the next printing to be perfect! So please leave a comment with any others we may have missed, 
and we’ll update the post accordingly. We only have a day or so to make these changes, so we’re 
hoping you can help — if nothing else, verify that we’ve caught everything!

UPDATE: Thanks so much for your eagle eyes! We’ve made notations as to the corrections in the 
comments. We are preparing your prizes this weekend and will be announcing them soon! 
if you find any more errors for Pete’s sake keep them to yourself we have a lot of books on the press now

Continue Reading »

Comments (41)

Podcast Episodes 09 Nov 2010 04:05 pm

http://machineofdeath.net/category/podcast-episodes
http://machineofdeath.net/get-it-right#comments
http://machineofdeath.net/get-it-right#more-354
http://machineofdeath.net/get-it-right#more-354
http://machineofdeath.net/a/we-did-it
http://machineofdeath.net/get-it-right


Podcast 2: FUDGE

Hey! iTunes likes us! Neat!

“FUDGE,” by Kit Yona. Read by the author.

As he watched, two girls in their early teens wheeled away from the front of the line. 
The shorter of the two was consumed by high-pitched giggles, but her wispy friend was 
ghost-white. As they moved past, the giggler took a deep breath and said, “Oh, Robin! 
Don’t take it so seriously! It’s probably not true!”

Rick watched and saw the other knuckle at her eyes. “But what if it is?” she said. “I 
can’t believe he’d…” Then they drifted out of his earshot. 

When he looked back at the corner, someone else was walking his way, a tall guy about 
his age. When he saw Rick staring he broke into a sheepish grin and shrugged, waving a 
slip of paper in a matter-of-fact way. “Fifth time I’ve taken the test, fifth time I’ve 
gotten this answer.” His smile vanished, and his face clouded over. “Still not quite sure 
what it means, you know?” 

Download the MP3 • Subscribe on iTunes
Direct podcast feed: http://feeds.feedburner.com/machineofpodcast

Living deep in the savage lands known as the ‘Dirty Jerz,’ Kit Yona runs an auto salvage yard, adds 
income via poker whenever possible and plays rugby with an enthusiasm that far outstrips any 
athleticism he might believe he possesses. In his lack of spare time Kit edits and writes for the 
fantasy book review site The Griffin or the Agate to justify the time spent getting his Masters degree 
in English. He blames his appearance in this tome on his beautiful muse of a wife, Laura. He can be 
tormented/harassed/contacted at jydog1 at gmail dot com. 

In the book, Kit’s story is illustrated by Vera Brosgol!
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Reviews are coming in: You like it!

Besides all the Amazon hoopla, besides Glenn Beck and everything else, only one thing matters: is  
this book any good? We ourselves are very proud of it, but to be honest, after reading and re-reading 
this manuscript over the course of years, we have somewhat lost our objectivity. That’s why it’s 
tremendously, tremendously gratifying to see tweets such as these:

@natosaichek I bought 3 copies, and now I’ve downloaded the free PDF! Can’t get 
enough #MachineofDeath.

@jenniferbrozek Also, started reading “Machine of Death” edited by North, Bennardo 
and Malki. It is an amazing collection. Got it for free, going to buy it. 

@treelobsters My 12-year-old finally relinquished control of #MachineOfDeath. I 
never had this problem when he was into Dr Seuss. 

@LordCleverpork I want to thank @malki, @ryanqnorth, and all the contributors to 
#machineofdeath. It was a wonderful, and amazingly varied, read. 

And Amazon reviews such as these:

I remember wishing when I read the original Dinosaur Comics comic that started it all 
that the book would be made. As a fan of science fiction short stories, I couldn’t have 
been more impressed. The many authors’ various idea[s] on such a world and society’s 
changes are astoundingly brilliant, witty, and imaginative. I have yet to read a more 
brilliant collection of stories, thanks in large part to the amazing concept they are all 
based on. The ideas of possible uses for such a machine are incredible… I can already 
tell this is going to be my favorite book for years to come. I read the first few stories 
aloud to my twin sister, numerous friends have asked to borrow it when I’m done, and 
I’ve recommended it to pretty much everyone I’ve talked to since picking it up.

I read the paperback version a few days ago, and it was great. I disliked only 1 or 2 of 
the stories in the entire book, which is quite the feat for an anthology like this. There’s a 

http://www.amazon.com/Machine-Death-collection-stories-people/product-reviews/0982167121/ref=cm_cr_dp_all_summary?ie=UTF8&showViewpoints=1&sortBy=bySubmissionDateDescending
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story in here for everyone, and all are well-written. The editors did a great job, and the 
artwork is a great touch.

The concept is great, and it is amazing how each author takes a unique look at how a 
Machine of Death would affect life. The book ranges from pure comedy gold to 
incredibly inspirational stories to intensely debate- and thought-provoking ideas. 
Machine of Death is a new favorite of mine.

This is it, guys. This is what we were after. This is what we were trying to prove to the publishers all 
those years. We’re so glad you like it — this whole enterprise isn’t about marketing gimmicks or 
bestseller-lists, really. It’s about getting all this great work by incredibly talented authors into the 
hands of people who will enjoy it. Thank you for helping us make that happen. 

Here are some more reviews we’ve found. We’re trying to collect as many as we can, so if we’re 
missing any, or if you see new ones, please let us know! Leave a comment or email us. Thanks!
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Announcing the free PDF download of MACHINE OF 
DEATH & the free podcast.
Please find below the entirety of Machine of Death as a free, downloadable PDF.

Why are we doing this? Aren’t we worried about hurting our book sales?

In a word: no. You have proven time and again that you are willing to pay for content that you find 
valuable. You have shown that you are driven to share material that you fall in love with. And we 
are committed to ensuring that you can experience our work whether you can afford to buy a book 
or not; whether you live in a country that Amazon ships to or not; whether you have space in your 
life for a stack of paper or not.

Please, download, read, share and enjoy!

    

This is the double-page-spread version:
Link to Dropbox: http://machineofdeath.net/pdfspreads 

This is the single-page-width version:
Link to Dropbox: http://machineofdeath.net/pdf
Use the Dropbox links if you can, so our servers don’t explode,
but if you can’t access Dropbox, here are mirrors:
http://machineofdeath.net/pdf/MachineofDeath_FINAL.pdf
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http://machineofdeath.net/pdf/MachineofDeath_FINAL_SPREADS.pdf

These files are DRM-free and released under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-
NoDerivatives license. This means you are free to download them, share them, email them, copy 
them, print them out, seed them, torrent them, and generally send them about however you like, 
provided that the manuscript remains unbroken, that attribution is always given, and that all use 
remains noncommercial.

