
The DRM-Free Starter Library

Twenty-eight genuinely good books you can own outright, where to find thousands more, and how to get them into any reader you like. Free, no strings, from the people who make Velo.


Why this exists

Most ebooks you "buy" are licences, not files. A Kindle or Apple Books purchase is encrypted to the store that sold it, opens only in that store's app, and can vanish if the store changes its mind. A DRM-free book is a plain EPUB or PDF: it opens in anything, backs up like any other file, and will still work in twenty years.

The trouble is that DRM-free reading is scattered across dozens of sources and nobody tells you which of them are worth your time. This shelf is the shortcut. Every title below is in the public domain, professionally typeset by the volunteers at Standard Ebooks, and downloadable in seconds. The sources section after it is where your next three hundred books come from.

One rule we hold to: nothing here involves stripping DRM from anything. That is illegal in the US and most other places, and none of it is needed. There is more excellent DRM-free reading than anyone can finish.


The shelf

Every link goes to a Standard Ebooks page. Pick the EPUB download there; it opens in Apple Books, Kobo, Calibre, Velo, or anything else that reads EPUB.


Think clearly


	Meditations, Marcus Aurelius. A Roman emperor's private notebook on how to stay steady. Read a page a day, not the whole thing at once.

	The Art of War, Sun Tzu. Short, dense, and quoted far more often than it is read.

	Walden, Henry David Thoreau. Two years in a cabin, and the case for wanting less.

	The Prince, Niccolò Machiavelli. Power, described without flattery. Shorter than its reputation.

	The Wealth of Nations, Adam Smith. The founding text of economics. Long; the first three books are the ones everyone means.

	The Souls of Black Folk, W. E. B. Du Bois. Essays that still set the terms of the conversation a century on.

	Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass. One of the great American autobiographies, and one evening long.




Big novels worth the climb


	Middlemarch, George Eliot. Regularly called the best English novel. It earns it around page two hundred and never lets go.

	Anna Karenina, Leo Tolstoy. Two marriages, one railway, and everything about how people actually behave.

	Crime and Punishment, Fyodor Dostoevsky. A murder in the first fifty pages, and five hundred pages of what it does to a mind.

	Moby Dick, Herman Melville. Stranger and funnier than school made it. Skip nothing.

	Great Expectations, Charles Dickens. The tightest Dickens, and the best place to start with him.

	Jane Eyre, Charlotte Brontë. A voice so direct it still feels modern.

	Little Women, Louisa May Alcott. Warmer and sharper than its reputation as a children's book.




Short and sharp: finished in a weekend


	The Great Gatsby, F. Scott Fitzgerald. Nine chapters. Possibly the best-built novel in English.

	The Time Machine, H. G. Wells. The book that invented time travel, in an afternoon.

	Dubliners, James Joyce. Fifteen stories. The approachable Joyce, and the last one, "The Dead," is perfect.

	Mrs Dalloway, Virginia Woolf. One June day in London, from the inside of a dozen heads.

	The Awakening, Kate Chopin. A hundred and fifty pages that got its author blacklisted in 1899.

	A Room with a View, E. M. Forster. Italy, England, and choosing the life you actually want.

	Short Fiction, Anton Chekhov. The stories every other short-story writer learned from. Dip in anywhere.

	The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes, Arthur Conan Doyle. Twelve cases. Still the template.




Gothic, strange, and adventurous


	Frankenstein, Mary Shelley. Written at nineteen. Not the film; better.

	Dracula, Bram Stoker. Told in letters and diaries, which makes it far scarier than it has any right to be.

	The Picture of Dorian Gray, Oscar Wilde. A horror story where every second line is a quotable joke.

	Treasure Island, Robert Louis Stevenson. Every pirate cliché you know started here, and it still moves.




Comfort reads


	Pride and Prejudice, Jane Austen. You know the story. The sentences are the point.

	The Age of Innocence, Edith Wharton. Old New York, a doomed romance, and the first Pulitzer awarded to a woman.




