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Hybrid & Partnership Publishing Contracts 

Disclaimer. This Power Tool chapter is general publishing 

guidance, not legal advice. A contract is a legal document. Before 

you sign anything, have an attorney review it, particularly any 

clause you don’t fully understand. Be aware that the publishing 

environment can change over time. 

I. Why This Companion Power Tool Chapter Exists 

The Power Tool Choosing Your Publishing Path introduced hybrid 

and partnership publishing as one lane among four, and named the 

single question that matters most going in, who owns the rights, 

the files, and the exit. This chapter is the deep dive that question 

deserves. Hybrid and partnership publishing sit in a genuinely 

useful part of the industry, and they also attract more predatory 

operators than any of the other three lanes, mostly because both 

models ask the author to pay before the book exists, which is 

exactly the moment a writer is least equipped to evaluate a contract 

clearly. 

Everything below assumes you already understand the basic 

hybrid versus partnership distinction from the cornerstone chapter. 

This chapter is about what happens after you’re interested and a 

contract lands in your inbox. 
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II. The Distinction That Matters Once Money Is On the 

Table 

A hybrid press takes your money and shares the resulting royalties 

with you, positioning itself as a genuine co-investor in the book. A 

partnership or assisted press takes your money in exchange for 

services rendered, full stop, and should let you keep everything the 

book earns afterward, since you already paid for the labor. 

That distinction should show up explicitly in the royalty clause of 

any contract you’re handed. If a press calling itself a partnership or 

assisted model is still taking a royalty percentage after you’ve paid 

for production, the contract doesn’t match the label, and that 

mismatch is worth raising directly with them before you go any 

further. 

III. How to Read a Contract 

You may not need to understand every clause the way a lawyer 

does. However, you should to ask the same four questions of every 

section, and flag anything where the answer is unclear or 

unfavorable. 

What am I actually getting, in specific, countable terms? A vague 

bundle like “full-service marketing package” is not an answer. A 

list of deliverables with a timeline attached is. 

What am I giving up, and for how long? Every grant of rights, 

every fee, every exclusivity clause costs you something. Name it 

specifically before deciding whether it’s worth it. 

What happens if this relationship goes badly? Read the 

termination section before you read anything else if you’re short on 
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time. A contract that’s vague or silent about how you leave is 

telling you something about how hard leaving will be. 

Could I explain this clause to another writer in one sentence, in 

plain language? If you can’t, either the clause is genuinely complex 

enough to need a lawyer’s eyes, or it’s written to be hard to parse. 

Either way, don’t move forward on a guess. 

IV. Money In, What You’re Actually Paying For 

Itemized fees versus bundled packages. A fair contract lists 

exactly what you’re paying for and what each piece costs. A vague 

bundle, a “premium package,” a “full-service tier,” with no line-

item breakdown makes it impossible to know whether you’re 

paying a fair price for any individual service. Ask for the itemized 

version before signing a bundle. 

Required author copy purchases. Some contracts require you to 

buy a set number of copies of your own book, sometimes fifty or 

more, as a condition of the deal. This is a hallmark of a vanity-press 

arrangement dressed up in hybrid or partnership language. A 

legitimate press may offer discounted author copies. It should 

never require them. 

Recurring fees. Annual fees, renewal fees, distribution fees, file-

maintenance fees, platform fees. These are easy to bury in fine print 

and easy to underestimate in total, since they recur every year the 

book stays listed. Ask for a full list of every fee that could ever 

apply, not just the ones charged at signing. 

Marked-up add-on services. Editing, cover design, interior layout, 

and proofreading all cost real money from a qualified freelancer, 

and a press charging a comparable market rate for those services 
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isn’t doing anything wrong. A press charging well above what an 

independent freelancer would charge for the same work is turning 

a service into a profit center. Compare their quoted price against a 

freelance market rate before agreeing. 

V. Money Out, How You Get Paid 

Royalty clarity. You should be able to calculate your own royalty 

on a given sale without needing a spreadsheet and a phone call to 

customer service. If the math requires guesswork, the contract isn’t 

transparent enough to sign. 

Payment timing. The contract should state plainly how often 

you’re paid and by what method, and should not leave the timing 

to the publisher’s discretion. 

Audit rights. A fair contract gives you the right to request an audit 

of your sales and royalty accounting, typically once a year, if you 

suspect an error. Most authors never use this clause, but its absence 

from a contract is itself worth noticing, since it signals the publisher 

isn’t willing to be checked. 

VI. Rights: What You’re Actually Signing Away 

This is the section of a hybrid or partnership contract most likely to 

cost you something you don’t notice until years later. 

Grant of rights and duration. Some contracts claim rights for the 

full duration of copyright, which under current US law runs for the 

author’s lifetime plus seventy years. That is effectively forever. A 

fair contract states a defined term, several years, or ties the grant to 

specific triggers for reversion rather than locking it up indefinitely. 
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Reversion clauses. This is the mechanism that gets your rights 

back, and a contract without one is a contract you can’t 

meaningfully exit even if you want to. Look for three kinds of 

reversion language specifically.  

A sales-threshold reversion, rights return to you if the book 

sells below a set number of copies in a given period.  