Many of the stories themselves are further released under the Attribution-NonCommercial-
ShareAlike license, which also permits non-commercial adaptation of the work into other media. 
See the back of the book for full copyright information.

UPDATE: Some folks have asked us about ways to pay, via PayPal, for the PDF versions. We do 
not accept donations, but if you would like to purchase the PDF rather than download it for free,  
you may:
Machine of Death   as a downloadable PDF – $9.99 from us, via PayPal.  
EBOOKS. We are also pleased to bring you these ebook versions, now and in the days to come! 

  

Machine of Death   in the Amazon Kindle Store – $9.99.  
Available for download worldwide, right now. DRM-free.

Machine of Death   in the Barnes & Noble Nook Store – $9.99.  
Available in limited markets now, all markets soon. DRM-free.

Machine of Death   as a downloadable ePub – $9.99 from us, via PayPal.  
Available for download worldwide, right now. DRM-free.

Our file is still processing in Apple’s iBookstore. Loud announcements will be made when it is  
ready!

PODCAST. Starting today, we will be releasing about one story a week in audio as a free, Creative-
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Commons-licensed podcast. We’ll also be posting each episode here on the site. The first one’s up 
now — you can go listen right this second!
To subscribe in iTunes: http://www.itunes.com/podcast?id=402077546
(Please use this link rather than the direct feed if you can, it helps the iTunes servers track how 
popular we are!)

However, if you don’t use iTunes, the direct podcast feed works fine! It is:
http://feeds.feedburner.com/machineofpodcast. Plug that into your favorite podcasteater!
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Podcast 1: NOT WAVING BUT DROWNING

“NOT WAVING BUT DROWNING,” by Erin McKean. Read by the author.

Everyone knows that the fourth day of ninth grade is when you get your results. I mean, 
that’s the way it happens in our town; other towns do it differently. Amy, who moved 
here from Atlanta, said that in the big cities they do it when you’re born, since they have 
to take blood from babies, anyhow, to test for HIV and that disease that means you can’t 
drink Diet Coke. (She says she’s going to be shot in a botched robbery, but I think she’s 
lying. She also said her aunt is on Days of Our Lives, and I don’t believe that either.) 
But here, in our town, all the parents got together and decided that they just couldn’t 
take knowing before we were at least in high school. Tim K. says it’s because when 
you’re in ninth grade, your parents find you so annoying that they can actually bear to 
think about you dying. Allycia thinks it’s because when you’re our age you think you’re 
immortal and they want to scare it out of us. That might have been true for our parents, 
or our grandparents, but I don’t know anyone our age who hasn’t always known that 
they’re really going to die. 

Download the MP3 •  Subscribe on iTunes
Direct podcast feed: http://feeds.feedburner.com/machineofpodcast

Erin McKean is a lexicographer (look it up). She lexicogs as the founder of Wordnik.com, and blogs 
about dresses at dressaday.com. She has written one novel, four books about wacky words, and 
enough email to cover the entire moon with a layer of alphanumeric characters five ems deep. (Erin 
McKean’s books on Amazon.)

Update: See Carly Monardo’s great illustration for this story!

Comments (6)

Updates 29 Oct 2010 05:38 am

http://machineofdeath.net/category/updates
http://machineofdeath.net/pod-notwaving#comments
http://carlymonardo.blogspot.com/2010/11/machine-of-death.html
http://www.amazon.com/gp/redirect.html?ie=UTF8&location=http://www.amazon.com/s?ie=UTF8&tag=mozilla-20&index=blended&link_code=qs&field-keywords=erin%20mckean&sourceid=Mozilla-search&tag=wondermark-20&linkCode=ur2&camp=1789&creative=390957
http://www.amazon.com/gp/redirect.html?ie=UTF8&location=http://www.amazon.com/s?ie=UTF8&tag=mozilla-20&index=blended&link_code=qs&field-keywords=erin%20mckean&sourceid=Mozilla-search&tag=wondermark-20&linkCode=ur2&camp=1789&creative=390957
http://dressaday.com/
http://wordnik.com/
http://feeds.feedburner.com/machineofpodcast
http://www.itunes.com/podcast?id=402077546
http://machineofdeath.net/audio/mod_notwaving.mp3
http://machineofdeath.net/pod-notwaving
http://machineofdeath.net/category/podcast-episodes
http://machineofdeath.net/ebook#comments
http://feeds.feedburner.com/machineofpodcast
http://www.itunes.com/podcast?id=402077546
http://machineofdeath.net/a/pod-notwaving
http://machineofdeath.net/a/pod-notwaving
http://machineofdeath.net/category/podcast-episodes


Did somebody say STREET TEAM

• If anybody’s going to the Rally to Restore Sanity this weekend, or is in fact going anywhere else 
at any time, and you want to print out something fun to introduce folks (whether their names be 
Stewart, Colbert, or anything at all really) to our little book and the story behind it, here is a 
printable PDF for any use whatsoever
• More media mentions! The Atlantic Wire and The Awl both capitalize on the Glenn Beck angle. 
(We’ve now got audio of that, below.) A rather more personal write-up at Connective Visions, and a 
nice interview with contributor Pelotard at the Litopia homepage. Pelotard’s got exactly the right 
idea: contributors! Solicit your local press! This is your victory too!

• What happens a few days after a bunch of people order books? A bunch of people start receiving 
books in the mail! We’ve seen tweet after tweet of folks excitedly opening their Amazon boxes to 
discover our thick, shiny stack of pulp inside. And reading it. And loving it. How cool!! 

• We had a Facebook event for the Oct 26 launch date, but that date’s now passed. So we’ve set up a 
new Facebook page for ongoing participation — some people are posting photos, and David made a 
little prediction photocomic. Anyone who wants to take pictures, or share their thoughts on the 
book, or discover prediction slips out in the world (as David did! Scarily!) is urged to do so on the 
new Facebook page!