Where the next three hundred come from


Free and public domain


	Standard Ebooks. Volunteers take public-domain texts and typeset them properly: real typography, modern spelling where sensible, careful proofreading. Better made than most books you can buy. Well over a thousand titles, all free.

	Project Gutenberg. The original and largest: more than seventy thousand titles. Quality varies, but if a work is out of copyright it is probably here.

	Internet Archive and HathiTrust. Enormous scanned collections, including much that has never been re-typeset. Expect image PDFs rather than clean EPUBs.

	arXiv, PubMed Central, SSRN, bioRxiv. Papers and preprints, DRM-free by design, no account needed.




Stores that sell DRM-free


	Kobo: a large catalogue, a meaningful share of it DRM-free. It is marked under the format details on each product page, so check per title.

	Smashwords: indie-focused and DRM-free as a matter of policy.

	eBooks.com: a mixed catalogue that labels DRM status clearly.

	Google Play Books: many titles allow a plain EPUB or PDF download; varies by publisher.

	Humble Bundle: frequent DRM-free ebook bundles, usually technical, often excellent value.




Publishers who ship DRM-free by default

The most reliable route. Buy direct from a publisher whose policy is DRM-free and you never have to check per title.


	No Starch Press: technical; buying print usually includes the ebook.

	Pragmatic Bookshelf: software development; DRM-free throughout.

	Manning: technical; direct purchases include multiple formats.

	O'Reilly: DRM-free where sold directly as files.

	Tor: the major science fiction and fantasy publisher that dropped DRM entirely in 2012, and it stuck.

	Verso, Haymarket, and many university presses: frequently DRM-free, and they discount direct sales heavily.

	Leanpub and Gumroad: author-direct platforms; effectively always DRM-free, and far more of the price reaches the writer.




How to tell before you buy


	Look for the label. Sellers who offer DRM-free books say so; it is a selling point. Silence usually means DRM.

	Check the formats. "EPUB, PDF, MOBI" as downloadable files is a strong signal. "Read in our app" is a strong signal the other way.

	Look for a download link, not a library. If the purchase gives you a file, you have a file.

	Ask. Small presses answer email, and it is a normal question.

	Buy direct when you can. Usually DRM-free, usually cheaper, and more of the money goes to the people who made the book.




Getting a book into your reader


	iPhone or iPad. Tap the EPUB link in Safari, then tap the download icon and choose Open in. Apple Books, Velo, and most readers appear in the share sheet. Files saved to the Files app can be opened the same way later.

	Mac. Double-click an EPUB and it opens in Apple Books. To use a different reader, right-click, choose Open With, and pick it.

	Kobo or another e-ink device. Connect over USB and drag the file across, or use the device's Dropbox or Google Drive link if it has one.

	Everywhere at once. Calibre is the free, long-running desktop library manager. It converts between formats, fixes metadata, and sends books to almost any device.




Keep what you own

Once you have DRM-free files, treat them like any other files you care about. Keep them somewhere you control and back them up. The whole point of owning the file is that no company's business decisions can take it away, but that only holds if you actually keep a copy.


About Velo

We make Velo, a reader for iPhone, iPad and Mac built around books you own. It reads any DRM-free EPUB or PDF and gives you three reading modes over one shared position: RSVP, which streams the text one word at a time at a fixed focus point; Scrub, for flying back through what you missed; and a clean Reader view. Turned down, RSVP is one of the strongest focus aids available for on-screen reading, which is why it works so well for dense material and for readers with ADHD. Turned up, it is fast.

The free tier reads every book on this shelf. It also ships with a built-in library of public-domain classics, so you can try both modes before importing anything. If you want to read this shelf somewhere that was designed for it, it is on the App Store. If not, everything above works just as well in whatever you already use. That was the point.

Compiled September 2026 by Pleroma Labs LLC. Every link was checked at time of writing. Standard Ebooks and Project Gutenberg are independent projects with no connection to Velo; if this shelf was useful, they both accept donations.
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