An out-of-print reversion, rights return if the publisher stops 

actively selling the book and doesn’t reprint within a set 

window. 

 And in hybrid contracts specifically, a right to terminate at 

will, since you’re the one funding the book, you should be able 

to end the relationship on your own schedule, not only when 

the publisher agrees to let you. 

Subsidiary rights. Film, audio, foreign translation, and 

merchandising rights are frequently bundled into the same contract 

as the print rights, sometimes without the author fully registering 

that they’ve signed those away too. If a publisher retains subsidiary 

rights, your share of anything they license should be substantially 

higher than your base book royalty, since you’re giving up the 

ability to sell those rights yourself. If the publisher has no actual 

capacity to sell foreign or film rights, retaining those rights yourself 

is usually worth more than any split they’d offer. 

Non-compete clauses. These aren’t automatically a red flag, 

publishers use them to protect their investment from an author 

immediately releasing a directly competing book elsewhere. The 

problem is scope. A non-compete that reasonably covers a sequel or 

a near-identical book is standard. A non-compete broad enough to 

https://fictionbrain.com/


Fiction Writer Power Tools Chapter 

Fiction Writer Power Tools Collection 
Copyright 2026 – all rights reserved – FictionBrain.com  

restrict your next unrelated project is not, and is worth pushing 

back on directly. 

Production files. You should own the final cover files, the interior 

layout files, and the edited manuscript once the process is 

complete. A publisher that retains those files and won’t hand them 

over is building in a reason for you to stay whether you want to or 

not. 

VII. Getting Out 

A clean termination clause. You should be able to leave without 

penalty beyond what’s already been paid, and without the 

publisher holding your book, your files, or your rights hostage as 

leverage. Read this clause before you read anything about royalties, 

since it tells you what your options look like if everything else in 

the relationship goes wrong. 

What termination does and doesn’t undo. Leaving a hybrid or 

partnership deal typically does not mean recovering money you’ve 

already paid, and any rights already licensed to a third party under 

the contract may stay licensed until that specific license expires, 

even after you’ve formally exited the relationship. A fair contract 

states this plainly rather than leaving you to discover it later. 

VIII. The Checklist 

Green flags Red flags 

You retain copyright throughout The publisher claims rights for the life of 
copyright 

Fees are itemized and specific Fees are bundled into vague “packages” 

Royalty math is simple enough to Royalty structure requires explanation you 
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Green flags Red flags 

calculate yourself can’t reconstruct 

You own all production files at 
completion 

The publisher retains the files 

A defined rights term or clear 
reversion triggers exist 

No reversion language, or reversion 
requires the publisher’s consent 

An audit right is included No audit right, or accounting is described 
vaguely 

You can terminate cleanly, and (for 
hybrid contracts) at will 

Termination is vague, restricted, or 
requires cause the publisher defines 

Non-compete language is narrow 
and specific 

Non-compete language is broad enough 
to restrict unrelated future work 

Partnership contracts state you 
keep 100 percent of royalties 

A “partnership” contract still takes a 
royalty cut 

You control your own retailer 
accounts (KDP, IngramSpark) 

The publisher controls those accounts on 
your behalf, permanently 

IX. Questions to Ask Before You Sign 

1. Do I keep all rights and all royalties, and does the royalty 

clause actually match what I was told verbally.  

2. Do I own my own distribution accounts.  

3. What exactly am I paying for, with an itemized list, not a 

bundle name.  

4. Do I receive every production file when the process is done.  

5. What is the actual reversion trigger, and is it something I 

can verify myself without the publisher’s cooperation.  

6. What happens, in writing, if I want to leave.  
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7. Can I speak with a current author under this exact contract, 

not a testimonial curated by the publisher. 

A publisher confident in its own contract answers all of these 

without hesitation. A publisher that hedges, redirects, or asks you 

to trust the relationship instead of reading the clause, is signaling 

there are things they don’t want you to know that are in the fine 

print. 

X. When to Bring In a Lawyer 

You don’t need a lawyer to read every publishing contract you’re 

offered, but a short paid consultation before signing anything with 

a meaningful upfront cost or a rights grant longer than a few years 

is worth the expense relative to what’s at stake. This is especially 

true if any clause in this chapter’s checklist lands on the red-flag 

side and the publisher isn’t willing to revise it. A contract you don’t 

fully understand and can’t get explained in plain language is 

exactly the situation a consultation exists for. 

Exercise: Score a Real Contract 

If you have a hybrid or partnership contract in front of you right 

now, go through it against the checklist in Section VIII, one row at a 

time, and mark each as green, red, or unclear. Anything marked 

unclear becomes your question list for Section IX. Anything marked 

red becomes a specific point to renegotiate or a specific reason to 

walk away, not a vague unease to talk yourself out of. 

If you don’t have a contract in hand yet, keep this chapter open the 

day you do. A contract read once, quickly, under the excitement of 

an offer, is exactly how the red flags in this chapter get missed. 
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Next 

The final companion in this set, Audiobook Rights and Distribution, 

covers a rights and format decision that cuts across every 

publishing path, including whichever one you’ve chosen after 

working through this chapter and the cornerstone before it. 
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