• Here’s the Glenn Beck audio from the 27th. It’s possible he’s mentioned us again — or mentioned 
taking the top spot in general — in the days since, but we haven’t heard from anyone who’s listened 
to the program. This bit’s about three minutes long, and of course we posted a partial transcript 
yesterday.
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Anyone who knows Roger Ebert or Rachel Maddow, have them drop us a line, willya?

And remember that MOD is still under $10 on Amazon if you’re interested in joining the culture of 
death! I promise that every new sale is another tiny pea beneath Glenn Beck’s many mattresses.

• We’ve been sending out so many confirmation emails to folks who’ve asked us for the free ebook 
versions (coming soon!) that Gmail has throttled our outgoing mail. This has slowed us down a bit 
on responses, but rest assured we are still receiving everything fine. Keep sending in those receipts.

• Speaking of which, anybody who has, in the past, successfully formatted a Kindle .mobi file and 
would like to help us, please email us. This is hard UPDATE: We’re set for now!

• Finally — David wrote up a thing on Wondermark today about what’s next for MOD:

Machine of Death rose to #1 on Amazon and stayed there for over twenty-four hours. 
We accomplished everything we set out to do. Agents, publishers, retailers, 
distributors, well-wishers and the press have been flooding our email inbox. I can’t 
stress this enough: It worked. We won!

Once we hit #1, I called an agent I’ve worked with in the past — one who’d tried to sell 
MOD before but just couldn’t find anyone who wanted it — and he sprung instantly 
into action. Doors that were once closed started positively flying open before us. 
Although some big publishers have now approached us about buying the rights and 
doing a new edition of the book, we have declined. That ship has sailed. We are the 
publisher.

We also realized that we had an opportunity here to gain a level. We could have struck a 
deal with a publisher, potentially even a lucrative one, that would have been nice in the 
short term and could probably have led to interesting places. But we have larger goals 
than just signing a book deal, and we realized we could play the long game here, not 
just for our benefit — but for the benefit of our friends and colleagues in webcomics as 
well.

And so in the last few days, using resources offered to us that previously would have 
been absolutely inconceivable, we have laid the groundwork for a complex but amazing 
publishing/distribution structure that, in the future, should hopefully allow us to get not 
just Machine of Death, but also all TopatoCo-published and TopatoCo-partnered books 
into regular bookstore/retail channels, both in the U.S. and abroad. Ryan, Matt and I are 
harnessing this amazing rising flood-tide to lift all the boats we can find, all the ropes 
we managed to grab hold of when the waters hit.

Much has yet to be settled on this front, so I will simply say it remains a carefully 
considered work-in-progress and I expect to make more important announcements 
about this in time.

TopatoCo is, of course, the publisher/distribution company that handles merchandise for both 
Ryan’s Dinosaur Comics and David’s Wondermark, and in the last year or so, TopatoCo’s been 
publishing great new editions of comics such as A Softer World, Problem Sleuth, Nedroid, Hark! A 
Vagrant, and most recently Questionable Content. TopatoCo’s business has always been mostly a 
direct-to-consumer model, but, guys — what we’ve done here has changed everything. We are 
setting some pretty cool goals for the future, and we absolutely want to drag our friends and 
colleagues up with us.

International folks, check the shipping prices for MOD on TopatoCo. Don’t know how they’ll 
compare to Amazon — it’s a heavy book — but it might be more reasonable for some, and if you 
want any other TopatoCo merchandise as well, you can always request a Flat Rate box and cram it 
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full of T-shirts and everything else, amortizing the cost somewhat!

• Hugs to all and to all a good night
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CULTURE OF DEATH
Some more media mentions!

Here’s a cleverly-titled post on SLOG, the blog of The Stranger alt-weekly in Seattle (which runs 
Dinosaur Comics in print, albeit a week ago I noticed that they printed the wrong title on it). 

Here’s trenchant analysis from Publishers Weekly, or at least a succinct bullet-point version of the 
highlights of what’s happened over the last few days!

ABC News in Australia has also picked up the story, quoting at length the absurd hobos-winning-
the-Super Bowl metaphor that Ryan and David rambled on about in our audio message.

Something else we learned today! When we picked a release date, we tried to aim for a day far from 
other major book releases — why invite more competition than we needed to? Unfortunately we 
don’t know anything about publishing, and so missed the fact that a number of high-profile books 
also had official release dates of October 26: a new John Grisham book; Keith Richards’ 
autobiography; a Barefoot Contessa cookbook; etc. 

Let me put that another way — the books we beat on Tuesday were on their release date.
Apparently someone named Glenn Beck had a book come out on Tuesday too? I don’t know who 
Mr. Beck is, but a quick Google seems to indicate that he’s some sort of Ron Popeil-like infomercial 
huckster or something:
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He also apparently has a three-hour daily radio program (well, one hour and forty-one minutes if 
you don’t count commercial breaks), an hour-long streaming internet program, and an hour-long 
talk show on cable that he’s been using to push his books. His radio show is full of fancy-sounding 
commercials like this.

But we beat him on his release day. I feel bad! He must have been looking forward to that day so 
much!

Anyway, I’m absolutely certain that our particular brand of bootstrapping, entrepreneurial, small-
business-friendly capitalism is right up Mr. Beck’s alley — by all accounts he is an outspoken 
champion of the little guy, a humble spokesman for the downtrodden.

And I want to tell you that, um…our books are ALWAYS #1. And I find it REALLY 
fascinating, FASCINATING, that if you go to Amazon.com, Broke is number THREE. 
And the two books that are ahead of it — one is Keith Richards’ Life, which is getting a 
TON of — you know, that’s everywhere.

But this is a book about, you know, how he snorted his father’s ashes, after death. 
(sarcastically) THAT’S cool. This is the SDS [Students for a Democratic Society] book. 
This is for all of the — this is for [union leader] Andy Stern who’s all, I guarantee you 
he’s on the phone and has been the last few days, you know, with people like, you know, 
Bill Ayers going “All right, DUDE! Ah, do you remember when we were rolling around 
in the mud like animals? Remember that? This guy was smoking ash — you know, 
smoking his dad, and, and, popping stuff into his veins? Ah, those were the DAYS, 
man.” And then William Ayers was like, “Whaddaya mean, those were the days? I’m 
still doin’ that stuff, man!”

So that… “culture of death.” And it’s an escape into the past, of, you know, the 
Woodstock stuff.

And then, the #1 book — TODAY, at least — is Machine of Death. And it’s a — 
collected stories about, you know, people who know how they’re gonna die. Haowww!

So you have DEATH — I know it’s called Life, but what a life it is, really! It’s a culture 
of death! OR, “How do we restore ourselves?”

These are the — this is the left, I think, speaking. This is the left. You want to talk about 
where we’re headed? We’re headed towards a culture of death. A culture that, um, 
celebrates the things that have destroyed us. Not that the Rolling Stones have destroyed 
us — I mean, you can’t always get what you want. You know what I’m saying? Brown 
sugar. I have no idea what that means.

- Glenn Beck, The Glenn Beck Program, October 27, 2010

UPDATE: The audio has been posted here.
In the hours since that program was first broadcast into the ears of legions nationwide, Mr. Beck has 
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gotten his wish and captured the #1 spot. We’re just sad we couldn’t have given him his special day 
on Tuesday! If you’re reading this, Mr. Beck, we’re sorry about that. We just didn’t even know you 
were there.
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Updates 26 Oct 2010 12:04 pm

WE DID IT!!!

Thank you so very much!! Here’s an audio message from Ryan and David.

What’s next? The football game doesn’t just end when one team wins! (Wait, what?) 

• Ebook versions! We’re accepting your forwarded receipts (from a sale of a print edition) to info at 
machineofdeath dot net. Specify your preferred flavor of ebook and we’ll have it winging your 
way as soon as the files are prepared.

• The official release date for the PDF version and the first episodes of the podcast is November 
2nd.
• Amazon has (temporarily?) lowered the price on the book without prompting from us — probably 
something they do automatically once the title reaches a certain threshold? If the price was an issue 
before, take another look!

• Thank you to the contributors and fans for all your blogging, tweeting, skywriting and haranguing 
passers-by! It is working
• Thank you as well for the very kind mentions at Boing Boing, io9, Bookslut, and thanks to Chris 
for the incredible review and interview over at Tor.com.

• I just want to say that it is really, really exciting to check one’s email and see not one but TWO 
messages in there from Barnes & Noble corporate bookbuyers. More information on the bookstore 
situation as it develops!

This has been, and continues to be incredible, one of the great joys of our lives to see the superlative 
groundswell of support that has arisen around this project. We just told you about this a week ago. 
This is incredible.

http://www.tor.com/blogs/2010/10/machine-of-death-review-and-interview-with-its-creators
http://www.bookslut.com/blog/archives/2010_10.php#016770
http://io9.com/5670125/bring-a-little-precognition-and-death-into-your-life-today-with-machine-of-death
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http://machineofdeath.net/a/audio/modvictory.mp3
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UPDATE: We are now #1 in all Books > Literature & Fiction overall (beating even the brand-new 
Grisham Kindle edition that was released today)!!

Comments (19)

Updates 25 Oct 2010 03:43 pm

Book previews! The day is here!
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(click for a closer look at the full TOC, to see who’s illustrated each story in the book)

• MOD on Reddit! I have upboated it.

• We’re going to make the Kindle version available in the future; it won’t be by tomorrow though. It 
won’t have the illustrations, because the Kindle’s screen will just ruin 75% of them, but it’ll be the 
full text. Update: Working on solving this. We’re going to make it a paid download like anything 
else in the Amazon store, but if you forward us your receipt from a purchase of the printed book 
we’ll send you a Kindle-compatible file for free! (As soon as we finish formatting the file; might 
be a week or so.)

We can’t necessarily make the same offer regarding every ebook format; there are just too many of 
them. If your Sony Reader or whatever can handle a .TXT file, though, great! Send us your receipt. 
We’ll look into an ePub version too; I don’t even know what that entails, but we’ll try.

If you want to buy the printed book on Tuesday to support the effort, but do not actually want the 
book itself, feel free to have it sent to us. We’ll donate any books we receive to libraries, schools, 
use them promotionally, etc.

Wondermark Enterprises
Attn: MOD
2554 Lincoln Blvd #214
Venice, CA 90291

Or, have it sent to a friend!

If you want to wait and buy the Kindle version once it goes on sale, that’s cool too. We appreciate 
the support no matter what form it takes.

• Some folks have been asking for a preview of the book, or more information about the contents. 
Perfectly reasonable! Here are some of the MOD stories that’re available online already:

“FLAMING MARSHMALLOW,” by Camille Alexa, online in audio form in Escape Pod (under its 
original title, “Flaming Marshmallow and Other Deaths”)

“EXPLODED,” by Tom Francis. Posted by the author on Google Docs.

And here is the story “HIV INFECTION FROM MACHINE OF DEATH NEEDLE,” by Brian 
Quinlan, in its entirety:

“Well,” I thought, “that sucks.”

In the book it is illustrated by KC Green.

• Who are these authors? A few biographical tidbits:

Many of the authors are working writers with extensive publishing credits: James L. Sutter, Tom 
Francis, Pelotard, and Jeff Stautz, to name a few.

This was Camille Alexa‘s first published story first story written and submitted anywhere. She 
has since gone on to an illustrious writing career; her short story collection Push of the Sky (which 
includes her MOD story) is a finalist for the Endeavour Award, given annually to Pacific Northwest 
authors of science fiction & fantasy.

Rafa Franco lives in Argentina; C. E. Guimont lives in Germany; Gord Sellar lives in South Korea; 
Pelotard lives in Sweden.

Daliso Chaponda is a Malawian stand-up comedian and writer currently based in the UK. 

David Michael Wharton is an editor for Creative Screenwriting magazine.

Erin McKean is a lexicographer, former dictionary editor, and the founder of Wordnik.com.

http://www.wordnik.com/
http://www.creativescreenwriting.com/
http://daliso.com/
http://www.osfci.org/endeavour/
http://camillealexa.com/
http://www.jeffstautz.com/
http://pelotard.com/
http://www.pentadact.com/
http://www.pentadact.com/
http://www.jameslsutter.com/bio.html
http://kcgreendotcom.com/
https://docs.google.com/Doc?id=ddrnmqm7_76fgp6qj
https://docs.google.com/Doc?id=ddrnmqm7_76fgp6qj
http://escapepod.org/2008/02/01/ep143-flaming-marshmallow-and-other-deaths/
http://escapepod.org/2008/02/01/ep143-flaming-marshmallow-and-other-deaths/
http://www.reddit.com/r/geek/comments/dugwf/


Kit Yona runs an auto salvage yard in New Jersey.

Yahtzee Croshaw is the creator of the “Zero Punctuation” video-game reviews for The Escapist 
magazine.

Shaenon K. Garrity and Jeffrey Channing Wells, individual contributors, are also the collaborative 
authors of the comic strip Skin Horse.

Randall Munroe is the author of the webcomic xkcd.

• Our (free) audiobook will include the voice talents of many of the authors, plus Jesse Thorn, MC 
Frontalot, Zach Weiner, Lore Sjöberg, Dave Kellett, Kris Straub, Colleen AF Venable, Joel Watson, 
and one other secret person we’re waiting to confirm. Yahtzee Croshaw reads his own story.

• The full PDF of the book will be made available next month — but we can share this preview 
with you now:

CLICK ME

It’s the first forty pages (several stories’ worth) and it should give you a pretty decent sense of the 
quality of the book!

BUY IT OCT. 26 (AMAZON LINK)
Thank you!
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Updates 21 Oct 2010 10:02 pm

MOD-Day FAQ

Super-excited to hear that everyone else is as excited as we are about our October 26 campaign! 
Here are the answers to some questions we’ve fielded today:
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• Will you be offering a Kindle version?
Ideally yes! Since hearing many requests for a Kindle version over the last few days, we’ve gotten 
to work putting that together. Depending on how long the Amazon approval process takes for that, 
we’ll let you know whether to expect it by Tuesday. 

While we’re happy to offer that version for folks who don’t want to deal with a physical book for 
any of a million great reasons, it should be said that Amazon treats a Kindle book as an entirely  
separate product from the printed book. Thus, buying the Kindle version doesn’t contribute to the 
main flash-mob campaign. If we can get a secondary campaign going for the Kindle version, great, 
that’d be amazing! But we’re also a little concerned about splitting the effort.

Here’s an idea we had, and you guys tell us if it’s dumb: if we made the Kindle version 100% free, 
would people be willing to buy a print copy as well, strictly to help out the campaign and chalk up 
the maximum number of sales for the paperback? You could have the books shipped directly to us, 
and we would donate those copies to libraries and schools — so you’d never have to deal with a 
book you didn’t want, or pay shipping to someplace expensive. Leave us a comment with your 
thoughts on this idea. 

To clarify, there’d be absolutely no obligation for folks to buy a print copy; the Kindle version 
would just be free for anyone who wanted to read the book that way. 

The other option would be to just charge a regular amount for the Kindle version and make that 
another sales option. And of course all this is predicated on a Kindle version being approved by 
Amazon in time.

Also I just realized that I don’t even know if you can make a Kindle book free in the Amazon store. 
So much to learn!

• Will the book appear on Amazon.ca / co.uk / other non-American sites?
At present time, we have no way of getting it onto the international sites; each territory requires a 
separate distribution agreement and for the time being, that’s beyond our scope. Additionally, 
buying from international sites wouldn’t contribute to the main campaign because it’s a different 
product as far as Amazon is concerned.

You can buy from Amazon.com for shipping to foreign addresses, but we know shipping sometimes 
becomes a headache. It’s a less-than-ideal situation, we know, but it’s what we have to work with 
for the moment. The book will be available through our own e-store, shipping worldwide, starting in 
November.

• What time specifically should we focus our sales on? In which time zone?
The more concentrated the sales, the better, but beyond a certain point that’s impossible to manage. 
Let’s just say roughly the period of business hours in North America. 

So for Europeans, that’s afternoon and evening on the 26th; for Australians, New Zealanders, and 
others in that region it’d be early morning to afternoon on the 27th. But anywhere in that ballpark is 
totally fine!

More questions? Ask ‘em in the comments!
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MOD-Day is OCTOBER 26

We’ve come a long way.

It was a lark, to begin with. A Dinosaur Comic, a few messageboard posts, and all of a sudden so 
many people had so many good ideas that it seemed natural to put a book together. It started small, 
but everyone we pitched the idea to was as fascinated as we were. So naturally, we ratcheted up our 
ambition — let’s make it a big book, get everybody involved, open submissions to the world, pay 
people…

We had no idea how big this would be. About 700 submissions in just a few months. We read 
every story, loving some, setting them aside, arguing among ourselves, wishing we could publish 
more, and finally, agonizingly, whittling it down to 30. We peppered the mix with some original 
work of our own as well, hired a ton of our friends and folks we admired from the world of comics 
and webcomics to illustrate the book, and we had a manuscript all set to shop to publishers.

Then we learned a little something about the anthology market. Stephen King isn’t in this book. 
Neither is Dave Eggers or Neil Gaiman or Nick Hornby. Nobody would buy this little book full of 
stories from nobody famous, we were told. We talked with six different agents who fell in love with 
this book; one even fell deeply in love and tried her hardest to sell it to anybody who would listen. 
One editor at a publishing house told us “Let me be blunt: I love this premise; I love this project; I 
want to read this book [...] the sample stories included in the proposal are really very strong, and if 
they’re all that good, then this is a genre anthology of high literary quality.”

But it was 2008, 2009. “The economy,” we were told. “And it’s an anthology.”
During that time between when we opened submissions in 2007 and now, a funny thing happened. 
We learned a lot about how publishing works, but the most important thing we learned was that big 
trade publishing is like a train. Big trade publishing runs on tracks. Big trade publishing can’t turn 
on a dime; big trade publishing desperately needs all the coal it can find to run — meaning licensing 
rights. Audio rights. Electronic rights. Foreign rights and movie rights. They sell all those rights 
separately and hopefully make enough money from it all to pay the rent on the New York office and 
the salary of all the staffers in that office.

We didn’t want to sell ebook rights; we wanted to release the ebook for free as a PDF. We didn’t 

http://machineofdeath.net/a/project-update-illustrator-list
http://machineofdeath.net/a/the-final-lineup
http://www.truthandbeautybombs.com/bb/viewtopic.php?t=4223
http://www.qwantz.com/index.php?comic=675
http://machineofdeath.net/mod-day
http://machineofdeath.net/a/mod-day/mod1-2


want to sell audio rights; we wanted to record the audiobook ourselves, and release it for free as a 
podcast. Movie rights remain with the authors — if you love one of the stories in this book and 
want to make a blockbuster film from it, contact the author and give them the money. We’re not in 
the middle.

And we live on the internet enough that we knew we could sell this book. 

This isn’t some vanity-press sour-grapes effort. The simple truth is that we probably can’t compete 
on the shelves at Barnes & Noble alongside every other book in the world. The agents and the 
publishers are right; it might not work for a mass market. That’s okay. We don’t need to sell it to 
everyone. We don’t need to sell 100,000 copies; we don’t have the rent on a New York office to pay 
for.

We only need to sell it to you.
On October 26, we want to send a message that a little project dragged kicking and screaming from 
“crazy idea” past “it’ll never work” all the way to “By God, they actually did it” can make a big 
splash. We’re internet people; you are too. We want to prove to all the people who said “this will 
never sell” that internet people make things happen.
Did you know that on any given day, an Amazon.com bestseller only sells a few hundred copies? 
Sure, they sell a few hundred copies a day for weeks and months on end, but what we’ve learned is 
that it only takes a few hundred sales on a single day to become an Amazon.com bestseller.
We want Machine of Death to become a Number One bestseller for exactly one day — October 
26.
Here is our book’s listing on Amazon: machineofdeath.net/oct26/ — blog it, retweet it, add your 
affiliate link, post it on your bulletin board at work, shout it from the rooftops, tattoo it on your dog. 
(Note: the title may not have populated through all of Amazon’s search databases yet. Use the direct 
link whenever you can, so people can find it.)

Now, if you are morally opposed to patronizing Amazon for any reason, that’s totally fine. The book 
will be available online in our own e-store in early November, and (hopefully) through regular 
bookstore distribution sometime after that. If you’re international and can’t patronize Amazon.com, 
you can watch for it in our own store later and help us spread the word in the meantime. Individual 
contributors may be retailing it themselves through various means as well, at their discretion. The 
ebook and audiobook are coming soon, and both of those will be free.

But if you can help us become a bestseller for a day, October 26 is that day. Here are some link 
banners you can use if you like — point them to this post, or to the Amazon link, or to your own 
affiliate-laden Amazon link, or to your elaborate MOD fanfic, or whatever. Blog, tweet, or join our 
Facebook event and invite your friends. Every bit of promotion helps. Let’s see if we can do this.

http://www.facebook.com/event.php?eid=126531790734449
http://www.facebook.com/event.php?eid=126531790734449
http://machineofdeath.net/oct26/


More posts throughout the week with more details! 
P.S. Camron Miller or William Grallo, if you see this, please email us: info [at] machineofdeath.net. Thanks!
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We have been beaten

Machine of Death contributor Camille Alexa very kindly sent us this in the mail. It appears to be 
some sort of nozzle-bearing device that will predict your death.
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I am afraid we have no recourse but to lay down our arms and cede victory to its garish packaging 
and compact form factor. It is cheaper than our Machine and likely just as accurate. 



We have looked over this device and examined it from every angle. No explanation, no text, no 
illustration provides any answers whatsoever — simply more questions. Thanks, Camille. We will 
sleep uneasily tonight.

p.s. Only the ingredients listed on the back (SDA 38B Peppermint 190-Proof, Deionized Water, 
Cinnamic Fragrance, Glycerin USP 99.5%, Sodium Saccharin, FD&C Red #40) give any sort of 
hint whatsoever as to this thing’s true nature, and even then — now that we’ve learned that this is a 
substance to be ingested — it seems more sinister even than before.

Full transcription of the text is after the cut.

Continue Reading »
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Updates 05 Aug 2010 01:38 pm

The book will be released this October.
After a long year of excitement, disappointment, renewed excitement, continued disappointment, 
thickheadedness, obstinacy and relief, we are pleased to announce that Machine of Death will be 
officially released this October by Bearstache Books, the boutique printing arm of Wondermark 
Enterprises.

We have also added illustrator Ramón Pérez to the list of contributors! And we have a smashing 
cover by Justin Van Genderen:

http://www.2046design.com/
http://www.ramonperez.com/
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The book will be released in trade paperback and ebook formats, with an audiobook to follow. 

More updates soon!
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Updates 05 Aug 2009 06:19 pm

Project update & illustrator list
We’ve received several inquiries as to the status of the project, and we’re now at a point where we 
can confidently present a list of contributing illustrators (below). Though our manuscript is 
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complete, we feel we owe it to the project to follow up every lead with the publishers who have 
expressed interest, which as many of you know can be an extremely protracted process.

We are also in receipt of many of your requests for feedback on your stories, which is a thing we 
shall still do in the months to come. We thank you for your patience, and hope it will arrive like a 
sparkling surprise long after you have forgotten all about us.

Rest assured that this project is very much alive and will one day soon groan its way into life with a 
sound not heard since the gods rent Day from Night in days forgotten by all but the tortoise-folk.

The illustrators who will be featured in the book are:

John Allison
Kate Beaton
Brandon Bolt
Vera Brosgol
Jeffrey Brown
Scott Campbell
Mitch Clem
Danielle Corsetto
Aaron Diaz
Rene Engström
Jess Fink
Dorothy Gambrell
KC Green
Matt Haley
Christopher Hastings
Paul Horn
John Keogh
Karl Kerschl
Kazu Kibuishi
Adam Koford
Roger Langridge
Les McClaine
Brian McLachlan
Kevin McShane
Dylan Meconis
Carly Monardo
Jesse Reklaw
Katie Sekelsky
Cameron Stewart
Kris Straub
Kean Soo
Kelly Tindall
Marcus Thiele
Dean Trippe
Shannon Wheeler
UPDATE: and Ramón Pérez!

I know! We are excited too.
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The Illustrated Machine of Death
In our conversations with agents and publishers regarding the Machine of Death manuscript, we’ve 
learned a lot about different ways to make our anthology unique in the marketplace. To that end, 
we’ve talked with many of our friends and colleagues in the world of comics (mostly webcomics, to 
be specific) and are currently commissioning full-page illustrations to accompany many of the 
stories in the book.

We’re in talks with about 25 artists right now — and, if you follow comics, you know who these 
people are — and are in the process of finalizing contracts and assigning stories to be illustrated. 
This will make Machine of Death a real jewel in the crowded field of prose (and specifically sci-fi) 
anthologies.

Once all the arrangements are finalized — hopefully within a week or two — we’ll post the full list 
of artists here. This is a big step forward for Machine of Death, and we hope you’ll be as excited as 
we are about this new development!

Comments Off

Updates 01 Feb 2008 09:59 pm

“Flaming Marshmallow” in Escape Pod.
The Machine of Death story “Flaming Marshmallow and Other Deaths”, by Camille Alexa, has 
been published in audio by the science fiction podcast Escape Pod. Congratulations, Camille! 

Hopefully listening to the podcast will give you a sense of the high quality of stories we’ve selected 
for Machine of Death. We are still working behind the scenes towards publication, and will make 
announcements here as updates warrant. Be sure you’re subscribed to the RSS feed or email list to 
learn the latest!
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Updates 02 Dec 2007 08:49 pm

Continuing progress.
The project is progressing nicely. Cover designs for the book are currently being evaluated. In 
addition, the following stories have been added to the lineup:

• “EXHAUSTION FROM HAVING SEX WITH A MINOR,” by Ben ‘Yahtzee’ Croshaw.
• “COCAINE AND PAINKILLERS,” by David Malki !
…bringing the final page count to about 330. Much is going on behind the scenes, and we look 
forward to making more announcements soon. Thanks for your continued interest!
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Updates 06 Sep 2007 03:31 pm

Requests for feedback.
One thing we mentioned in a much earlier post that you might have missed is that we are happy to 
give feedback on any story that was submitted — just email us and ask us what we thought about 
your story! We’re trying to do right by the community.

BUT please note that there is no guarantee we will be able to get back to you right away, or in a 
week, or in a month. All we can say is that we promise to eventually respond, as our schedules 
allow. It will be like a tingly surprise in your inbox when we ultimately do.
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Updates 20 Jul 2007 12:00 am

The final lineup.
Before we say anything else — it’s very important for us to mention that if this book does well, it 
may open up opportunities for us to publish some of the great stories that we passed on this time, as 
well as open the field again for new submissions. So please subscribe to this site’s RSS feed or 
email list to get updates and be notified when you can buy the book!

http://www.feedburner.com/fb/a/emailverifySubmit?feedId=1021165
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http://machineofdeath.net/2010/08
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Now then.

Over the course of three months, 615 writers on five continents collectively generated 681 distinct 
visions of the Machine of Death. We read stories set in the far future and the distant past; stories of 
faith, love and joy as well as stories of violence, hatred and despair. Writers explored topics as 
diverse as family, science, religion, marriage, childbirth, education, politics, warfare, insurance, 
healthcare, and sex, to name but a few. The Machines in these stories were of every possible 
description, from tiny keychain models to room-sized supercomputers. And the stories themselves 
covered every genre imaginable, including science fiction, family drama, magical realism, light 
comedy, dark comedy, conspiracy thriller, police procedural, zombie horror, parlor mystery, 
historical romance, epistolary tearjerker, one-act play, graphic novel, and epic poetry. Every section 
in the bookstore could have Machine of Death stories in it.

So it must be said first and foremost: congratulations to all the writers, selected or not — even just 
finishing and submitting a story is more than most people get around to doing.

We read every submission without prejudice. Over time, however, our tastes gravitated towards 
certain types of stories and away from others, as we worked to build the very best book for a reader 
unfamiliar with the concept. That meant putting a premium on economy and variety — in some 
cases, we had to turn down extraordinarily long but otherwise excellent work; in others, we were 
forced to choose between two (or more) great stories that covered very similar ground.

But, of course, it wasn’t always difficult. Some stories we simply read and fell in love with 
immediately.

Despite their significant differences, the stories we chose generally had key things in common. Here 
are the things we looked for:

– Novel ideas. Everyone that wrote a story only had the same little bit of background 
info that we provided, so it’s not surprising that many writers landed upon similar 
themes. (Hence the creation of the “Approaches to Avoid” page, early in the process.) 
And no writer could read all the other stories, so nobody knew what had or hadn’t 
already been done. Yet some stories still blazed trails into totally original territory that 
felt fresh even late in the reading process.

Originality’s a fine line to walk, considering that the book will be an average reader’s only 
introduction to the concept — we didn’t want stories that were so far out there that they didn’t 
contribute to what felt like a shared world. And originality only goes so far; you also have to have:

– Well-written prose. We were thrilled to have submissions from writers with all levels 
of experience. Some very good stories were from writers who told us they’d never 
written before, and we also read many excellent pieces from writers with extensive 
publishing credits. Regardless of the writer’s background, the very best stories were 
exceptionally well-crafted, easy to read and understand, with compelling themes, sound 
narrative structure, and — very importantly — emotionally satisfying conclusions.

But good writing’s not enough if you don’t also have:

– Relatable characters. We read plenty of descriptions of events and explanations of 
concepts. We read history lessons, news reports and school essays. But when we read 
interesting stories about interesting people doing interesting things, we sat up and took 
notice. The best characters weren’t just three-dimensional creations acting and reacting 
like real humans — they were also likable, or fascinating enough in some way that we 
enjoyed spending time with them.

With so many good stories to choose from, more often than not the deciding factor was:

http://machineofdeath.net/avoid.html


– A light touch. Sure, our book’s about death, but that doesn’t mean we want to be 
depressed reading it! We were definitely drawn to stories with heart. A sense of fun 
trumps a ponderous journey into misery any day of the week. We’re not writing 
Chicken Soup for the Machine of Death Soul, so we weren’t after sappy sentiment — 
but after reading story after story about suicide, loneliness, and despair, any story that 
didn’t end with everyone sprawled out dead like a Shakespearean tragedy was a 
welcome relief.

The following stories were our very favorite submissions to the Machine of Death project. Each 
title is a method of death described in the story.

• “FLAMING MARSHMALLOW,” by Camille Alexa. This story of high school cliques was 
funny and genuine, with a great, punchy ending.

• “WHILE TRYING TO SAVE ANOTHER,” by Daliso Chaponda. Daliso’s unique take on the 
Machine informed this story of lost souls making the most of the time they have left.

• “ALMOND,” by John Chernega. Told as a series of journal entries, John’s story of a worker at a 
Machine laboratory was tense and compelling.

• “VEGETABLES,” by Chris Cox. This tale of a disgruntled co-worker won us over with its 
distinctive, sneering wit.

• “ANEURYSM,” by Alexander Danner. A pitch-perfect story about a magician who hates insipid 
party games.

• “HEAT DEATH OF THE UNIVERSE,” by James Foreman. High school romance is hard to 
get right, but the frantic, teenage urgency of James’ characters leapt off the page.

• “EXPLODED,” by Tom Francis. This story about the accidental inventors of the machine felt 
brutal, desperate, and real.

• “PIANO,” by Rafa Franco. Rafa’s charismatic style brightly seasoned this account of a soldier 
running from his fate.

• “PRISON KNIFE FIGHT,” by Shaenon K. Garrity. The worst fate for a child born into 
privilege? Perhaps, but a delightful story for the rest of us.

• “AFTER MANY YEARS, STOPS BREATHING, WHILE ASLEEP, WITH SMILE ON 
FACE,” by William Grallo. William’s tale of a wallflower at a death-themed party was full of 
great details and wistful melancholy.

• “DROWNING,” by C. E. Guimont. This piece about psychics put out of work by the Machine 
took a little wrapping our minds around — and we liked that.

• “LOVE AD NAUSEUM,” by Sherri Jacobsen. A quirky window into a woman’s life through a 
series of personal ads.

• “FRIENDLY FIRE,” by Douglas J. Lane. We could feel the sweat in this powerful account of 
an idealist caught up with anti-Machine revolutionaries.

• “DESPAIR,” by K. M. Lawrence. This gripping story about doctors faced with impossible 
choices captivated us with its thoughtfulness.

• “NOT WAVING BUT DROWNING,” by Erin McKean. With a straightforward style, Erin 
brought charm and sincerity to this story of a girl’s coming of age.

• “CANCER,” by Camron Miller. Camron’s lyrical descriptions enliven this tale of temptation 
and class.

• “MURDER,” by Randall Munroe, asks a dangerous question: what happens when physical 
science rejects the idea of precognition?



• “NOTHING,” by Pelotard. A colorful, magical sensibility added a unique spark to this story of a 
girl seeking out her grandfather.

• “HIV INFECTION FROM MACHINE OF DEATH NEEDLE,” by Brian Quinlan. So many 
people latched onto this self-reflexive concept that we knew we had to have at least one.

• “CASSANDRA,” by T. J. Radcliffe. A darkly chilling tale of a woman desperately trying to 
prevent an unknown war.

• “IMPROPERLY PREPARED BLOWFISH,” by Gord Sellar. This story of yakuza hitmen had 
a distinctive voice and a great, pulpy flavor.

• “LOSS OF BLOOD,” by Jeff Stautz. Of the many sci-fi stories we read, Jeff’s dystopian story 
of future paramedics had the best kick-in-the-gut ending.

• “MISCARRIAGE,” by James L. Sutter. Though it was less narrative-driven, we found plenty to 
grab onto emotionally in this quiet story about hope and second chances.

• “FIRING SQUAD,” by J. Jack Unrau. The engrossing detail of its Third World setting set this 
story way apart from the pack.

• “SHOT BY SNIPER,” by Bartholomew von Klick. Sharp and intense, this story of soldiers in 
combat thrust us headlong into the action.

• “KILLED BY DANIEL,” by Julia Wainwright. The complex family dynamics in this story 
struck us as compassionate, genuine, and heartbreaking.

• “TORN APART AND DEVOURED BY LIONS,” by J. Channing Wells. Hands down the 
funniest story we read, this one also had a great take on the insurance implications of the Machine.

• “SUICIDE,” by David Michael Wharton. In dark, snappy fashion, David’s story handily 
examined the repercussions of trying to prove the Machine wrong.

• “LOVE,” by Kit Yona. Kit brought an earnest simplicity to this story of a young couple 
forever(?) in love.

In addition, the book will include an illustration by Katie Sekelsky, and the following stories by the 
three of us:

• “STARVATION,” by M. Bennardo. Two soldiers stranded in the jungle turn against each other 
in this visceral story of survival.

• “CANCER,” by David Malki ! A son struggles to complete his relationship with his father before 
his father’s prediction comes to pass.

• “MURDER AND SUICIDE, RESPECTIVELY,” by Ryan North. Two scientists realize that the 
Machine may allow them to send messages backwards through time.

Thank you, everyone, for your enthusiastic response, and believe us when we say, this is gonna be a 
great book.

- Ryan, Matthew and David !

UPDATE: We have added the stories “EXHAUSTION FROM HAVING SEX WITH A 
MINOR,” by Ben “Yahtzee” Croshaw, and “COCAINE AND PAINKILLERS,” by David 
Malki !
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Updates 16 Jul 2007 01:32 am

http://machineofdeath.net/category/updates


Almost ready.
We are waiting on a few confirmations, and also still making some final decisions. A handful of you 
have still not been notified; you will be within the week. Thanks very much for being patient with a 
couple of busy guys.
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Updates 09 Jul 2007 12:01 am

All stories have now been read.
The final lineup for the book is being determined, and we are contacting the authors of our favorite 
stories. Once we have received affirmative responses from everyone, we will post the list.

IF YOU HAVE NOT HEARD FROM US YET, it means one of two things:

1. We have tried to contact you, and either your email address didn’t work, or the message went into 
your spam folder, or there was some other communication problem. If you still haven’t heard by 
July 15th, please write us at info at machineofdeath dot net.
2. We haven’t yet sent your notification. For various reasons, including the massive flood of stories 
we received in the last few days of the submissions period, we haven’t gotten around to notifying 
everybody yet. As above, if you haven’t heard by July 15th, write us at info at machineofdeath dot 
net.

Additionally, it should be emphasized that we truly received many excellent stories, and deciding 
which are best-suited for one short book is necessarily a subjective task. If you weren’t chosen, 
you’re in good company — over 650 other stories weren’t selected, either.

After July 15th, feel free to write us if you would like more specific feedback about your story. 
Although we can’t promise we’ll be quick about it, we do promise to respond to everyone that asks.

Thanks for your interest, and your patience! Feel free to hang out on the forum in the meantime.
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Updates 09 Jul 2007 12:00 am

Welcome to the new site!
You can still read the submission guidelines, the FAQ, and the Approaches to Avoid on the old site. 
The old site also contained this link to an interview about the project.

Most notable about this new site is the “subscribe” section over on the sidebar: the RSS feed and the 
Feedburner email list are two new ways to get the latest info about the project delivered to you 
immediately (spam-free, of course).
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